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          The Morning After

        

      

    

    
      I hear him before I see him.


      The soft footfalls of each step as he approaches me from behind, ever so slowly.


      As he draws closer I savor the scent of the freshly showered man that fills my apartment. It’s pure. Seductive. Disarming.


      And the passion and desire emanating from that man behind me is palpable.


      I close my eyes, hold my breath … and wait.


      “Good morning …” Simon croons in a captivating, whispy breath. He leans down behind me and kisses the soft curve of my neck, just above my shoulder. My skin prickles at the heat of his breath and my palm welcomes the touch of his hand. He laces his fingers in between mine.


      Just like last night.


      “Mmm … a very good morning, indeed.” I shift in the wooden chair, turning my body to face him in all of his glory. Simon gives my hand a tender squeeze which unleashes my girlish tendencies from within. I smile. Which causes him to smile, exposing his wolfish teeth. He is even more mouthwatering than I remember him being last night. Beads of water drip from his jet black hair, sliding down his face and chiseled chest. My eyes can’t help but follow the lines of his abs and well-defined V which point directly to this man’s greatest asset.


      An asset which I took full advantage of last night.


      Thrice.


      Wrapped around his waist is a thin, navy towel leaving little to my imagination. Or a hell of a lot, depending on how you look at it.


      Please let it fall to the floor. Please.


      I fight the urge to strip down and devour him right here on my kitchen table. One last taste wouldn’t hurt. Would it?


      “So …” he muses, piercing my gaze, never letting go of my hand.


      “So.” I will my palm to not get clammy. It’s not like me to get nervous around men I barely know, but for some reason Simon makes me feel all shades of anxiousness. Good anxiousness.


      Mornings like this should be awkward. Girl meets boy. Boy buys girl drinks and charms her to no end. Girl invites boy up for a night of no-strings-attached lustful tomfoolery. And then … morning comes. Usually it involves someone slithering out of the bed, tiptoeing around, grabbing clothes and escaping out the door before the other person wakes up. But thankfully, I’m the kind of girl who can see it exactly for what it is … a one night stand. And I’m okay with that. Recently I’ve been collecting them like most women collect shoes. And before you go judging me, no, I don’t think that makes me a slut. I think of it more as being in complete control of my own sexuality since I have no time or patience for love and relationships. The last time I was in love, I was left with a third degree burn. And if you look close enough you can see the scars.


      Now, under normal circumstances, I don’t let them stay the night. And obviously that helps me avoid the morning after uneasiness.


      But Simon? Simon is different. Sending him home at three in the morning felt like a crime … an inconceivable act that I would inevitably regret for the months to come. Even though we only met yesterday, it feels like our souls met decades ago. He’s comfortable like your favorite sweatshirt on a snowy day. I want to wrap myself up in him like a blanket and feel his skilled touch all over my body.


      He clears his throat, pulling me from my reverie. “Thanks for letting me take a shower.”


      “No problem.” I pull my hand from his and silently curse myself for not insinuating an invitation to join him.


      I grab my coffee mug from the table and dangle it in between my fingers before bringing the rim up to my lips to seductively blow over the piping hot liquid. I take a small, satisfying sip.


      “When can I see you again?”


      I watch as he begins collecting his clothes. Pieces of last night’s outfits litter the floor, left like a trail of breadcrumbs from my front door to the foot of my bed. I note the cherry red smudge of lipstick I accidentally left on his collar last night. The fact I’ve branded him on some minuscule level lights my insides afire.


      “Elyse?” He pulls me from my thoughts and raises his eyebrows, wordlessly asking his question again.


      Admittedly, I’m a little surprised by his request. The sex was phenomenal. Beyond phenomenal, actually. It was just as I suspected it’d be based on the chemistry we had when we first met. But one great night doesn’t mean he needs to feel obligated to see me again.


      Do I even want to see him again?


      Yes.


      I think I do.


      “Um … not sure. Why don’t you call me sometime and we’ll try to meet up?” I try to keep it casual and tear a piece of paper off the notepad on the table. I hesitate and consider giving him a fake number — I try not to make a habit of repeat performances with the men I hook up with. But the memory of his hot breath as he kissed my breasts, the searing touch of his strong hands as he tightly pinned my wrists above my head, and how he fucked me until I saw and felt fireworks ultimately wins out. Eagerly, I scribble my name and cell number down for him and slide it toward him on the table. He picks it up, his electric blue eyes never leaving mine. He probably stares at me for a few seconds, but it feels like an hour. His eyes flick down to the scrap of paper in his hand.


      “Elyse Keener.” My last name rolls off Simon’s tongue like a prayer. I watch him as he searches for something in the pocket of his pants. He grabs his cell triumphantly and punches the screen a few times.


      Moments later my phone chimes from inside my purse.


      “Good,” he clips. “It’s not fake. And now you have my number, too. So no excuses for not calling.” His smile burns brighter than the sun and I try to hide the fact that my insides have melted into a worthless puddle of swooning schoolgirl.


      “No excuses,” I promise softly.


      Simon drops the towel to the floor and my breath hitches in admiration. He chuckles as he steps into his charcoal boxer briefs. Then I watch him pull his undershirt over his head and inwardly frown as his glorious body disappears from sight.


      Damn. They sure don’t make boys like that by the dozen. Especially boys like that who are nearly naked in your kitchen and can make you come hard and fast like a bullet train.


      A good host would probably stop gawking and offer him breakfast but this whole “hosting the morning after” thing is new territory for me.


      “Can I get you some coffee or anything?”


      “No, thanks. I hate to run, but I’ve got to pick up some documents before heading into the office. I’m on a deadline.” He makes quick work of his dress slacks, zipping them up and buckling his belt tightly around his hips.


      “On a Saturday?” Last night he told me about his hectic life as a freelance travel reporter for several Condé Nast magazine titles. It has turned him into quite the jet setter and it makes me crave the kind of life where I could pick up and go around the world on a moment’s notice.


      Simon bends over to put his shoes back on and shrugs when he rights himself once more. “Being a journalist isn’t your usual 9-5 desk job. I travel a shit ton and most days I don’t know if I’m coming or going. But I wouldn’t have it any other way.” He tilts his head thoughtfully and gives me a shy smile. “I’m serious though … call me.”


      It’s not a request.


      It’s a command.


      And even though I like to be the one in charge, I’m not averse to having him boss me around.


      If I have my way it won’t be the last time he bosses me around either.


      Deep down I know I’ll see him again. There’s no way I am capable of a one night stand with that man.


      When Simon reaches the top button of his oxford shirt, I sigh in appreciation. Not just for his body, but for how he made me feel … last night … this morning. And inevitably how he’ll make me feel after he leaves.


      As I stand up to see him out, he wraps his fingers loosely in mine and electricity surges my veins.


      “Soon. I want to see you again. Soon.”


      I turn to respond and without warning, Simon’s lips are on mine, kissing me deeply … madly. I surrender to his touch and his tongue slips into my mouth like it’s searching for the words I won’t say.


      When he pulls away his eyes burn through me and I nod. I’ve experienced paradise and the only thing I want to do is take up residence in his arms, no matter how brief my stay might be.


      “Yes … soon,” I reply.


      “Good.”


      Simon winks.


      Slaps me playfully on the ass.


      And walks out the door.
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          Coffee Talk

        

      

    

    
      Sex, legs, and cigarettes.


      That’s my best friend, Olivia.


      I’ve always been envious of her flawless mocha skin and thick, curly black hair. Though her moodiness, nosiness and general obnoxiousness often overrides her positive attributes. I guess that’s why I love her so damn much. She is who she is and doesn’t give a damn what anyone else thinks. I suppose that comes with the territory of ignoring everyone’s expectations of yourself.


      It’s Monday morning and I haven’t spoken with Olivia since I bailed on her at the bar a few nights ago. So it comes as no surprise that I find her perched on the corner of my desk, hitting a pack of cigarettes against the palm of her hand, expectantly waiting for answers to the inquisition I’m about to be subject to. When I finally stop what I’m doing to look at her, I can only shake my head in disbelief. She’s wearing a mini skirt that no doubt came from the children’s section of Nordstrom. On her perfectly manicured feet are black patent leather peep toe shoes, accentuating just how ridiculously long her perfectly toned legs are.


      “Come outside and play with me. It’s time for a smoke break.”


      I roll my eyes and push myself away from my desk to file the latest project that has been approved by the client. “You know I don’t smoke. And you need to quit that shit, so no, I will not come outside with you for a smoke break.”


      “Fine then. Forget the cigarettes. Let’s make a coffee run. I need to get out of here for a few.” She hops onto the floor and tugs the pathetic excuse for a skirt down over her ass.


      My eyes flash to the clock. It’s nine twenty-seven on a Monday and already she’s jonesing to escape the office. Compared to many of our colleagues, her role isn’t very challenging — answer phones and try not to be a total bitch when someone walks to the front desk.


      On second thought, maybe that is a challenge for Olivia?


      Either way, if she doesn’t start taking her job seriously it’s going to reflect poorly on me. It doesn’t matter if we’re in different departments. I went out on a limb to get her hired at my agency and she’s done nothing but fuck around since she started.


      But coffee does sound enticing.


      I snatch the pack of cigarettes from her hand and toss them onto my desk, making a mental note to flush them later. “Okay, fine. But only because if I don’t get caffeine, I may cut a bitch.”


      “That’s my girl!” Olivia exclaims.


      We slip out the front door of Brainspin Boutique and onto the open streets of the West Loop. Walking hip to hip, we pass a half dozen antique shops on our way to the coffee shop on the other end of the block. It’s too early for there to be any business, and most of the shops around here are only open on the weekends. It’s an odd place to drop an ad agency, but the rent is cheap and parking is never a problem, so who are we to complain?


      We’re halfway down the street when Olivia finally speaks. “Okay. Spill it, El.”


      “Spill what?” I feign innocence but feel my cheeks flush, betraying my feeble attempt at playing ignorant.


      “Don’t you play coy! I saw you leave the bar with Mr. Sex in a Suit Friday night. He was gorgeous, like he walked right off the page of a Calvin Klein ad and right into your bed. And you only wear those sexy patent pumps after you get laid. Tell me, what was he like underneath those clothes?” I look down at my shoes and shrug. They make me feel sexy and you can’t fault a woman for wanting to feel attractive. “Besides, you never glow like this on a Monday morning. So spill it, woman.”


      “A lady doesn’t kiss and tell.” I smile coyly and feel my cheeks blush, betraying me.


      “And since when are you a lady?” Olivia jousts her elbows into my ribcage, causing me to yelp in surprise. “Besides, I know you never kiss and tell. You much prefer to screw and squeal.”


      “Hey! I do not!” I push open the door to The Daily Grind, a small coffee shop run by hipsters sporting ironic Bill Cosby sweaters and handle bar mustaches. We approach the counter and order the usual.


      “Do you mind spotting me? I left my wallet back at the office.” She smiles her megawatt smile and pleads with her eyes.


      All I can do is shake my damn head. Olivia manages her money about as well as I manage my love life. “What on earth do you do with all your money, girl?”


      Olivia shrugs, and without missing a beat says, “I’m either wearing it or eating it.”


      I snort and pay the barista for both of our orders, then drop my change in the tip jar. We sit at the only table in the place, a small wrought iron bistro set with uneven legs so every time you lean on it, or place your coffee down, the whole thing shifts, sloshing your coffee over the edge.


      Olivia pinches off a piece of my blueberry muffin and pops it into her mouth. I swat her shoulder with the back of my hand. “Back off, ya mooch!”


      She simply smiles, chewing a huge piece of my breakfast. “You love me.”


      “Something like that.”


      Olivia purses her lips and takes a quick draw from her latte. “At least tell me how it all went down.”


      “I’m not really sure there’s much to tell.”


      “There is always a story to tell. Did you grow a pair and hunt him down to talk?”


      She knows me far too well. I am never the first one to make a move. I have always subscribed to the theory that if a man wants you, he needs to get up off of his ass and come and get you. A good theory to have if you ask me.


      I take a sip of my coffee and recall the way he smelled when he first approached me, like fresh soap and old leather.


      “Actually no. He had caught my eye earlier in the night when he was hanging out with some friends and I was dancing with Alex and a few of the girls from his work. We passed looks back and forth across the bar half the night and I thought that was it. When I saw some of the guys in his group leave, I just assumed he took off with them, so I was quite surprised when he came up to me while I was waiting for a drink at the bar.”


      “And what did he say?”


      “Well, he strutted over, reached out to shake my hand,” I softly laugh to myself recalling the cheesy sincerity of the moment, “and asked ‘would you mind holding this while I go for a walk?’”


      “Oh, you’ve got to be kidding me! You fell for that shit?” Olivia practically yells.


      “Shhh …” The barista gives us an evil glare from behind the bar. I feel my face flash crimson. “It was kind of sweet. Besides, he’s a really nice guy.” My cheeks hurt from smiling.


      “Oh, shut up! My ninety-two year old great grandpa is a really nice guy. Tell me what happened. Spare no details.” Olivia leans over the table on her elbows, practically begging.


      I really don’t know what to say to avoid triggering a rousing game of one hundred and one questions. The instant he touched my hand, he flipped a switch inside of me that nobody else had been able to find. It’s not love. It’s more chemistry than anything else. But damn, if this is lust I’ll take another hit of that awesomeness. But telling her that will only lead to more questions and her long-winded spiel about how maybe this guy is the guy to help me move on from Jason. And frankly, there’s not enough coffee in the world to prepare me for that kind of inquisition.


      I shrug and take a sip from my mug. “So we left the bar and went for a walk.”


      Olivia hits both her hands flat on the table in disbelief. “Let me get this straight. A random guy — who just so happens to be hotter than the devil dancing on the sun — comes up to you at a bar, grabs your hand, and you ditch your very bestest friend without even saying a word to go on a walk?”


      Well, when she says it like that it does sound absolutely ridiculous, and very unlike me. “First of all, I didn’t ditch you. You found yourself an Usher look-alike to buy you drinks and tell you you’re pretty. You left me alone, so don’t go off making me to be the bad guy. Secondly, I texted you to let you know I was safe. And third, we ended up at my place. I sleep with a baseball bat under my bed.”


      Olivia scolds me with a single glare. “Didn’t your mother ever teach you not to talk to strangers?”


      I laugh. My mother taught me a lot of things. Like how to be subservient to a man’s wishes and be the perfect little homemaker. I love my mom dearly, but her approach to marriage was always a little antiquated. When things fell apart with Jason, I was devastated, but a small part of me felt she was more upset than I was and not because I was the one who ended up hurt. Rather, she was mourning the loss of me becoming her. Hindsight is twenty-twenty, I suppose. It was my grandmother who gave me the bit of advice that has stuck with me after all these years. She said, “Don’t trust everything you see, Elyse. Even salt looks like sugar.”


      “All I’m saying is it sounds like you’re walking right into a serial killer’s master plan in some B-rated horror flick. Girl meets boy. Girl takes boy back to her apartment. Boy skins girl and wears her body down Michigan Avenue like a fabulous leather coat.”


      I smile … I mean really smile. Olivia gives me a questioning look.


      “You are absolutely ridiculous.” I wave her concern off with the flick of my wrist though I know she’s right. I do need to be a little more careful about who I invite into my home.


      But right from the start things felt different with him. We walked along the lakefront path with the pale moonlight reflecting off the water. The conversation came all too easily, like our souls knew each other in another lifetime. Plus, he could make me laugh. And not the polite kind of laughter you give softly after a joke that wasn’t really that funny. This laughter was of the belly-aching, snort-inducing variety.


      When we finally made it back to my apartment, we took our time and savored every last touch. This wasn’t just another wild drunken rouse, not that I was wasted or anything. Rather, it was passionate and carnal and five hundred million degrees of hot. Just thinking about it brings a flash of heat between my legs which means my crotch has been on fire since he walked out the door more than twenty-four hours ago.


      That was the moment I felt the possibility of it all.


      Olivia must be able to read my mind because her jaw drops and her eyes turn narrow. “Do you … Do you have a thing for this guy?” The shock resolutes all the way through her eyes.


      Shit.


      “No,” I say unconvincingly.


      “You, no doubt, lie in bed with a guy significantly better than you lie with your words.”


      I snort. “That literally makes zero sense. Don’t make me get all grammar police on your ass.”


      “Whatever, bitch. You know what I mean. Besides, it’s true. You’re a terrible liar and I can only assume a great lay.”


      I blush at her words and feel like a stupid, giddy schoolgirl whose crush just asked her to prom. I’ve faked my smile for so long I can hardly believe the one I wear now is real. It’s the kind of smile that begins buried deep inside and radiates through, lighting the dark. And Simon is the one who sparked that internal flame.


      “Well, shit! Maybe he’ll be the one to end your streak of randoms?”


      Maybe. But I’ll never admit that aloud, so instead, I smirk and simply shrug my shoulders.


      “You never did tell me his name.”


      “Simon. His name is Simon.”


      “And what does Simon do for a living?” The way she emphasizes his name sends a stampede through my system and I shift my eyes to the floor. “You have no idea, do you?”


      “Well … I know he’s a writer…”


      Olivia looks at me in disapproval. “That’s vague.”


      “What? We didn’t do much talking.”


      “Elyse!”


      “If you had seen him, you would have let your body do all the talking, too. Trust me on that.” I blush at the admission. “But if it makes you feel any better, he writes for travel magazines.”


      “Ooooh, that sounds sexy. Maybe he’ll whisk you away to some remote exotic island. You could explore all of the ins and outs of private beaches if ya catch my drift.”


      I never thought there was anything sexy about writers. As a writer myself, I know that most of the time we’re working in the company of our imagination. And when you’re under deadline, hygiene is totally optional. But when Olivia puts it that way, it does kind of sound sexy.


      “So what else is new?” I swat Olivia’s hand away as she tries to steal the last bite of my muffin.


      “I ran into Alex yesterday at the grocery store. He was in a mood. I don’t know why he just doesn’t ditch that wretched girlfriend of his. Why didn’t you and Phinney ever hook up? I always thought you two would make a cute pair.” Apparently the discussion of my love life isn’t over like I had thought. She asks the million dollar question I’ve often asked myself, and one I don’t have a good answer for.


      “I don’t know. Maybe once upon a time Alex Phinney and I could have been something great, but life always seemed to have other plans for me. For us, really. I had Jason, and Alex had his flavor of the month. I always thought he could be interested, but he never came out directly and said anything.”


      I shrug off the thought of both guys and allow my mind to drift toward the memory of Simon’s touch. The thought of his lips trailing down my neck sends heat straight to my core. How soon could I see him again?


      “But you had a thing for him, right?”


      “With a body like his and a smile that dropped panties, who didn’t have a thing for Alex?” I shoot Olivia a pointed look and she blushes instantly, knowing my insinuation. The better part of her early twenties was spent secretly pining over him. I laugh and shake my head at her. “But yeah, I’ve always had a little thing for him. Especially after Jason and I split. He was so good to me through that mess.” I sigh heavily, blowing the hair out from my face in the process. For far too long, some microscopic part of me held a silent flame that Jason and I could work things out.


      “Mess is an understatement.”


      “I know. When we broke up, I thought about asking Alex out. But I knew that if I ever crossed a line with him, there would absolutely be no way Jason and I would get back together.” Not that I’d want to now.


      “Ugh. Build a bridge and get over it, El. You need to stop being so damn loyal to the pain of your past.”


      “I know. I am over it now.” Kind of. “Even so, it would have been too weird, him being Jason’s cousin and all. That would break some kind of guy code.”


      “Fuck guy code. The shit he pulled over on you makes any kind of guy code null and void. Besides,I’ve seen the way Alex looks at you with his gooey puppy dog eyes.” Olivia smirks and bats her eyelashes at me.


      Whatever. He looks that way at anything with boobs and legs. “It’s neither here nor there. There’s a reason why things never worked out with Alex and—”


      “And your stubbornness is not a reason!” she interjects.


      “And now I have Simon.” My voice is matter of fact and my heart soarsat the sound of his name rolling off my tongue.


      “So you think he’s it? The fairytale you’ve been waiting for?”


      “I don’t know, but I’m hopeful. Simon’s different.” There’s no hiding the skepticism in my voice. But I at least owe myself the chance to see if anything could come to fruition with this man.


      “Moving on! I’m tired of talking about you,” Olivia jokes as she claps her hands together, finally bored with talking about me. “I’ve finally figured out what I’m going to do with my life.”


      It’s about damn time.


      “Oh? And what’s that?” Olivia has never been career-oriented. Before she started at Brainspin Boutique, she would change jobs more frequently than she’d change her underwear. She once quit her barista job after only ninety minutes of being on the clock because the apron was — and I quote — not cute enough. So the fact Olivia thinks she finally knows what she wants to be when she grows up is a little amusing.


      “I’m going to start my own business called The Wine Wagon. Early in the evening, I’m going to drive a wine truck all through suburbia, blasting angry chick music and watching the desperate housewives flock into their front yards, chasing me down as they wave twenties in the air. They can escape the dramas of their day, their husbands, their children and whatever other bullshit they’re dealing with and just have a glass of vino. It’s like an ice cream truck except there’s wine, so my idea is infinitely better.”


      “That actually might be the best idea you’ve ever had.” I smile proudly.


      “I know, right?” The compliment goes straight to her head. “What about you? Have you given any more thought about going back to school?”


      I shut my eyes tightly and groan. My LSAT scores are only good for another year, but I can’t bring myself to enlist for a lifetime of misery by taking over my father’s law firm. Even though I practically aced the exam, I’m not sure that being a lawyer is the right gig for me. But I’m not sure advertising is either. Jason always had opinions otherwise, which is probably why I’m so vehemently against going to law school.


      “No,” I lie. I’ve given it a lot of thought if I’m being honest with myself. “I like the creative side of life and being a copywriter plays to my strengths. I can’t imagine spending my days researching and writing legal briefs.”


      “But you spend your days writing silly slogans and magazine ads that nobody reads.”


      I sigh, knowing she’s right. I take the last lukewarm sip of coffee and shudder at all the syrup that has built up at the bottom of the cup.


      “It’s just advertising, Olivia. It’s not brain surgery. In the grand scheme of things, what I’m doing now isn’t meaningful when you really think about it.”


      “All I’m saying is if you’re going to spend your days researching and writing, you may as well do it for a better price tag.”


      “And that grass is probably greener because it’s fertilized with a bunch of shit.”


      The only thing I really want out of my career is to change the course of just one person’s life for the better. If I can do that, then I know I’ll be happy.


      Olivia snorts at my comment and shakes her head. “You are ever the optimist, my dear friend.”


      I push back from the table and grab my coffee cup. “Come on. We need to head back. Some of us actually have work to do today.”
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      When we get back to the office, Jamie is sitting at the front desk where Olivia should be. Jamie is one of the agency’s junior-level account managers. She’s here because her daddy knows someone who knows someone and she needed a job after college. She’s held the same title for the past three years and is nothing but skin and bones draped in designer knock-offs. She tries to pass herself off as being high-fashion and nobody has the heart to tell her that the Addams Family morgue look isn’t very becoming on her. Usually she wears nothing but black and a permanent scowl on her face, but for some reason she looks unusually happy today.


      “It’s not your birthday, is it, Elyse?”


      “No … why?”


      “Because a stunningly handsome man dropped off a rather large bouquet of flowers for you shortly after you left. I took the liberty of dropping them off on your desk.”


      Oh. Well, this is new. No one has ever given me flowers at work. Jason was certainly never that thoughtful. And the only time my parents ever send flowers is on my birthday … and those are always sent to my apartment.


      “Thanks, Jamie. Let me know if I owe you anything for tipping him.”


      Jamie shifts in her chair and sighs heavily before looking out the window in avoidance.


      She didn’t tip him. Cheap ass.


      When she finally looks back at me, her voice is defensive. “What? He wasn’t a delivery guy, I can tell you that much.”


      I cock an eyebrow, imploring her for more details.


      “Delivery guys don’t wear three piece suits,” she clips with an edge in her tone. “Now, if you’ll excuse me, I’ll get back to my job so Olivia can actually do hers and man the front desk.”


      And there it is again. The famous Jamie scowl. It’s her way of letting me know that I’m clearly inconveniencing her. In dramatic fanfare, she pushes herself away from Olivia’s station at the front desk and walks down the hallway to get back to work.


      “Well, she’s a delight today.” Olivia rolls her eyes then pulls at my arm. “Come on … let’s see who it’s from.” She follows me back to my desk, leaving the front lobby unmanned.


      The site of the bouquet takes me breath away. Sprigs of lavender and green hydrangeas are tucked in the open pockets amid ballerina pink and bold fuchsia peonies. The bouquet is so artfully arranged, it looks like Martha Stewart herself designed it.


      “Wow.” Olivia reaches out and runs her fingertips over the delicate flowers. “He spent a fortune on you, El.”


      “You don’t even know if it’s from him.”


      She laughs under her breath. “With that shit eating grin on your face, you and I both know exactly who it’s from.”


      She’s right. And not that money matters, but this is one lavish bouquet. “Do you see a card?” I turn the vase around as Olivia plucks out a tiny white envelope that was hidden inside.


      “Give me that!” I try to snatch it from her hands, but she turns and slides the card out, clearing her throat.


      “Not nearly as lovely as you. Simon.”


      I swoon.


      Olivia swoons.


      And everyone within earshot of us swoons.


      I snag the card from Olivia’s fingers and read it again, ignoring the rising questions from my coworkers.


      “This all seems a little too perfect. What’s wrong with him?” Olivia asks, making her suspicions no secret. And with how I’ve treated myself with guys over the past year, I can’t blame her. But Simon is different. And furthermore, he makes me feel different.


      I look at her, shocked at her insinuation. “There’s nothing wrong with him, Olivia. You can’t just assume the worst.”


      “Oh, honey … You’re naive if you assume the best. There is something wrong with every guy. Some are just better at hiding it than others.”


      “Don’t be ridiculous.” I reach into my purse and grab my phone to call and thank him for the beautiful arrangement. While unnecessary, the gesture has made me feel appreciated for the first time since … well, I don’t know when. And even though I barely know him, this gesture alone gives me hope and makes me feel like I am finally getting what I deserve.


      “Okay, so maybe there’s not anything wrong with him. But perhaps you shouldn’t call him just yet.” Olivia snatches the phone from my hands and looks at me with complete seriousness. “You know, keep him guessing?”


      I smile and shake my head. “I’ve had my share of guessing games. I’m not about to start playing any with this guy.”


      I reach out to take my phone back and Olivia puts her hands on her hips. “All I’m saying is maybe you should wait a while? See other people. Maybe get married, adopt a dog, buy a house with a white picket fence and pop out two point five kids. No need to be so quick to see him again.”


      I laugh and turn my back to her, searching my phone for Simon’s number. With a steadying breath, I push the green send button and wait. But I don’t wait for long. He answers after only one ring.


      “Elyse Keener, the one and only. To what do I owe the pleasure?” The smile in his voice is infectious and I feel myself turning into a total girl.


      Damn it, Elyse! Pull yourself together. “I, uh … I just wanted to say thank you.”


      “For?”


      “The flowers. They’re beautiful, Simon.” I lean over and inhale deeply, the sweet smell of peonies tickling my nose.


      “Oh? And here I thought you were calling to thank me for a night of fiery passion and making sure you couldn’t walk for the past two days.”


      Well, that too.


      My eyes go wide and I’m grateful that Olivia isn’t within earshot. She would have a field day with this conversation.


      “But you are most welcome for the flowers and other things.”


      I softly laugh. “So how are you?”


      “I’m well. Though I can’t seem to shake the thoughts of a certain blonde I met this weekend. It’s become very distracting and I can hardly focus at work.”


      I blush at his words, loving the affect I have on him.


      We make pleasantries but I receive a notification on my computer, alerting me to a client meeting starting in five minutes.


      “Before we go, I need to ask … How did you know where I worked?”


      “Your number.”


      “I gave you my cell phone.”


      “No, the paper you wrote your phone number on. The bottom of the page said Brainspin Boutique with an address. When I looked it up, I discovered it was a small advertising agency. And when I Googled your name, I found your LinkedIn profile and confirmed my hunch. I have to admit, I’m quite impressed. Aren’t you a little young to be one of the head copywriters?”


      We haven’t discussed ages yet, not that it matters. I know he’s a few years senior to twenty-seven. But age is just a number and I’ve never been one to let it define me.


      “Not at all. Talent knows no age. And I’ve worked my ass off to get where I am.” I hope I sound confident, throwing the last part in so he doesn’t think I was handed my career on a silver platter. It’s been a tough road proving myself, and it’s not the first time someone has insinuated that I’m too young to be one of the top writers, but there’s a reason our blue chip clients ask specifically for me on their projects.


      “Touché.”


      “Well, I’m about to step into a client meeting. But thank you — so much — for the flowers. You’ve made my morning.”


      “And you made my week.”


      I bite my lower lip, fighting this silly perma-grin.


      “Elyse … Before you go …”


      “Yes?”


      “Does Thursday night work for you? I need to see you again.”


      He needs to? I like his forwardness. His transparency. I like that neither of us has it in ourselves to play games.


      “So you need to see me?”


      “Yes. Our last kiss left me with this insatiable desire to hold onto your mouth with mine for as long as humanly possible.”


      His words are perfection. I close my eyes and melt, remembering how our tongues and limbs intertwined so perfectly. “I … I think I can make that work. Yes. Thursday. Thursday works for me,” I say, instantly hating how juvenile I sound.


      “Great. I’ll pick you up from work at six. Oh, and Elyse?”


      “Yes, Simon?”


      “This time, by the time I’m done with you, you won’t be able to walk for a week.”


      I choke on my own words, bumbling softly to myself in disbelief. Simon releases a breathy laugh and already I find myself weak in the knees.


      “See you on Thursday,” he whispers.


      Even though he can’t see me, I nod. “See you Thursday.”


      The line goes dead and I look down at my watch. It’s not even eleven, making it the longest Monday morning in the history of Monday mornings.


      Thursday can’t get here fast enough.
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      I look down at my watch, surprised to see it’s pushing ten o’clock. It feels like we just sat down to eat ten minutes ago. We’ve been sitting here for hours talking about everything and nothing. I can’t remember the last time I had a conversation where the guy was genuinely interested in learning the little things about me. I know I’ve talked way too much because I’m tired of the sound of my own voice.


      “This has been a lot of fun,” Simon admits as he folds his napkin and places it on the table.


      “Yeah, I agree. And thank you for putting me right at ease. I was honestly a little nervous for tonight.”


      Simon tilts his head inquisitively. “Oh? Why’s that? There’s nothing to be nervous about. It’s just me.” The way he talks makes me feel like we’ve known each other for years, not days. And he says it like he’s the easiest person in the world to be around.


      And in some ways, he is.


      But that revelation alone is enough to make me even more nervous because it means, in a very short period of time, we’ve connected on a level that I was never expecting. Granted, it’s not an exceptionally deep level, but it’s far more than anyone else has gotten in quite some time. It’s not like I’m going to be moving in with him anytime soon, but still…


      Because he’s so easy to talk to, I answer openly, honestly. “Admittedly I haven’t done much traditional dating these days.”


      His eyebrows raise curiously but it doesn’t bother me. I find nothing wrong with wanting a lover that I don’t actually have to love. Love burned me in the past and I learned not to play with fire.


      “Ah. I think I know what you mean by that. And for what it’s worth, I haven’t done much of it either.” Though his version and my version of haven’t done much of it likely have two very different meanings. For me, it’s been meaningless hookups. But I can’t believe the same about Simon. He’s just too … kind? Genuine? I’m not sure what it is. I just know he’s too good for that kind of tomfoolery.


      “Why not?” I can’t help but ask. I know so little about this man, but perhaps he’s just as wounded as I am and the fates have pulled us together.


      Simon touches his napkin to the corners of his mouth then sits back in his chair, eyeing me seriously. “That is a question I’m not ready to answer just yet.”


      Hmmm…


      “That’s evasive.” I press my lips together.


      “No. That’s the truth. I don’t want to lie to you, Elyse. I could spill some story as to why I haven’t been dating much lately, but you deserve better than that and I’m not at a place where I can be that open. At least not yet.”


      And I get it. I’m not ready to tell him about Jason. Baggage like that could be a deal breaker and I’d rather hold onto the hope of something magnificent on the horizon than crush it before it ever has a chance to grow.


      Oh. “Well, I appreciate that. Perhaps one day we’ll be an open book.”


      “Perhaps. Until then…” Simon grabs his glass of wine and lifts it in the air. “To chemistry and mystery and discovering exactly what this is.”


      I bring my glass to meet his with a delicate clink and then savor the last of the merlot in my hand.


      


      After walking the city streets with no destination in mind for the past hour, we find ourselves at Cloud Gate, the enormous silver bean in Millennium Park.


      “I often wonder what possesses someone to create something like this and call it art,” I muse as I walk under the oversized arch. From the outside, Cloud Gate is a massive polished silver sculpture giving a mirror reflecting a stunning image of the city lights. Close up, it’s a glorified bean. As I stare at my reflection, Simon comes to stand behind me and I lean against his chest. We look good together.


      “Hmm … Do you not think it’s art?”


      I think it’s weird, but I don’t say those exact words.


      “I mean … what was going through Kapoor’s head? Was he eating lima beans for dinner one night and thought, Hey! Why don’t I make a giant metallic bean and drop it right in the middle of one of the largest cities in America?”


      “That’s awfully haughty coming from an artist.”


      “Pshh … First of all, I’m not an artist.”


      “That’s where you’re wrong. You’re a writer. Writers are artists.”


      I roll my eyes. “That’s a stretch. I write commercials and jingles and advertisements for big corporate brands. That’s not art. That’s selling out to ‘the man.’”


      “Well, we’re just going to have to disagree on that. But don’t be so quick to judge. Sure it’s a little strange, but it’s beautiful … and cool. Come here.” He pulls me into his arms and looks at the reflection above us. “Look up.”


      And when I do, I see our reflection warped and cascading all around us. And as much as I don’t want to admit it, the sight is truly impressive.


      “Wow.” I’m awe struck. “I’ve been in the city for all these years and this is the first time I’ve actually seen the inside of this thing.”


      “It’s amazing, isn’t it?”


      “Yeah,” I breathe. And in the reflection I can see he’s looking at me. My eyes shift to his and I brace myself for what is destined to be a passionate, toe-curling kiss.


      But it never comes.


      Instead, he presses his lips against mine delicately and quickly pulls away. It’s the kind of kiss an old married couple would give in passing. And it’s endearing as hell.


      The only problem is I want more of it … more of him. He makes me want to believe in committed relationships again. And that should scare me.


      But it doesn’t.


      “Come on … let’s go.” Simon grabs my hand and I love how my hand fits perfectly in his. When we stop at a streetlight, he gives me the same eye crinkling grin that he gave me Saturday night when we met.


      “So, uh … my place is right over there. Do you want to come up for a night cap?” Simon gestures to the swanky high rise building across the street. It doesn’t look like the home of a reporter with a modest income. Maybe he comes from money? I don’t know and frankly, I really don’t care. I learned long ago that money only buys love when it’s superficial. He could have a penny to his name and I would, no doubt, still be attracted to him. Besides, these heels are killing me and I want to get off my feet for a few.


      “Sure,” I say, wondering if he’s in the mood for more than just another drink.


      He pulls me up into his arms and softly kisses my lips, holding my face in his hands.


      “Come on …” he whispers into my mouth.


      


      We enter the elevator and he presses the button for the twentieth floor, then intertwines his fingers through mine, giving it a gentle squeeze. When I walk into his apartment, it’s pure bachelor. The walls are white with minimal decor and there’s a faint smell of fresh cotton in the air. The focal point of the room is a flat screen TV across from a black leather couch that is far too large for the space.


      I move to the window that overlooks Grant Park and stare at the streetlights sparkling below. Simon moves to a makeshift bar and pulls out a bottle of scotch.


      “What can I get you?” I glance over my shoulder and he holds up the bottle and cocks his eyebrow inquisitively.


      I wish I were the kind of woman who could boldly state exactly what’s on her mind and simply reply ‘you.’ “Umm … I’ll have whatever you’re having,” I say, hoping to come off as easy going.


      Simon grabs a few ice cubes from the freezer and pours the scotch in a low tumbler glass, then brings it over to me.


      “It’s so beautiful up here.” The lights below twinkle as people move swiftly into the night. We are up so high it feels like we’re light years away from the ground below.


      “Yeah … I wish I got to see more of it.”


      “What do you mean?”


      “The other day I mentioned I travel a lot for work. I’m easily gone three weeks of the month. It’s why this place is so sparse. I haven’t been here long enough to decorate.”


      I look around and he’s right. The place is barren and it wasn’t a design choice. It’s empty as a byproduct of his work. As I look around, I can’t help but wonder how I could fit in the bigger picture if this goes anywhere.


      My heels click against the marble floor to examine the little decor he does have. I grab a wooden frame from the mantle above the gas burning fireplace and smile down at the two boys smiling back at me. Their arms are draped around each other and they’re proudly holding their catch of the day on the end of a fishing pole. The pair look so happy and carefree, back when life was obviously simpler and drama-free.


      “Who’s this?”


      Simon passes me my drink and admires the photograph. “That’s my older brother Nate. My family used to have a cabin down in the Smokey Mountains of Tennessee. We’d go fishing there every summer.”


      “I grew up outside Nashville in Franklin. I love it there. Where does he live now?”


      “He’s in Georgia. Doesn’t make it back here very often these days.”


      I place the photograph back down on the mantle move onto the next frame. A weathered black and white photo of a doe-eyed couple pressing a knife down into a modest wedding cake.


      “And those are my parents. They would have been married forty-two years this November.”


      “Would have?”


      “They’ve both passed. Nate is all I have left. My mom passed from cancer and my dad... My dad passed from the pain of living without his wife.” He gives me a sad, tight-lipped smile and I instantly understand what he’s trying to say. I feel his hand brush against mine and I flip my palm over, allowing him to lace his fingers between mine tightly. “My folks were great people. From a very young age they instilled the importance of family … The importance of love.”


      And just like that, I melt at his feet.


      As we stand in silence, I have to remind myself to breathe. Practically every time he’s gotten close to me, I forget to breathe. I hate that he has this effect on me. I have to remind myself that I just met him.


      “Okay … enough of the heavy. Sit down and relax.” Simon crosses the room and opens up a cabinet before slipping a vinyl record out from a sleeve. How retro.


      When I hear the moody, opening notes of John Coltrane’s Resolution, I can’t help but smile. My dad used to play this album all the time when I was little. “I wouldn’t have pegged you as a jazz fan.”


      “I imagine you won’t peg me for a lot of things.”


      I feel the heat rise in my cheeks and I turn to look around, further exploring my surroundings. Pieces of the puzzle that is Simon begin falling into place. He holds on tightly to the few things that are important to him. He’s a simple man. A man of deliberate words and what feels like noble intention.


      Sure, we met — and subsequently hooked up — under less than conventional circumstances. But that doesn’t mean the odds are stacked against us for something more.


      Something more? What the hell has gotten into me?


      The lights are dim and Simon sits down in the middle of the couch arms outstretched across the back so no matter where I sit, I am kept close to him. I curl up under his left arm and his fingers are instantly playing with my long, blonde curls.


      “So what else about you is unexpected?”


      “Let’s see … Up until I started working for Condé Nast, I was a ‘Big’ with Big Brothers. But my travel schedule simply became too much to give Carlos the time and attention he deserved. I’ve also swam in the Devil’s Pool at Victoria Falls and completed an Ironman triathlon.”


      “No shit?” I say, not sure which of the three impressive accolades I’m shitting.


      “No shit,” he affirms. And suddenly the 5k race I ran last fall feels insignificant. “Growing up my dad would say, ‘if your life were a book, would it be one worth reading?’ He wanted to make sure I lived the kind of life I wouldn’t grow old to regret. I think that’s why I always wanted the kind of job that would afford me to travel and see the world. It doesn’t get much better than being a travel reporter. They give me money to do something I love. It almost feels wrong.”


      “That seriously sounds like the most amazing job, Simon.”


      He shyly smiles and takes my hand in his. “It’s pretty awesome. But the biggest downside is how lonely it can get on the road.”


      I think about him being on the road seventy-five percent of the time and the sacrifices he makes to live his dream job. It sort of makes me sad. I’m not sure I could do it. While I love my job and work my ass off, it truly is just a paycheck. I’m not curing cancer and I’m not changing lives, but my job allows me to live comfortably and do the things that I want to do.


      “What about you? Tell me something about yourself. Something that nobody else knows,” he asks, breaking the silence between us.


      Hmm … There’s not much that I keep to myself if I’m being entirely honest. I’ve always been an open book. Though there are a few things that would surprise my friends if only they knew.


      “The summer before I left for college, I worked in one of those twenty-four hour photo labs in the grocery store. Do you remember them?”


      “Yeah, before the digital days.”


      I smile fondly in appreciation for those days. “Well, you could say I had a penchant for other people’s photography. The kind of photographs people would turn in for development were absolutely fascinating. It’s not all just family vacations.” I cuddle up under his arm and look out the window. I’m not certain I want to see his face at my confession. “At first, I would make myself extra copies of photos that I thought were beautiful. You know … things like trees, sunsets, landscapes. It was all innocent.”


      Simon hums softly to himself.


      “Then one day, I processed a roll of black and white film with images of this naked woman with long dark curls. Anything indecent we came across we were supposed to report in a log book and destroy the negative. But these photos were so artfully done. She had this … this breathy, sated look on her face and I couldn’t take my eyes off of her. I made a second set of photos and kept those to myself along with the negatives.


      “I was working the lab when the gentleman came to pick up his photos. I remember being so embarrassed, but I slid him the images and let him know that I was forced to destroy the negatives. He nodded in silence, probably knowing that I shouldn’t have developed the photos in the first place.


      “It wasn’t until my senior year of college when I became friends with a guy who was a Fine Arts major that I dug out the negatives and asked him to enlarge some of the images for my apartment. He thought that I had taken the pictures.” I chuckle softly at the thought of that. “We both agreed it would have been weird having a naked woman plastered on my walls, so we cropped some of the shots and double processed a few of them in the photography lab.”


      “Wait. The photo above your bed, the one where several shots are laid over each other … is that?” I nod, impressed by his memory. “That photo was exquisite.”


      “I know. That’s the extent of my thievery though. I’ve always been one to play by the rules, but I don’t feel guilty about it. It’s like he trusted me with his secret the day he picked up his photos. And I liked holding onto that man’s secret. But even more, I like that I became part of the secret, too.”


      I turn my cheek to look at him and he studies my face like he’s reading the page out of a book intently, committing the words to memory.


      “I think that’s a beautiful sentiment, you being someone’s secret.” He presses his lips to my temple and I feel it all the way down in my toes.


      “I’m pretty sure that that story doesn’t make my life a book worth reading. But fortunately, I still have time to add some exciting new chapters.”


      “True, true,” he muses. “So if you could do anything in the world and know you wouldn’t fail, what would you do? That seems like it’d be worthy of a chapter or two.”


      “Hmm …” I take a small sip of scotch and savor the burn in my nose from its vapors. My answer to this question is easy, but it’s one I’m not going to tell him. If I knew I wouldn’t fail, I’d want to fall in love again. But to love is to be brokenhearted. And up until this past weekend, when this mysterious man literally walked right into my life, I much preferred a string of meaningless one night stands in lieu of putting myself out there to be hurt. So instead, I give him another truthful response. “I suppose I would run a marathon. Or maybe write a book. What about you?”


      He looks in his glass as he swirls the ice cubes, presumably lost in thought. “I think I’d start all over.”


      Just as I’m about to press him on what that means, Simon leans in slowly and my eyes lock in on his perfect mouth. His lips are so inviting and I want nothing more than to dive into his mouth and allow him to swallow me whole. I am salivating for his touch, and when his hands finally reach my skin, it isn’t just my mouth that’s watering for him.


      When his hands reach up and hold my face he says, “I’m going to kiss you now, Elyse.”


      The way he says my name makes me weak. And I close my eyes, lost in the intoxication of him.


      I feel the scruff of his five o’clock shadow against my cheek. And I feel the delicate brush of his thumb against my jawline. And I feel the tenderness of his exhaled breath enveloping my skin. And for the first time in a long time, I allow myself to just feel.


      Simon presses his lips against mine. This dance we share is as natural as breathing. But this isn’t just a kiss. Our tongues mesh together, silently writing the opening lines of a novel and I feel it … I feel him on a completely different level.


      When we finally pull apart from each other, the bewildered look on his face matches what I’m feeling inside. And there’s only one word for it … whoa.


      Neither of us say anything, but we know the other felt it, too.


      Whatever it was.


      After a few moments of comfortable silence and studying each other’s faces, I do the only thing that feels natural in the moment. I seductively finger the highest iridescent button on my blouse, preparing to slowly take it off.


      Simon reaches out and stills my hand. “Hey,” he murmurs under his breath. “I didn’t bring you up here for that.” There’s a sincerity in his eyes that makes me believe it.


      “I know you didn’t. But I want to give myself to you.” My words shock me. I’m rarely this forward. But it’s true. I am this man’s for the taking.


      “I have a rule. I never sleep with a woman on the first date.”


      “Fuck rules. They’re meant to be broken.” And it’s not like we haven’t slept together before. We did as strangers. And while we’re not technically strangers now, there is still much to learn about each other.


      I lean forward and nip his lips with my teeth before sitting back on my heels. Simon pulls his hand back again and I slowly begin to undress as he watches me intently. When I finally reach the bottom button on my blouse, I slide it off of my shoulders and toss it to the wayside.


      Simon leans over and kisses me on my collarbone before wrapping his arms around me. He caresses me with breathtaking reverence, tracing his fingers up my spine, touching bone after bone like he’s holding the individual beads of a rosary in silent worship.


      Then, in an unexpected instant, my back is against the couch and our eyes lock, him devouring me with a single gaze. He pauses thoughtfully before he tugs the side zipper of my pencil skirt, pulling it down my body at a painfully slow pace.


      He takes his time exploring my body, commenting on the tiny birthmark on the underside of my breast when he frees it from my bra.


      Taking my nipple in his mouth, he swirls his tongue over the delicate flesh before hooking his thumbs inside my panties, stripping them from my ass.


      I can’t help but moan in delight as he leaves kisses down my breasts, abdomen and thighs. The moment his hot lips leave my body, my skin chills in delight. And then he’s here, there and everywhere all at once. His hands at my breasts and ass. His face buried between my legs.


      Like a voyeur, I’m entranced watching the way he savors my body. The way his tongue lights the fuse within me over and over and over again. The way he watches me watching him with those wolfish eyes, reading me like an erotic novel.


      My body begins to writhe as I get closer to the edge. And just as I’m about to hit the point of no return …


      He stops.


      My eyes shoot open to glare at him. “Oh my god … What are you doing?” I throw my head back against the cushion and pant.


      Simon laughs softly. Part evil. Part teasing. But completely adorable. He winks. “Tension. The best experiences in life all come down to that one little word … tension.”


      “Trust me, Simon. I feel the tension.” And good Lord, I do. It’s overwhelming.


      “No … you can’t just feel the tension. I want you to feel me until your body quakes with a pleasure so intense you can’t even feel me anymore.”


      Holy shit! Holy shit, holy shit, holy shit, shit, shit.


      His words practically make me unravel to my core. And another piece of the puzzle that is Simon, falls into place … He likes to be in command.


      Between panted breaths, I inform him that he can’t thicken the tension if he’s wearing all those clothes. And then in one swift motion he pulls his shirt up and over his head while I make quick work of his fly. Once nothing is in our way, I take the condom from his hands and carefully open the foil with my teeth before sheathing his beautiful, taut package.


      I wrap my knees around his waist, exactly where they belong. And then before I know it, Simon pushes himself inside of me in one forceful thrust and I feel it in every cell in my body. After a moment, we find our rhythm and I’m tempted to fight him for control. But the look in his eyes tells me it’s a battle I’d lose — and willingly so. Lying here underneath him puts me directly on top of the world, pushing me higher and higher until I can’t take it anymore and I clench tightly to his body as a paralyzing orgasm rips me in two.


      I’m so wound up that it doesn’t take long for him to bring me to my release first. Simon follows suit moments later and then crumples into a sexy, sweaty heap on top of me.


      With his head resting on my breast, he looks up at me shyly. I never noticed it before, but his blue eyes have little flecks of gold that reflect light in a way so magnificent, I nearly forget how to breathe.


      “Well … that was unexpected.” Simon smiles in satisfaction.


      I laugh softly and run my fingers through his hair. “Sometimes the best things in life are the things you can’t predict.”


      “Life’s no fun if you’re able to predict what’s coming next. And you, Elyse … I’ve never met a woman like you before. And there’s nothing that could have prepared me for your arrival.”
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      One date turned into four.


      And weeks turned into a month.


      And before I even realized it, the mere thought of Simon turned me into that giddy mush of a girl. I’ve always hated women like that. But now that it’s turned into my reality, I’ve come to the conclusion that it’s not so bad after all. I mean, other guys never lit me up quite like he does. Besides, if you can’t turn into a giddy mush of a girl at an overtly chivalrous act, then there probably isn’t much hope for you. There wasn’t much hope for me.


      And then I met Simon.


      Simon and I do our best to see each other as often as we can whenever he’s in town. And when he’s gone, we try to talk each night, or at the very least text, assuming the time zone difference allows. His thoughtfulness knows no bounds. I willingly allow him to invade my thoughts when we’re apart. But shit. When we’re together things are just … intense. Perfectly so.


      Just this past weekend the man brought me to multiple orgasms using only a feather from my down comforter and his index finger.


      While I hate the void I feel when he’s gone, my favorite thing about Simon traveling is how he leaves the simplest of gestures to let me know he’s thinking about me and still there. I’ve found notes hidden in my bathroom vanity, had the occasional bouquet of lilies sent to my office, and even discovered “movie date” appointments added to my calendar so we can watch the same film at the same time, even if we’re half a world apart.


      It’s a few minutes before eight and I’m about to hit play on Top Gun — his favorite movie and this evening’s movie date selection when my phone sounds off.


      
        Simon: Hey there, Maverick! It’s nearly two in the morning here, but I’m ready to start watching. You?


        


        Me: Yes! Popcorn is in the microwave and Netflix is ready to roll.

      


      Even though he’s in England until next week, he’s doing his best to stay on Chicago time.


      
        Simon: Me, too. Hit play at the top of the hour?


        


        Me: You got it. I just wish you were next to me.


        


        Simon: I know, baby. Miss you.

      


      My insides warm at his declaration and I grab the popcorn from the kitchen before settling into my couch, pulling my favorite afghan up around my waist. When I hit play, I instantly start jamming out to Danger Zone.


      When Simon discovered that I had never seen Top Gun he nearly blew a gasket. He jokingly stated that this crime was grounds for divorce and that this had to be rectified as quickly as possible.


      About an hour into the movie, my phone chimes again.


      
        Simon: I’m falling asleep, babe. Finish the movie and we’ll talk tomorrow. Be prepared to be quizzed!


        


        Me: Good thing I’m a straight A student … and also that this movie is so damn awesome. Sleep well, Goose.


        


        Simon: No. Don’t call me Goose. Goose dies at the end.


        


        Me: Spoiler alert!


        


        Simon: Sorry (not really). I always found Goose to be a bit of a douche. Besides, I’m much better looking than him.


        


        Me: Aww! Don’t be like that. Don’t lose that loving feeling.


        


        Simon: Not when I’m around you. Sleep well, baby.


        


        Me: Night.

      


      I was prepared to spend the rest of my night alone, but Alex showed up unannounced a few minutes ago. I’m feeling a little lonely knowing Simon is an ocean away, so I welcome the company. Except the guy sitting next to me isn’t really Alex. It’s a pathetic, mopey version of my friend.


      We’re staring blankly at the TV, so I grab the remote to hit pause and turn my attention toward Alex.


      “What’s the matter with you?”


      Usually, an hour alone with him is akin to a day at Disneyland, minus the long lines. You are inevitably left exceedingly happy and he makes it so easy to forget about the bullshit in the world. He’s always been my dose of Prozac. But today he’s acting like someone ran over his puppy with a lawnmower. His presence is downright depressing.


      “Eh … I broke up with Maureen yesterday.”


      Good. I never cared much for that girl. She was far too needy and I always felt he could do better. Someone who would actually appreciate him for being him.


      “Oh, no! What happened?” I try to keep my voice light and avoid saying anything negative about her. You never know if they’ll end up back together. I’d hate for my true thoughts about her to be looming in the back of his mind and impact his future happiness.


      He shrugs nonchalantly. “It was time. She was a stage four clinger and I felt like I was just wasting my time on her when I already know what I want. Besides, I know you never cared much for her.” Alex flashes me the same sad smile that runs in the Phinney family. My cheeks blush at his comment and I don’t deny his statement.


      “I’m sorry.” I offer up the words because it’s the right thing to do, even though we both know they’re empty. The only thing I am sorry for is the fact that he’s hurting.


      “It’s okay. When I really stopped to think about it, I didn’t care much for her either. Being with her was convenient more than anything else.” Alex laughs softly and it instantly warms my heart. Maybe he’s not really hurting after all?


      “Well, at least you aren’t stringing anyone along.”


      Alex silently nods in agreement. “So what about you? Are you still sleeping with that one guy?” His face turns morose. He looks at me with sad eyes and holds my gaze for a little too long with an expression that is a little too hopeful.


      “Simon?”


      “Yeah … that’s right. Simon.”


      “It’s weird. I guess we’re seeing each other. But nothing is defined.” I’m not in a place where I feel like we need definition. Right now, I’m just having fun because ever since Jason, I’ve vowed to have a little more fun with my love life. Alex arches an eyebrow at me suspiciously. “I know what you’re thinking ... this guy is just using me. Or maybe I’m using him. But it’s not like that.” I reach my hand out across the couch and he looks at it before grabbing it and giving it a gentle squeeze.


      “I just don’t want to see you get hurt again, that’s all.”


      “I know.” My lips press together in a tight, appreciative smile and I nod.


      Alex and I have always been like thunder and lightning. Close together and part of the same storm, but never clashing in perfect sync. I had given up hope long ago that things would happen between us but also felt that in another universe, a different lifetime, our fates would collide.


      After Jason left, things between Alex and me were strained for some time. And why wouldn’t they be? Alex introduced me to Jason. Jason and Alex were cousins. Technically, they still are. Nobody ever anticipated the emotional damage that was left in Jason’s wake or the longterm psychological effects of his screwed-up antics. Alex doesn’t have to say it, but I know he has never truly forgiven himself for what happened. He silently takes the blame for everything. And he shouldn’t. It’s not like Alex is the one who made his cousin get in my cousin Aimee’s panties.


      “I’m not going to get hurt. Simon is a good man. Once you meet him, you’ll see.” I’m confident that Simon will get along swimmingly with my friends and family. There are a lot of similarities between Simon and Alex. Assuming things continue to head down on this inevitable path to a defined relationship, our circles of friends will merge and I’ll hopefully see a lot more of my man.


      Alex grimaces but says nothing for a while. I hate that he’s struggling with this. When he finally does speak, it’s a simple request. “Just promise me that you’ll trust yourself, Elyse. Okay?”


      “I promise,” I whisper.


      The rest of our evening goes without consequence. He finishes watching Top Gun with me, chiding me the entire time over the fact I haven’t seen the eighties classic.


      The hum of my ceiling fan cuts through our comfortable silence, playing a gentle interlude. It’s a lazy evening, like most evenings, except there’s a man sitting next to me on my couch and that man is not Simon.


      After a sleepless night dealing with his crying girlfriend, or rather ex-girlfriend, Alex had a rough day on the floor of the Chicago Mercantile Exchange. I had a rough day dealing with a client who thought they knew what they wanted, but ultimately had no idea. Add to that me pathetically missing my boyfriend (for lack of a better word) and we are a sight for sore eyes. The only logical cure was a case of pilsner and some shitty reality TV. That was until the cable kicked off and we ran out of beer about an hour ago.


      And so here we sit.


      In silence.


      We’re curled up on the couch together in close proximity and his eyes have been closed for the last ten minutes. He looks so peaceful … so handsome. And for one fraction of a moment, part of me wishes I hadn’t met Simon so I could finally fall in sync with Alex. Just to see.


      I’m staring at my sleepy friend when his eyes slowly open and bore right through me. The look is intense and pleading. It’s as if his eyes are saying please. Itsets my insides aflame with excitement and guilt and complete and total confusion. Maybe Olivia was right? Perhaps this was more than a one-sided crush?


      He leans in ever so slowly and I instinctively mirror his move, pausing with just a breath between us. I’ve imagined this moment for as long as I can remember.


      And it’s finally here.


      I can feel the quiver of his breath against my skin and I’m instantly hyper aware of his presence.


      “Elyse. I ... I want to ... please … just let me kiss you.”His honeyed words run smooth in the space between our lips and my heart skips a beat.


      And God, I want him to kiss me.But the thought of Simon’s lips pressed against my skin and his fingertips skimming down my body force me to retreat.


      “I can’t.” The words barely escape my lips.


      I’m with Simon.


      Simon.


      Silently, Alex nods. I watch him stand and walk toward my door, collecting his messenger bag and his pride from the floor on his way. He places his hand on the knob and turns back to me with a wounded expression.


      “Aren’t you tired of pretending?”


      I narrow my eyes and knit my eyebrows together. “What are you talking about?”


      His shoulders slouch and he sighs, shaking his head. “You know … one of these days, Elyse, we are both finally going to recognize this.” He points his index finger at me and then back at himself. “And we will be together, exactly as we should’ve been for the past ten years.”


      I inhale sharply, thinking about what that means.


      And then watch the door close abruptly.


      


      “Oh my god! He actually told you that?” I have to pull the phone away from my ear as Olivia’s voice hits decibels reserved only for dogs in the neighborhood. I fight the growing smile on my face.


      I was one heartbeat away from kissing Alex Phinney. Oh, who am I kidding? It wouldn’t have stopped at a kiss. And I certainly shouldn’t be smiling about it.


      “Yeah,” I breathe into the phone, still in disbelief. Alex wasn’t even out the door for ten seconds before I had my hand on my cell phone, punching in Olivia’s digits. Her reaction is actually what I expected it to be. Mostly because it was the exact same reaction I had inside my head moments ago.


      “And what did you say?”


      “Nothing.” He caught me off guard. I mean, how the hell are you supposed to react to one of your lifelong best friends pouring out his heart?


      Olivia laughs incredulously. “But you still didn’t kiss him? I’m calling your bluff. No guy says that and walks away un-kissed.”


      “Really, Olivia? I’m with Simon. Had this moment happened six weeks ago, I would have jumped his bones faster than a horny teenager on prom night.”


      “You’re crazy. You should have straddled him right then and there and ridden him like he was Seabiscuit.”


      I laugh so hard my stomach hurts. “Oh, Olivia. I’m not crazy, just taken.”


      Olivia sighs in defeat. “All I’m saying is that I think you should reconsider. Finally allow yourself to give Alex a fighting chance.” She pauses, either for dramatic effect or for debating her next words. I’m not sure. “Do you know what he told me a few months ago when he was wasted at that rooftop party at Zed?”


      Ah, the internal debate. Glad to see she’s actually thinking before she speaks these days. Either way, this ought to be good. “Hmmm?”


      “He sat back and watched you half the night. When I finally had the chance to talk to him, I asked why he wasn’t being social. He simply said, ‘I don’t just notice Elyse when she’s around. I feel her missing when she’s not near me.’”


      “Stop it! He said nothing of the sort.” If she were sitting here with me, no doubt the back of my hand would have smacked her shoulder.


      “I swear to you, he did. Alex watches you with a look in his eyes that makes every other woman in the room want to be you.”


      “Olivia,” I scold, knowing that she’s full of shit. “That kind of detail is something you immediately spill to your best friend. You don’t keep that shit in your back pocket for a rainy day. Besides, he was drunk. He had no idea what he was talking about.”


      “Exactly. He was drunk. That’s how you know he’s telling the truth.”


      Ugh. She is impossible.


      “What kind of guy says that, Elyse? I’ll tell you what kind. A guy who has it bad for one of his best friends.”


      I look down at my thumb and see blood, not even realizing I’ve gnawed my cuticle raw.


      “All I’m saying is perhaps you could have both? Or at least a little taste of both while you decide which guy you truly want to be with.”


      I roll my eyes in disgust though a small part of me entertains her suggestion for a brief nanosecond. The thought of making out with Alex just once in my lifetime is beyond tempting, but it’s not something I’m capable of doing.


      I am faithful.


      Loyal.


      Being cheated on is not something I would wish upon my worst enemy. Except for maybe Jason. That asshole deserves to get exactly what he has given to me. But simply stated, I refuse to be that kind of woman. I, Elyse Keener, am the good girl.


      “I know who I want to be with,” I snap, effectively putting an end to this conversation. “It’s just not in the stars for Alex and me.”
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      Tonight marks my seventh date with Simon, not including the night we first met, and he’s more chivalrous than I ever anticipated and more perfect than I ever could have imagined. His travel schedule for work makes it challenging for us to see each other as much as we’d like, but we’ve shared plenty of text messages and late night phone calls as we’re both curled up in bed on opposite sides of the country. I’m hoping to accompany him on an upcoming assignment to Mexico. Simon has already promised to extend our stay and relax on white sandy beaches as soft as silk. It sounds like absolute perfection if you ask me.


      But tonight’s date is different from our previous six dates. Normally, we hit up the trendy restaurants. They’re loud with a wait list that reads like the who’s who of the local elite. But this restaurant is understated. A hole in the wall, if you will. The food is quite good and the ambiance is a little too quiet for my liking, just like Simon is being a little too reserved this evening. Conversation typically flows as freely as wine when we’re together, but something is clearly weighing on his mind.


      I watch as he pushes a spear of asparagus mindlessly around on his plate. “Is everything okay, hun?” I hate knowing something is plaguing his mind and distracting him from our time together. We get so little of it, I want to make the most of every last second when we’re together.


      He swallows hard and his fork clanks loudly against his plate. “Elyse,” he pauses, taking a moment to look at his hands in his lap. “There’s something I want to tell you. Something you should know about me.”


      I place my fork down on the table and shift uncomfortably. Olivia’s words echo through my head. There’s something wrong with every guy. Some guys just hide it better than others. I guess I should be grateful that he wants to be so open and honest with me. I’ve been burned too many times before by secrets and lies, leaving scars that are all too visible to those who truly know me.


      “I want to be upfront with you about everything, about me. And I know that what I’m about to tell you is a deal breaker for a lot of women.”


      I hate that he’s worried and I find myself desperate to comfort him, bring relief. I extend my hand, palm up, toward him. He takes it in his and closes his eyes. He is obviously pained and I brace myself for some kind of heartache from what is about to transpire.


      “I’ve been married before.”


      His eyes pierce right through me as the words settle in.


      Married.


      Simon was married. Why is he just now telling me this? Isn’t this the kind of detail that comes out on the first or second date?


      A tinge of jealousy cinches my heart, and my stomach drops at the thought of him intimate and in love with another woman. Knowing that he gave himself to her day in and day out. That some part of him is probably still in love with her. You can’t just turn that kind of emotion on and off like a faucet.


      Married … shit.


      That is a deal breaker. I’m not sure I have it in me to deal with any crazy ex-wives. I’m too young to have to deal with that kind of dramatic baggage. Plus, I’m not sure I can be with someone who subscribes to the notion of divorce. When I get married, I plan on doing it one time. How can I expect any partner of mine to be in it for the long haul when he’s foregone his vows, his commitment, to another? How can I trust he wouldn’t do that to me? Can I really be with someone who doesn’t value marriage the same way I do?


      “When did you two separate?” I try to hide the caution in my voice.


      Simon’s eyes turn glassy as they collect tears. He looks down and shakes his head. “She died … Her name was Carolyn.” It barely comes out as a whisper.


      I pull my hand back and cover my mouth. My heart shatters for his broken heart. I can’t even begin to fathom losing a spouse.


      “It’s not something I talk about to be honest, but I wanted you to know. She is … was … part of me, and I just needed to lay it all on the line for you. Even though she’s gone, I can’t think of myself as a widower. I hate that fucking word.”


      “Oh my god … I’m so sorry.” I place my hand back down on the table and reach out for his. He traces his fingertips lightly over my palm before he grabs it and gives me a reassuring squeeze. The silence between us is comforting and terrifying and heartbreaking all at once.


      I study his face as he internally fights to regain composure. He withdraws his hand and cracks his knuckles, a habit I’ve only recently noticed. Simon says nothing as he shifts his eyes back down to his half-eaten plate of food.


      I’m not exactly sure what the protocol is for a moment like this. A million questions race through my mind, and I should know better than to press for details, especially when I’m not sure how raw he’s feeling. But still … I have to know more.


      “Do you want to tell me about her?” I ask gently. I want to know things about her. To know Simon is to know his wife. The woman who came before me. The woman he will inevitably love until the day he dies. I can’t help but let those deep-seeded insecurities bubble up deep inside. Can I, deep down, allow myself to fall in love him when he will forever love another woman? The woman I could never replace …


      Not that I want to. But those feelings he carries just don’t turn off.


      “I do, just not right now.”


      I silently nod, but I need to know more. If he’s still suffering from her loss, I can’t allow myself to get in too deep because there’s no way my heart can be crushed twice in a lifetime. I can’t be his crutch, the next woman to help him ease the pain of what could have been before he moves on with his life.


      “How long …?” I trail off, my voice turning feeble when his broken eyes meet mine. I feel tears start to pool in my eyes as my stomach knots.


      “Nearly two years ago.” Simon looks back down at his plate and turns reverent. I wish I could take away some of his pain. Give him some reprieve.


      “Do you have any children?” The words spill from my mouth before I even realize I’ve asked the question. How very uncouth of me.


      Simon’s lips press together and he shakes his head no. I can’t tell if that means he wanted them or not, but I don’t press for answers. “She was pregnant when she died. I … I lost them both.”


      I gasp softly, trying to make the pieces fit together in my mind. How does something so tragic, so unfair, happen to such a wonderful individual?


      “A car accident.” He answers my unspoken question in an uncertain voice. “She was coming home from a girls night out and the roads were icy. She spun out of control and the car flipped. They told me she died on impact. That she didn’t feel a thing … and for that I am grateful. I can’t even begin to imagine her suffering … slowly dying knowing that she was killing our child as she died, too.”


      And just like that, my heart splinters into a million little pieces for the man before me. For the life he had planned. For the love he lost. For the child he never knew. For all of the birthdays and Christmas mornings and summertime family baseball outings he’ll never get to experience. And I feel silly for ever thinking I could be his crutch. But rather, I want to be his rock and I want to shoulder some of this pain. He should never have to feel this alone.


      “After she passed away, I boxed up everything. Her clothes, photographs, even her favorite dishtowels. It’s all packed away in storage. Part of me hates myself for locking up the memories of her, but I couldn’t bring myself to exist in a world surrounded by everything she touched and not have her in it. It was too hard. And some days it still is too hard. It hurt too damn much. I just … I couldn’t do it.”


      I know that feeling all too well, but I can’t bring myself to admit that.


      Simon watches me carefully, curious for my reaction as I sit there, stunned.


      “I’m so sorry.” I’m not even certain I say the words aloud, but every fiber of my being aches for the pain and loss he has endured.


      “I’ve since realized that life is all about holding on tightly and letting go lightly. There are no guarantees, so you have to live each day giving everything you have. But you also have to be ready to let go so you don’t live a life full of regret.”


      I gaze at him fondly. For the clarity he’s gained in spite of tragedy. For his appreciation for life and learning to love again.


      “Thank you for telling me,” I say softly.


      He cocks his head and delivers the saddest smile I’ve ever seen. “Look, the last thing I want is for you to feel sorry for me. Everything happens for a reason, life, death and everything in between. I just want to be open and honest with you. And I’m telling you all of this because I don’t want this … us … to be just a flash in the pan. I need you to know the real me, and that means all of the weight of my past that comes with it.


      “The night we met, a few of my buddies had been begging me to go out and just cut loose. I hadn’t really been out since she passed away. And I certainly never expected to meet anyone. Though I’m undoubtedly glad I did.” He smiles at me.


      “But I want you to know that my wife was an incredible woman. When she passed away, I thought I had died, too. I honestly believed I no longer had a reason to live. I’d go through the motions because that was what I was supposed to do, not because I wanted to. But strangely, I’d like to believe that when she passed away she knew I’d be okay one day. That I’d find someone to love again. And if I’m being entirely honest, I think she brought you into my life the night we met. It was as if she hand-picked you out of everyone in the city. Hell, in the whole world. She was the kind of woman who would want me to find happiness again. To continue living. Continue loving. Continue growing into the man I’m destined to be. I may have died the day she left this earth, but it was you who brought me back to life, Elyse.”


      I reach out and grab his hand, holding onto it tightly like it’s my talisman and nod with a smile I can feel in my eyes. On some level, I feel like I should be uncomfortable listening to him talk about his wife with such reverence and admiration. But I’m not. I know what he means, feeling like you’ve died. Jason’s actions killed me emotionally, and up until now I’ve refused to let anyone in.


      “Simon …” I whisper, wanting to wrap my arms around him and tell him everything will be all right.


      “But you’re not her and I refuse to compare two remarkable women who I am lucky enough to have known. And I say that in the best way you can imagine. Where she had an inner light, you have this indescribable radiance that illuminates my world and brought me out from the darkness. Where she made me feel her emotions, you pull the emotion out of me. I know this is a lot to take in, Elyse, but I want to see where this goes. I don’t want to be with anyone else …”


      “Are you asking me to be your girlfriend?” My cheeks flush scarlet and I can’t help but feel flattered even though we were just talking about his wife two seconds ago. Strangely, it doesn’t feel as weird as it should.


      Simon looks down at the table and laughs softly at his hands. “You make it sound so juvenile … but yeah. I want you to be mine and no one else’s.”


      “Yes … One million times, yes,” I respond without a moment of hesitation.


      I kneel on the seat of the booth and lean over the table to kiss him softly, sealing my fate with this man for whatever comes our way. I instantly feel one hundred pounds lighter. He is mine. And I am his. For as long as we feel this way and maybe beyond that.


      When I pull back, he seems relieved and grateful for my reaction. “Thank you, for listening and accepting me as I am. People can be so judgmental sometimes.”


      I’m uncertain why he thinks I’d judge him being a widower. He has no doubt known more pain and suffering than I ever have. “Everyone has a past, Simon. Granted, mine is not nearly as heavy as yours, but still … Everybody has gone through some kind of hell.”


      I hate that I can’t think of a better word to describe his baggage. I hate that it sounds like I’m minimizing the loss of his wife because I’m not. And I hate that I need to come clean about Jason. It’s not something I talk about, but listening to him pour his heart out and talk about love and loss gives me the strength to let him into this guarded part of my soul.


      “Sometimes you have to walk through hell to appreciate heaven when it’s right in front of you, Elyse.” He looks at me with conviction and determination. And that’s exactly what this man is: my heaven. My own personal sanctuary that has saved me from myself and from all my insecurities.


      “What about you? What’s your hell?”


      With how open he has been with me, I can’t possibly deny him that same respect. But how do you tell the man you’re falling for that your mind and heart is forever tainted because of a man who came before him? A man who you should technically be married to and living that quintessential life with in a high rise downtown? A man who has no doubt ruined you and deeply instilled the seed of doubt for every other potential relationship down the line.


      I take a deep breath and fidget with the napkin in my lap, eyes focused on the table. “His name was Jason Brinkmann. And he left me for my cousin Aimee three days before we were to be married.” I haven’t so much as spoken his name in years, but it still tastes sour on my tongue.


      “Oh, no. Elyse …”


      Simon slips out of his seat and slides next to me in the booth. He wraps his arm around my shoulder and kisses my temple before pulling me closer into his body. I hate that he’s the one comforting me. He tragically lost his wife. I, on the other hand, just nearly married an asshole.


      “My wedding night was spent in the empty banquet hall where we should have been married and celebrating with those we both love. Instead, I was there calling hundreds of family and friends, many of whom had traveled quite the distance to be with us. I informed each and every one that the wedding was off. It was beyond devastating and easily the most painful thing I’ve experienced in my life.” I feel sheepish admitting that, especially when it comes to his loss, but it’s the honest truth. “Olivia, my best friend and maid of honor, and my childhood friend, Alex, took it upon themselves to write apology notes to accompany all of the wedding gifts we received before the wedding day from showers and such. Jason wasn’t even sorry. The asshole had the nerve to buy Aimee a ticket to the Virgin Islands and spend my honeymoon fucking that whore. That, right there, is my hell.”


      I can’t bring myself to tell him about all of the horrible things that monster did to me. Months of manipulation and mental abuse before I realized what an asshole he was. We broke up for a period of time and I eventually found it in myself to forgive him. I’d really loved him. Or at least I’d thought I did. But the truth of the matter is, I was settling and he was less than what I deserved. And I should have known better than to say yes when he asked for my hand.


      “Why’d he do it?”


      His question strikes me as a little odd, but considering he just endured my Spanish inquisition, answering is the least I can do. “I don’t think there’s any one reason to be honest. I know he was angry when I decided to not go to law school after killing my LSAT exam. He knew that the humble paycheck that came with advertising wouldn’t afford him the kind of lifestyle he wanted to experience. We fought more than we fucked. And he rarely looked me in the eyes when he told me he loved me. That should have been a clear indication that we would never have worked out.”


      “Well, I wouldn’t mind shaking his hand.”


      I choke on my water, shocked at his comment. “Excuse me?”


      “Had you ended up with that asshole, you never would have met me. I’m truly sorry you had to go through all of that, but I wouldn’t mind thanking him for fucking everything up.”


      Well, that’s one way to look at it. But I know it’s all for the best. I can’t even imagine a life with him now. Or a life without Simon in it. “I guess …” I’m not exactly sure how to respond to that kind of comment.


      “I lost my wife. You lost your fiancé. But we’ve found each other. And we need to learn to trust each other whole heartedly. That’s what matters now.”


      Simon takes my napkin and wipes a rogue tear that escaped my eye. I know he’s asking me to trust him in spite of having been burned in the past. And I want to trust him, I do. And if I want us to work, I need to be all in with him.


      Because trust isn’t earned standing at the shoreline of the ocean. Trust is earned when you throw yourself into the darkest depths of the water. There, you are most vulnerable to all of your insecurities, imperfections and forgotten secrets. It’s all or nothing. There is no in between when it comes to trust. And after all that I’ve been through, this is the one man I want to hold onto my heart.


      It amazes me how fate can take two bruised souls and ignite a passion so powerful it takes the pain away. I never could have imagined what started as a one night stand would end up with me finding the man of my dreams.


      Simon brushes the back of his hand against my cheek. And then, like a thief, he kisses me, stealing my breath, my sanity, and my heart.


      “Come on, let’s get you home. I just want to hold my girl in my arms tonight.”


      I nod. But only if you promise to hold on tightly …


      And let go lightly.


      


      We return to his apartment, still empty and cold with bare walls and a thin veil of dust from being gone for the past week and a half.


      That night in bed, when I hear Simon finally surrender to the pull of sleep, I softly weep for him, for the loss of his wife, his child. I can’t even begin to imagine the loss he’s experienced. I can’t even fathom how his heart shattered. And I can’t bear to know the depths of his pain.


      It pales in comparison to mine.


      And I fear the heart can only know so much pain before it is rendered irreparable.


      But maybe this, whatever this turns out to be, will be enough to heal us both.


      Tightly, I grab onto that hope, wipe a single tear from my cheek, and find comfort in the prospect of life after death and love after longing.

    

  


  


  
    
      
        
          Seven

        

      

    
  


  
    
      
        
          Coming and Going

        

      

    

    
      “Hey, sexy! What are you up to?”


      God, I love his voice. It’s breathy and gruff all at the same time. It drives me absolutely mad.


      “Oh, nothing. Just finishing up some work I brought home with me. There’s a new business pitch coming up and I’ve been trying to catch up on some of my existing client work.” I push the papers aside and curl up on the couch.


      “I’m not interrupting, am I?”


      “Never.” He is, unequivocally, the one person I would rearrange my life for at the drop of a hat. Our time together is precious and rare as it is and I love that he’s making the most of every free second he has.


      The faint sounds of busy city streets rustle in the speaker of my phone and a car horn fires off in the background. He’s walking somewhere.


      “Well, I was wondering if you were up for some company? I’m in the neighborhood and have some time to kill before I meet up with a friend for a birthday drink.”


      “Sure. What time?”


      And just like that, the buzzer in my place blares, slicing through the air.


      “How about right now?”


      I laugh softly into the phone and push the button, unlocking the front door. “Get your ass up here.”


      “Yes, ma’am,” he declares with tenacity. We both hang up without so much as a goodbye, knowing that a hello is mere moments away.


      I quickly dart to my bathroom and survey myself in the mirror. Simply stated, I’m an overworked mess. So I slap on some Chapstick and toss my hair into a loose bun. This is about as good as it’s going to get.


      “Do you know how alluring you are when you’re not even trying?”


      I gasp and nearly jump out of my skin at his question as he takes a step toward me. He looks striking in his tailored olive green pants that make his ass look bitable, and fitted black button-down shirt, rolled up to his elbows. God, he is the epitome of sexy whereas I look like I just got out of intense yoga class.


      “I didn’t hear you come in.” A smile tugs at my lips and Simon wraps his arms around my waist, greeting me with a kiss.


      The pair of us retreat to my couch where he pulls me in under his arm tightly. Simon tells me where he’s been the past few days … Seattle, Vancouver, and San Francisco, and where he’s going next … Austin and Nashville. And more importantly, when his next lengthy stint at home is — two weeks from now.


      I tell him all about the latest mayhem at work, and Olivia’s pouty attitude about not having met him yet.


      “I promise I’m going to meet her soon. Will you tell her that?”


      “Of course I will.” Though I know I won’t be able to keep her at bay for much longer, I’m sure. Olivia is nothing if not persistent.


      “Thanks, babe.” I run my fingers through his dark locks. He’s a week or two past needing it cut, but I love that I can grab onto it tightly.


      I spy my copy of D.H. Lawrence’s Lady Chatterley’s Lover on the coffee table next to the papers I was working on before he arrived. “Did you enjoy it?”


      “Hmm?”


      “The book.” I reach out to pick it up, thumbing through the pages. It was required reading for me in college when I took a banned books course to fulfill an English Literature requirement. It has always stuck with me, and not just for its incredible, illicit descriptions of sex, but because of how insanely taboo it was for its time. I was surprised he saw my copy on the table and asked to borrow it a few weeks ago.


      “Tell me, genders aside, did you relate more to Clifford or Connie?”


      Simon pauses for a moment before answering thoughtfully. “Both, actually.”


      I raise my eyebrows at his response. In a novel full of sordid affairs, it was difficult for me to relate to Connie on any level. I always felt it was a book of horrible people doing horrible things. How anyone could conceive a plot line that unhappy is beyond me.


      “For starters, I connected with Cliff in the sense that he wanted nothing more than to satisfy his wife in every capacity, but couldn’t. Connie, on the other hand, wanted nothing more than to be loved in every sense of the word — mind, soul and body. She deserved love and found it. Granted, it was with the most unexpected place, but you have absolutely zero control over matters of the heart.”


      Ain’t that the truth?


      “I’ve always found Connie a bit intolerable. That kind of love is supposed to be until death do you part. Her husband nearly died at war and returned home paralyzed. That alone should have brought them closer together, not driven them further apart. Cliff loved her so much he wanted her to find sexual satisfaction with someone else because he couldn’t give that to her. That has to be one of the most painfully selfless things he could have done for love. But no, she went and slept around and fell in love with someone else. That act alone is so disgustingly unforgivable.”


      Simon smirks and hums softly to himself. “I love how you get so feisty when you’re passionate about something. Thank you for lending it to me, I really did enjoy it.”


      I toss the book back on the coffee table and give him a quick peck on his nose.“You’re most welcome.”


      “Hey, while I’m thinking about it, a week from Saturday my friend Andrew and his wife Emily are having a barbecue at his place out in the suburbs. You interested in going?”


      A chance to actually meet some of his friends? Absolutely! My stomach flips in excitement. “That sounds great. Should I plan on making something to bring?”


      “Nah, he’s been throwing this end of summer party every August for the past few years. He’s got it down to an art. And they recently adopted this adorable mini sheepadoodle named Moose.”


      “A sheepa-what?”


      Simon snorts with an impish smile. “It’s a dog. And I promise you will freak out over how cute that thing is.” Slowly, he leans in and presses his lips against mine and I melt right into his mouth. He parts my lips with his tongue, deepening the kiss and my body roars in response. It’s as if my lips are on fire and his touch is the only way to put out the flame.


      Simon pulls away all too soon and looks down at his watch, cringing. “I should probably get going, babe.”


      I’m not ready to say goodbye to him yet. It feels like he just got here. “Do you think it’d be okay if I joined you for a drink tonight? It’s been a terribly long day and a cold beer with my man and his friend sounds like the perfect way to end the night.”


      Simon presses his lips together and sighs deeply. “Under normal circumstances I’d absolutely bring you. In fact, I want you to meet Carter. But this guy recently got divorced and his ex-wife is the poster child for psychos who need a restraining order. He’s very much anti-women right now and I’d rather you wait to meet him under better circumstances, not this messy situation he’s found himself in.”


      I nod, understanding the request. It would be rude to flaunt your blooming relationship in front of someone going through the turmoil of heartbreak.


      “I’m sorry,” he sing-songs apologetically.


      “It’s okay. I get it.” I pick a piece of lint off of his shirt and cast it to the wayside. “Do you think you’d be able to come over when you’re done? Stay the night?” I walk my index and middle finger up his chest and play with his top button, insinuating what would be waiting for him when he gets back later on.


      He regretfully shakes his head. “I have to catch an early flight tomorrow, remember? I’m headed to Austin to cover the latest music festival.”


      “Oh, that’s right.” I don’t know why I say it because up until thirty minutes ago I had no idea he was going to Austin. But knowing that he’s going out of town makes me want to see him even more tonight. “If anything changes …?” I trail off, hopefully.


      “If anything changes, I promise I’ll be here without a second thought.”

    

  


  


  
    
      
        
          Eight

        

      

    
  


  
    
      
        
          Tail

        

      

    

    
      The hours in the day have practically crawled backwards. Ever since my lunch meeting, I have done nothing but pretend to work when in reality, I’ve simply sat here daydreaming of Simon. It’s been two painfully slow weeks since I saw him last and each day has been seemingly longer than the one before.


      “So do I really get to meet Mr. Sex in a Suit tonight?” Olivia bounces on her toes and, if she hadn’t asked that particular question, I would have assumed she really had to pee.


      “Would you please stop calling him that?” I shut my laptop and stuff it into my bag. If she’s not careful, she’s going to slip up and call him some pet name when they meet and I’ll be the one that has some explaining to do.


      “Sorry, let me try that again. Am I finally going to meet the infamous Sexy Simon this evening?” she breathes in her best phone sex operator voice.


      Without warning, I snort. And Olivia’s cackle fills the office. “Yes, we have dinner reservations at eight-thirty and we’ll meet you and Alex at Vertigo after.” Olivia squeals and claps her hands. My insides are reacting the same way and I’m overjoyed that one of the most important people in my life will meet my two very best friends. “You didn’t invite anyone else, right? I don’t want him to get overwhelmed. Not that he would, it’s just that things are going really well and I want to take baby steps so I don’t scare him off. Or freak myself out for that matter.”


      I don’t tell her that I’ve been asking Simon to meet her for a while now, but circumstances never prevailed. He’s always traveling or wanting to spend time one on one. But since we’re making things official, he needs to officially start to meet the people who are important to me.


      “It’ll be fine. I promise to behave on the dance floor.” Olivia throws her bag over her shoulder and heads toward the elevators with me right on her heels.


      Olivia’s definition of behaving good is simply being good at being naughty.


      “That’s exactly what I’m afraid of.”


      We finish collecting our things and head toward the lobby. Olivia presses the down button in the elevator bank then turns to face me.


      “So is the sex still great? You’re not getting bored?”


      The way she says it makes me feel cheap, even though I know that’s not her intention.


      “You could say that,” I say with the most stupid ass grin on my face. “But it’s more than that now. He’s a really great guy and I don’t want to fuck this up. Whatever this is.”


      The elevator dings and the doors slide open, welcoming us to another well-deserved weekend. Just as I’m crossing the threshold, Olivia grabs my arm and pulls me back to her.


      “Wait a minute, Chica.”


      “What?” I boom. My patience is wearing thin and I really want to get home, finish cleaning up and jump in the shower without feeling rushed for time.


      Olivia grabs both of my shoulders and inspects my face closely. Her eyes squint, her nose scrunches up and she tilts her head curiously.


      “You’re in love with him, aren’t you?”


      “Love?” I scoff at Olivia’s insinuation. “I don’t buy into that whole insta-love crap. I practically just met the man. Let me enjoy being infatuated with him for a few months, okay?”


      “Oh, whatever. You’re ten times happier after a month and a half with Simon than you were after years with Jason.”


      Ugh.


      “Don’t say his name anymore. Okay? And maybe one day it’ll be love. But that day is not today. And it’s probably not going to be tomorrow. But I promise to let you know if it ever happens.”


      “Just don’t go denying your heart. It knows what you want before your head does.”


      “Thanks, Yoda.”


      


      I watch the clock on the wall. With outstretched arms and trembling hands, it counts down the seconds until I get to see him again. It’s as if the world awaits his arrival in a restless anticipation. Only forty-two minutes to go until I’m in his hold again … and it can’t get here fast enough.


      I love that he’s so passionate about his job, even though his travel schedule leaves little to be desired. I can’t imagine how he can truly settle down with his schedule. We’ve talked about me traveling with him on an upcoming assignment, but so far my work schedule simply hasn’t allowed for the time off on such short notice.


      Swiftly, I head back into the bathroom to touch up my lip gloss for the hundredth time. I run my fingers through my long blonde locks, making sure it falls perfectly around my face. The plum sway dress that adorns my body has a bit of a retro feel to it, but it’s my favorite to dance in. When I move, it falls around my body in the most perfect of ways.


      Having him meet my friends — and hopefully my family soon, too — makes things between us feel far more official.


      I’m hoping that meeting Olivia and Alex at the dance club will help Simon avoid an unforgettable interrogation. At this point I’ve talked so much about Olivia, I feel like he knows her already. He’s told me all about his brother, Nathan — how they’re Irish twins, born just eleven months apart. They’re often mistaken for actual twins since they look so much alike, but Simon was the welcomed surprise. But Nathan lives in Atlanta and isn’t due back in town until the holidays. I’m a little bummed it’ll be so long before I get to meet anyone from his family. Then there’s his best friend, Andrew. We had plans last weekend to have a barbecue at their home in the suburbs, but apparently his youngest daughter came down with the chicken pox and Simon, the lucky bastard, has never had them. So that was out.


      So tonight is a landmark, so to speak.


      The buzzer to my condo pierces obnoxiously and I look at the clock. He’s early.


      I run to the wall and push the button and unlock my front door, granting him access. And before I know it, he’s at my doorstep in record time.


      “Hey, handsome,” I say, swinging the door open and leaning in for a welcoming kiss.


      But he doesn’t move to return the kiss. Simon quickly slams the door and grabs my shoulders tightly, his face awash with panic. “I’m being followed.”


      “Huh? What are you talking about?”


      “I’m serious, Elyse. My car was being trailed by a black SUV. I haven’t been able to shake this feeling that someone has been watching me.” His chest heaves rapidly and there is genuine panic on his face.


      Huh? Why would anyone want to follow him?


      “You’re just being paranoid.” I tenderly place my hand on his forearm but he pulls away.


      “No, I’m not. I took random streets to get here. Whoever it was followed me turn for turn and parked one block down from me. So my car is over on Belmont and I took a few alleys to get here.”


      I brush my hand over his forehead, wiping the thin sheen of sweat above his brow. When Simon walks to the window, I follow him and peer through the blinds, trying to catch a glimpse of anything remotely suspicious, but see nothing.


      “Should we call the police?” I suggest, though I still think he’s being paranoid.


      “No? I don’t know. Maybe?” He restlessly paces around my tiny living room.


      “Why would anyone be following you?” I close the space between us and take his hand, trying to ease his worried mind.


      “I don’t know?”


      His nerves are on end and I hate seeing him this jittery. I say the only thing that I think can help him in this moment, instantly regretting the words as they pass my lips.


      “Do you want to stay in tonight?”


      Please don’t take me up on this offer!


      “Would that be a problem? I know we were going to meet up with Olivia later on, I just … I don’t know now.”


      My heart sinks and I try not to let the disappointment show on my face. “Yeah … no problem. We can get food delivered and go dancing another time.”


      “Dancing?” he questions uncomfortably in a curt tone. “I don’t dance.”


      “Yes, you do. I met you at a night club, remember?”


      He just stands there, shaking his head. If this is all a rouse to get out of meeting my friends, I am seriously going to be pissed off.


      “We may have met there, but I guarantee you never once saw me dance.”


      I rack my brain trying to remember and he’s absolutely right. Aside from glances across the room, he didn’t come up to me until I stepped off of the dance floor to get a drink.


      “Come on, I’ve seen how you move in the bedroom. I bet you’re a killer on the dance floor.” I give him a sly, seductive smile and move my hands down his hips, forcing him to sway with me.


      “Nuh-uh. Simon St. John does … not … dance.” He wraps his arms around my waist and pulls me flush against his body. I roll up on my toes to kiss him softly. Slowly. While his body may not dance, his tongue most certainly does. When I pull back and break our kiss, I watch the tension slip away.


      “Thanks, babe.” He stops to look at me, I mean really look at me, and I go weak in the knees. “You look radiant tonight, Elyse.”


      I quickly fire off a text to Olivia and Alex canceling our plans and promptly shut my phone off. If I don’t, I’m going to be inundated with her incessant badgering all night long and I want to make the most of the time Simon and I do have tonight.


      Our evening is spent curled up on the couch, eating Thai food right from the takeout cartons and watching one of my guilty pleasure movies — Mean Girls. Simon is impressed that my movie quotability is on par with his of Top Gun though he’s been feigning annoyance the past twenty minutes.


      By the time The Plastics are on stage sporting nothing but their slutty Santa suits, Simon turns to me and playfully says, “Would you be quiet already? I don’t want to miss any of Gretchen Wieners’ insightful and prolific one-liners.”


      “There is nothing insightful and prolific about a girl named Wieners,” I retort in a fit of laughter.


      “You hush.” A wicked smile plays at his lips.


      “Make me.”


      “Oh?” In a flash, he picks me up in his arms and carries me into my bedroom like a baby.


      When he tosses me onto the bed, my dress rides up to my waist and his eyes go wide when he realizes I’m not wearing any panties.


      “You were going to go out like that tonight?” I bite my lower lip and subtly nod. He shakes his head in disbelief. “You are something else, woman.”


      Ever so slowly, he crawls up my body. When his lips finally meet mine, we savor the moment. Our playfulness escapes the room and we are so incredibly lost in this kiss.


      We take our time, undressing one another, and when I lay back against my pillow, he pulls a piece of hair from my eyes and studies my face. The tone of everything between us shifts … words unspoken, endearing glances, everything takes on new meaning.


      I faintly nod, letting him know I’m ready, then hook my legs around his ankles, lifting my hips to meet his. The moment Simon’s lips graze my chest, he pushes himself inside of me and threads his fingers between mine. We are slow, appreciating the moment between us. It’s fragile and frightening and inexplicable.


      Simon brings my arms above my head then trails his hands down my body. Then, in a moment of self-restraint, he stills his hand once he reaches my waist. His eyes are soft and understanding and I couldn’t remember life before him if I even tried.


      He pauses reverently, holding his body weight above me. His chest rises and falls as he breathes deeply, and I watch a small bead of sweat race from his temple down to his jawline.


      “Elyse …”


      My name is nothing more than a whisper, but it’s thick with affection and laced with intent. His gaze is so intense and I can feel it deep inside my bones. I know what he’s feeling, what’s on the edge of his mind. What he’s about to say. And I don’t want him to love me, at least not yet. But I also know I don’t get a say in the matter.


      “Elyse, I …”


      “Shh …” I slip my hand from his waist and press my index finger to his lips. And I hear the words he doesn’t say loud and clear, the words I don’t want to hear him say. Those words mean nothing without honorable action behind them. But rather, I want to share in the experience of what he’s feeling. Our eyes lock and I subtly nod my head because I feel it, too. His eyes tell me more than his mouth ever could.


      And just like that, with our bodies intertwined, we stop having sex and start making love. Actually what we do is more than make love. It is akin to ripping the world into shreds and then putting it back together, piece by piece, in a beautiful mosaic.


      I look above me in adoration of this man. He smiles and leans down to kiss me fully, deeply. His lips write silent poetry upon mine. An E.E. Cummings inspired piece. Full of unexpected punctuation.


      Hidden emotion.


      Double meanings.


      Simon’s hot breath skims my skin as he tenderly kisses below my jawline, sending shivers throughout my body. And with that single shiver, I become his. We allow our bodies to do the talking, each of us finishing the other’s sentences with our hands.


      We rock in time. Slow at first, finding a rhythm of push and pull, want and need, tame and feral. My fingertips trace Simon’s skin, playing his body like a concert pianist, drawing new depths of moans as I strike all the right chords.


      Then in one continuous motion, he rolls onto his back and pulls me on top of him, never breaking our connection. This is the first time intimacy hasn’t been a fight for control with him.


      I still and hold my body weight above him, looking deep into his eyes. I can tell he’s about to try and tell me again.


      “Shh …”


      I lean down, slipping my tongue between his lips and kissing him with requited fervor. Then we collide one final time and unravel in an overwhelmingly exquisite mess.


      The sex was different. Beautiful. And I know he’s feeling it, too.


      After we clean up, we lay back down on the bed and curl up under the covers. I love how the curve of my body fits perfectly within his. I love how every time with him feels like the very first time, full of excitement and curiosity and pure unbridled passion. I love how he makes me feel like the only woman in the entire universe.


      It’s overwhelming.


      And that feeling is wonderful and terrifying all at once.


      It’s quiet. And neither of us feels the need to speak, but I do anyway remembering the way he looked into my eyes.


      “I’m afraid to fall in love again,” I blurt out, feeling the intense need to say something true without actually telling him my feelings. And it is the most honest thing I’ve said to him all night. This man who is so clearly full of love and life had everything stolen from him all too soon. I, on the other hand, have been burned by the hope of love.


      “I know, baby … I know.” He runs his fingers through my hair, caressing me tenderly. The thoughtful and intense look in his eyes warms me to my core. “But I want you to know I’m not going anywhere, Elyse. I know I have it bad for you and what I feel is real. And if you share even a fraction of what I’m experiencing, I know that you are worth the wait. This … us … will be worth the wait. So when you’re ready to fall, fall, but know that I’m not going to catch you. I want to surrender to gravity and see where this glorious fall takes us. Wherever you are, that is where I want to be.” He tilts my chin up to look him in the eyes and gives me a kiss so ethereal, I’m not sure it even happened. “Elyse … you absolutely take my breath away.”


      My insides soar at this man, his touch, his words.


      “Then I will just have to breathe for both of us, Simon.”


      I close my eyes, draw myself closer into Simon’s chest, and allow him to take up permanent residence in my heart.
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      It’s been a little more than three months since Simon first entered my life. He is, quite possibly, the only man capable of repairing the damage done by Jason Brinkmann. It has taken me close to three years to trust someone on an intimate level again, but Simon was worth waiting for. His presence has practically erased all of my meaningless hookups. He has mended my fractured heart and made me believe that I am capable of falling in love again. But what’s more impressive is that I’m not even remotely tired of him.


      With his busy travel schedule, we do our best to be together whenever he’s in town. I’ve even cleared out a drawer for him just so he doesn’t have to make unnecessary trips back to his apartment. On more than one occasion I’ve found myself falling asleep in one of his shirts, just so I can have him close.


      “That dress,” Simon comments as he stands next to me in front of my closet. “The dress from the night we met. I want you to wear that one tonight.”


      I reach out and touch the soft cobalt fabric. I’ve always loved how this dress gently drapes over my curves and flows delicately as I walk. And I love how he loves it on me. There’s something different in the air tonight and I know that for whatever reason he wants it to be special.


      “The blue dress, it is then.” I pull the hanger out from the closet and begin to unzip the dress.


      “Hold on.” My skin tingles as Simon presses his fingers into my hips, pulling me closer to his body. I lean my back into his chest and nuzzle my head into the crook of his neck. He lowers his lips to my ear and husks, “I want you in it … just not yet.”


      His hand slips beneath my black satin robe and he tenderly brushes his fingers against my stomach with a whisper of a touch. It takes me to a whole new level. My head rolls back onto his shoulder and a low moan erupts from my chest. I can’t help but melt into his body.


      “I think I could be amenable to that discussion.” The dress drops to the floor and I turn around eagerly to meet his hungry eyes.


      “No. It’s not a discussion.” Ever so slowly, he brings his hands around my neck and plays with a loose strand of hair before freeing my long locks from the messy knot on top of my head. “So beautiful …” he whispers as he runs his fingers through my tresses.


      He leans in and presses his lips against my jawline and makes his way up to my mouth where he, frankly, kisses the shit out of me. I’ve been impatiently waiting to feel his lips on my body for days, and now that he’s finally here I want to show him just how much I missed him.


      “God, I’ve missed you,” he breathes in my ear, plucking the words straight from my mind. He wraps his strong arms around my waist and kisses me just below my earlobe.


      “You have no idea …”


      And he doesn’t. This man has been my waking thought every day. He has infiltrated my dreams at night. And he has curled up and nestled himself right inside my soul.


      “This has been the longest week of my life.”


      He holds me at arm’s length for half a second before ravaging my mouth with his. The kiss leaves us both breathless, panting through our swollen lips. Simon draws me close into his body, tightening his arms around me.


      “I want to be your obsession, Elyse.” He presses his lips against mine in a moment of haste. His words, his gesture, his demeanor catch me off guard and I once again surrender to the intoxicating taste of his mouth. Though this time his kiss is slow. Meaningful. Deliberate.


      “I want to be the one who keeps you glowing all through the night until the sun comes up.” Simon loosens the silk knot of my robe and slips his hands inside, tracing the skin underneath my breasts. The storm quietly rises beneath my skin.


      “The one who doesn’t take your breath away, but rather gives you a reason to breathe.” He leans down and kisses my collarbone before trailing his tongue down to my breast painfully slow.


      “The one you can still feel on your skin after hours of being apart.” Simon kneels before me, hooking his thumbs inside my panties and pulls them down.


      When I step out of them he looks up at me from the floor and murmurs, “I want to be your one and only.”


      “You already are,” I whisper as his hands and mouth take me away. Seductively I lick my lips, and from the light in his eyes, I can tell that he knows it’s on.


      “Lie down,” he commands gesturing to the bed. I obey and butterflies fill my stomach at the devious gleam in his blue eyes. “Let me show you how you’re supposed to be adored.”


      Simon moves onto the bed and sits on his knees before me like he’s repenting for an unclaimed sin in a wordless worship. His lips crawl up me and he grazes his teeth against my hip bone. His strong hands stretch across my stomach, stopping just short of touching the underside of my breasts. Then he sits up and excitedly flicks his tongue against my left nipple, and then my right.


      “Oh my god … Stop teasing me!” I playfully kick underneath his body and then he pins me against the bed with all of his weight. We both know I am completely at his mercy right now.


      “Elyse, what do you want me to do?” The timbre in his voice makes me weak in the knees and I want nothing more than to stay the entire night at home between the sheets with this man.


      What do I want him to do? Everything.


      Laying naked before him, the look in his eyes gives me a quiet confidence.


      “Put your hands on me.” The words spill from my mouth before I can give them a second thought. I’ve never been one to give orders or verbally tell a man how to touch me.


      “Here?” He splays his palm flat across my stomach, and flashes me a wicked smile. “Or maybe here?” he says, sliding his hand slowly down to my thigh, before giving it a playful slap. I yelp, savoring the sting in surprise.


      “Nuh-uh.” I take his hand and guide it to the sweet spot between my legs. With my hand on top of his, I show him exactly how I want to be touched. The perfect balance of delicacy and pressure. The teasing at an increasing pace that brings me close to the edge before back off … just enough to drive me wild. And when I slip one finger inside my body he looks me straight in the eye, then follows suit, his finger moving in time with mine.


      My body is both slack and tense. Calm and feral. A contradicting combination of sensory overload.


      I surrender control to Simon and pull my finger out from my body so I can get lost in his touch. The next thing I know, he’s pulling my wrist and wraps his mouth around my finger, savoring the juices.


      He shifts his weight on the bed and looks at my naked body like he’s about to devour me. “Tell me, Elyse. Tell me what you want me to do to this sweet fucking body of yours.” The mere cadence and low growl in his voice nearly unravel me.


      “Lick it.”


      He tilts his head curiously at me with a mischievous glint in his eye. “Lick what?”


      My chest heaves and I don’t have time for this intermission. I need him and I need him now.


      “My pussy. I want you to lick my pussy.” I’m surprised by my confidence as the words pass my lips. I’ve never been a dirty talker, but I can certainly play along.


      The edges of Simon’s mouth curl up wickedly and he licks his lips, never breaking eye contact. He loves it when I know what I want and I’m not afraid to demand it. “Tsk, tsk, tsk … That’s such a dirty word coming from such a pretty mouth.” He spreads my legs further apart with his hands and admires my body before stroking my tender, aching skin.


      “No,” I breathe restlessly.


      “No?” He stops, pulling his hand away and my body instantly craves his touch once more.


      “No, it’s not a dirty word,” I pant. “It’s a word so lovely it deserves to be tasted.”


      I hear him moan softly and I immediately feel his tongue swirling over my clit and moving deep into my body. Heat rises under my skin and I rock my hips against his face unashamed, only to feel him pin my legs down with his strong arms restricting my movements.


      “Oh, God.”


      Simon quickens his pace, sucking and licking and nipping my body with his teeth over and over again. The struggle to move is matched by his need to control me.


      And before I know it, he’s pushed me to the brink of insanity. My head rolls back onto the pillow and I see … no, I actually feel stars.


      Simon slows his tongue as I continue to writhe under his gentle and methodical touch. He knows how to love me tender. But frankly, as much as I adore the tenderness, I want it rough.


      “Elyse, if I don’t have you right now I’m going to explode.” And as if he reads my mind, he flips me over and pushes me forward so my chest is flat on the bed.


      I barely have a moment to come down from the high I just experienced. So I arch my back and buck my hips subtly underneath him. Simon swiftly crawls up my body and holds his weight above me. I look over my shoulder and watch him as he studies my face.


      “Simon,” I whisper, nodding my head in invitation.


      His eyes scan my exposed back and he grabs a condom from the drawer of my bedside table. He kicks off his pants and boxers and makes quick work of the foil wrapper. I roll to my side and fervently stroke his long cock. With heated eyes, he presses me back down into the mattress and positions himself between my thighs before pushing inside my body. Simon pauses as I adjust to his length then leans down, kissing my back before sinking his teeth into my shoulder.


      Pain and pleasure sear my body. Driven by need, we don’t bother going slow. My untempered heat clashing against his leaves me breathless. Our pace is uninhibited. Animalistic, even.


      I meet Simon thrust for thrust and watch him over my shoulder. With a kitten smile upon my lips, I purr at his skilled touch. Little does he know there’s a feral lioness harbored deep inside waiting to pounce on her prey.


      “What?” he asks, looking down at me inquisitively. “Why are you smiling?”


      With all of my strength, I buck my hips and flip him off of my back. He softly laughs in surprise and I crawl up his body, straddling his lap. Simon groans and rests his hands behind his head as I lower myself onto him.


      “Fuck,” he gasps. As I rock back and forth against his body, we start to moan and pant in time. He bites his lip as he watches me from his hooded eyes. “Touch yourself.”


      The intensity in which he watches me is such a turn on. “Only if you’re touching me, too.” I bring his hands up to my breasts, giving them a little squeeze before I let go and bring them to my clit.


      “Jesus, your body is incredible, Elyse. You look so beautiful riding my cock.”


      Simon slides his hands from my breasts down to my hips and I toss my head back and moan. He guides my body, controlling the pace, bringing me closer and closer to relief.


      “Fuck, I’m close.”


      It doesn’t take long before he seizes underneath me and I collapse on top of him in a breathless mess of sensation.


      “Wow.” His hot breath against the sheen of sweat on my neck sends a chill up my spine.


      I feel satisfied and I feel used. Used in the same way you love your favorite novel. You read it over and over and over again until the spine is broken and the glue unhinges, causing the pages to spill out onto the floor in a hopeless mess. But the love from this man is different from Jason. Jason allegedly loved me to the point of carelessness and has now left me in pieces. But Simon loves me hard and fierce.


      We clean ourselves up and I curl against his body underneath the light bed sheet. Sweat is sexy and all, but it’s too damn hot for the comforter.


      “Stay right here.” Simon kisses my forehead and quickly jumps out of bed. I admire his perfectly muscular backside as he dashes into the other room momentarily before returning with a rich black leather box. He gives me that lazy boyish smile I’ve come to love so much and I can’t help but notice the confident glint in his eye. I prop myself up on my elbow and examine the box he’s placed on the bed between us.


      “Simon …” My voice trails off. I recognize the packaging instantly from daydreaming and window shopping up and down the streets of North Michigan Avenue during my college years. It’s Bvlgari. And whatever secret Simon has kept inside this box is nothing short of luxurious, and absolutely too much. Way too much. Whatever is inside that box … it’s just too soon.


      My heart slams against my ribcage and I know he can hear the hitch in my breathing. I lift my gaze to meet his, to tell him that I can’t move this fast, but the words never arrive. I simply stare at him, alit with panic and mouth agape.


      “I know what you’re thinking but I want you to have it. You deserve it.” He reaches out and takes my hand in his. I adjust myself so I’m sitting on the bed to face him, the delicate bed sheet wrapped around my body. “You actually deserve so much more than this, Elyse. But the instant I saw this I thought of you. There was no way I couldn’t not get it for you.”


      He squeezes my hand and I gently squeeze back, finding the exchange reassuring. Most girls would be over the moon to receive jewelry. And knowing his history and how sure he is of us, I can’t bring myself to turn his gift down.


      “Go on, open it.” His excitement is palpable and I give a shy smile before letting go of his hand.


      The box is encased in the softest leather my fingertips have ever graced.


      Slowly, I lift the lid and I’m taken aback by the beautiful sapphire necklace edged with dozens of sparkly diamonds. “I … I can’t accept this, Simon. It’s too much.” I take his hand and place the box in his palm. This is far too expensive.


      “Stop that. You can and you will.” Simon offers me a megawatt smile that incinerates any doubts I just had. Carefully he takes the necklace out of the box and unclasps it. I swing my long knotted blonde locks over my shoulder and shift on the bed so my back is toward him. He presses his lips softly to the back of my neck.


      “This is exactly where it’s meant to be. Where I’m meant to be.” With care, he brings the delicate gold chain up and over my neck, securing it at the perfect length. The charm falls just above my breasts and the sapphire and diamonds catch the light perfectly, sparkling brilliantly across the room.


      “You are my sun, Elyse. I don’t know how it happened, or when, but my every waking thought revolves around you. You shine brilliantly and keep me centered. Focused. When I’m with you, I know that everything is as it should be.”


      I turn to face him, speechless.


      I want to tell him that if I’m his sun, he’s my moon guiding me out of the darkness. But it all feels trite in comparison and I don’t want to let him in on just how deeply Jason cut me.


      My eyes shift from Simon to the jewels around my neck and then back to Simon again. When I finally speak, my voice is soft and unsure.


      “I don’t know what to say.”


      “You don’t need to say anything, Elyse.” Silence lingers between us, but he sits there admiring me, making me feeling beautiful. “You know, my father once told me you could never truly touch a woman if you only use your hands.” He looks at me knowingly and I can’t help but smile, thinking of all the ways he’s touched me physically, emotionally and every way in between.


      “I never really understood what he meant until just now. Although I think he had it all backward because, without ever lifting a finger, you have touched me in ways I’ve never imagined possible.”


      And just like that, I want to surrender myself to him in every way imaginable. “Well, your father sounds like he was a very smart man.”


      “He was. And he would have loved you.” Simon reaches out and brushes a loose strand of hair from my eyes and I pull myself closer to his chest.


      We forget about dinner reservations. We forget about plans.


      And I manage to ignore any reservations I’ve ever had about us.
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      The blare of my ringtone cuts through my dream like a hot knife through butter. Which is unfortunate because I was flying. Literally flying ten thousand feet in the air, catching the cold air in between my fingertips. The feeling was exhilarating. Like the first death defying drop of a roller coaster where your heart leaps into your throat. Or the moment you realize how much richer your life is when he’s around. It is all rather reminiscent of the rush that flooded my body when I opened the Bvlgari box and set my eyes on that ridiculous sapphire for the first time.


      Either way, it’s a pity it was only a dream.


      I snatch my phone off the nightstand and answer it in a groggy, annoyed groan. If it’s Olivia needing a ride, she’s just going to have to call a cab, expenses be damned.


      “Elyse…” His breath is shaky and his voice cracks at my name.


      “Simon?” I sit up panicked and look across the room to see it’s nearly twelve thirty in the morning. “Is everything all right?”


      “I just … I’m sorry for calling so late. I’ve had a really shitty day and I’d really like to see you.”


      I smile inwardly that he finds comfort in my presence but hate that he sounds so broken. “You’re back in town?” I know he’s traveling for work. At least he’s supposed to be.


      “Yeah, my assignment got cut short. My plane landed a little bit ago. I was planning to surprise you in the morning but after everything that’s gone down today, I don’t want to wait that long. Can I come over?”


      My heart seizes at his request. My dad used to tell me that no good phone calls came after midnight. Now that I’m older, I know that late night calls are either to inform me of someone’s death or are of the booty variety. And while I’d like to think we’re beyond that stage in our relationship, you just can’t be sure.


      “If I had known you were getting back early, I could have picked you up at the airport, babe.”


      “I know, I’m sorry I didn’t let you know sooner. I just didn’t want to interfere with any plans you had made.”


      “It’s okay. The only thing I had planned was dinner with Olivia and she wasn’t feeling well, so I’ve been laying low all night.”


      “So is that a yes?”


      “Of course it’s a yes. Come on over.” I can’t hide the smile in my voice.


      “Thanks.”


      “No problem. Do you still have the key I made you?” With him coming and going so often with work, it just made sense. It’s not like I’ve invited him to move in with me or anything.


      “Yeah,” he barely whispers.


      “Just be sure to use the chain lock once you get in.”


      “Okay, I’ll see you soon.”


      “Sounds good. Bye, babe.” I place my cell phone back on my nightstand and walk through my dark apartment to unhinge the chain and retreat back to my pillow before it has a chance to cool.


      I must have fallen back asleep quickly because I wake to the weight of Simon sitting down on the edge of my bed. I roll over to face him with a sleepy grin but he doesn’t reciprocate. Instead, he steps out of his charcoal sweatpants and pulls his navy NYU shirt up and over his head, then discards it to the floor before pulling back the covers to join me.


      The heat of his body electrifies my insides as he wordlessly curls up beside me, his sadness slowly giving way to relief.


      “Hi, you,” I whisper into the darkness.


      “Hi,” he whispers back.


      I sit up to give him a soft kiss, but I’m taken aback when I catch his red, swollen eye in the glow from the streetlight streaming through the curtains. A dark circle has formed, bruising all the way to his upper cheek.


      “Oh my god! What happened?” He looks like absolute hell. Simon winces as I brush my fingers over his skin. My eyes search his face for answers, but none come and he says nothing. “Did you get in a fight?”


      He grimaces, then takes my hand in his and pulls me toward him. I lie down next to him, wrapping my arms loosely around his waist. I don’t want to inadvertently bring him more pain.


      “I don’t want to get into details but I had a disagreement with one of the photographers I was traveling with. It escalated quickly and he threw a punch when I wasn’t expecting it. I’ll be okay but you should see him. The ass didn’t stand a chance against me.” He laughs a low, empty, lifeless laugh.


      But this isn’t funny.


      “Let me grab you an ice pack.” I crawl out of bed and pad to the kitchen. When I get back to the room, his hands are covering his face.


      “A bag of frozen peas is the best I could do.” I wrap the frozen vegetables in a tea towel and gentle touch his face. He winces at the contact. “Do you want to talk about it?”


      Simon shuts his eyes tight and subtly shakes his head. He says nothing for a few moments, but I’m pretty sure he wants to let me in. His breathing levels out and just when I think he fell asleep, his voice fills the void between us.


      “He said something about Carrie.”


      “Carrie?” My heart falls.


      “Yeah, my wife. Her name was Carolyn, but everyone called her Carrie.”


      “Oh. I’m sorry.” Though I’m not entirely sure what I’m apologizing for.


      “He alluded to fucking her corpse and giving her a more powerful orgasm than she ever had when she was alive.” I blanch at his comment. “I retaliated with some colorful commentary of my own and his best comeback was his fist.”


      “That’s horrible!” I gasp, feeling my heart fray at the seams.


      He says something I can barely hear but then reaches out and thumbs the necklace he gave me, examining it thoughtfully. “You’re wearing it.”


      I wish he didn’t sound so surprised. And truthfully, I haven’t taken it off since he gave it to me.


      “Of course I’m wearing it. It makes me feel closer to you when you’re not around.”


      The ends of his lips curl up genuinely with ease and he lifts his hand to tilt my chin toward him. Without hesitation, Simon kisses me like the fate of the entire universe depends on it. But instead, the entire universe slips away as we lose ourselves in each other.


      Our lips move in time for minutes, maybe hours. There are no wandering hands or insinuations for sex, but each time his lips touch mine, a riot stirs deep within my heart. I’m not hungry for his love. I’m starving for it. I’ve endured twenty-seven years without a love this intense and I’m going to savor every last second of it from now until the end of time.


      When he finally pulls away, his eyes speak volumes of need and desire until he closes them, pressing his forehead against mine. “I needed that, Elyse. Thank you.”


      I lace my fingers in between his and bring our joined hands up over my heart. “And I need you … right here.”


      Simon softly sighs and we settle into each other, my curves molding perfectly into the lines of his body. Neither of us move, knowing we are exactly where we are meant to be. He holds me in his arms until we both fall back into sleep’s painless embrace and whatever troubles we both carried throughout the day disappear.


      In the wake of emotion, my heart fills with bliss. I remember his words to me … you are my sun, Elyse. I can tell he loves me in the same way the sun loves the horizon in the morning. Warmly and brightly, lighting up the darkest of moments with a fire so bright, over and over and over again.


      


      My eyes flutter open to the morning light streaking through the blinds and out over my bed. The sunlight has traveled ninety-three million miles to illuminate his handsome face in this single moment. This moment that I am certain I’ll never forget.


      Silently, I roll over and watch the gentle rise and fall of Simon’s chest. He’s beautiful and at peace. Simon doesn’t stir when I curl up against him, placing my ear over his chest. Whatever loneliness I felt up until this point slips away as his heartbeat breathes life back into my soul. Simon may be asleep, but he’s not sleeping. Without even knowing it, he is holding my entire world together. I don’t want to know what life is without him.


      I absentmindedly trace my index finger over the lines of his stomach ever so lightly, careful not to wake him. My heart sees him with unrivaled clarity. The same way the impossible seems possible the precise moment the sun crests the horizon, welcoming a new day. A clean slate. A fresh start. A second chance at what I deserve.


      One man.


      One hundred thousand feelings.


      In fact he may be my most favorite feeling of all.


      I still my fingers and rest my palm on his stomach, realizing I’ve just etched heart after heart on his skin. My subconscious knows what I’m too terrified to say aloud.


      And it’s in this moment I finally realize it.


      I’ve fallen in love with this man.
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      “I’m so sorry I’m late!” I pant as I pull out the metal bistro chair and slide onto the cushion, tucking my floral skirt underneath my legs.


      “It’s fine.” Olivia downs the last of her mimosa and signals the waiter for three more. She leans over to give me a hug in true Olivia fashion.


      Olivia looks around, surprised to see me alone. “Is Simon parking the car?”


      “He couldn’t make it. His editor called this morning and he has to cover a story down in Tampa. The guy who was supposed to be writing the piece on the new stadium fell ill, so they sent Simon instead.”


      Olivia purses her lips, clearly displeased.


      “I figured you’d be mad.”


      “No, I’m not mad. I’m just disappointed.”


      Me, too. “We both figured you would be. So …” I fish my phone out of my purse, find his name on my contact list, hit dial and set it to speakerphone, then place it in the middle of the table.


      She gives me a confused look.


      “Hey, baby. I miss you already.” Simon’s voice croons through the phone.


      “I miss you, too.”


      “Is Olivia with you?”


      “Hi, Simon,” Olivia chirps dryly.


      “Hello, Olivia. I’m so sorry I couldn’t make it this morning.”


      “It’s okay,” my best friend says with a sigh. “I’m just relieved to know that you’re actually real and not just a fictitious character that El has made up.”


      Simon laughs softly on the other end and I sit back in my chair, listening to their conversation while I peruse the menu. “No, no, I can promise you that I’m all real.”


      I bite my lip and stifle a giggle at his subtle sexual undertone.


      “So … Tampa?” I can hear the challenge in her voice and I don’t like it.


      “Yeah, not sure if Elyse told you or not, but I write for Condé Nast. My travel schedule is pretty unforgiving.”


      “I’ll bet it is.” Olivia’s eyes flash toward me, giving me a pointed look.


      “Be nice,” I hiss across the table. Olivia simply rolls her eyes and takes my phone into her hands.


      I listen to them chat about a few mundane things and slowly, I can see Olivia start to ease up on him a little. I know that my best friend has given him clearance when she pokes around at his matchmaking skills.


      “So tell me, Simon, do you have any adorable, available friends?”


      The waiter swings back by our table, dropping off our mimosas. I quickly sip down half of my glass, trying to catch up to Olivia.


      “Most of my friends are either married or are bonafide assholes. And I couldn’t possibly set my girl’s best friend up with someone like that.” Simon coughs on the other end of the line and says something that surprises us both. “I do, however, have an older brother.”


      I can see Olivia’s mind working in overdrive. “You never mentioned anything about a brother,” she shoots at me.


      “Because he doesn’t live in this state. I’ve never even met the guy.” I shrug.


      Even better she mouths my direction. “So, does this brother of yours look anything like you?” Olivia asks with a mischievous chuckle which causes Simon to laugh, too.


      “We could be twins.” And he’s right — they could be judging from the photos I’ve seen around his apartment. “I’ll tell you what. Nate is coming back into town in a few weeks for a visit. He lives down in Georgia but he recently started talking about moving back to the city. He’s a really good guy. Whenever he makes it up, I’ll introduce you.”


      “That’s exciting. I had no idea he was coming back,” I chime in.


      “Yeah, I got an email about it last night. I guess I forgot to tell you since we were a bit preoccupied last night.”


      I feel the heat rise in my cheeks and I know my face has flushed scarlet. We had made plans to see the new Chris Hemsworth movie last night, but when I answered the door wearing nothing but high heels and the navy NYU shirt he’d left at my place, we never made it to the theater.


      Olivia winks, and I know full well she’s going to press for all the details after we hang up.


      “All right, ladies. I’m pulling into the parking lot at O’Hare, so I need to let you go. Olivia, it was a pleasure chatting with you briefly. And again, I’m sorry I couldn’t meet in person. I’ll make it up to you soon.”


      “Like when you introduce me to that brother of yours? But yes, it was nice to sorta meet you, too.” She smiles so bright her dimples illuminate her face.


      “You got it. And Elyse, I’ll call you when I get to my hotel tonight.”


      I grab my phone and take it off of speaker quickly. “Sounds good. Safe travels, babe.”


      “I’ll see you next week.”


      Ugh. I hate this distance, but I do my best to keep the smile in my voice. There’s a moment of silence between us where I know what I want to say, but it’s so damn difficult to breathe with those three little words caught in the back of my throat. I feel them, but I can’t bring myself to say them aloud just yet, so I take a deep breath and swallow them back down, terrified at the thought of him knowing how I truly feel.


      “I’ll miss you … later, Simon.”


      “Bye, hun.”


      And then the line goes dead.


      Olivia turns her attention toward me and I polish off the rest of my mimosa before starting on the extra one she had ordered for Simon.


      “Well, he seems nice.” Olivia grabs her cigarettes from her purse, but I pluck the pack from her hands.


      “That’s because he is. And seriously, you need to quit that shit.”


      Olivia rolls her eyes. “It’s just weird. You guys have been dating for a while and I still haven’t met him.”


      I sigh deeply. I hate that he hasn’t met her, too. “I was really hoping that would have ended today. But he travels like crazy. I hate that I only get to see him a handful of days each month and that we’re relegated to phone calls on the road.”


      “There’s always phone sex.” She smiles her wicked smile and I snort, appreciating that she’s trying to make light of a crappy situation. “Listen, I get his schedule is shit and I hate that your relationship struggles in some ways because of that. I really do get that. I just hate that I don’t see you as much as I used to. Even with Jason, you never allowed yourself to get so wrapped up in a guy where you forgot about your friends.”


      My heart sinks and my eyes drift to the empty glass on the table. Guilt infiltrates the crevasses of my body and I can’t even look my best friend in the eye. I know I’ve been busy lately and try to make sure I see Simon as often as I can when he’s in town.


      “Have I really been that bad?” I finally swallow my pride to look right at my best friend her face falls serious.


      “Yeah. I would have assumed that with his travel schedule, I’d at least get to see you a few weekends of the month, but you never want to go out anymore. I just miss my girl time with you, that’s all. We don’t even have to paint the town red. Hell, it’d be nice just to stay in and paint our toenails red instead.”


      I chew on the inside of my cheek, knowing that Olivia is right. I know I’ve been a crappy friend lately. But this guy has spun my world inside out in the best way possible.


      “I’m sorry,” I say softly.


      “Don’t be. Like I said, I get it. You’re head over heels for this guy and I, for one, am thrilled to see you so happy. All I’m saying is maybe you need a better balance.”


      I raise my eyebrows at her.


      “Yeah, you know, sometimes you need to lace up your shoes and go run ten miles. And other days you need to strip out of your pants, rip off your bra and eat ice cream straight from the carton for dinner. Balance.”


      I laugh. Maybe she’s right. Maybe I have been spending too much time with him. Whenever he’s in town, we try to see each other every day. But even when he’s not around, we’re constantly texting and talking on the phone. More girl time would do us good.


      “Holy shit!” she shrieks, effectively pulling my from my thoughts and reaches out her hand to touch the gemstone resting at my collarbone. “Where did you get that? That’s a killer piece of jewelry. CZ, right?”


      “Um, it’s real.” Olivia’s jaw drops and her eyes go wide. “Simon gave it to me.”


      “Seriously?”


      I nod, trying to hide my smile. “Seriously.”


      “That must have cost a fortune.”


      I shrug her comment off, not even daring to tell her it came from Bvlgari. “He could have won it in a gumball machine and I’d love it just the same.”


      “Well, then. You guys are more serious than I thought, El.”


      I know I owe her some kind of explanation for being so wrapped up in this man. “Honestly? I can’t remember my life before he walked into it. Simon has made all of the struggles and bullshit I’ve gone through completely worth it. He’s the first man who has truly made Jason a thing of this past.”


      Olivia says nothing. She simply watches me and the corners of her mouth tip up ever so slightly, if not cautiously.


      “I know what you’re thinking, Liv. It’s just that when we’re together, I forget that the rest of the world exists.”


      Olivia places her hand on my wrist gingerly. “I just don’t want to see you get hurt again, El.”


      I know that I can get carried away, and I love how Olivia can always carry me back. “He’s not Jason. He won’t hurt me.” This man is undoubtedly my Prince Charming.


      She looks at me and her eyes crinkle with elation. “As long as you’re happy, I’m happy. You just have to promise me that I at least get to meet him before your wedding day.”


      “Hey, nobody’s getting married.” While he very well could be the one, I am in no rush to be making that kind of commitment again just yet.


      Olivia raises her champagne flute and toasts me with her mimosa. “At least not yet.”
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      “Look out the window ... Tell me what you see.” I snuggle up under the covers with a smile on my face and a hope in my heart. A hope that one day I will be able to see all the wonderful things he tells me.


      “Ah, this again?”he asks, his voice laced with charm. We’ve played this game his past few trips.


      “Yes! Come on, you’re in Costa Rica and I’ve never been. Tell me everything.”


      He laughs tenderly into the phone, ready to humor my racing imagination. “Well, you know I’m in town for this humanitarian piece. The owner of this particular hotel chain has opened his doors to victims of the Hurricane Cale. Hurricanes rarely hit Costa Rica because of its position to the equator. So when Cale was raised from a tropical storm to a hurricane, the majority of people weren’t able to take shelter and their livelihoods were washed out.


      “So what the Amor Resort has done is opened its doors to the people who lost everything. If they are willing to assist with local cleanup efforts and pitch in at the hotel, they are free to stay up to a month. It’s truly a philanthropic way of giving back to the community.”


      “It sounds a little self-serving too, though.”


      “Perhaps. But both parties need each other.”


      I instantly know what he means because I feel like I need Simon in my life just as he needs me in his. We’re not just good for each other. We bring out the best in each other.


      I roll over onto my stomach and prop myself up on my elbows. “So is everything destroyed?” I can’t even begin to fathom the level of despair the locals are experiencing.


      “Yeah, I’m looking at the ocean right now. It’s truly spectacular even with the abundance of seaweed floating in the water. The beaches are littered with debris and crumbled buildings.” My heart breaks a little thinking about how so many people lost everything they owned. “I know this will sound weird, but I’ve always thought the aftermath of the storm was the most beautiful. It’s like nature has an agenda of wiping away any traces of man and returning the earth to its original state. If you can endure nature’s fury, you’re treated to a beautiful calm after the storm. It’s a lot like life. Get through the unexpected bullshit and then you can enjoy the spoils of survival.”


      Now he’s making no sense, but I don’t care. Ishut my eyes and listen to his words. The seductive timbre in his voice rolls over me in waves, soothing me to my core. He sighs heavily into the phone.


      “You know, Elyse, this would all be significantly more beautiful if you were here with me. And one day, you will be. Hopefully sooner rather than later.”


      My heart tumbles in delight at the prospect of joining him on one of his assignments. It’s the sign of things becoming serious between us. “I hope so too, Simon.” And then I hear it, his smile in the silence of the phone. “Are you smiling right now?” I tease.


      “I’m talking to my girl. Of course I’m smiling. Besides, I have something to ask you …”


      “Is that so?”


      “Yeah,” he says with a slightly shaky breath. “I’m planning on traveling to Paris sometime soon.”


      “For work?” It comes out whinier than I care to admit. I hate his travel schedule. It robs us of what little precious time we have together.


      “No, for pleasure.” He pauses reverently for a moment and I fidget with the bottom of my shirt. “Perhaps... Perhaps you would like to come with me?”


      Is this an invitation? To Paris? I haven’t had the chance yet to meet his family or friends, but he wants to take me to Paris? He really is serious about this relationship. “Paris? I’ve always wanted to go there, but I’vealwaysbeen a bit nervous to travel internationally,” I confess more to myself than Simon.


      “Well, I’ll take care of you, I promise. We could even fly first class for additional comfort. And I won’t let go of your hand the entire time.”


      First class? What the hell? First class internationally easily runs two thousand per ticket—at least!


      “Simon ... that feels a bit over the top, don’t you think?”


      ”You are worthy of all this and more. Why can’t you see that, Elyse? I’m not your ex.”


      This is how relationships are supposed to be. He makes me feel worthy. And loved. And enough. More than enough, really.


      Stop overthinking this, Elyse.


      I never imagined I’d find a relationship like this. My cheeks hurt from the ridiculous grin taking over my face.


      “Now you’re smiling aren’t you?”


      “No,” I lie, with laughter in my voice. I roll over onto my back again and look up at the ceiling. How on earth did I manage to get so lucky?


      “So is that a yes? Will you come to France with me?”


      “Yes, I’d love to.”


      “Oh, Elyse, you will love it. I’ll take you to all of my favorite places. There is an incredible merry-go-round in Montmartre by the cathedral. It’s old-fashioned complete with wooden horses and hot-air balloons. And after that we’ll kiss onthe Lovers Bridge.”


      He sounds happier than a kid on Christmas morning after tearing through Santa’s spread of gifts as he details all of the sights we’ll see and things we’ll experience together. Just as we begin talking about booking our flights for next month, my phone beeps.


      “Hold on a sec — someone is trying to call me.” I pull the phone away from my face and see Alex on the other line. “It’s just Alex.”


      “Do you need to get that?”


      “Nah, I’ll give him a call later.”


      I ignore the next three calls he makes and the text message chime that comes through my ear. Not even five minutes later someone is frantically hitting the buzzer on the gate downstairs.


      Jesus Christ. Someone had better be dead.


      “It sounds like someone is in desperate need of my girl. Go see what your friend needs and give me a call later tonight. Okay, babe?”


      “Sounds good. Chat soon!” I end the call and pull a long-sleeved shirt on over my camisole so I’m a little more presentable on this lazy Saturday morning.


      I push the button the wall and speak into the box before unlocking the gate outside. “This had better be an emergency, Alex.”


      I remove the chain lock off the door and grab a bottle of water as I wait for his arrival. But when I see Alex’s name flash across the screen of my phone, panic courses through my veins.


      “Alex? What the hell is going on?”


      “Jason,” he spits out, panting heavily. “I think he’s on his way to see you.”


      Shit.


      “Why?”


      “No idea. But I’ve been on the phone with him since five in the morning when he first called. El, the guy is a wreck. And he’s been drinking.”


      I take his words as a warning. Jason always was a nasty drunk. Overly aggressive. Handsy. And more often than not, outright cruel. If alcohol was a truth serum, then it would be known that Jason hated everything about the world. Especially me.


      I look down to my watch. It’s not even noon. Even this is a bit out of character, even for him.


      What the fuck? I turn to lock my front door again, but a dark figure towers in my doorway.
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      The shadow lingers in the doorframe, billowing at an intimidating height. Jason always had the build of a linebacker, the strength of one, too. But his temper rivaled that of a hornet under siege.


      Jason slurs something unintelligible. And it’s clear, he’s not just drunk.


      He’s wasted.


      Jason sways and stumbles through my door and topples onto me. Literally. I break his fall as he comes crashing down on me in one painful oomph. My phone spills out of reach and the battery pops off the back. I push against his chest with all of my strength, but he doesn’t budge. Not even an inch.


      Oh my god. This is it. This is how I’m going to die. He’s come to kill me. Which is ironic considering I’ve always said that I would gladly rip off his dick and leave him to die if given the chance.


      “Elyse.” His voice is small and barely a whisper. He looks down from above me, his blood-shot eyes knitted with an alcohol-induced sincerity. His dirty blond hair is disheveled and his ocean blue eyes are bloodshot with despair. And just like that, the tiny, icy piece of my heart that he still holds, melts.


      We look at each other for seconds … maybe hours. Who knows. I want to remember the good times, but I swallow, burying those emotions down deep into the parts of me that I only visit on the rare occasion. Jason brushes a loose piece of hair from my face, but I close my eyes and cringe.


      It’s then that I realize all I see is Simon. He is the good in my life. The man who deserves me. He is everything that Jason is not. And I instantly recognize that if Simon were to walk in right now, I would never forgive myself for the way this looks.


      “You need to leave.” My voice isn’t nearly as stern as I wish it were and I silently curse myself, hating that I’m incapable of being stronger right now. I loathe that tiny part of my heart that is pained to see him this way.


      Jason leans down and presses his forehead against mine gently, causing me to wince. I shut my eyes and turn my face. When I finally garner the courage to open them again, he’s a mere breath away from trying to kiss me.


      Fear takes over and the desperation for self-defense overtakes my body. I writhe under his painful hold, moving one of my legs in between his. I instinctively ram my knee into his groin and instantly feel the weight of Jason’s body on mine as he collapses in agony. Slapping and clawing anything my hands can hit, he surrenders and rolls onto his back in the middle of my tiny living room. He takes up most of the floor space.


      Jason groans in discomfort, but he takes the abuse because we both know he deserves it. I get a sick satisfaction in his physical pain.


      “I’m serious. Get the fuck out, Jason.”


      “Jesus Christ, Elyse! You just crushed my nuts. I couldn’t walk even if I wanted to.” Tears spring from his eyes and he rolls onto his side pulling his knees into his chest tightly.


      I know he didn’t come here to hurt me but if I’m being honest, I feel a little bad about jacking him right in the junk. We’ve never physically hurt one another. And as much emotional pain as he’s capable of unleashing, I know he would never deliberately hurt me on a physical level.


      “Yeah. Sorry about that,” I say with a little too much delight. He continues to roll around on my floor like an animal and whines like the little titty baby he truly is. “So did you have something to say or were you curious to see if I wanted a cheap fuck? Because let me tell you, I am not the same woman you left high and dry three days before our wedding.” I’m so angry that he’s here in my home, I’m practically spitting on him as I speak.


      “Just hear me out, Elyse. Just listen and I’ll walk out the door and never come back unless you want me to.”


      His eyes plead with me and I feel my hard exterior soften ever so slightly for him. I hate that through all the shit he still has the power to pull on those few remaining heartstrings that will always love some tiny piece of him.


      I learned long ago that no matter how much you loathe a past love, some small piece of you will always belong to them.


      “Fine. But only if you’re willing to hear me out when you’re done spitting bullshit.”


      I move to the couch and tuck my legs underneath me, staring down at the man I once thought was my future.


      Jason is silent for a while, probably trying to stop the room from spinning or bracing himself from my wretched blow to his manhood. I grow impatient from waiting, so I jump start the conversation. I want this over and I want him out.


      “So how’s my favorite cousin? I love that you kept it in the family.”


      “Stop. Just stop it and listen.” He pushes his body up and props his back against the wall.


      “Oh? This should be good.” I fold my arms and raise my eyebrows. “Go on. I’m listening.”


      “Don’t be like that.”


      “Like what?”


      “Like I don’t know? A bitch! You’re not being yourself, Elyse.”


      I snort, finding amusement in his revelation of just how much I’ve changed. “No, that’s where you’re wrong, Jason. Just because I’m no longer the Elyse you once knew doesn’t mean I’m not being myself. The Elyse that you knew died the day you ran off with Aimee,” I bite back.


      His face contorts and he looks away, avoiding eye contact because he knows that I’ve changed and I now have the life and the kind of love he could only wish for.


      “And this Elyse?” I say, pointing to myself for emphasis. “This Elyse doesn’t have time for your pathetic bullshit. So say whatever it is you need to say so you can feel better about your sorry ass and get the fuck out.”


      This newfound confidence gives me a rush. I never would have stood up to Jason like this before. And I know that I have Simon’s presence in my life to thank for this moment of strength.


      Jason’s shoulders slump and he looks at the floor. When he finally speaks again, his voice is soft and slurred. “I … I didn’t realize how good I had it with you. I’m sorry. I’m so, so fucking sorry.”


      Good. “You should be sorry. But I want you to know that I will never forgive you. You can’t unsay words. You can’t undo actions — you can’t unfuck her. We are irreparable.”


      “I know. And you’re right. I don’t deserve your forgiveness. I don’t deserve you. And I hate that it took me so fucking long to realize it, but it’s you that I love, Elyse. I love you. I never stopped loving you. And I want the chance to make things right. I want you back.”


      The maniacal laugh that escapes my lips is downright terrifying. It’s deep and comes from the depths of my belly. I laugh so hard it hurts, and it shatters whatever convoluted hope that Jason had coming into my home to try and take back something that was never his to begin with.


      “You know, Jason, it took a long time to undo the damage you did. I loved you unapologetically. I loved you enough to look beyond your flaws and fuck ups. And when you delivered the final blow just days before we were supposed to get married, I stupidly still loved you.” I stand up and walk next to him, glaring down at his pathetic ass as he closes his glossy eyes and breathes slowly. “But I’ve grown up a lot since then. The reality you gave me forced me to grow up in a way I never imagined possible. And I’ve realized that what we had wasn’t love at all.


      “Now I know that love is a two-way street. I gave you everything I had and it was never enough for you. The love you gave me in return was empty and meaningless and convenient. I hope you find that exact kind of love because that is the only relationship you are worthy of.”


      Jason’s eyes turn red and I can tell he’s trying to control his breathing. He opens his mouth to speak, but I don’t let him get a word in.


      “But me? I’ve found something worth fighting for, someone worth fighting for. Someone who I’m worthy of and who’s worthy of my love. And I’m not about to spend another moment of my life wasting it on you. See your ass out, Jason.”


      I step over his body and storm into my bedroom, slamming the door behind me. With my back pressed against the back side of my bedroom door, I pant realizing that I’ve just admitted aloud something I’ve been hell bent on keeping inside.


      I’m in love with Simon.
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      Olivia has been talking nonstop since she arrived an hour ago. She’s easily polished off the bottle of red single-handedly considering I’ve barely sipped half of my glass. I love my best friend, but I haven’t been following anything she’s been saying. I’m too tired and my mind is beyond preoccupied.


      “So yeah, the guy I met last weekend? He bangs too hard. Definitely not going to see him again. If Nathan is anything like his brother, he’s probably worth waiting around for. I wonder what kind of lay Nathan is. Do you think he likes it rough and raunchy? I mean, I can only assume that’s how Simon likes it based on how you blush every time I ask about your sex life. Maybe it runs in the family?”


      “Uh huh …” I rest my fist against my chin and swirl the wine in my glass. Out of the corner of my eye, Olivia shifts her weight and puts her glass down on the coffee table.


      “What the hell, Elyse? Did you hear what I said?”


      I shake my head, rattling my thoughts. “I’m sorry … what?”


      “I say the dude fucks too hard and you give a lackluster ‘uh huh.’ What has gotten into you, El?”


      “I’m exhausted. I didn’t really sleep last night.” No sense hiding it from Olivia. I know if I don’t tell her she’ll just badger it out of me. I take a deep breath and keep my eyes focused on a faded red wine stain on my couch cushion. “I’m late.”


      “Like … late late? Or late for your waxing appointment because your best friend won’t shut up late?”


      Slowly, I exhale all of the air from my lungs, look Olivia square in the eye and whisper, “Late late.”


      “Fuck,” Olivia says in an incredulous exhale. “Haven’t you been careful?”


      “Of course. We used a condom every time. But nothing is ever failsafe.” Well, nothing except abstinence, and let’s be honest, from the moment I first saw him I was doomed — no way was I not going to experience a body like that just once.


      “Wait … you’re not on the pill?”


      “No. After Jason left I stopped taking it. The hormones made me feel like shit.” In hindsight, that was probably one of the stupidest decisions I’ve made in a long time, given the revolving door of gentlemen callers I engaged with.


      She gnaws at her thumbnail for a moment before springing up off the couch to grab her purse. “Well! There is only one way to find out and there is absolutely no sense in sitting here not knowing whether or not you’re knocked up. I’ll be back in fifteen minutes.”


      And just like that, my best friend disappears and I close my eyes, sitting in a comfortable, numbing silence. I must have dozed off because when I open my eyes, Olivia is shaking my shoulders.


      “Enough beauty sleep, Elyse. We’ve got work to do.” Olivia shoves the plastic bag in my hand and I reach in to see examine the purchase that will determine my fate. My hand wraps around a freezing cold package and I pull out a pint of Breyer’s mint chocolate chip.


      “Ice cream. Really?” I’m questioning Olivia’s sanity right now.


      “What? It’s a logical purchase. If it’s positive, we purge our sorrows because you can’t have booze. If it’s negative, we celebrate. Besides, it’s your favorite flavor. So quit your bitching. Chug and go pee.” She pulls out the pregnancy test from the bottom of the bag and pushes a bottle of water into my hand. I bring the cool liquid up to my lips, draining the bottle in a few fast gulps.


      Then I wait. And because waiting is not something I do gracefully, I anxiously burn a hole in the carpet, pacing back and forth.


      When I finally feel like I need to pee, I hesitate. I honestly don’t want to take it because once I know, there’s no going back. I can’t un-know things if I turn out to be pregnant.


      “Stop procrastinating. Get in there and take care of business.” Olivia practically pushes me into the bathroom.


      “Come with me?”


      “Ew! I am not holding your hand while you pee. I’ll wait with you, but for now you’re on your own.”


      On my own. Could I really end up being on my own with this? What if I am. What if Simon isn’t ready for kids again and leaves me?


      I open up the box and spread its contents on the bathroom vanity. My hands quiver and I drop the plastic wrapping of the little stick and I watch it bobble down into the sink basin.


      You can do this, Elyse.


      After I finish, I wash my hands, rest the test on the counter, set a timer on my cell phone and walk out of the bathroom.


      “I can’t … I don’t want to watch it.”


      Olivia nods and opens her arms for a hug. I let her swallow me whole in a bear hug of monstrous proportions. “Everything is going to be okay. No matter what happens, no matter what the test says. I’m here for you.” I love Olivia’s reassurance. I wipe a tear away from my eye and nod my head, thankful to have a friend so wonderful.


      “I’ll look. Okay?”


      I turn to sit down on the couch and send a silent prayer up to the heavens. I am in no way prepared for two little blue lines to come to fruition. I’m too young. I’m not married. There is no way any doctor in their right mind would allow me to take a baby out of the hospital. I can’t even keep a cactus alive and they don’t need water!


      I know Simon wants children, and based on how our relationship is unfolding, I’m fairly certain he wants them with me, but we’ve only started dating. We both share the opinion that we’re not in any rush. I want to get settled. Experience life with him for a while. Travel the world together.


      Even with all of our grand plans, surely he’ll be receptive to the news should we be expecting.


      Holy shit. This is the longest two minutes of my entire life.


      As if she read my thoughts, Olivia pops her head out of the bathroom door. Her smile perks me up instantly. “Grab the spoons, you lucky slut. It’s time to celebrate!”


      All of the anxiety I had been harboring escapes my body in one giant exhale. Relief washes over me and I instantly feel lighter.


      Thank you, sweet baby Jesus.


      


      “Are you going to tell him about the scare?” Olivia asks after we’ve killed off the carton of ice cream and moved onto a bottle of red.


      “No. He’s under a lot of stress with work lately. They have him traveling too much and I don’t want to add any unnecessary baggage.”


      Olivia scolds me with a single glance.


      “I know, I know. I’ll tell him when the timing is right.” I roll my eyes at her and top of her glass.


      “Based on your avid sex life, I take it things are going well between you two?”


      I feel my face flush scarlet and my heart swells at the thought of how things are going between us. It’s strange thinking about the fact that I started this as a fling.


      “You could say that,” I say, not bothering to hide the stupid smile taking over my face. “But it’s not just about the sex. I mean, don’t get me wrong, the sex is beyond phenomenal. I just never imagined that my one night stand would turn into my one and only.”


      “You’re crazy.”


      “And that’s exactly the kind of love I have for Simon. Crazy, soul-searing love.” My cheeks hurt from smiling. Being with Simon is like dreaming with my eyes open. All I see is possibility and limitless love in front of me. And it’s absolutely wild. “He’s nothing like Jason. Jason never made me feel like this.”


      Olivia squeals and claps her hands together like a giddy schoolgirl in excitement. I love how she’s supportive of me and never jealous.


      “You’re in deep, girl. Have you told him that you love him?”


      “Not yet, though I’m certain he knows. He’s done everything short of saying the words aloud to me. But with the way he looks at me, he doesn’t need to say a word.”


      “You should really let him know.”


      “I know. I just can’t come out and say it though.”


      “Why not? You’re a copywriter. Words are sort of your thing.”


      “Emphasis on the writer. I can’t just spit out ‘I love you, now pass the butter,’ as we have dinner.” It takes me time to articulate my thoughts, hand-picking the perfect words because you only get one chance to say it the first time. So it’s beyond important to say it the right way. Words simply don’t do this emotion justice.


      “So write him. Tell him in a letter. Give him a piece of you that he can hold onto and share with your grandchildren in forty years.” I smile at the thought of a dozen kids circled around our feet as we share the story of how we fell in love. “You have to admit, that’s sweet. And hella romantic.”


      “Maybe,” I muse.


      “No. Definitely.” Olivia grabs her phone and orders us a Chicago-style pizza for delivery.


      After indulging in a delivery from the world’s greatest pizzeria, Lou Malnati’s, Olivia takes off and I pour myself another healthy glass of pinot noir to help put myself at ease.


      I grab my favorite pen and a piece of paper, then settle on the couch, trying to resurrect the long lost art of letter writing, a piece of me that he can have for keeps. The words flow as freely as the wine. And by the time I sign my name in my standard script at the bottom of the paper, I have a delightful buzz coursing my veins. Admittedly, it’s not just from the alcohol. It was far easier to bleed my heart out onto the page than I imagined. Writing little love notes for Jason was always a challenge and I felt like he never took them to heart. But Simon? My love for him is as natural as breathing and I know that these words are going to touch him in the deepest of places.


      I fold the page over and over again until the letter is in a small square. A love letter for when we’re apart. A small token to let him know I’m there with him, at least in spirit.
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      “Good morning, beautiful.” Simon softly kisses my eyelids and my body responds to his touch with a hum as I stretch my arms. This man has brought me to life in every way imaginable.


      I’m surprised that he’s up this early considering how late we were up last night … or rather, this morning.


      “Would you like any coffee, hun? I think I’m going to run down the block and grab some.”


      I hum softly to myself. “Coffee would be divine.”


      “Divine? What’s divine is when I get back and make you breakfast in bed. Then perhaps I’ll dine on you for second breakfast … and brunch …and maybe lunch, too.” He throws a wink my direction and my body catches fire from his words. Staying in bed with him all day is exactly what I want to do.


      “You are so bad!”


      “Judging from the things you screamed as you clawed my back last night, I’d say I’m actually pretty good.”


      I laugh and playfully swat his arm with the back of my hand. Simon lays his head next to mine on my pillow and gives a sincere smile before kissing me on the tip of my nose. I wish I could crawl into his mind and piece together his thoughts. Experience what this feels like from his point of view. Because I’d give anything to know that what he feels is just as real.


      “Seriously though, would you likes pancakes or an omelette?”


      “Nobody has ever made me breakfast in bed before. But I like that you want to spoil me,” I admit with a sleepy yawn.


      “No, I’m not spoiling you. I’m treating you precisely as my girl deserves to be treated.” He crawls out of bed then leans over me to give me a kiss, stopping a mere whisper away from my mouth. “So what’ll it be?”


      “You,” I say, stretching up to kiss him, but he pulls back before I can catch his mouth.


      “Nuh uh, I’m making you breakfast first.”


      Translation: I need coffee.


      “Fine. I’ll take an egg white omelette with cheese and peppers.”


      “And for your coffee? Your usual?”


      “Yep. My usual, please.” I smile, loving that he knows me so well.


      Simon reaches out and runs his fingers through my hair. “I like a woman who knows exactly what she wants.” A devilish grin crosses his face as we both know he’s not talking about breakfast. Simon lowers his mouth back down to mine and when our lips finally come crashing together, it’s the kind of kiss that’s laced with promise and hope. It’s slow like honey and overflowing with passion. The kind that is so perfect it leaves you hot, bothered, breathless and wanting … no, needing more.


      Reluctantly he pulls back and smiles. We both know that had that kiss gone on any longer, we’d both be rendered starving and un-caffinated until the sun goes down. But damn, do I love that look. Nothing in this world matters, but when he gives me that knowing look, I know that I matter to him.


      Simon looks back at me as he slides into his boxers. The absence of him leaves me chilled, so I rock onto my side and pull the soft blanket up over my body. He stands in the doorway and pauses, looking at me thoughtfully.


      “What are you thinking about?”


      “I’m so thankful that you came into my life, Simon.” And truer words have never passed my lips.


      “Right back at ya, babe.” Simon winks at me again then turns toward the bathroom.


      While he’s gone, I quietly slide open the drawer on my nightstand and pull out the love letter I wrote him last week while he was out of town. I am more certain than ever for the words I’ve sprawled out on the page. I pull a T-shirt on over my head and locate my panties from the night before. Then swiftly, I pad over to his jacket, seal the folded paper an invisible kiss, then slide it into his pocket before sneaking back into bed without ever making a sound.


      Silence fills my apartment and I begin to think he slipped out without me knowing.


      As I curl back in bed, my mind wanders to thoughts of Simon and his striking blue eyes. How even though we’ll age together through time, his eyes will always be the bluest of blues and my constant. I can hardly remember what life was like before he came into the picture just a few short months ago.


      The slamming of a cabinet door from my bathroom breaks my trail of thoughts. “Simon? Sweetie, are you still here?”


      His footsteps thunder through the apartment and I think I hear him sputtering obscenities. “What the fuck is this?” Simon’s rage overwhelms me up as he storms back into the bedroom. When I wipe the morning crud from my eyes, I look up to see Simon towering over me holding up the used pregnancy test Olivia threw in the trashcan the other day.


      Shit.


      “Elyse!” He snaps inching closer to my face. “I said what … the fuck … is this?” There’s an unfamiliar bite in his voice that causes my insides to recoil.


      I push myself up to see him more clearly. “It’s… It’s a pregnancy test,” I say with a lilt in my voice, trying to neutralize his reaction.


      “I can see that! Do you want to tell me why you’re hiding a pregnancy test?” A vein in his forehead protrudes up from his skin and starts to noticeably pulsate, like a bomb counting down to detonation.


      We’ve never discussed the whole kid thing at length, so I was never sure where he stood on the subject or where we stood on it as a couple. But judging from his reaction, he has no desire to have any little Simons or Elyses running around in the near future.


      No doubt the loss of his wife and unborn child are playing a factor in his reaction.


      Based on this visceral preliminary reaction, I should probably lie and tell him it’s Olivia’s. But if we want this relationship to work, which I absolutely do, we need to be completely honest when we’re together. Transparency is key. I swing my legs over the edge of the bed and stand in front of him to be his equal. We’re mature adults, neither of us should be talking down to the other.


      “I wasn’t hiding it. I’m a few days late and wanted to make sure I wasn’t pregnant.”


      He scoffs at my response. Clearly trying to keep casual about the whole thing wasn’t in my best interest. He tilts his head and narrows his eyes, questioning my motives. I reach out and rub his arm. I hate that he flinches.


      “It’s no big deal, Simon. The test was negative. Everything’s fine.”


      “And why didn’t you tell me?” he bellows out.


      Geez, calm the fuck down. “Because there was no reason to. You’re under enough stress as it is and in case you didn’t notice, it’s negative.”


      He takes a step back, closes his eyes and pinches the bridge of his nose. He says nothing, but rather shakes his head.


      “What?” I ask, struggling to understand his reaction. What I really want to say is why the fuck are you freaking out about this?


      Simon remains silent for a few moments before his expression turns accusatory. I hardly recognize the man looking at me. These are not the same eyes that looked at me with such love and affection less than ten minutes ago.


      “I don’t know. This just doesn’t add up. I thought I knew you. And the woman that I adore wouldn’t be trying to get pregnant.”


      What the hell? The edge in his voice is almost as terrifying as the rage cloaking his eyes. “You think I’m deliberately trying to get pregnant?” The look on his face says it all. He actually believes that I would consciously try to get knocked up. I turn to walk away from him and end this completely ridiculous discussion but he grabs my wrist a little too hard and pulls me back into the conversation.


      “What? It’s sure as shit a good way to keep me around, don’t you think?”


      “Whoa, whoa, whoa! Where the fuck is this coming from?” I pull my arm from his grasp and put some space between us, trying to eliminate the sting of his words.


      “Where is this coming from? Where is this coming from?” He throws the pregnancy test across my bedroom and I watch it hit the wall beyond the bed and tumble to the floor. It is far too early in the morning for this kind of shit. “It’s coming from the fact that you’ve been lying to me, Elyse!”


      “I am not lying to you!” My voice surprises me and I’m practically screaming at him now. The calm approach sure as hell didn’t work. Maybe I need to fight fire with fire. “Look. I don’t know why this subject has crawled up your ass and caused you to freak the fuck out. But you need to know the last thing I want right now is a baby. I’m young and have too much going for me. Sure, one day I want a family. Maybe even with you. But right now I am happy with the way things are, or up until a few minutes ago I was.”


      Simon grinds his teeth and opens his mouth, but I cut him off before he has the chance to get anything out.


      “Taking the test was a precaution. I would rather know than not know. I don’t care if you believe me or not, that’s the goddamned truth.”


      Rage swallows us both whole and Simon curls his hand into a fist, slamming it into my bedroom wall.


      “You know. If you’re going to blow a gasket over nothing you may as well pack up your stuff and—”


      “God damn it, Sharna! Would you just shut up for one fucking minute? I can’t even hear myself think!”


      I turn to him so fast I’m certain I’ve given myself whiplash and I see the panicked look in his eye. He freezes in terror, standing there looking at me with his mouth slightly agape, holding his right hand in his left.


      My heart slams down into the pit of my stomach and I release a shaky breath. The only sound in the room is that of my soul snapping into thousands of tiny pieces. There’s one thing left to say …


      “Who’s Sharna?”
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        April
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      “Come on, babe! We gotta go!”


      “I’ll be there in a minute!” Simon’s enthusiasm surprises me. Admittedly, it’s a bit refreshing after how disconnected we’ve been.


      I rummage through my side of the closet looking for something to make me feel like anything other than the bloated hippopotamus that I am. I settle for a tunic that hangs loosely around my waist. It’s not the most attractive thing I own, but I always feel more confident in my signature color of emerald. I love how striking it looks against my pale skin, flowing chestnut hair and hazel eyes. I quickly slip into my ballet flats and run down the stairs, not caring that I look short and frumpy.


      “Whoa … slow down, Sharna. You need to take it easy.” Simon spins me around and hugs me from behind. I rest my head against his chest, loving how much taller he is than me. My insides instantly warm when I feel his hand splay flat against my belly. My tiny figure won’t be tiny for much longer. “You look incredible.”


      “I look like a cow,” I say, discarding the first compliment he’s given me since … since I can’t even remember.


      “Stop that. You can’t even tell you’re pregnant.”


      My shoulders sink as I let out a heavy sigh.


      That will all change soon enough. And when I’m big and fat he definitely won’t want to touch me.


      “Okay then. I may not look like a cow, but I feel like one.” I know he can’t argue with me on that. The only thing I’ve been able to keep down are asiago cheese bagels. And for a girl who hasn’t touched carbs for the better part of two years, my sudden influx of bread has gone straight to my ass, gut and thighs, and I’ve got the skyrocketing number on the scale to prove it. I shouldn’t be showing this early in the pregnancy, but already I hate myself for gaining close to fifteen pounds. Because of the morning sickness, which should really be called all-day sickness, I haven’t been to kickboxing in weeks. At this rate I will be setting a record for the biggest baby ever birthed.


      “Sharna …” he looks at me with unfamiliar devotion and promise in his eye. “Stop that. You are absolutely glowing. But if we don’t leave now we’re going to be late.”


      I smile as he holds my coat open for me, then hands me my favorite Marc Jacobs handbag, just like he used to do when we first started dating. It’s an unusually chilly spring day and there’s a dusting of snow on the ground. He pauses and delivers a smile that reaches his eyes. I know children were never in our master plan, but maybe this baby is just what we need to get us out of this horrible rut? Sometimes fates interrupt the best laid plans and we have no other choice but to roll with the punches.


      “Okay. Let’s go.” I kiss his cheek and follow him out to the car, the wind biting my cheeks.


      It’s good to have my husband back where he belongs.


      


      The light above us flickers and hums softly as we wait. I’m eyeing the generic art featured on the wall when Simon stands up and begins to tinker with the plastic model of the female reproductive system on the counter.


      “I just don’t get it,” he comments, piecing together the puzzle of organs and flesh and arteries.


      “Get what?” I kick my restless legs back and forth.


      “How something that big is going to come through something so small.”


      I laugh softly. “Good thing that’s not your problem to worry about.”


      “I know … but I just don’t want you to be wrecked.”


      “Wrecked?”


      He stops fidgeting with the display and walks to the edge of the table, standing right in between the stirrups and wraps his arms around my wait. “Yeah. I mean, I should be the only one who gets to cause damage to you down there.”


      His lips hitch into the same crooked smile that won me over years ago when we first met and I swat him playfully with the back of my hand. This kind of interaction feels good between us.


      “You are so bad!”


      Simon laughs and casts a wink just as my OBGYN opens the door.


      Dr. Sheridan is a slight thing with a wicked sense of humor. If she didn’t spend her time inspecting and subsequently feeling up my lady business, I think she’d be the kind of chick I’d like to go get drinks with. You know, if it were socially acceptable for pregnant women to drink.


      Simon sits down in the plastic chair next to the examination table and listens to me prattle on about how I’m doing with the doctor.


      Yes, I’m feeling fine. Just fat and tired all the time.


      Yes, I’m taking my prenatal vitamins.


      No, there hasn’t been any unusual cramping or bleeding.


      No, I’m not drinking alcohol or taking any drugs.


      And on and on.


      After several minutes of taking my recent health history, Simon interrupts, curiosity clearly getting the best of him. “Does it happen often?”


      “Does what happen often?”


      “Getting pregnant while you’re on birth control?”


      Dr. Sheridan stops what she’s doing and shifts her attention to Simon. “It’s not all too common, but it is known to happen more than you think. Technically, there is no form of birth control that is completely effective all of the time, and the specific kind that Sharna takes has a fail rate of three percent.”


      Simon scratches his head nervously. Game plans change and we both need to learn to roll with the punches of this unexpected surprise.


      “The only way to guarantee you don’t get pregnant is to simply not have sex. And I’d venture to say that’s not an option for most married couples,” Dr. Sheridan says with a soft laugh in her voice. I watch as she pulls the internal sonogram machine to the edge of the table and gestures for me to ease down into the stirrups.


      “I suppose you’re right.” Simon turns and winks at me as I scoot toward the edge of the table.


      “I always love it when husbands come to these visits,” she casually comments as she preps the sonogram wand, which ironically looks like Bob Barker’s microphone from his days on The Price is Right. “So tell me, how did you two meet?”


      I look across the small room to Simon, who winks and gives me a knowing smile.


      “We met in a bar shortly after I graduated from college. I was out celebrating one of my girlfriends’ birthdays and we started talking. The rest is history …” I trail off, admiring my husband as he rises to stand next to me.


      “Actually, she’s leaving out the best part,” Simon quips.


      “Oh? And what was the best part?” Dr. Sheridan asks with a light in her eye. I softly laugh and lay back on the table.


      “He’s referring to the most ridiculous pickup line I’ve ever heard.” I roll my eyes back into my head. It’s hilarious how proud he is of that stupid one-liner.


      “It’s not so bad, babe.” Simon grabs my hand and winks playfully at me. To say I’m relieved that my Simon has returned would be an understatement. The past few months have been such a rough patch. The distance, and not just the physical distance for work, has been straining. Emotionally, he’s been unavailable. Making love is just going through the motions, and for a while it felt so empty and just a means to an end like we did it merely to fulfill an obligation. But ever since this baby … our baby… everything has changed. And for the better.


      “Yes, it was that bad.” I look back to Dr. Sheridan and try to ignore the fact she’s busy lubricating the sonogram wand. “So we’re out at a bar and this gorgeous man struts up to me, holds out his hand and says, ‘Would you mind holding this while I go for a walk?” I beam at the memory. At the time I had been equal part flattered and in disbelief that someone had actually used a terrible pickup line on me. And what’s even worse was I actually liked it.


      Dr. Sheridan stops what she’s doing and looks at me. “And that actually worked?”


      “Look at her now. I’d say it did.” Simon chimes in, laughing softly under his breath.


      “Well, I think it’s sweet. And even after all these years you still remember his exact words.” She smiles and I don’t dare tell her of all the times I wish I could have erased those words and Simon from my memory. On the surface we appear flawless, but nobody ever knew of his infidelity when we were engaged and how it led to my tailspin of paranoia. It really is true, the only people who actually understand what is going on in a relationship, are the two people involved. And they only know as much as the other person tells them. I swallow hard, desperate to push the negative thoughts from my mind. This is our fresh start, and it feels like both of us are finally trying to do right by each other. I need to focus on the good things between us and let the past stay in the past. And for the first time in a long time, I find comfort knowing we’re in this together.


      “Sharna?” Dr. Sheridan says, snapping me from my thoughts. “Are you ready to meet your little one?”


      I take a calming breath and nod, then look to Simon and we share an expectant look, one of excitement and nervousness. He scoots his chair closer to the side of the table and laces his fingers in between mine tightly.


      After a moment of discomfort, Dr. Sheridan is quiet as she searches for any sign of life. Moments pass like hours and she says nothing. I watch the monitor and all I see is insignificant patterns of black and white.


      My heart is racing and I can’t stand the silence. “Is something the matter?”


      Silence.


      Simon rubs the back of my hand with his thumb and swallows hard. He seems confident, calm. And here I lie, fearful for the unknown.


      Dr. Sheridan makes a few notes on the monitor and probes the sonogram a little further. I wince in pain. “Right … there …” she says lightly touching the screen, instantly looking more relaxed. “It looks like you’re measuring roughly seven weeks and four days. And based on the start date of your last period, you’re right on schedule for a due date of November eleventh. Would you like me to print the sonogram photos for you?”


      “Yes, please,” I say, still staring at the screen in wonder. I feel Simon squeeze my hand and turn to look at him. His eyes beginning to turn glassy and I witness an unseen side of the man I married.


      Is he crying?


      I can’t keep my eyes off of my husband as he watches the tiny flicker on the monitor. There is an awestruck glint in his ocean blue eyes and it completely melts my heart. He turns to me, presses his forehead against mine, and kisses me delicately.


      This is the man I fell in love with.


      This is the man I married.


      This is how our life is supposed to be.


      My Simon has come home.
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      In our kitchen there is a table made from reclaimed wood. Simon picked the piece himself from a dilapidated barn just outside of the northwest side of the city.


      And on that table sits a crystal vase. It was Nana St. John’s, a wedding gift and family heirloom passed down from bride to bride.


      And in that vase there are fresh cut flowers the color of butter and sunshine in full bloom.(I hate the color yellow.)


      But within those flowers is the illusion of happiness.


      Simon brought those flowers to me just before he went out for a night with “the guys.”


      I hate those flowers.


      And that vase.


      And that table.


      They all remind me of a time when we were happy though I question if we ever truly were.


      Now those things are all just material possessions. And possessions are merely empty promises. Because things don’t make you happy. And really, other people don’t make you happy. You can only make you happy.


      Happiness is a choice.


      Yes, it really is that easy.


      I can’t pinpoint exactly when I accepted my misery as happiness. It’s just been an inherent part of me for the past few years. It feels like it’s all I’ve ever known.


      My brother Logan snaps his fingers in front of me, breaking my focus from the flowers.


      “I … I’m sorry. What’d you say?”


      “Is everything okay, Sharna? You’re not acting like yourself. ” Logan gets up and walks around the table, sits next to me and tugs me under his shoulder in a brotherly side hug.


      Even though he’s three years younger than me, he’s always been one of my best friends ever since the day he came home from the hospital. As kids, he’d humor me and don a tiara at my world famous tea parties. As a tween, Logan would sneak into my room after our parents went to bed with a bag of chips and the latest R-rated action flick. When I was twenty and had an exceptionally rough breakup with Geoff, my long-standing boyfriend, it was Logan who came and picked up the pieces. It wasn’t until a year later when I discovered he laid into Geoff and swore that if he ever so much as looked at me he would cut his balls off and feed them to the dog. And as adults, he always knew when I needed a shoulder, often before I even realized I needed it.


      Logan has always been the kind, overprotective ying to my cynical, independent yang. And I love him for it.


      I allow him to pull me in close. “Yeah, I’ve just been having a rough time lately. Things with Simon are … I don’t know. Getting better, I guess? I’m just so exhausted. Highly emotional. Stressed. I’m kind of over it all. ”


      I feel ridiculous proclaiming that I’m stressed since I don’t even work. And it’s not like he wants to hear it since he thrives on stress everyday down at the police station. When he’s not busy protecting me, he’s out protecting the good citizens of Chicago, ever the nobleman. Though his job has made him age prematurely. He may have a boyish face but he looks like he could be pushing forty-five since his chocolate brown hair is sprinkled with gray. Plus the bags under his eyes worry me, but whenever I bring it up, he’s quick to shrug it off. ‘It comes with the territory’ he always claims. I tend to keep the dramas of my life to myself so he doesn’t have one more thing to worry about.


      “Simon? What’s going on with him these days?”


      I sigh at his question.


      “I honestly don’t know.” And that’s the truth. I don’t want to him to worry about the minuscule things I’ve been reading into lately, so I know to keep my mouth shut.


      Logan looks at me, his eyebrows knitted together. He opens his mouth to say something and then promptly closes it again.


      “Sharna, don’t take this the wrong way, I’m not implying anything, and I’m going to kick my own ass if I’m wrong, but … are you pregnant?”


      I catch my bottom lip in my front teeth and the corners of my mouth turn up ever so slightly.


      “Seriously? Are you guys expecting?” In a flash, Logan is at his feet and practically out of his skin in excitement.


      I nod wordlessly, feeling nothing but joy as I watch my baby brother have the kind of reaction I so wanted Simon to have. Instead, Simon gave me the ‘I don’t understand … how could this be?’ panicked speech, before accepting our fate. And just because he accepted it, doesn’t mean he liked it. He came around … eventually. At least he stopped asking ‘How?’ He’s a bit too old for the birds and the bees talk.


      “I’m gonna be an uncle?” Logan wears a perma-grin and proudly looks at me at arm’s length.


      “Yes, you’re going to be an uncle!” My voice is light and dare I say happy?


      “I’M GONNA BE AN UNCLE!” His voice is booming and he punches his fist in the air victoriously. I can’t help but laugh. “This kid is going to be filthy spoiled. Is it a girl or a boy?”


      “I don’t know yet. It’s too soon to tell. I’m only about ten weeks along right now.” I push myself up from the table and open the drawer in the island, pulling out the sonogram photos to share.


      Logan looks at it in wordless wonder for several minutes, probably trying to discern which parts of the black and white blob are arms and legs and the head. “I can’t believe you’re actually pregnant. I never thought this day would come.”


      I shrug. “I don’t see why you’re so surprised. We’ve been married for almost eight years. It was only a matter of time.”


      “I know, I just always got the vibe that you two weren’t interested in having kids.” And he’s right to an extent. But we couldn’t just sit back and let life pass us by.


      “I’d be lying if I said this was all planned. And I hate the phrase ‘accidents happen’ but really there’s no other way to explain it. This baby is a welcomed surprise.” I shrug.


      “Welcomed indeed.” Logan opens his arms and pulls me into one of his bear hugs. “I know you said things are rough between you guys, but this baby is a gift. This is Simon’s chance to do you right.”


      Maybe Logan is right? What if this really is Simon’s opportunity to step up and be the man who made a vow to me? I want to see if he’s capable of making the same promise of unconditional love with this child.


      Only time will tell.


      “I am so happy for you, sis. Really, I am.” He kisses me on my forehead and for the first time in a long time, I feel safe. Like no matter what happens between Simon and me, this baby and I will be protected.
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      Neuroscientists claim that out of body experiences are fits of disassociated psychosis and hysteria caused by anything from extreme exhaustion to near death experiences. But I’ve always believed it’s the cornerstone trait of an emotional masochist. My subconscious enjoys watching myself get hurt. Not physically, of course. It’s like my soul detaches itself from its body, then grabs the popcorn and watches the shit throw down in amusement. But more in the sense that I’m drawn to people and situations where I know the outcome will inevitably grim.


      I perpetuate painful situations.


      And maybe that’s why I’ve always been drawn to Simon? Maybe that’s part of the reason why I love him? My subconscious has always known I can count on him for disappointment.


      When my name is called, I watch the frail woman I’ve become will herself to her feet and walk toward the small room next to the main desk.


      I look like shit if I’m being honest. My hair’s a mess and no amount of designer clothes or top of the line makeup could color me beautiful. Perhaps that’s because deep down I’m the only one who knows just how ugly I truly am?


      The triage nurse in powder blue scrubs smiles apologetically and gestures to the seat in front of her. She takes my vitals, asking the basic questions.


      “And how much blood has there been?”


      I exhale a shaky breath. “A lot. At first it started as spotting, but as the day went on the cramping got worse and I passed a few clots. I called my OBGYN and I rushed straight here at her insistence.”


      The nurse quickly keys in a few notes into the system and ushers me back to a private room where she gives me a flimsy robe and instructs me to change.


      I check my cell phone once more. Simon hasn’t called me back and still hasn’t read the text messages I’ve sent over the past hour. I would call Logan, but I don’t want to send him into panic mode while he’s at work and I haven’t told any of my girlfriends just yet.


      Where the hell is Simon?


      Doctors and interns come and go, taking my vitals, drawing blood and hooking me up to an IV. When they’re unable to find the baby on the traditional sonogram, my heart turns sick and tears spill over my eyes.


      “Now, now, let’s not panic just yet,” the doctor with a South African accent, whose name I never caught, says as he gently pats the top of my hand. It doesn’t do much to comfort me. Apparently, bedside manner is an art that not many doctors do well. “I’d like to do a transvaginal ultrasound if that’s okay with you.”


      I swallow hard and nod as the doctor leaves to retrieve the machine for the internal examination. I fist the thin top sheet on the bed I’m sitting on, unsure what to do with my hands. If Simon were here, he’d be holding it, reassuring me. Promising that everything would be okay. Us. The baby. Life. Because that’s what he’s supposed to do. He’s supposed to be here for me.


      Except he’s not.


      When the doctor returns moments later, I’m hovering above my body again, witnessing everything unfold. I watch myself sink down to the edge of the table and opens my body in the stirrups. I see my face flinch as the doctor presses the sonogram wand inside my body. Then I hold my breath and wait.


      I must have forgotten how to breathe because the monitor spikes and the doctor says to “relax” without ever making eye contact.


      I recognize it’s happening to me from the void in my lungs causing me to gasp for air. But it doesn’t feel that way.


      I look down at myself, enjoying the panic.


      After a few calming words that I can’t hear (or rather, choose not to) and a delicate brush of my hand, there is a stillness in the room. That moment of uncertainty where everyone waits with bated breath and expectation.


      Then, it all comes clearly into view. The screen comes to life with the tiny pulse. The indiscernible shape flickers and the doctor smiles.


      “There we are.” His voice is calm and level as if to say, ‘See? You had absolutely nothing to worry about.’ The doctor takes some measurements and then packs up the machine.


      When the door flies open, I’m rattled from my trance and finally come to grips with the reality of my situation. There’s a thin sheen of sweat on Simon’s brow and he’s panting heavily.


      “Oh my God! What happened? Are you okay?” In a flash he’s at my side, threading his fingers through mine. I can’t help but notice that he only asks about me, not the baby. “I tried calling but your phone went straight to voicemail.”


      I look at my cell phone on the table next to my hospital bed, but don’t see any missed calls. “I must not have service in here,” I say more to myself than to him.


      “When I picked up your voicemail, I rushed straight here.” He tucks a long piece of brown hair behind my ear and then leans over to kiss me on my forehead.


      I want to know what took him so long, but I’m afraid of his answer. And besides, it doesn’t matter. The only thing that matters is he came. He’s here now.


      Simon looks from me to the doctor and back to me again, his eyes filled with worry. And that look alone tells me more than I ever dreamed possible.


      He still cares.


      “I’m going to go see if your labs are ready. I’ll be back shortly.”


      We both watch the doctor leave the room and pull the door shut behind him.


      “Sharna, baby, talk to me.”


      I take a deep breath and pull my hand out of his and move both of my palms to my belly, desperate to feel closer to my unborn child. I’m so relieved that my baby is safe.


      “This morning when I woke up, there was a little bit of blood and as the day went on there a little bit turned into a lot and I panicked. I called you first, but you didn’t answer. Then I called Dr. Sheridan’s office and they told me to rush straight here.”


      “Oh, God, I’m so sorry you had to go through this alone.”


      I look down at my hands and nod. I was terrified, but I don’t tell him that. The only thing I want to tell him is that I realize we’re broken. And the only way we can pull ourselves back together again is if he realizes it, too.


      I will never get what I want if I’m not brave enough to ask for it.


      This is something I need.


      I take a deep breath and speak the words thoughtfully and compassionately. “With this baby coming, I want to focus on us. Really strengthen our connection, you know?”


      Simon knits his eyebrows together and perhaps he doesn’t know. But this is important. I want to, at the very least, try to improve our marriage. I know a baby can’t fix things, but I know it will at least give us something positive to look forward to together. Sure, children were never in our plans, but when you’re given a gift of this magnitude, you accept it graciously.


      “Simon, you can’t deny that things aren’t exactly great between us.” He opens his mouth to say something, but the words never come. He can’t deny it. And he won’t. “We only have a limited amount of time where it’s just the two of us. I just think we need to really take a step back and concentrate on our marriage before everything changes.”


      “What did you have in mind?” There’s a cautious tone in his voice and I know the suggestion probably won’t go over well, but I at least need to ask.


      “Simon, I think marriage counseling could be good for us.”


      “No—I don’t think that’s such a good idea.” I hate that he’s always so quick to shut the suggestion down. This isn’t the first time I’ve asked him to go, and somehow I doubt it’ll be the last, but I have to keep trying. You can’t just miraculously wish for things to improve. You have to work on it. Change yourself. Change your outlook on life.


      “And why not? I understand what’s done is done. I forgave you for cheating back when we were engaged.”


      “Did you really, Sharna? Because if you truly forgave me, I would think you wouldn’t keep holding my past mistakes over my head. Whenever things get rocky, you always go there. You don’t need to continually bring up Carrie.”


      I cringe at the whore’s name. The Great Carrie Deception should have been my wakeup call long ago. Instead, I’d hit the snooze button. In fact, I hit it again and again and again.


      “Stop it. Don’t say her name.” My inside revolt at the mere thought of her.


      “What? I fucked up, Sharna. I own what I did. I own the hurt I caused you and live with the memory of it every day. But you sure as shit will never let me forget it. You and I weren’t even technically together when it happened … remember? We’re married now. You need to let it go. Perhaps you’re the one who needs therapy?”


      “You don’t get off on this technicality, Simon. We weren’t separated.”


      “But we weren’t together either,” he reminds me.


      His voice is full of acid and my eyes tear up. I have no idea where this pent up anger is coming from. I’ve always been steel when it comes to his affair. I can cut off my emotions at the turn of a hat and have always been okay leaving it on the back burner … or at least trying to. But now, I’ve gone through a box of Kleenex before I even realize what’s happened.


      Fuck being pregnant and hormonal.


      And if he can’t see why I’m pushing the issue, then fuck him, too. “I’m suggesting this because I love you. I want for our baby to come into a world where its parents are closer than ever, not at each other’s throats all the time.”


      Simon pinches the bridge of his nose and shuts his eyes tight. He remains silent for a few agonizing moments before he speaks again. “I know. I’m sorry,” he snaps insincerely, and I realize my attitude is not helping. “I’m just really stressed out with shit at work and now with this on our hands,” he waves his arms in the general direction of my stomach. “I just don’t know how to deal with everything.”


      And that, right there, might be the most honest and true thing he’s ever admitted. “Look, I get it. This baby wasn’t planned and I am just as shocked as you are. But this is our new reality. Neither of us is in this alone. And I want for us to embrace this journey, this terrifying and exciting new experience, together.”


      Simon stands and mindlessly paces the tiny examination room. I know he hates this kind of shit and I can tell he’s shutting down on me.


      “All I’m asking is for you to give it a shot. Let’s go for a few sessions and if you decide you hate it, we can stop.”


      I need a compromise.


      He stops pacing. My eyes plead and I will him to say the words I long to hear. I need this kind of support from my husband.


      “Please?” It barely comes out as a whisper and I reach out to take his hand, then place it over my stomach. Somewhere in there, is a life that needs both of us. And I’m going to fight for that.


      Simon withdraws his hand from mine and rakes his fingers through his hair. When he closes his eyes, he looks calm and resolute. Like the Simon I fell in love with all those years ago.


      “Okay. If it would make you feel better, I will give it a try. But this is just a trial. You know how I get with shrinks. If I’m at all uncomfortable, I’m out. Okay?”


      “I understand,” I say, reaching out my hand for his again. I hate that it feels like I’m the one comforting him when I’m the one laying down on a hospital bed.


      When his fingers brush against mine, I’m filled with hope.


      “Thank you.”
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      “Welcome, I’m Dr. Robert Hall. Please, come in, take a seat.” The tall, lanky man steps inside the doorway, welcoming us into his office. His full head of salt and pepper hair reminds me of my father’s, but that’s about where the similarities stop. He has a slight crook in his nose and dark chocolate eyes, compared to my dad’s baby blues. And where my dad exclusively wears tailored suits each day, Dr. Hall appears to be outfitted by Crayola. He’s wearing a Carolina blue short-sleeve oxford shirt and a mustard-colored sweater vest with a matching plaid bow tie and burgundy pleated slacks.


      He’s not at all what I was expecting.


      “Thank you for agreeing to meet with us on such short notice, Dr. Hall. I’m Sharna and this is my husband, Simon.” He gestures to the white leather couch against the wall and I take a seat, noting just how soft and supple the material is. My heart sinks when Simon sits on the other side and not in the middle next to me.


      “It’s no problem. And please, call me Dr. Bob from now on. Dr. Hall is my father.”


      Simon wipes his palms over his pants as his leg bounces at a blistering pace.


      His nerves are shaking the whole damn couch. Instinctively, I reach out and squeeze his knee, forcing him to stop.


      “Now, before we begin I want to lay down a few ground rules, so to speak.


      Always remember that I’m not here to make things better between the two of you — that’s your job. You need to allow yourself to be your true self. Our time together only works if you’re honest with one another. And if you keep an open mind and stay pure of heart, I think you’ll be amazed at just how much progress you can make together. My goal is to help you both communicate more effectively, understand each other better. It is with that understanding that you’ll find your marriage becomes stronger.”


      “You will absolutely lose your mind trying to understand me,” Simon quips. My mouth drops and I gasp in horror at his uncalled for remark. Did he really just say that?


      “You don’t think I’m capable of helping you?” Dr. Hall tilts his head, already trying to read Simon’s thoughts.


      “I’m not sure there’s anything capable of helping us at this point.”


      What? My eyes snap to his and my stomach turns at the admission. I feel the adrenaline surge my veins and I’m not sure if I’m rendered speechless from his openness or from the fact I feel completely blindsided right now.


      “Interesting. What makes you say that, Simon?” Dr. Bob props his head in his hand and I notice how his forehead wrinkles when he’s analyzing our every word.


      “Things between us haven’t been good for a while now,” he admits.


      This is news to me. I knew we were disconnected, but for him to openly imply that he doesn’t think our marriage is salvageable cuts deep. I bite my tongue and do everything I can to avoid crumbling into a tearful mess.


      “And what about you, Sharna? Do you think marriage counseling can help?”


      “I do,” I hate that my voice is feeble and sounds so unsure. “At least I hope it can.”


      “Well, believe me when I say I hope it can, too. The most important thing I want you both to understand is that whatever we say here in this room, stays here in this room. I want this to be a safe place where you can open up and say what’s on your mind. Try not to hash things up at home unless it’s done in a healthy, productive manner — you can’t use your words here against each other at a later time. But most importantly, for this to work, you both need to want to be here and want for things in your marriage to improve. Do you both want that?”


      “Yes,” I say and then turn to see Simon nod silently, eyes diverted to the floor. “Good.” Dr. Bob reaches over to his desk and picks up a legal notepad then clicks his pen open. “So tell me, Sharna. Why do you feel you need couples therapy?”


      I look at Simon. He simply raises his eyebrows at me as if to say, “Go ahead.”


      “Well, to be honest we really haven’t been seeing eye to eye on much lately. And I’m feeling really distant from him. He’s around, but it’s like he’s not even there.”


      “And we’re expecting,” Simon interrupts. “Sharna suggested therapy to help us before the baby comes.” He waves his fingers in air quotes, making a mockery of this whole process.


      “Ah, congratulations to you both.” Dr. Bob offers a warm smile, not focusing on Simon’s backhanded comment. “Had you been trying to conceive for a while? Often times marital stress comes with big changes like this.”


      “Actually … no. This child is a welcomed surprise.” Instinctively, my hands move to my stomach. I know this baby isn’t going to fix things. It won’t fix us. But hopefully we can fix ourselves before the damage is done.


      “How wonderful,” he exclaims, clapping his hands together. I try to smile but it’s hard knowing that this child isn’t as well received by Simon as I wished.


      My husband shifts uncomfortably on the couch. “Actually, children were never in the plans for us.”


      “I see.” Dr. Bob writes something down and I lift my chin to try and read his note. Protectively, he crosses his legs at the knee and props the notepad up against it, effectively blocking my view.


      “And how do you feel about your baby, Simon?”


      “Honestly?”


      “Yes. Truthfulness is key,” Dr. Bob reiterates.


      My eyes volley between them and Simon watches me cautiously and wipes his palms across his thighs. And suddenly the ticking of the clock is the loudest sound in the world.


      “I’m scared as shit. I’m not ready to be a father.” He grows quiet for a moment and then suddenly his voice is booming. “We said all along that we didn’t want kids. I feel like I just figured out where my life is headed and now this. I’m stressed out about how much this kid is going to cost. Kids change everything and I’m not ready to turn my life upside down. I just don’t think I’ll be a good dad.”


      “Yes, well, children can be overwhelming. And your response to this pending news is perfectly normal.” It is? “But I believe that the vast majority of parents find that their children are worth every gray hair and stressful moment. And if people waited until they truly felt ready on an emotional and financial level, I’d venture to guess that by the time most of us start trying to have kids it would be too late. So while you’re not currently ready for this child to arrive, you do have some time to prepare yourself.”


      Without even realizing it, I’m nodding in agreement and Dr. Bob shifts his focus to me.


      “And how do you feel about it all, Sharna?” He temples his fingers at his lips and looks at me inquisitively. My eyes drift from Dr. Bob to my husband and back to our therapist again.


      “At first I was a little scared, mostly for Simon’s reaction. And rightfully so, apparently.” I say that last part under my breath. While his initial reaction was lackluster, his confession here was downright painful. “But now that it has sunk in, I’m really excited. I think that on some level, part of me has always wanted to be a mom. I know this child wasn’t planned, but that doesn’t mean I love this baby any less.” I smile inwardly, thinking about the amazing future ahead of us.


      “And how has the pregnancy been thus far? Are you feeling pretty good?”


      “Surprisingly yes. My morning sickness now isn’t as bad as it was those first couple of weeks. Though there were some complications recently.”


      “Oh?” Dr. Bob says, scribbling something else down on his notepad.


      “Y—Yes,” I stutter, cringing at the memory. I genuinely thought I was going to lose our baby. “I experienced quite a bit of bleeding and thought I was having a miscarriage. Fortunately it turned out to be a cervical infection treatable with antibiotics.”


      “I imagine that must have been terrifying for the pair of you,” he prompts.


      “It was,” I say. Simon simply responds with silence. “When I went to the hospital, I couldn’t get a hold of Simon.”


      “And how did that make you feel?”


      How the fuck does he think that made me feel? Is this guy for real? I curl my fingers into a tight fist and imagine myself crushing his words. I hate his gross overuse of that stupid phrase.


      “I was hurt and scared. Alone. And angry.”


      His brows pull together and he chews on the cap of his pen. Then he challenges, “Angry?”


      “Simon was ignoring me. Calls and texts went unanswered while I was alone in the emergency room!” The words come as a bullet train.


      “I wasn’t ignoring you, Sharna! I told you I was with a client when you called and I came as soon as I picked up your voicemail. Your phone didn’t get reception in the ER, so don’t try and paint me the bad guy.”


      I pull a tissue from the box, prepared for the onslaught of tears that never come. Ignoring Simon’s defensiveness, I open my mouth and justify my anger. “A small part of me felt like Simon was relieved about the prospect of losing our baby.”


      “Those are some loaded words,” Dr. Bob observes. He looks at the pair of us and Simon doesn’t deny it. I swallow hard at the realization that I’m right. “I am happy that the complications were treatable and hope that you continue to stay healthy throughout the remainder of your pregnancy. And what are your thoughts on how this baby will change things?”


      “I’m not sure I have thoughts on it, per se. I have acceptance of it though. I know that a baby changes things, changes everything, in fact. Hell, it has already changed my body. But all of that comes with the territory of becoming a parent and I’ve chosen to accept it rather than panic.”


      Dr. Bob goes off on a tangent about embracing the challenges ahead of us and doing everything we can as a couple to turn ourselves into a “strong family unit.” We talk a little about the past, mostly how we met and some of our favorite memories together. It’s not at all what I was expecting.


      And before I know it, our hour together is drawing to an end. We’ve talked at length about this baby and not nearly as much about us as I would have liked. Then, as if he reads my mind, he changes the subject.


      “One thing I like to do at the end of every session is a final thought, so to speak. So Sharna, before we go, if you could tell your husband one thing for him to remember the rest of this week, one thing for him to hold onto until our next session. What would you want him to keep close to his heart?”


      I sit back and think about this. I feel like the obvious answer is I love you. Falling in love with him was so damn easy. It’s holding onto that love that is harder than I ever imagined. Loving someone day in and day out is a choice. And I feel like I wake up every morning and choose him. But lately, I feel like he’s not making the same choice and I desperately miss the days where I felt his love radiating from his every fiber. And so I tell him the one thing that has been eating me inside for the past year or so.


      Slowly, I turn toward Simon so I can speak directly to him. The room falls quiet, even the ticking of the clock hushes in anticipation of my words. My voice is sincere, but barely above a whisper. “I miss us.”


      His elbows are on his knees and he’s leaning over, eyes affixed to the floor. But at my words, he turns his gaze to meet mine and truly listens.


      “I miss us so much, Simon.” My eyes gloss over with pending tears. He reaches out and grabs my hand tightly, seeming to understand the implication of my words. “But what I miss most about us is you. I miss the way you used to hold the door open for me. I miss how you’d send flowers just because. I miss how I’d be teetering on the edge of sleep and hear you whisper ‘I love you’ just before I’d surrender to the pull of slumber. My life is missing you.”


      Simon’s eyes are full of sadness and regret, presumably for lost time, for unnecessary pain, and for lies both spoken and silent.


      “I miss you, too.”


      “And what about you, Simon? What do you want your wife to keep close to her this week?”


      Simon says nothing. Instead, he gives my hand the tenderest of squeezes and that act alone speaks the loudest.
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      “What are you reading?”


      Simon is in bed, leaning against the headboard, his bare chest exposed and comforter gathered around his waist. He grabs his bookmark from the nightstand, marks his page and closes the book.


      “Lady Chatterley’s Lover. Once you can get past the old prose, it’s really quite good,” he admits, his voice thick with surprise.


      And he’s not the only one surprised. I can’t remember the last time Simon actually read a book. His nose is almost always buried in the latest issue of some financial trade publication or the Wall Street Journal.


      “Oh? What’s it about?” I drop my robe to the floor and crawl into bed next to my husband.


      Simon takes a quick glance at the back cover and passes me the book. I take it from his hands and notice the worn-in spine and frail pages.


      “It’s about a couple. The husband returns from World War I and he’s paralyzed from the waist down. I haven’t gotten very far yet, but apparently he encourages his wife to have sex with another man since he’s an invalid. However, she ends up having a sordid affair with his gamekeeper in a lower class, falls in love with him, the whole nine yards. From what I understand it was quite taboo when it first released, banned in most countries. I’m told it’s as hot as it is miserable.”


      What the hell? So not only is he reading, he’s reading a piece of classic literature. Who is this man? I run my fingers over the cover and open the book to the first page.


      “A first edition? Did you find this at a used bookstore?”


      He pulls the book out from my hands and gently places it on his nightstand.


      “Nah, a friend loaned it to me.” His voice is soft and low.


      “And why was it so taboo?” I roll onto my side with my back to Simon and press up against his chest. My body willingly accepts the warmth radiating from his.


      “Because …” he lowers his mouth to my ear and slowly growls, “it was an intensely … sexy … book for its time.”


      “Are you reading old time erotica?” I tease as I look up and over my shoulder at his blushing face. One time I tried to get him to read one of my favorite dirty books aloud to me in bed. He couldn’t make it three pages without doubling over in a fit of laughter. What I thought would be sexy ultimately ruined my alpha male fantasies.


      Those were the days.


      “So what if I was?” he challenges with a crooked grin that touches the corners of his eyes. “Men watch porn. Women read it. Maybe I just wanted to see what the big deal was.”


      “The least you could’ve done was picked up something from this century.” I hook my bottom lip with my upper teeth and look over my shoulder at him. There’s an impish glint in his eyes that sets my insides afire. We pause in this moment in time before our lips collide together in a battle for control.


      But for him, I willingly surrender to his touch. Just like I always do. I can’t remember the last time he kissed me like this, but I welcome it whole-heartedly. It feels good to be in his arms again. To be close on this level.


      It feels like home.


      Simon’s hand splays across my stomach, his thumb brushing up against the underside of my breast. I grind my ass up against him and slip my hand behind me to coax his dick to life.


      “Yeah, right there, baby.” His breath is hot against my neck, chilling me to the core in the most pleasurable way possible.


      I roll over to face him and he playfully nips my lips with his teeth before plunging his tongue into my mouth for a deep, erotic kiss. I instinctively moan in desire.


      My fingertips trail around the elastic band of his boxer briefs and I stroke him over his clothes.


      But nothing happens.


      I’m touching him and he’s touching me and nothing is happening.


      Quickly, Simon strips my camisole off and flips me onto my back. He studies my body intently, starting at my eyes and makes his way down to my legs. He hovers over my belly for just a beat too long and I instantly feel insecure.


      I wish I were one of those women who were proud of their growing pregnant body. But I’m not. Perhaps my subconscious is shamed by the means in which we conceived, but I am just not one of those women who feels endless joy and is comfortable in her own skin. I drape my arm over my stomach to hide my imperfections.


      Simon brings his lips down to my chest and kisses in between my breasts before taking one of my nipples playfully in his teeth. He trails kisses across my collarbone, up my neck and behind my ear, causing my body to hum.


      Forget foreplay. I want my husband. And I want him right now.


      He closes his eyes as I trail my fingertips over his chest, anticipating his next move. But he doesn’t make one. I grab his soft, cranberry-colored boxer briefs and tug them down his hips to reveal … nothing.


      His body doesn’t respond.


      I cup my hand and move my palm up his shaft, searching for something. Anything.


      Simon growls and balls his fists up tightly in defeat. And just like that, the energy in our bedroom shifts. The sudden absence of his touch feels like an abandonment. I crave his skin on mine but all I can do is look at him in disbelief — this has never happened to us before. His body is rejecting my body.


      “I … I can’t get it up.” He slams his head back against the pillow in frustration.


      “What do you mean?” I prop myself up on my elbow.


      “What do you mean, what do I mean?” He gestures to his nether regions in frustration and disbelief. “I mean that I can’t get it up. My soldier won’t stand at attention!”


      Oh my God.


      My stomach falls and my heart crumples into a heap inside my rib cage. I expected this to happen, but not this early, not this soon.


      Simon’s cheeks turn red and he rakes his hands down his face in embarrassment. But as embarrassed as he is, it pales in comparison to how horrified I am.


      He doesn’t find me attractive anymore. My body is changing and he doesn’t know how to deal with it. Neither of us do.


      “Now that I’m pregnant you’re not attracted to me anymore, are you?” I don’t know if I want to hear the truth. The truth has the power of crushing me or keeping me whole. And that one tiny sliver of hope is the most powerful thing in my world, so I’m going to cling to it for as long as possible.


      “Sharna …” he says, his voice lingering off into nothingness. He doesn’t deny it and he doesn’t concede, which is more painful than I thought.


      Swiftly, I crawl out of bed, pull my camisole back over my body and wrap my coral silk robe around my waist then retreat to the bathroom to take a few minutes to myself.


      What the hell just happened?


      Looking in the mirror I untie my robe and let it fall to my feet. I move my hands underneath my camisole and caress the pale, soft, dimpling flesh that just barely spills over the waistband of my pajama bottoms. Places that were tight are already a bit more elastic. While I’ve certainly gained a few pounds over the past month and a half, I didn’t really notice the physical change until now.


      And it disgusts me.


      I silently curse my body, hating what I’ve become physically. Hating what this is doing to our marriage.


      He rarely touches me anymore. I’m pretty sure the last time we had sex was when he left a parting gift in my abdomen. And it’s no wonder — he doesn’t find me sexy since I got knocked up. Or perhaps he’s terrified of me ending up in the hospital again? Or worse? My mind goes directly to Carrie and I dig my fingernails into the palm of my hands to focus on the physical pain instead of the emotional pain that rots my core.


      I turn the faucet on and splash cold water onto my face, washing away the tears that have started to fall. Leaving the water running, I push my back up against the wall and slowly slide down until my ass hits the floor.


      I don’t want him to hear me cry. I don’t want him to know how deeply this is affecting me.


      “Babe, let me in.” Simon taps the back of his knuckles against the bathroom door, but I don’t move. I don’t respond. After a few more moments of silence, he knocks again and jostles the doorknob.


      “Come on, Sharna … baby. Open up.” I cover my pathetic mouth to stifle the sobs. “Listen … this isn’t your fault.”


      “No! Leave me alone.” I hug my knees to my chest and softly cry, wiping my cheeks.


      “I’m not leaving until you open the door.”


      After a few minutes, I reach up and turn the knob, unlocking it. He slowly pushes it open and kneels behind me on the floor, wrapping his arms around my body, holding me tight. Softly, he shushes in my ear, desperate to calm my raging hormones.


      “Sharna ... you’re okay,” he coos.


      I’m on the verge of hyperventilating, gasping for air. “I don’t … I don’t know what just happened in there.” The tears won’t stop falling and my shoulders quakes with each sob. I’m desperate to breathe. The air can’t come fast enough.


      “Hey … look at me, baby.” He pulls my chin gently toward him and wipes the tears away with the back of his other hand. There’s no embarrassment in his eyes, only pain. I hate myself for doing this to him, and I wonder if he feels like the guy in the book he’s reading. An invalid.


      Simon’s shoulders sulk and he looks me square in the eye with a defeated look upon his face, a mask of tenderness hiding the underlying pity he feels for me. “Listen to me when I say this, honey. I promise you this … it’s not you … it really is me. There’s just a lot going on right now, okay?”


      Okay.


      I subtly nod, unable to say the word, but there’s a sincerity in his eyes that makes me believe he’s telling the truth.


      But if that is the truth, then what the hell else is going on?
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      I used to love the comfortable silence between us. Novels spoken with words unsaid. But now? Now his silence does nothing but piss me off. It’s hard not to think he sits there judging me. Hating me. Resenting me. I need him to open up. Because those novels are now short stories. Or three lines of a haiku.


      His glare says it all …


      
        You ruined my life.


        But we are stuck together.


        I want to get out.

      


      I find myself focusing less on the words coming from Dr. Bob’s mouth and more on how Simon reacts to the things he says. The tiny flinches when he says words like relationship or marriage. How he mindlessly bounces his knee when he tries to hide the truth or spew what I’m certain is a lie. How he practically hugs the opposite end of the couch from me, as if to proclaim, “I’m married to a piranha … save me!”


      But he doesn’t speak.


      At least not very much. And not until today.


      It has always been pulling teeth to get him to talk when we’re sitting in a couple’s counseling session, but slowly he’s getting there. Besides, the fact he’s even sitting here in this room with me means he’s trying, right?


      I didn’t notice it until this moment, but on the far wall above Dr. Bob’s desk hangs an embossed piece of ivory paper, touting his education at The Ohio State University. How fucking pretentious. It’s not like they are the only university in the entire state. And anyone who goes to school there, has graduated from there, or plans on becoming a buckeye, is fast to inform you that it is not, in fact, Ohio State University, but rather The Ohio State University. Carrie attended The fucking Ohio State University and I suddenly hate everything about this office, about this doctor and about this entire session.


      The room is far too small and there’s not enough air and that man on the other end of the couch appears to be looking at that same stupid diploma with reverence reserved for the moment a bride walks down the aisle. It’s utterly ridiculous and I find myself secretly starting to loathe Dr. Bob even though he doesn’t fit the mold of pretentiousness.


      “I don’t remember the last time we were even on the same page. I haven’t felt connected in quite some time.” Simon says in response to a question I never even heard because I was too busy obsessing over The Ohio State and everything that is wrong in my world. I curl my leg underneath my body and think about the truth in his words.


      It’s undeniable. We aren’t connected on an emotional level anymore. And if we’re not connected emotionally, how the hell can we even be connected physically?


      Where did we go wrong?


      “As I’m sure you know, you can’t continue with the way things are today if you want to see improvements. And you can’t simply expect your wife to be the one who changes, the only thing you can control in this situation is your behavior and your outlook. Is that something you’re willing to do? Make improvements within yourself to see improvements in your relationship?”


      “Of course … yes.” His tone is matter-of-fact for the tapestry of lies he’s weaving. Both he and Dr. Bob look to me to respond, but the only I can see is the giant pink elephant in the room emblazoned with an oversized red “O” indicating The Ohio State University.


      “You’re seeing someone else, aren’t you?” I speak before I think. Because honestly, I’m not sure I want to know the answer. But the words are out there and I can’t take them back. So I divert my eyes to the floor and brace myself for his response.


      “What are you talking about?”


      “How could you expect me to not think that? You’re gone so much. And I’m not talking about just physically gone. You can be sitting next to me on the couch and just be present. You’re not having sex with me. And you’re practically eye-fucking that diploma on the wall, undoubtedly because it reminds you of The Carrie from The Ohio State University!”


      Dr. Bob is frantically scribbling some bullshit on his notepad and Simon turns his entire body to me. And for the first time in all of our sessions, he speaks directly to me. He’s angry and void of compassion. “Sharna … I can’t believe you think I’m having an affair! Carrie is in the past! I’ve been so stressed out lately trying to keep everything together. Work is insane. The baby. You and your mood swings giving me whiplash. You keep giving me those doubting eyes time and time again. Don’t think for one second that I don’t notice it!” He’s projecting his voice too loud for this tiny space and I feel the word you echoing throughout the room. It’s laced with venom. And it’s suddenly obvious.


      He resents me.


      I say nothing.


      But only because I’m not sure what to say. Sorry? Because I’m not. I can’t help what I feel. While my accusation could be considered out of line, it’s his reaction that guts me to my core. I really want to know what it was I did that made him hate me so much, but I don’t ask. Again, I don’t want to know the answer.


      Dr. Bob doesn’t step in. He watches conspiratorially, putting his fucking pen to that fucking paper taking fucking notes on this whole fucking situation.


      Simon exhales and he slouches back against the couch, realizing how he’s stepped over the line.


      “Look,” he begins calmly. “When I’m not at home, I’m either at the office, with a client or out with the guys. I most certainly am not off with some other woman. I hurt you once and I swore I would never hurt you like that again.” His finger twitches and the next thing I know he’s stretched his arm out across the open cushion on the couch, palm side up. His eyes silently plead with me and I look down at his outstretched hand. “I’m sorry, okay? I love you, Sharna.”


      Guilt coils around my conscience like a vise effectively squeezing the life out of me. Maybe it’s all a rouse since we’re in the middle of a therapy session? Maybe it’s him feeling guilty? And when the light catches his wedding band at just the right angle, reflecting a bright gold glint, I think that maybe … just maybe, he’s telling the truth?


      Slowly, I nod and brush my fingertips against his. When he weaves our fingers together in the most tender way possible, I’m reassured, if only slightly.


      “I love you, too,” I mutter.


      Dr. Bob doesn’t dig deeper on my outburst. He is undoubtedly saving that for a rainy day one on one session with me where he’ll dissect and psychoanalyze every thought I’ve ever had and probably my relationship with my father, too. Daddy issues are one thing I never had to worry about thankfully.


      “So it’s safe to say that you share Simon’s sentiment of detachment?”


      I gently squeeze my husband’s hand and nod subtly. Simon gives me a sad smile and I know he, too, regrets allowing us to get to this point.


      “I know that often times couples who feel this disconnected from each other sometimes need a romantic getaway of sorts. A retreat to reconnect. Rediscover each other and remind yourselves of why you fell in love in the first place.”


      Simon’s thumb brushes the back of my hand before he releases it and begins cracking his knuckles.


      I don’t admit that I fear we’re beyond the point of repair, but I at least want to try to make this work. One last shot to bring us back to Sharna and Simon. The young couple who fell head over heels in love. Recapture what we lost.


      “I think that’s a lovely idea. Don’t you think, Simon? We could go back to Paris. Relive our honeymoon.”


      During our time there the City of Light became the City of Unbridled Love. Our honeymoon was remarkable and full of all the things that couples in love would do if money were no object. We started in Paris and after a week made our way down to Cannes for a sail along the Mediterranean.


      He tilts his head ever so slightly and I swear I see the corners of his lips turn upward. I knew he’d like that idea.


      “We could stay at the Hotel Plaza Athenee again. See the Monet exhibit at Musee de l’Orangerie and even take a ride on the old fashioned merry-go-round at foot of the Sacre-Coeur Basilica in Montmartre. Do you remember when we did that, Simon?”


      I could never forget the last one. We had just left the guided tour of the church and it started raining. Simon grabbed my hand to run as we sprinted to find shelter from the downpour. The closest place of refuge was an old carousel just down the stairs. We paid and climbed onto a pair of old fashioned ponies. I’ll never forget the way he looked at me and said, “A pair of old souls, just like us,” before he leaned over and kissed me. Simon kept feeding the old man euros and we spun round and round for nearly an hour waiting for the rain to end. It was one of the most romantic moments of my life.


      He nods thoughtfully at the memories but says nothing.


      “What was your favorite part of your honeymoon?” Dr. Bob asks.


      Simon turns and looks at me reverently and there’s a glimmer in his eye that melts my insides as memories flood his mind. After a few controlled moments, he speaks. “For me, it was visiting the vineyards in the south of France and the incredible food we ate along the southern coast when we visited Cannes.”


      And just like that, all the air is pulled from my lungs. Of all the romantic and meaningful things we did together, he picks the food. The goddamn food and booze wins out.


      Are you kidding me?


      “And what about you, Sharna? What was your favorite part?”


      My favorite part of our honeymoon was when Simon dipped me backwards in a passionate kiss on the Ponts des Arts bridge just before we hung a padlock with ourinitialsto the rails, immortalizing our love. He must have seen the panic in my eyes when I was bent over backwards because just before his lips came crashing into mine he whispered, “I’ve got you, Sharna ...I’ve always got you.” Late at night when the sun has disappeared from the horizon and the house is silent, I can close my eyes and harness the butterflies he filled me with that day. It takes effort on my part, but it’s still there.


      The love.


      The devotion.


      The vows we made.


      It’s all still there … somewhere.


      Since we were there seven years ago, Paris officials have mandated that all locks be removedfor the safety of the bridge. And in some ways it feels like when they destroyedour lock, a part of our marriage was destroyed, too.


      Dr. Bob coughs subtly, pulling me from my thoughts. “Your favorite part?”


      “Umm, I’d have to say visiting the art museums. They were truly spectacular, especially The Louvre,” I lie, too bruised to recall the sentimental moment on the Lover’s Bridge aloud.


      “Good. This is good,” Dr. Bob proclaims. “I have homework for you two before our next session. I’d like for you to start planning this trip. It doesn’t necessarily have to be to Paris, and you don’t need to have it booked, but working together I want you to begin figuring out what you’d like to do together wherever you decide to go.”


      I smile, finding it to be a lovely idea.


      “Also, I want you two to start talking to each other more. Each night before you go to bed, tell each other a favorite memory that involved your other half. It could be the first time you met or how they supported you during a difficult time. The two of you have something great together, and it is my hope that I can bring you both back to it.”


      I hope so, too.


      


      “Looks good, thanks, Shar.” Simon sits down at the table across from me and scoops a spoonful of creamed spinach onto his plate. Never mind the fact that I’m almost half done with my steak and most of the food in the spread is likelycold.


      He came home late. Again. But I bite my tongue and try not to complain. I feel like that’s all I’ve been doing lately and my outburst at the therapist’s office earlier today certainly didn’t help my case. His delayed arrival is just a testament to his hard work and dedication to his job. I need to remind myself that everything he’s doing, he’s doing for our future.


      “I hope you like it.” I smile sweetly and take a sip of my tea. “So I’ve been thinking … about whatDr.Bob said today.”


      “Oh?” Simonraises his chin and looks at me whilehe chews.


      “And I think he’s right. I think some time away from the day to day would be good for us. We haven’t been on vacation together in a while and late spring in Paris is my favorite time of year.”


      “You can’t possibly think we’re actually going to go through with this trip, can you?”


      The acid in his voice stings and I try not to take offense. I could have sworn he thought it was a good idea earlier. Unless he was prattling off bullshit because he thought that was what I wanted to hear.


      “Please? Just give this a legit shot for me. For us … I miss us.” But what I really want to say is I miss the you in us. “I just think it’d be good for us to get away together.”


      “Why?”


      “Because right now the only thing you want to get away from is me. And frankly, I’m not willing to give up on us as easily as you are.” I didn’t intend for the words to sound so curt coming from my mouth. But they do.


      Simon flinches at the reality of my statement. “You know that’s not true, Sharna.”


      “No, it is. I notice when you’re not around. And lately it’s happening more and more.”


      “I told you, I’ve been traveling more frequently so I can secure these new high profile accounts. Your uncle is depending on it.”


      I hate it when he plays the family card. It makes me feel like a failure of a wife when I want my husband at home with me rather than at work making my uncle’s company more successful. It makes me regret ever suggesting having him work for Uncle Grayson.


      Simon’s fork clanks loudly when he puts it down on his plate, pushing his unfinished meal toward the center of the table. With his elbows on the table, he holds his head in his hands. He looks like he’s in agony and it’s making me a bit nervous. I hear him take a controlled breath and exhale slowly before he speaks.


      “Okay. How about this? I’ll reach out to Carmie and have her start pulling together a suggested itinerary for us and—“


      “That’s not what Dr. Bob said to do. We’re supposed to plan this together.” I don’t want him calling our travel agent to take care of something that we are supposed to accomplish together. It’s not just the vacation that would bring us closer together, but the planning of it all, too.


      Simon holds up a single finger and I bite my tongue. “And we take a look at her ideas and decide what to strike and what we want to add to it. She had planned our honeymoon initially, remember? She knows all of the best spots. I think it’s a really good starting point considering how busy I am these days.”


      I guess I can’t really complain since he’s game to agree to the vacation in the first place. Even if we aren’t the ones doing all of the planning, we’d still be involved. So surely that counts.


      As I sigh, I instantly feel lighter and more at ease. “Okay. It sounds like a plan.”


      Simon reaches out and downs his glass of tea in a few gulps, then sets it back down on the table. “So you really want to go back to Paris?”


      “Yes,” I whisper, desperate to relive our honeymoon. Maybe it’s delusional of me, but I truly believe that if we can just get there, we can resuscitate our marriage.


      “All right. Then I’ll call Carmie first thing in the morning. She can help us map out our days, we’ll find tune the agenda and give her the green light to book our tickets, okay?”


      Simon’s expression softens with his surrender and I pause to admire my handsome husband. “Thank you,” I say meekly, strangely feeling less hopeful about it all than I did ten minutes ago.


      “I’m going to be in my office for a while tonight if you need anything. I have quite a few financial portfolios to review.”


      I stand to clear the table, but first walk toward him, desperate to feel his arms around me. He stands to meet me.


      “I love you, Simon.”


      He holds me tightly in his arms and I hear him inhale the scent of my hair. I hear his heartbeat echoing through his chest and I can even hear him swallow.


      But the loudest sound of all is that of his deafening silence.
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      The room is dim and I look up at the ceiling. It’s just as stark and sterile as the rest of the examination room. There’s a soft glow from the TV monitor above me where black and white images of our unborn child keep flashing every few moments.


      Simon couldn’t make the appointment today. Up until yesterday afternoon he was planning on coming, but one of his key clients moved their Friday morning meeting up to this afternoon and he couldn’t reschedule. He made me promise to bring him back a new sonogram photo so he can see how much this kid has grown the past month. I told him I would as long as he promised to call Carmie.


      “I already did yesterday,” he said. Then he handed me his phone to show me part of their email exchange. I smiled as I read through their email conversation. She had already given us a long list of low key things to do and sight-seeing tours to ensure I take it easy on my feet.


      But when the phone vibrated in my palm, my heart fell at the new text that flashed across the top of the screen.


      


      E: Sure! What time were you thinking?


      


      The message disappeared as quickly as it came and I bit my tongue, finishing the email chain. I handed his phone back to him.


      “Someone named ‘E’ just sent you a message.” My tone is dry and laced with displeasure.


      “E? That’s Elizabeth, my new executive assistant at the office. Surely I told you about her?” I shake my head no. “Oh, well you’ll have to come by the office some time and meet her. She’s really nice.”


      “I’m sure she is,” I say suspiciously.


      And just like that, all of my excitement over Paris and everything in between slips away.


      


      “Everything appears to be measuring on track with your baby, Mrs. St. John.”


      I exhale sharply, relieved that all of the additional stress in my life these days hasn’t negatively impacted the pregnancy.


      “Would you like to know the sex of the baby?”


      “You can tell already?”


      The doctor smiles and nods down at me. “If you like, I could also write down the gender and seal it in an envelope. That way you can open it with the father and find out together, or with family and friends in a celebration.”


      “Do people do that? Is that a thing?”


      “Oh, yes. You’ll be surprised what people do these days. I’ve seen people revealing the gender of their baby at parties with cakes in either pink or blue or boxes with helium balloons. But it doesn’t always have to be a big deal. You can always just open the envelope together … just the two of you.”


      Hmm … we’ve never had the conversation about whether or not we want to find out the gender of the baby. Then again, we haven’t had many conversations about the baby, period.


      I close my eyes and try to imagine how Simon would react to learning he’s having a son or a daughter. I can only hope it would be received with smiles, maybe even tears of joy. In my perfect world he would sweep me up in his arms and kiss me passionately and in a wordless promise that life can only get better from here on.


      But what if he doesn’t respond well? What if he secretly wants a girl and it ends up being a boy? Or vice versa? Or what if he wants to keep it a surprise? There’s got to be something magical about that final push and hearing the doctor proclaim It’s a …! It’s got to be one of the last true surprises in life.


      Then again, what if knowing the gender makes it all the more real for him and in turn he freaks out even more than he already has.


      I can’t make this kind of decision right now. But I can’t leave not knowing.


      “Well, what do you think?” she asks.


      I look back to the black and white monitor and watch her take a few final measurements of the baby before she flicks the the machine off. And just like that, my little one disappears from sight.


      “Okay, let’s do that. The envelope thing.”


      “Sounds like a plan. I always think it’s more fun to find out together.”


      She passes me a towel to clean the gel off of my belly then I watch her cross the room and take out a notecard from the cabinet above the sink. She leans over and writes something down on the paper before folding it in half a few times and slipping it into an envelope, sealing the secret shut.


      My stomach flutters in anticipation when she passes me the envelope. I know it doesn’t just contain the gender of my baby, but a lifetime of possibilities. Dance recitals or baseball games. Little pink ribbons or scraped knees covered in mud.


      Both sound perfectly delightful to me.


      I leave the doctor’s office with the envelope in one hand and the black and white photograph in the other and head out onto the sweltering city sidewalks on foot. The envelope burns my fingertips and I can’t stop smiling at the picture.


      Secretly, I’ve thought a lot about names long before I learned I was pregnant. There’s a baby name book tucked into the bottom drawer of my nightstand underneath sleeping masks and soothing lavender lotions. I’ve combed through it dozens of times, highlighting standout names and dog-earring pages of my absolute favorites.


      Names are important. They ultimately define a person and they are the greatest—or subsequently the worst—gift a parent can give their child.


      Mine, for instance, means great fertile plain. The irony is not lost on me. I was practically destined to have babies — it was written in my name.


      And while I may give my baby the gift of his or her name, this child is going to give me so much more. The gift of motherhood. Lifelong stability. Never-ending love. The gift of laughter and comfort. The gift of being connected to Simon eternally.


      And some gifts simply need to be given early.


      I stop dead in my tracks and stuff the sonogram photo into my purse, then rip open the envelope. My heart thunders in my chest and I swallow hard.


      This is my child. And I deserve to know who he or she will become. It’ll be my secret and Simon will be none the wiser.


      With a steeling breath I look down at the card in my hands and flip it over. In black ink, written in perfect cursive, it says Congratulations! It’s a boy!


      Excitement and fear flood my body. I can hardly believe that I’m having a son!


      This child is my rock.


      My strong, deliberate decision.


      My Pierce Renaud St. John.
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      “Tell me, Simon, how would you rate your sex life, being intimate together? Are you satisfied?”


      Dr. Bob mentioned we’d eventually talk about more personal, uncomfortable things. That day has come sooner than I thought. I wish we could do this part in separate sessions. I have no problem telling it like it is. I just don’t completely trust my other half to do the same. And sitting here listening to him lie or sugar coat the truth is as agonizing as the last few years of marriage.


      “I mean, I feel closer to her than ever before because of the baby.”


      And there it is. I have no idea what he’s playing at. We have been anything but close lately. We try to be intimate and we’re pushed further apart. Even with this baby threading us together, we have practically been living on two different planets.


      And then it happens. He presses his lips together and the corners of his mouth turn up ever so slightly. In the same, shy, boyish smile he gave me when he first took my hand and asked me out. When he told me he loved me. When he asked me to marry him.


      My hard exterior softens just enough and I can’t help think that maybe … just maybe … there is hope for us still.


      “And why is that?”


      Simon cocks an eyebrow at Dr. Bob as if his response should be obvious. “Because we created something. Together.”


      I watch as he scribbles something down on his notepad and don’t miss the fact Simon didn’t actually answer the question at hand.


      “And are you satisfied with your sex life?”


      “Yes.” His voice is confident and my face goes red. Simon has a small, smug smile written on his face and I fight the urge to slap it right off of him. How can he possibly be satisfied with our sex life? To be satisfied with it you actually have to be having sex. It’s been so long I’m fairly certain my virginity is coming back. Or, at the very least, cobwebs are being spun down there.


      Just as Dr. Bob opens his mouth to say something, I cut him off. “I can’t remember the last time we actually made love. We tried but — ” I can’t complete the sentence, so I throw my hands into the air where the words should be. I’m pretty sure that the last time we actually had sex was the night I got pregnant. I take a calming breath and say the next words fast. “I can’t shake the feeling that he’s not in love with me anymore.”


      Simon guffaws in horror. “If I didn’t love you, I wouldn’t still be here, Sharna.”


      “That’s not what I said.”


      Dr. Bob studies us closely with his fingers templed in front of his mouth and suddenly the second hand on the clock is screaming at us with each passing moment. I want to rip it off the damn wall.


      “I’ve always believed that the best marriages are situations where best friends have passion. You need to have that passion because otherwise you’re just friends.” He pauses and looks at us inquisitively. “But intimacy is far more than a physical thing. For women, it’s emotional. They need to feel close on every possible level. But sex for men is more of an external act. It’s part of the reason why men sometimes come off as being noncommittal or only wanting sex rather than a relationship. However, the majority of women need to feel that emotional intimacy before they can really achieve the most out of physical intimacy with any given partner, be it their husband or otherwise.”


      I nod, understanding every word coming from his mouth. We’ve been missing that emotional connection for far too long and I desperately want it back. Simon carelessly looks out the window, seemingly bored with the conversation.


      “There are a lot of ways you can improve your intimacy together. Some couples like to try something called ‘sex challenges’ where they have sex every day for a predetermined number of days no matter the circumstances. It could be for a week straight and some even try for a month of physical intimacy every day. And it doesn’t matter if one of them is having a bad day, they still force themselves to have sex. Even if one is traveling, they’ll engage in phone sex. Both the man and woman make the physical component a priority. Often times you’ll find physical and emotional intimacy will evolve organically.


      “Also, you want to try being more open and honest with each other. I always find it funny how these days we are quick to turn to social media and share our inner most thoughts and dreams with complete strangers. That’s great and all, but emoticons and screen names don’t hug you back. So stop talking with others and start really talking more.


      “For starters, what I’d like to see you both do is simply start talking more with one another. Share those mundane little details about your day that you keep to yourself because you don’t think your partner is interested. And from there, when you feel you’re both ready, set a date. Go out. Have fun. And actually plan to have sex that night. Make it a priority for one evening. Start small and go from there.”


      Simon looks from Dr. Bob to me and then back again. He seems uncomfortable with the suggestion, but I want to gauge his reaction before I say anything. Ever since things unraveled the last time we tried to sleep together, I’ve been reluctant to even imply doing anything more than our standard morning, evening and good night kiss. I’m not sure my heart could take it if things got worse than they already are in the bedroom.


      “I can do that,” Simon says softly, his gaze shifted to the floor.


      “Yes, we can.” I want to emphasize the we in my statement, to make him realize how one-sided his comments are. I’m tired of being the only one trying these days, and if he agrees that he can do this one thing, maybe we will be better for it.


      “Good,” Dr. Bob clips. “I look forward to hearing about this date during our next session.”


      “Thank you,” I mutter in uncertainty.


      We stand to leave, and I’m feeling just as frustrated, if not more so, than the moment we arrived. We pause at the elevator, neither of us reaching out to hit the button. And something unusual happens.


      Simon closes the gap between us and wraps his arm around my shoulders.


      He sighs. I sigh. And strangely it feels like a weight has lifted from my shoulders.


      “About what he said in there … I want to give it a shot.”


      I turn to face him and he drapes his arm around my neck, bringing me in for a genuinely warm embrace. It’s nothing like the superficial ones we’ve exchanged out of obligation as of late.


      “Really?”


      “Really.” He plants his lips to my temple and breathes the word against my skin. It sends a familiar shiver down my spine, one that I’ve been missing for quite some time. It feels good. Right.


      It feels a bit like love.


      “Thank you,” I whisper into his shirt, certain he can’t hear me. But truer words have never passed my lips. I am thankful that it’s me he wants and that he’s willing to try.


      Simon releases me from his hold and reaches out to hit the button to call the elevator. “Do you, uh, want to grab some lunch before I head back to the office? We could check out the new Graham Elliot bistro and catch up.” Simon reaches out and takes my hand, threading my fingers between his, just like he did the night we met. The gesture doesn’t feel nearly as awkward as I expected. Nice, even. So nice that my heart skips a beat.


      But I know I’m about to disappoint him yet again.


      “Umm …” I want to, really. I do. “I have lunch plans with Logan. The past few times I was supposed to meet up with him, I bailed. He’d kill me if I ditched him again. Would you like to join us?”


      He groans at the mention of my brother’s name. The pair of them have never truly gotten along, although they’ve always had the common courtesy to play nice for me. Back when we were dating, we actually broke up for a short period of time. I was devastated. When Logan discovered how heartbroken I was, all hell broke loose. Logan not only put his fist through the drywall in his apartment but also Simon’s face. The bridge of his nose never did heal quite right. It just goes to show you can hide from the truth as easily as you can hide from a brand new day.


      It’d serve me well to remember that myself.


      While my offer still stands, I silently will him to decline. I don’t have it in me for an afternoon of passive aggressive comments and snide jabs when they think I’m not listening. That kind of tension and anxiety can’t be good for the baby.


      “How about we just meet up for dinner tonight instead?” I breathe a sigh of relief at Simon’s suggestion and the elevator chimes as the doors slide open. We slip inside and he takes my tiny hand in his and says, “I’d hate to be the third wheel.”


      I close my eyes and count to three, biting back the idea of defending my brother. He just couldn’t resist, could he?


      “Dinner would be great. Let’s say seven thirty at La Sardine in the West Loop? It’s been a while since we’ve been there.”


      “West Loop?” He shifts his weight uncomfortably between his feet. “I really don’t want to fight traffic that direction after work. Why don’t we go to Xoco?”


      He knows I hate Mexican food.


      “That’s fine,” I whisper, doing everything I can to keep the lid on the persnickety tone I so desperately want to give him.


      The doors slide open and with a quick peck of our lips, we go our separate ways.


      


      “I’m so sorry I’m late, Logan.”


      My baby brother stands to give me a quick hug, then holds me out at arms- length to examine my ever-growing stomach. “No worries, Shar. And you look great! How is Baby St. John cooking?”


      I smile as he pulls the metal bistro chair out for me. “He is baking to perfection.” I can’t control the smile that lights up my face


      “It’s a boy? Congratulations, sis! I was hoping you’d give me a nephew.” He pulls me in for another hug before pulling the chair out for me. I’m glad to see chivalry isn’t dead. “I’ve got a few ideas for names. Logan, I hear, is a great one. Perfect for a strong young man.” Of course he’d push for Logan. He’s the third Logan in three generations. I roll my eyes at the suggestion.


      “I promise to think about it,” I lie, knowing I’ve already picked out the name.


      “So how are things going?”


      I take a sip of the lemon water on the table and put the menu aside. We’ve been here so many times before I don’t need to look at it to know what I want. “Things are going, I guess.”


      “That sounds a little ominous. Is everything okay?”


      I shrug and butter a piece of warm bread from the basket on the table, trying to push the negative thoughts of Simon from my head.


      “I’m your brother. You’ve always been able to tell me everything.”


      Not everything. Logan would have shit a brick if he knew about Carrie.


      “Yeah, I know. It’s just that things at home are really rough right now.”


      “Rough? How so?”


      “It feels like Simon is a million light years away from me these days. We fight more than we don’t. We recently started couples therapy and I’m constantly terrified of what he’s going to say in there. Or worse, hold something I say in there against me during a fight. And on top of it all, he’s been working really late recently and a few nights ago he didn’t come home.” I bite back the tears in my eyes.


      Logan reaches his hand across the table and places it on top of mine, comforting me. “Push those thoughts out of your mind. All relationships ebb and flow in their own time. Just be open with him about what’s on your mind. You have too much at stake right now to not be honest. It’s no secret that I’m not his biggest fan, but I love you. You’re my sister and you love him. I just want you to be happy. So just talk to him, Sharna.”


      If only talking were that easy with us. The last time we “talked” after a rather treacherous fight during our engagement, I had suggested we take a little time to ourselves. Do some soul searching and really make sure the other person was what we both truly wanted. While I’d spent my days missing Simon, he took that as the green light to get wasted and hook up with this woman, Carrie, who had been throwing herself at my fiancé for the better part of a year. So when Simon invited Hurricane Carrie into our lives, it nearly destroyed us. It most certainly destroyed me.


      He claimed he was drinking his sorrows away and had no idea what he was doing. But how could you not know? How could he look at her and not think of me and the harrowing implications of what was about to happen?


      One moment of weakness was all it took to crack the foundation of an entire marriage.


      I truly believe he was — and still is — remorseful for his actions. We wouldn’t be married today if he hadn’t gone through that trying time of forgiveness. Simon had even suggested a prenup to help ease my worried mind before we tied the knot. Though, at the time, I thought it to be a bit excessive. It honestly didn’t matter much to me, so I signed one to ease his mind. We’ve always lived a comfortable life and can afford the things we need and the unnecessary things we simply want. In spite of all this, I know that something is off between us and I can’t shake the feeling that his eyes are wandering.


      “Hey,” Logan says, snapping me from my train of thought. “With him working late and not coming home the other night, you don’t think he’s, you know, cheating on you or anything, do you?”


      I swallow hard, not wanting to plant the seed of doubt named Carrie in his mind.


      “I don’t know, Logan. I certainly hope he’s not.”


      “Listen, if you ever have any shred of doubt and want me to get a tail on him, just say the words.” He leans in conspiratorially.


      “Don’t be ridiculous. You’re just looking for another reason not to like my husband. And besides, that would be an abuse of power down at the station.”


      Logan waves his hand in the air dismissing my last comment.


      “I’m a cop. I know plenty of guys outside of the station who would be more than happy to help me out. All I’m saying is that it would just take one call. If he’s fucking around, at least you’ll know and can deal with it accordingly. And if he’s not, you’ll have a peace of mind. And he’ll be none the wiser about it all.”


      I push around a crouton on my plate mindlessly, hating that I don’t feel like I can trust my husband completely.


      “Just think about it, sis. You don’t have to make any decisions today, but know that I can make one call and have it all taken care of.”


      “Thanks, Logan. I can’t in good faith ask you to do this. But …” I let the word linger between us.


      “But you don’t have to say anything further, Sharna. I’ll take care of everything. You just focus on making strides with Simon.”
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      Over the past couple of weeks, things have been a little too perfect.


      We’re getting along a little too well.


      And he’s acting a little too in line.


      Simon’s being a little too attentive and a little too hands-on all while being not hands-on enough.


      I feel like we’re talking a little too much. As if he’s trying a little too hard and our relationship isn’t improving organically like I had hoped.


      He’s a little too close. And yet a little too distant.


      I know I shouldn’t question it. But I simply can’t help myself.


      Years ago, he fooled me once. But now I fear the shame is on me.


      As the dust between us has settled, the sinking suspicions come crashing into place.


      Simon doesn’t know that I know about the slutty red lipstick on his collar a few months ago.


      And I’m pretty sure he’s not traveling as much as he wants me to believe. My uncle’s firm, McKinney Financial Group, doesn’t have many clients outside of the Chicago metro area. And certainly I would have heard if they were branching out to serve other areas.


      It’s all a little too suspicious.


      I’m a little too wary.


      And right now, in this moment, I’m just a little too scared to challenge the truth.


      After all, things are a little too perfect.


      And sometimes you just need to sit back and enjoy what’s in front of you.
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      Last week when I was in the waiting room passing time before my check up, I read a magazine article that said less than three percent of our lives become memorable moments. That means that there are roughly seventeen moments each year that we have an emotional connection strong enough to commit to our long term memory. The other ninety-seven percent? We simply forget those completely, surrendering them to the endless vaults of our mind. I suppose this is both a blessing and a curse. Wonderful moments you tell yourself to hold onto slip from your grasp and sometimes painful memories are seared for all of eternity. How I wish I could take all of the endless strain and frustrations between Simon and I through the years and lock it away in my subconscious, never to be purposefully thought of again.


      But that’s not how it works.


      My brain likes to hold onto those moments that hurt, often times replaying the nightmare over and over until anger takes over and I’m left with nothing but hate.


      But that three percent? There are a few sweet little memories tucked inside. A few that I’ll never shake and give me hope.


      And hope is exactly what we need right now.


      I’ve thought a lot about what we covered in our last session. And what’s more, I’ve thought a lot about the subsequent conversations Simon and I had in the days after we left Dr. Bob’s office.


      The talking feels good. Bit by bit he’s letting me inside his head and I’m working toward strengthening that trust.


      In short, he says me feeling undesirable is entirely in my head. And as much as I hate to admit it, he’s right. I’ve also come to terms with his distance as of late. I never stopped to pay attention to how Simon has been working in overdrive to get all of his loose ends at work tied up before the baby comes. Plus, landing a few new key accounts certainly won’t hurt our nest egg.


      Either way, the whole situation has helped me understand why people go insane over nothing. The mind is a horrifically dark and terrible place.


      We’ve agreed it’s time we both make a concentrated effort to connect on a physical level again. It’s terrifying, but excites me all at the same time. It’s that last piece of the puzzle to get us in sync and connected again.


      And last night we certainly made headway. Simon had suggested we re-enact one of our first dates. A sweet, tender memory committed to that little three percent.


      Simon spread out a blanket on the floor and created a picnic for us in the living room. We ate Indian food straight out of the takeout containers and Simon indulged in some cheap beer. And when he popped Top Gun in the Blu-ray player, I couldn’t help but double over in laughter as he recited the whole damn movie verbatim.


      By the time we get to the iconic scene where Tom Cruise and Kelly McGillis are busy taking each other’s breath away in between the sheets, Simon turned to me like he always does and said, “Did you know they had to go back and film this scene because test audiences said the movie was missing a strong love connection?”


      And, as always, I feigned ignorance. “You don’t say?”


      “Yep. And furthermore, the scene was shot in all those dramatic shadows and blue undertones because Kelly McGillis had already dyed her hair for her next film.”


      I smiled coyly at him and it was the precise moment that his lips came crashing onto mine. The pair of us stayed on the floor and made out like we were horny teenagers afraid of getting caught by our parents.


      It was magical. He was magic.


      He was my Simon again.


      Totally three percent worthy.


      And as a little ‘thank you’ for the strides we’ve been making, I’m hoping to give him a three percent kind of day. So much preparation has gone into making sure today is absolutely perfect. I woke up extra early this morning to surprise him. And after we’re done with breakfast, I’ve planned an unforgettable day date in the city complete with lunch at Carmine’s, his favorite Italian restaurant. Dr. Bob mentioned that the little things make all the difference. It shows how we pay attention to each other and care on that finite level and so today is all about the little things.


      My mouth waters from the aroma of the pineapple French toast I have baking in the oven. It’s the same meal we shared the morning that Simon proposed. That was nine years ago to the day … July tenth. A day that I couldn’t forget, even if I tried.


      


      The sun was on the verge of cresting over the picturesque horizon of the Pacific Ocean. The pair of us sat perched at the top of the volcano with the lingering perfume of the plumerias and pikakes from our fresh leis.


      “I’ve always wanted to see the sunrise here,” I admit into the darkness.


      “I know. And it’s why I wanted to share it with you.”


      I cuddle up underneath Simon’s arm and take a polite sip from the paper coffee cup. There’s a slight chill in the air at this altitude and I’m grateful that Simon suggested we bring blankets with us.


      “It should be any minute now,” I exclaim, my eyes focused on the increasingly orange and magenta clouds off in the distance. I don’t think I’ve ever been this excited or impressed by the beauty of nature.


      Simon turns to me, places my hands in his and takes a slow breath. “Sharna …” He turns my body to face his and gives me a shy smile just as the sunlight spills onto the ocean in a magnificent rainbow of colors. “Ever since the day I met you, you have made my life better and brighter. You are radiant and beautiful. Stubborn and forgiving. And caring and mine.”


      Oh my god … Is he doing what I think he’s doing?


      “I am as sure about you as the sunrise every morning. We’ve been through so much together and I can’t imagine a sunrise in my life without you in it.”


      Holy shit. He is! Keep it together, Sharna.


      “Which is why I want to ask you something …”


      Simon reaches into his pocket and pulls out the most brilliant diamond ring I have ever seen. It’s a breathtaking antique cut stone with countless radiant diamonds channeling the center gem, all set in a stunning rose gold.


      My heart races and my knees go weak.


      “Yes! One thousand times, yes!” I put my coffee aside and throw my arms around him, committing every piece of this moment to memory.


      Simon laughs deeply in my ear. “I didn’t even ask you yet!”


      I blush and sit back onto my knees, my face alit with joy and my heart lighter than it’s ever been before. Our storied past is behind us, exactly where it belongs. The only way to move forward is to let go.


      “Oh, God! I’m so sorry!” I sit back on my knees and beam at this man. The man who has vowed to become my one and only. My husband. Through the thick and thin of life, we’ll be there together until our dying day.


      Me! He picked me out of everyone in the entire world.


      “Sharna Elliott, would you give me the greatest honor and become my wife?”


      The glow of the morning light illuminates his face. He has a quiet confidence about him, so certain and sure of himself, of his pending question.


      I take his face in my hands and look straight into his piercing ocean blue eyes. “Yes,” I whisper, and lean in, crashing my lips into his. There is a soft orange glow of the rising sun behind my eyelids, but it is the man holding me in his arms that warms me to my core.


      This is just the beginning.


      Our beginning.


      


      I wonder if he even realizes today was the day he proposed?


      We have always been the kind of couple that other couples talked about, and that proposal was one they raved about for quite some time. But after a while, their talking turned to hushed whispers and those murmurs turned to pitying glances and uncomfortable looks. Maybe they knew all along what we never did? We were so young and dumb and punch-drunk with love. Looking back I can’t help but wonder if he was truly ready to get married or if he proposed because he thought I was a safe bet, the logical thing to do. Or worse, what I expected him to do.


      Either way, I’m in this for better or for worse.


      I pop open the oven and see the top of the French toast bake turning to a crisp golden brown. It’s simply perfect.


      “Sharna!” Simon barks from upstairs and the hairs on the back of my neck stand at attention.


      “Just a minute, honey!” I call out in his general direction and quickly slip on an oven mitt to pull the food from the oven so it doesn’t burn. I rush to the bottom of the stairs so I can hear him better. “What’s wrong, Simon? Is everything okay?”


      “Sharna!” he seethes. I look up at him from the bottom of the staircase. He’s towering over me, a scowl painted on his face and jaw clenched. “What the fuck is this?”


      And it takes all the effort in the world to not throw up at the sight before me.


      In his hands he’s holding my birth control pills.


      The pills I haven’t been taking for months.


      The pills I had buried deep in my side of the closet right next to the skeletons I’ve worked so hard to ignore for the better part of a decade.


      The pills I knew I should have flushed or trashed or done a better job at hiding when I claimed that we fell in the two percent fail rate when it came to my birth control. When really, I just failed to take them … for five months straight before we got pregnant.


      I dodge the flying pills as Simon chucks packet after packet at my face until all of the silver foil wrappers are lying at my feet.


      “Are you fucking kidding me? How could you do this?” He starts moving down the stairs in a way so slow and so calculated, it scares me. His eyes are cold. His face is outraged. “You fucking got pregnant. On purpose.”


      “No, I didn’t. Those were future pills.” My voice stutters, giving me away.


      “Oh, shut up. I saw the prescription date on the packaging. Stop lying to me and to yourself for just once in your life.”


      My body starts to shake and I’m doing everything I can to keep it together in front of him.


      “Admit it. Admit that you deliberately got pregnant,” he goads from the first step. I can see the tendons in his arms stretch as he clenches his fists. Enraged and resentful don’t even begin to describe my husband in this moment.


      My stomach curls into a tight knot and I forget how to speak. And even if I could, I would have no idea what to say. How do I begin to explain that I wanted a baby so badly, that a baby is what I needed for our future even though we agreed not to have children. Some women were just born to be a mother. And as much as I tried to convince myself I’m not one of those women, I am. He would never understand.


      “Answer me!” His voice cuts through the air and pierces me to the core.


      But I don’t answer.


      I can’t.


      He descends the final stair and he’s standing toe-to-toe with me. I swallow hard, bracing myself for the impact of whatever comes next.


      “Sharna, tell me what happened.” He speaks in a whisper, which is more terrifying than his outburst mere moments ago. I can tell he’s trying to reel in his rage and coax the truth out of me. But I know admitting the truth would break us even more.


      “I …” the words get caught in my throat and I break down into a fit of sobs. “I don’t know. I just wanted to have a baby with you,” I lie.


      The only thing I want in that moment is for him to wrap me up in his arms and tell me everything will be okay. That we’ll get through this. And he forgives me and understands why I did it, even though I know he can never know my true intentions.


      But even so, I love this man. Why doesn’t he understand the moment you don’t want to forgive someone is the moment they need it the most?


      But no.


      Simon looks down on me and shakes his head in disgust. The look isn’t one of hate. It’s one of contempt. And I’m pretty sure that’s worse.


      But that’s okay. Because in this moment, I hate myself enough for the both of us.


      I sit down on the bottom step and cry into my hands as I listen to Simon’s footsteps going back and forth down the hallways. My body jerks at the sound of our front door slamming as he leaves me.


      A sound I am certain will be committed to that fucking three percent of memories I will never, ever be able to shake.


      


      It’s nearly ten thirty when I crawl into bed and Simon still hasn’t returned home. I was on the floor crying into my hands when I heard the front door slam so hard it bounced back open. He didn’t bother to come back and close it again.


      I’m not sure where he ran off to, but when my phone calls started going straight to voicemail, I decided to lay low and give him some space.


      In hindsight, some physical distance would probably do us some good, I just hope he returns home soon. Or, at the very least, stays out of trouble and crashes at his brother’s place.


      I pull the soft ivory quilt up over my belly and try to settle in for the night. It was a wedding gift from his Great Aunt Margot years ago and I’ve washed it so many times the stitching is unraveling in more than a few places. In her card to us, she explained that this was a forgiveness quilt and that whenever we have an argument we were supposed to cuddle up under it and talk things out. The quilt itself is rather small, probably on purpose to bring us closer together. But we’ve never used it as she intended it.


      Until now.
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      I allow the numbness to take hold of my body as Simon speaks. He’s recounting his recent discovery, my decision to quit taking my birth control pill, to Dr. Bob. He makes quick work of his notepad, documenting my secret for all of eternity or, at the very least, using it as a plot point in the great American novel he stays up writing late at night.


      I don’t hear anything.


      I don’t feel anything.


      I don’t see anything but a pathetic woman sitting on the couch next to a man she once knew.


      I’m simply numb. Void of anything and everything.


      It’s a defense mechanism, shielding me from his rage, and rage is a sordid understatement. I slide down on the couch, close my eyes and rest my head against the cushion waiting for his rant to be over.


      I knew I was doomed the moment we stepped foot in this sterile office. Before Dr. Bob could ever get a word in, Simon was spewing profanities and telling him in grave detail how I’ve ruined his life.


      Two steps forward. Ten steps back.


      Simon is the blood in my veins. For so long I allowed my entire existence is because of him. But these days it feels like we are only capable of poisoning one another. And the venom is overwhelming. It’s killing me slowly from the inside out, suffocating our relationship beyond resuscitation.


      The instant I feel a hand grabbing my knee, my eyes snap open and I come to my senses.


      “Sharna, I’ve asked Simon to step into the waiting room and cool down for a bit. I’d like to talk with you privately if that’s okay?”


      I scoot my body back up the couch and sit properly. Surely that gesture was a violation of some kind of doctor code, right?


      “What did you make of everything Simon said?”


      I look around and Simon is, in fact, no longer in the room. I have no idea when he even left. “I … uh … I didn’t hear anything he said,” I answer truthfully.


      “What do you mean you didn’t hear it?”


      I swallow hard and pinch the bridge of my nose, exhaling all of the air from my lungs. “I mean I didn’t hear him talking. I guess I zoned out. Living it the first time was painful enough. I didn’t need to do it a second time to know just how much my husband hates me.”


      And that’s the truth. Simon hates me with the fire of a thousand suns. He’s told me so over and over the past few days.


      “Sharna …” The way he says my name makes me feel like a child being scolded for a trivial crime. “He doesn’t hate you. He’s angry. He feels betrayed. This kind of visceral reaction to what happened is totally normal.”


      Dr. Bob falls silent, waiting for me to speak. But I don’t. I don’t even know what to say anymore. There’s nothing I can say to make it better, so why even bother?


      He sighs and crosses his right ankle over the opposite knee, balancing his precious notepad on his thigh. I want to lash out and turn those pages documenting all the fucked-up-ness of our marriage into confetti.


      With each passing minute, I find myself crawling closer and closer to the edge of insanity. And right now, I feel like I am clinging to the ledge, deciding if I want to fall over or not. It is genuinely a struggle to hang on most days. And I fear that the only people who know and understand this feeling have snapped, have thrown themselves off that proverbial cliff and are long gone. So I put on a brave face like I always do and pretend everything is perfectly fine.


      “So tell me, is it true? Did you deliberately try to get pregnant?”


      Suddenly I’m not so brave anymore and I can’t look him in the eye. My silence answers his question. He knows it. And I know it.


      “Why?”


      “Why did I do it?” My voice is breakable and I stare up at the water stain on the tiled ceiling. Because I felt myself losing him and the life we created for ourselves long ago. Because I needed to know that things were going to be okay even if I didn’t have him. “Because deep down, I was meant to be a mother. We were so young when we got together and we agreed that we didn’t have time for kids. We wanted to live our lives and see the world. And when we got married, we still agreed that children were not in the cards for us. But people change. My needs changed. I don’t know when, but at some point my need to be a mother and have a baby far outweighed my need for almost anything else.”


      If my response felt rehearsed, that’s because it was. I’ve spent the last few months convincing myself and anyone who will listen of those very words. I know this child is my insurance policy for when my life goes to shit, though it kind of has already. Granted, some part of me always felt empty and wanted kids. But I was mostly okay with not having them.


      Dr. Bob says nothing and I want to crawl inside his mind and see if he actually buys what I’m selling. He presses his lips together and watches me with intent, imploring me to continue using only my eyes.


      After what feels like the longest minute of my life, the silence becomes too awkward and I can’t control my need to fill it. “It doesn’t make me a bad person.”


      “I never said it did.” Dr. Bob lifts his eyebrows, scrutinizing my words. I want to slap those eyebrows off of his face. Or better yet, tweeze them one by one. That would be more treacherous. “Maybe you think it makes you a bad person?”


      Oh, Jesus Christ. “I’m not displacing my negative self-thoughts as your perception of me. I just know you’re sitting there, silently judging me. And I want things to be different, I guess.”


      Dr. Bob flips back through his notes a few pages and then furiously scribbles down what feels like a novel. He is far too engrossed in psychoanalyzing me. Until this point, I never thought a pen would be a weapon. But that stupid blue ballpoint pen in his hands is running a hundred miles per hour and I know that if I were to read the words on the page it would no doubt kill me.


      It probably says things like patient displays bouts of insecurity, potential pathological liar and candidate for bipolar disorder.


      He doesn’t know me.


      “Would you stop that?”


      His eyes snap up from his paper and he tilts his head. “Stop what?”


      “Writing down everything I say. Or rather analyzing everything I’m saying on paper.”


      Dr. Bob mindlessly taps the end of his pen against the notepad. “What would you rather I do?”


      “Jesus! Would you stop making everything a question!” I squint my eyes at him and silently throw daggers. Dr. Bob looks to me then down to his notes and back to me again. Then he sighs and spins around in his office chair. The notepad makes a soft thump as he casually tosses it onto his desk and drops his pen into the metal cup holder on the corner of his desk.


      When he turns back to face me, he crosses his right ankle over his left knee and rests his arms over his stomach. He’s more vulnerable when he’s not hiding behind the pen and paper. More like me.


      “Better?”


      I nod, noting that it’s still a question, but elect to be polite instead of making things worse. “Thank you.”


      Neither of us speak for a few moments and my eyes wander back up to his diploma from The Ohio State University hanging on the wall and maybe I was wrong. Maybe he is a self-righteous little prick after all.


      “So tell me, Sharna. Would you say that you and Simon have become complacent in your marriage?”


      Complacent? No, I don’t think that’s the right word for us. We’re more lifeless. I’d give anything to have a civil war between us because that means we’d actually be fighting for something.


      “You know, when Simon and I first started dating, one night he asked if my life were a book, would it be one worth reading. And at the time it really wasn’t. I had always done as I was supposed to. People had a certain expectation of me and I fulfilled it. I never strayed too far off the path and lived a somewhat charmed life.


      “But with Simon, I felt this promise of adventure whenever he was around and I knew a life with him would be far beyond my wildest dreams. He meshed well with my family and we got along great for the most part. Simon was able to afford me the life I was worthy of living. Or so I thought.


      “In the beginning we did a lot of traveling.” I smile, thinking about all of the places we visited. We hit every continent except Antarctica and Africa and have dozens of photo albums from our travels. “But after a while we decided to settle down, but not in the traditional sense of moving to the suburbs and starting a family. To him, settling down was more like keeping us chained to one place and throwing himself head first into everything but me. Don’t get me wrong, I’m proud of what he’s accomplished at work. He’s quite notable in his field and he’s done my uncle proud. But Simon has never pressured me to work a traditional nine to five job. And part of me felt guilty that I never contributed to our home. Hell, I feel guilty that I have my Bachelor’s in economics collecting dust. A piece of me has always been missing and I’ve just sat back and pretended to be okay with that.


      “But with that ‘settling down’ his priorities shifted. Things became less about us and more about him and his work and his hobbies and I was left waiting by myself in the wings. So no, I don’t think we became complacent. I think we became abandoned. Or rather, I became abandoned.”


      Dr. Bob leans forward, resting his elbow on his knees. His eyes are apathetic and his words don’t match his body language. “I see. And I understand the sentiment of feeling like you’ve been abandoned. Do you think that is why you subconsciously wanted to become pregnant? So you wouldn’t be abandoned?”


      No, but it’s not like I can come right out and say, Not exactly, Doc. I not-so-subconsciously wanted to become pregnant so I could ensure I would be financially set for the rest of my life. But about that ... I’m not supposed to know about Simon’s insane secret inheritance and all the conditions that come with it. What good would honesty in my motives do at this point in it all? In spite of it all, I’m still in love with the man and don’t want to ruin everything. So instead I lie and try to shift focus off of me and my actions.


      “No … I honestly just wanted a baby with him. I just never imagined he’d be so angry about us having a child together — it scares me. When he flies off the handle like he’s been, I fear for my life. And as much as I wish I could, I can’t control that anger. So I have to ride it out and hope that we can mend the broken pieces and become stronger.”


      I press my lips together and pick at my cuticles.


      “For starters, he’s more angry about the secrecy and lies than he is the baby. And I know it may not seem like it, but anger is a good emotion. I know that some of the things that Simon said no doubt hurt you. But that rage was a release for him. The outburst relieved stress he was harboring within and allowed him to be more open about his negative feelings.”


      This guy is joking, right?


      “Are you trying to justify what he said?”


      “No, I’m only trying to open your eyes to a different way of seeing what has happened with you two. I’m not making a case for his reaction the same way I won’t make a case for the decision you made to get pregnant. I can only try and help you better understand one another. Relationships of any kind are going to have arguments at some point in time. But those arguments aren’t meant to be won. A successful fight, no matter how heated it may be, is only ‘won’ when both individuals have reached a higher understanding and respect of how the other person thinks and feels. But when you fight with the intention of winning said argument, no one really wins in the end.


      “We’re almost out of time for the day. Would you mind if I bring Simon back in for our parting thoughts?”


      Dr. Bob doesn’t wait for my response. Instead, he stands to open the door to call Simon back inside. When my eyes meet his stone, cold gaze, all of the muscles in my back tense. He’s clenching onto a tightly rolled magazine, presumably to avoid strangling me. Clearly not much cooling down was done during the doctor’s prescribed “cool-off” time. Why is he incapable of just pulling me into his arms and reassuring me that everything is going to be okay? I need to know that things will be fine. That we will be fine.


      Dr. Bob sits back down in his chair but Simon stays standing by the other end of the couch.


      “Now, I understand that this week has been running on high tensions for both of you. But I feel that much of this is because of your lack of communication. Obviously you both still care for each other deeply.” I’m not quite sure how that is obvious, but whatever. “So before we leave, I want you each to take a minute to calmly speak directly to the other person. Without getting angry, I want you to explain what you’re feeling in this exact moment and what you hope to feel tomorrow morning when you wake up together.”


      Seriously? What a bullshit exercise.


      “Simon, why don’t you go first?”


      Slowly, Simon rocks up on his toes and then back down to his heels then takes a deep breath. He loosens the rolled magazine in his fist and tosses it on top of a pile on the side table. Magically, he looks more at ease and years younger than his age.


      “Right now I feel—”


      “No,” Dr. Bob interrupts and gestures to the open seat on the couch. “I don’t want you to tell me. I want you to say it to your wife.”


      Simon swallows hard and turns to look at me. His eyes are softer, more concerned. And for the first time in as long as I can remember, he looks at me like I’m his wife and not some woman who ruined his life.


      “Sharna.” He breathes my name and sits down next to me on the couch. He opens his mouth to speak, but hesitates, no doubt trying to pick the right words to convey his emotions. “Right now I feel like you simply don’t care about me or my feelings. What you did was inexcusable and it’s going to take a lot for me to work through it all and forgive you. But know that I want to. And tomorrow morning when I wake up, I want to feel like I am with someone who has my back no matter what. Someone I can depend on. But I know that won’t happen overnight. And you know that, too.”


      Subtly, I nod. Not that I’m agreeing with his emotions, but because I’m actually listening to him and allowing his words to soak in rather than roll off my body in haste. I appreciate him being genuine.


      “Good, Simon. That was good. Now Sharna.”


      “Right now I am so incredibly lonely. We never talk anymore and I feel like I’m shut out of everything. You never ask me how my day is and you only say I love you when I say it first.” I wipe the tears from my cheek, not even aware of the moment I started crying. Sadness has become second nature so intensely that I kind of hate myself for acting so weak, so feeble in front of him. But honesty has always brought out the ugly in me.


      Dr. Bob nods in my direction, encouraging me to keep going.


      “I hate how you can be sitting right next to me and feel a million miles away. I have no idea what happened to make us like this … but I hate it.”


      Simon looks at me and whispers, “Me too.” He cracks his knuckles then wipes his palms on his thighs. I want to believe that he shares the same sentiment, but my instinct forces me to keep my guard up.


      “And what about tomorrow morning?” Dr. Bob prompts.


      “And tomorrow morning when I wake up, I just want to feel you there next to me … really feel you there. Not just as a warm body but as the man I married. Because right now, I need help remembering him.”
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      Our home is eerily quiet.


      It’s been silent the past few days. We don’t talk. We don’t even look at each other. Instead, we wake up each morning, mindlessly go through the motions, then go to bed. We’re simply operating on autopilot. But my husband continues to possess my every sober thought.


      Especially today.


      I was hopeful when we left Dr. Bob’s office, but Simon has been working later than normal lately. Probably because he doesn’t want to be here with me.


      But today is different.


      Today should be different.


      Because today is eight years.


      The orchids he sends every single year on this day are nowhere to be found.


      He, no doubt, forgot.


      Or maybe he remembers and is electing to ignore it.


      Either way, I am doing my best to not convince myself that I deserve it.


      When I walk back into the family room — which ironically has no family in it — my heart sinks. My life has never felt so empty and it makes me question my existence here in this marriage, this life, all together. The DVD of our wedding day is still on. I thought watching it earlier this afternoon would make me feel better, help me to remember a time when things between us were good. But the pregnant, overly-emotional side of me is clearly an idiot. I last all of two minutes before I plow through a box of tissues and decide my energy is better spent cleaning up the kitchen.


      The sound of Simon’s laughter coming from the TV catches my attention and I curl up on the couch again. The couple on the screen is mesmerizing. They look so happy. Young. Carefree. In love.


      But I don’t even know who those two people are anymore.


      I laugh softly to myself as I watch Simon lead me to the dance floor. He was so nervous. Simon was never a good dancer. He always refused to dance when we’d go out with friends and the only move in his arsenal was that ridiculous “raise the roof” motion that most white grandpas have perfected.


      Simon begged to forego the first dance, but it was important to me. And so it stayed. He chose Edwin McCain’s “I’ll Be” and we stood there in a close embrace swaying back and forth as he whispered the lyrics in my ear. All of those things he’d promised he’d be with those lyrics …


      All a lie.


      When the song is over, I hastily turn off the TV and busy myself once again. The house is clean, but that doesn’t stop me. I’ve been making an extra effort around here planning his favorite homemade meals, doing my best to keep things tidy. It all feels a bit Stepford wife-ish and utterly ridiculous, but I hope it will help ease some of the tension between us. I can be the woman he wants me to be. The wife he desires. The one he expects.


      I can’t right my wrong. But I can try to make it up to him. Help him see how good life can be as three. Maybe put a family in that family room of ours.


      When the dryer buzzes, I’m quick to maneuver my five and a half month belly to get the clothes out and folded quickly. I slip into his closet to hang the shirts I just ironed and put the rest of his clothes away.


      Just as I’m stuffing the last of his boxer briefs into his drawer, my hand brushes against something hard hidden from view underneath the clothes.


      I pull it out to find a box and my heart begins to pick up speed. The only time Simon hides things are when they’re gifts and he’s never been good at keeping them a secret. Our very first Christmas together he had hidden the Tiffany bracelet he bought me in the linen closet — the very same spot I kept the extra stash of toilet paper. I’ve always found it to be endearing and kind of cute.


      He remembered.


      I smile, knowing I can’t help myself. And because it’s not wrapped, it’s not snooping. Right?


      Slowly, I open the black leather box. The sight inside steals my breath away. Resting on a tiny velvet pillow is a necklace that is so exquisite I couldn’t have dreamed up its perfection. And it’s my birthstone, the sapphire. The cut is brilliant and it has to be at least three karats with tiny diamonds encrusted around the large stone casting rainbows in the air when the light hits them just right.


      Stunning does not come close to doing this justice.


      Maybe this is a tiny peace offering? Forgiveness for my sins? Forgiveness for him being so distant. His way of saying, “We’re going to be okay,” without words.


      It will be a while before our marriage starts to feel whole again, but this is certainly progress. But what if he bought it before he learned the truth of what I did? Back when things weren’t nearly as tense?


      I push those thoughts from my mind and focus back on the beautiful gesture. Minutes pass as I stare at the stunning necklace, envisioning Simon sweeping my hair to the side so he can personally clasp it around my neck. When I close my eyes, I can practically feel the trail of kisses he’ll leave on my collarbone before pinning my arms above my head against the wall while he explores my mouth with his.


      God, I miss those days.


      But soon … soon we’ll have them back.


      I quickly shut the box and put it back in his drawer where I found it. The last thing I want to do is ruin his surprise.


      The baby gently kicks me and I sit down on the bed. I wear a smile, feeling hopeful of everything to come. “Shh … calm down, sweet thing. Everything is gonna be all right.”


      And for the first time in a long time, I actually believe those words.


      


      Evening comes faster than I ever anticipated.


      And then it slips away into silence.


      Simon sent a text message around four thirty letting me know he had to work late tonight.


      At first I thought he was trying to surprise me, but then one hour late turned into two and two hours turned into me crawling in between the cool sheets of our large bed … alone.


      He never came home.


      And then I finally begin to believe that yes, I actually do deserve this.
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      The next week came and went without any recognition of our anniversary at all. We make the standard marital pleasantries when we see each other, but we never really talk.


      I miss talking. And frankly being inside my head so much is driving me crazy.


      When I walk into the kitchen for something to drink, I’m surprised to see him rummaging in the refrigerator. I didn’t even realize he came back home from running to the office earlier. He’s shirtless, and a pair of track pants hang loosely on his waist. He looks so inviting but I don’t feel like I’m welcome to touch him.


      It doesn’t stop me from trying though.


      “Hey,” I call out softly from behind as I wrap my arm around his waist. Simon’s shoulders tense.


      “Hey.” Simon doesn’t bother to look at me when he responds. He just continues looking through the fridge.


      “How was work this morning?”


      “Fine.”


      The silence is awkward when he doesn’t return the question like any normal human being would. Then again, I’m apparently married to the asshole who doesn’t grasp social protocol.


      Okay. So that’s how you’re going to be.


      I withdraw my hand and take a deep breath. “Would you mind grabbing me a bottled water while you’re in there?”


      There’s an audible sigh and he turns around with two bottles, putting one of them on the counter next to me.


      “Thanks,” I say, and reach out to grab it.


      He leans against the island and unscrews the cap on his bottle, draining half of it in one swift gulp, his eyes never leaving mine.


      “So ...” His tone is off. Simon folds his arms in front of his chest. He doesn’t look pissed or contempt. In fact, he doesn’t look anything at all. He’s blank. Guarded. He’s apparently as uneasy as I am right now. I shouldn’t be nervous to talk to my own husband.


      I need to find a way to diffuse this negative energy between us. “So, I was thinking... Do you maybe want to hang out together this afternoon? We could rent a movie or maybe go out for ice cream and review the trip details that Carmie sent you? It’s been a while and we haven’t even talked about finalizing dates.”


      “Not today, Sharna. I have to go over a few client portfolios for some meetings tomorrow.”


      All he’s done is thrown himself into work and it’s getting old. He tells me he’s taking on more clients, traveling more than he ever has before. I just can’t keep living like this.


      “Again with work! Don’t you get it, Simon? I miss you.”


      “Don’t you get it, Sharna? This lifestyle doesn’t come for free.” He spreads his arms open wide and gestures to the room around us. “This! All of this! This comes from me working my ass off. This comes from me.”


      It’s the first time he’s ever made a comment about me not working, and the guilt is stabbing.


      “Work or not, you put everything before me. I’m tired of being second. When this baby comes, everything is going to change whether you like it or not. It will no longer be me needing you. This child needs a dad.”


      Simon rakes his hands through his hair.


      “I KNOW! Don’t you think I know that, Sharna?”


      I blanch at his outburst and force my eyes to look at anything but him. We stand silent for a moment and I half expect him to walk away.


      But he doesn’t.


      The emotion of the past few days ... weeks ... months ... hell, even years, boils within. When I finally meet his gaze again, traitor tears flood my eyes and I can’t help but ask.


      “Do you still love me?”


      Simon closes the gap between us and wraps his arms around my body, resting his chin on the top of my head.


      “Yes.”


      I shut my eyes tightly and grind my teeth.


      “Are you still in love with me?”


      He squeezes me a little tighter and I feel the slow rise of his chest as he takes a deep breath.


      “Yes, Sharna, I’m still in love with you.” His tone is softer now and I press my lips against his chest in a delicate kiss. He freezes at the touch.


      I pull back and stare up into his cerulean eyes. He looks so stoic and I can’t help but wonder if he feels the same storm brewing inside as I do. Desperation clings to my heart.


      “I know things between us are rough right now, for lack of a better word. But you’re my husband. I’m your wife. Would it kill you to at least try harder?”


      “I’ve been trying, babe.”


      I don’t dare call him out on his bullshit because I’m exhausted and emotionally drained. I unwrap my arms from his waist and start to pull away from him. I know that my Simon is somewhere in there. I’ve seen glimpses of the man I married. He’s not all monster.


      I just need to be patient and he’ll come back to me.


      I know he will.


      “Hey ...” he grabs my hand and pulls me toward him again. “Tonight.”


      “What about tonight?”


      “Tonight we’ll go through the details of the Paris trip.”


      “Really?”


      “Yes ... really.”


      He takes another sip of his water and looks at me with a shy smile, thinking that he’s made me happy.


      “Thank you,” I whisper, waiting for a wave of relief that never comes. “I’ll let you get back to work, Simon.”


      I turn to walk away, but he grabs me again and before I know what is happening his lips are against mine, kissing me hurriedly and without passion.


      It feels forced.


      Probably because it is forced.


      He doesn’t want to be kissing me right now.


      It feels all sorts of wrong and so I pull away.


      I’m living with a complete stranger.


      And all of the shit between us is about to rear its ugly head.


      


      Later that night we have dinner together. We sit on the couch together. We watch a new release that he rented and eat ice cream straight from the carton together.


      But we never once talk about Paris.
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      The bed dips down as Simon shifts his weight to roll over. I’m not sure why he’s so uncomfortable, but I wish he would just stop. At five months pregnant, I should be the uncomfortable one. This kiddo who is roughly the size of a banana is using my bladder as a trampoline, waking me up at all hours to pee.


      Consider this prep work for all of those late night feedings and diaper changes.


      It’s the same thing every night. I lie in bed trying to put the pieces of our marriage back together. But every night I make the same mistakes, putting the pieces in the wrong spots, making it harder to solve the puzzle we’ve created.


      Simon sighs heavily and I hear him put his phone down on the nightstand. He must have been checking the time. I roll over toward the center of the bed, admiring the strong muscles in his back.


      “You awake?” I whisper, knowing full well the answer to my question.


      Silence.


      I inch toward him, allowing the heat off his skin to draw me in.


      “Simon?” I say, this time a little louder.


      Silence.


      I would give anything to feel his nearness again.


      Cautiously, I reach out my fingertips and trace down the line of his spine with the slightest of touch. He used to love it when I did this back when we first began dating. Somewhere deep down, I know he still loves it. At least I hope he does. And I’m holding onto any ounce of hope I can find. We have to find our way back to each other. The undeniable emotion we once shared. I won’t give up on him easily. I can’t and I won’t. And not just for me, but for this baby, too. Our baby.


      Even though things between us are strained, I still love him with all of my being. It’s so hard to sail when the seas are rough. I just hope that our love is powerful like the wind and will carry us across the ocean to calm waters.


      Slowly, I wrap my arm around his waist and spoon with him as close as my swollen belly will allow. Delicately, I finger the elastic of his boxers and wait for any kind of response from my husband.


      “Not tonight, Sharna.” Simon’s voice is dead and he rolls over to face me with empty eyes. My stomach turns and the familiar wave of nausea I’ve been living with returns.


      I hate this distance between us. I hate no knowing when I lost him. And I hate how it feels like I’m living with a stranger.


      “Why not?” My voice cracks in fear or concern, I’m not sure which. He looks at me with pity and shakes his head, like he’s the one sorry for me and my heart breaks. “You haven’t touched me in months. Is it because I’m fat now?” The claim is absurd, but I can’t address the elephant in the room. Plus it’s no secret that I’m insecure about my body. I’m not one of those women who feels beautiful and sexy with child.


      Simon throws his head back and laughs manically at my insinuation. “No. And you’re not fat.” His feeble attempt at making me feel better about myself is nothing but a joke.


      “Then tell me. I need to know. What is it?”


      He smirks. And I fight the urge to slap that obnoxious expression right off of his face. “Nothing, Sharna. You need to stop worrying so damn much. I don’t want to do this tonight.” He pulls the covers back up over his shoulder and rolls over so I’m facing his back again.


      The questions I’m too afraid to voice aloud simply shout louder than his booming silence. I want to know what he’s really doing so late at work the past couple of months. And if he really just crashes at his brother’s after a long night of drinking instead of taking a cab back here. How he can be present in body, but his mind a million miles away?


      At least I think I want to know all of that.


      Because the only logical explanation my brain can comprehend is that he’s seeing Carrie again. Nothing else even makes sense.


      And because I’m a fucking masochist, I open my mouth. “There’s someone else.” It’s a statement. Not a question. Because I can practically feel its certainty. “You’re back together with Carrie, aren’t you?”


      Simon snaps up off the bed and looks at me outraged, raking his hands down his face in disbelief. “Really, Sharna? Really? You think I’m with Carrie again? You have got to be fucking kidding me.”


      I push myself up and rest my weight on my elbows, feeling the anger begin to pool deep in my chest. “But—“


      “No! You don’t get to talk right now,” he interjects coldly. “I can’t believe you’re the one who gets deliberately knocked up and then has the audacity to think I’m cheating on you.”


      “I don’t know! You never tell me anything anymore. You completely ignored our anniversary. You have zero interest in actually talking with me. And I feel like you put on this front at Dr. Bob’s office so you don’t have to dive into the real issues between us. I just want to know why you’re so distant.” He shuts his eyes tightly and I watch as he clenches his jaw as if he’s deciding the fate of the world at this very moment. “What’s bothering you, goddamn it? And don’t you dare lie to me and pretend everything is okay. I’m far stronger than you give me credit for.”


      His eyes snap open and his face turns hard. I’m not sure who this man is. He’s certainly not the man I married eight years ago.


      “You. You disgust me.” I’m not sure I hear him correctly at first but I steel myself so he doesn’t see me cry as his words stab me in the back. He looks at me, eyes thick with unhappiness. Contempt. And quite possibly hatred. “And I don’t mean you physically disgust me. You’re a beautiful woman and you don’t need me to remind you of that. But you … as a person … disgust me. So excuse me if I didn’t feel like eight years of marriage with you was worth celebrating.”


      I bring my hand into a fist, digging my nails tightly into the skin of my palm to feel physical pain instead of emotional pain. Simon pauses for a moment and stands, but he doesn’t stop the insults from coming out of his mouth.


      “Who does that? Who purposely gets pregnant when we agreed all along that we weren’t going to have kids?”


      He looks at me, expectant. But what the hell am I supposed to say to that?


      “Yeah, you don’t have an answer, but I do. A pathetic excuse of a woman, that’s who.”


      My teeth grind together so hard my head hurts and tears begin to sting my eyes. Simon begins to pace and I can practically see the tread of our carpet thinning beneath his feet.


      “Did you think you could just change my mind? This isn’t a sweater you can return to the store if you don’t like it. A child is not a puppy! Kids were never in our plans, Sharna. I have always been clear about that. A baby is a joint decision. I’m not ready for that and I don’t think I’ll ever be ready for it. You disrespected me and selfishly stopped taking your birth control pills and got yourself knocked up. So tell me, my dear, why would I want to touch someone who does that? I would rather take a shower by myself in the middle of the night to jerk off than have sex with my own wife.”


      Too stunned to speak.


      Too crushed to cry.


      I open my mouth but I don’t even know what to say. It feels like I’ve been in a head-on collision and I’m no longer in my own body. I watch the scene from above as a man belittles a woman.


      And in a flash, the woman fights back.


      Her arm pulls back, loading the bullets into the pistol. And with all of her might, she pulls the trigger, arm flying forward with all of her body weight behind her fist. When she finally makes contact, the man careens backward, bringing his hands to his face protectively.


      My knuckles sting and I’m standing on my own two feet, unsure of the precise moment I got out of bed.


      “Oh my God … I’m so sorry!” I don’t even recognize the sound of my own voice and watch Simon retreat to the bathroom, leaving a trail of expletives in his wake that would get him thrown out of a truck stop.


      My knuckles are bright crimson and slowly, the swelling begins to show. I take my right hand in my left and massage it gingerly, trying to make sense of the past few moments.


      I’ve snapped.


      And apparently I’ve punched my husband.


      I’d be lying if I said it didn’t feel good. Maybe Dr. Bob was right? Anger is a good emotion.


      “Are you fucking out of your mind, Sharna? My God, when did you become such a bitch?” Simon storms back into the bedroom and if looks could kill, this moment right here would be my murder.


      His words hit me like blunt force trauma, leaving me paralyzed and painfully aware of the exact state of our marriage.


      Or lack thereof.


      I have no idea how I’m supposed to try and repair the damage between us when he’s not even willing to communicate. He can’t continue to shut down and walk all over me if we’re ever going to find our way back to each other. I’ve always believed that love is patient, but when he up and leaves me like this, it tries on my patience.


      “Fuck this. I can’t deal with you right now, Sharna. I’m going to head into the office and get some work done. Have a great fucking night, sweetheart!” Simon opens the bottom drawer of the armoire and pulls out an old pair of track pants before slamming it shut. Then he pulls his favorite navy NYU shirt up over his head in haste. It’s his go-to comfort outfit. Some people find solace in food or an old movie, But Simon wears the same outfit every time he is sick or annoyed or pissed off and wanting to get away.


      It’s how I know when to give him space.


      And so I let him leave.


      When I hear the front door crash shut, I stare up at the ceiling and I finally allow the tears to fall. All I want is Simon’s kisses to rain down my face, just like the tears do now.

    

  


  


  
    
      
        
          Thirty

        

      

    
  


  
    
      
        
          The Waiting Room

        

      

    

    
      This is the seventh time we’ve sat down on this couch. The seventh time I’ve struggled to get through to my husband, or rather struggled for my husband to actually communicate with me. The seventh time I feel like he’s holding back, telling me what he thinks I want to hear — what Dr. Bob wants to hear — when all anyone wants is the truth.


      I loathe the emotional whiplash I’ve experienced the past few weeks. Some days things between us are good … great, even. And then other days he’s so distant and cold. But ever since I hit him, we’ve not only been strangers to each other, but strangers to ourselves.


      Where the hell did that punch come from? I’m not sure I’ll ever know. But damn, it was both satisfying and terrifying. The next morning when he finally arrived back home, I apologized profusely but he wouldn’t hear any of it. He simply stuffed a duffle bag full of clothes and left without saying a word. And that was three days ago. There’s nothing out of the ordinary on our credit card statement, so he’s probably been staying with Andrew or at his brother’s condo.


      Earlier this morning, I sent him a text reminding him of our appointment with Dr. Bob today, but he never texted back. I just assumed he would bail. So to say I was surprised to find him sitting there screwing around on his phone in the waiting room when I arrived is an understatement. I was fully prepared to use this time as a one-on-one and simply continue on with concerns I have about Simon’s behavior.


      Before we even stepped foot into his office, I apologized again. The only acknowledgment I received was Simon flicking his eyes to me and then back down to his phone again.


      I’ve barely had the opportunity to speak today. But for someone who hasn’t spoken a word to me, HE sure as hell has a lot to say right now. I’ve been halfway listening to him spew hurtful, unproductive banter the past half hour without so much as trying to get a word in edgewise.


      “Simon, do you feelas ifSharna is trying to make things work?”


      The mention of my name pulls me from my drifting thoughts and I look at my husband. Simon simply looks uncomfortably at the floor and then subtly shakes his head noas if to say I’m not worthy of his words.


      Is he trying to make himself appear as the victim? He thinks that I’m the one not trying in this marriage? He’s the one that shuts down. He’s the one that just up and leaves rather than actually talk through things.


      “No, I don’t,” he whispers.


      Dr. Bob looks at me to gauge my reaction to this revelation.


      I stand up and move directly in front of Simon, my stomach mere inches away from his face, deliberately reminding him that no matter what happens we are forever tethered by our unborn child. I tower over him and look down at his scowling face trying my damnedest not to slap him across the face.


      “You know what, Simon? At the end of the day ... at the end of US— because at this rate, there will be an end — I will at least know that I tried. I’ve tried tocommunicate. I’ve tried to connect with you. I’ve tried everything from being the perfect wife to you and now marriage counseling.I can sleepknowing thatI tried to make us work. And what did you do?”I hate that I’m screaming but the conviction takes me by surprise. Iforce myself to take a calming breath and I inhale slowly through my nose. “That’s right. Nothing. You just sit there with that smug look upon your face not giving a shit. You did nothing.I hope you can find comfort in that because I know I sure as hell will.”


      In one brisk motion, I snatch my purse off of the couch and head out into the waiting room, slamming Dr. Hall’s door shutbehind me. I’m surprised that the anger feels so good.Even though I instantly regret flying off the handle like that.


      I’m not even in the waiting room for five seconds before the door opens up behind me, and I turn to it expecting to see Dr. Bob. But instead, I’m taken aback by my husband’s figure towering in the doorway.


      “You know what, Sharna? I’ve always wanted to let the past stay in the past. But that’s impossible when you continue to carry it into our present. And when you do that, it makes it really fucking hard to have a future with you.”


      The power behind the door when it slams causes me to jump.


      Typical Simon … always wanting the last word.


      But deep down I know he’s right. I don’t make it easy on him. But why should I? He’s the one who fucked up beyond belief.


      And I fucked up in taking him back.


      The waiting room is eerily quiet and I bite my nails to the quick as I watch the door, willing it to open again. But Simon doesn’t come back for me. The door remains closed. Just like Simon the past few months. A metaphor for my marriage.


      Seconds turn into minutes. And minutes turn into an hour. And I’m half tempted to barge back into the session that I so abruptly stormed from. But I don’t.I can only hope that maybe, just maybe he’s opening up. Having some kind of breakthrough or epiphany with Dr. Bob that allow us to work toward what we used to be and restore the love we once shared. You can’t just lose the other half of yourself, can you?


      Andthat’s when it hits me.


      It feels like he talks to everybody but me about what weighs heavily on his mind. I’m his wife.I should be thefirst person hetalksto about his problems.Perhaps I’m the problem? What if I’m the reason he can’t open up anymore? The magnitude of resentment he harbors is more than he can bear and so he simply stops functioning in my presence?


      Just as I’m debating if I should leave, the door opens again. Simon steps out with bloodshot eyes, followed by Dr. Bob. My husband passes by me without so much as a glance my direction. One day he’s going to stop and notice me … and I mean really notice me. And by then it’ll be too late.


      Dr. Bob takes a seat next to me in the waiting room and takes a deep breath. I look at him expectantly even though I know he can’t tell me what they just spent the past hour plus talking about. Whatever it was, I’m sure I’ve been painted the villain, the abusive spouse giving him a black eye. And I’m sure he’s given Dr. Bob more of an earful with me being pregnant. It’s totally ridiculous considering Simon is the one doing all the mind-fuckery.


      “Give him time, Sharna. We’ve only begun to peel the layers back. There is a lot going on in his head. He’s trying to figure out how to cope with these foreign emotions. He simply doesn’t know how to deal with things and it’s manifesting itself in some unpleasant ways.”


      “But he resents me. I know he does.” I feel the pain of that resentment every day. And I fear that it’s his resentment toward me that delivered the final blow in our marriage, the lethal injection to my heart.


      “Perhaps. But that’s the thing about resentment, it’s his burden to deal with, not yours. You can’t dictate how he reacts to your actions, just like he can’t control yours. This is something he has chosen to hold onto for the time being. But you can find ways to help him let it go. So give him some time and focus on improving yourself.”


      Improving myself? You have got to be kidding me! I don’t agree with his logic, but I won’t voice my opinion. It would be lost on this man anyway.


      “Yeah … sure.” I reach down to the floor and grab my purse and turn to Dr. Bob one final time. “Thank you. For everything.”


      And then I leave, knowing I won’t step foot in this office again. Because I understand that once someone has sided with Simon, my voice is eternally silenced.
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      My eyes flutter open and I look at the clock on my nightstand. It’s nearly three in the morning and I’m freezing. I tug the comforter over my body and try to settle back in for sleep.


      Our king size bed is far too large. I hate that there’s so much distance between us. Physical. Emotional.


      I hate it all.


      My body has lost its memory of him. I long for his touch. The way I would fit perfectly wrapped up in him when we were tangled between the sheets. Somewhere along the way, he stopped being my husband and started being my roommate. And a pretty shitty roommate, at that. I can’t pinpoint exactly how it happened. Or when. But it did. Things were going great. Until they weren’t. And perhaps he never thought things were great between us in the first place?


      Am I that disillusioned?


      It’s been a little over a week since our last visit with Dr. Bob. I’ve taken his advice and tried to give him time, but time moves by so painstakingly slow these days. I feel like he’s warming up to me a little more each day, but it’s nowhere close to where we need to be. Where I want to be.


      I’ve also tried to focus on myself, improving me as he called it. But the more I focus on me and my actions, the more I hate myself and the more I want the past eight years of my life back. So I try not to think about my actions very often. Pregnancy really has me all neurotic.


      Simon coughs softly, as if he’s clearing his throat, and I still my body. I didn’t realize he was awake.


      It’s uncomfortably quiet.


      And then it isn’t quiet at all.


      “Sharna? I’m sorry,” he whispers, almost inaudibly. “I am so, so sorry, babe. I’ve been a shitty person lately, and you don’t deserve that. Or maybe you do and that’s why we deserve each other? I dunno.” He scoffs at his own comment in amusement. “But I do know that I’m sorry. I’m sorry for everything.”


      I want to roll over and ask him what exactly he’s apologizing for because between the two of us our list of sins and indiscretions is too long to count. But he’s talking, and that’s something new. So instead, I shut my eyes tightly and feign sleep, hoping he’ll continue to confess whatever plagues his mind. Even if he can only speak what’s in his heart when he thinks I’m asleep, I’ll take it. After all, it’s in the dark where you bare your soul in its purest, more honest form.


      “I shouldn’t have blown off our anniversary. I shouldn’t have been such an asshole. It’s just that I’m petrified of this baby and I’m scared shitless that I’m gonna be a shitty dad. But I know that in the end, things will be okay. I’m going to try harder. I really am, because this child deserves it. We deserve it.”


      Simon scoots closer to my body but doesn’t touch me. My heart both splinters and repairs itself when he whispers, “I love you,” just like he used to before I’d fall asleep.
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      I’ve never been one for birthdays, especially my own. Don’t get me wrong, I like to have it recognized by a small, select group of people. Namely my parents, Logan, a couple of close girlfriends and, of course, Simon. But the big fanfare and party? That is definitely not my style.


      Logan called me a little after midnight, like he always does. He sang the birthday song and told me he hopes all of my birthday wishes come true. He’s been doing the same charade ever since I went off to college when I was eighteen and he hasn’t missed a birthday since. We talked for a few minutes before I fell back asleep. Earlier today, I met up with my girls for a late lunch. And my parents sent me a stunning bouquet of lilies. Thirty-two of them, one for each year I’ve graced this earth. And then there’s Simon … well, apparently Simon is saving his gift for later this evening.


      When I walk into our home, I turn on the light and toss my keys onto the console table. I’ve done everything I could to keep my mind busy today. Yoga. Shopping. Cleaning. With each passing year, I feel like I’m reminded of all the things I am not.


      I have a wasted degree. I’ve never once stepped foot in a classroom to teach. Though in hindsight, it always felt like too noble a profession for someone like me. When we got married, he told me I didn’t need to work. That he’d take care of me. And I liked being perched on his arm. But this year, things are going to be different. Our whole life is changing.


      Because at the ripe age of thirty-two, I will finally become a mother. That void and longing I have ached for, for so long, will finally come to fruition. So while I am not a teacher changing the world one child at a time, this year is proof that dreams do, in fact, come true.


      In the past, some tiny part of me was always filled with self-loathing, knowing that I wasn’t a mother yet. But all of that is about to change in a few short months. Before I know it, it’ll be late night feedings and poopy diapers and sleepless nights to the point of delirium.


      “Simon?” I call out as I turn on more lights throughout the house. “Simon? Are you here?”


      Silence.


      I guess I shouldn’t be so surprised. We’re strained. Distant. Love has turned to loathing. But a small sliver inside hoped that he would have recognized me on my birthday.


      I stop in the kitchen for some water before kicking off my shoes. I down the glass in three sips and head toward the bedroom to slip into something more comfortable. I’m two steps inside the door before I see him.


      Simon is perched on our bed, his face lit up by the delicate golden glow of a single birthday candle. He’s wearing the outfit I bought him for his birthday earlier this year — a pair of dark army green pants fitted to perfection and a black Brooks Brothers button-down. I hate how he rolls his sleeves up. He’s holding a cupcake with a soft smile upon his face and a bright glittering in his eyes. The whole scene is one eighties anthem away from being worthy of a John Hughes closing credits scene.


      “Happy birthday, baby.” Simon reminds me so much of Jake Ryan right now, it’s uncanny.


      My cheeks break out into a goofy grin and I close the space between us, blowing out the candle. We both watch the smoke trail up to the ceiling in a delicate dance.


      Simon wraps me up in a massive hug.


      “I thought you forgot,” I whisper into his chest.


      Simon kisses the top of my head. “Never.”


      I inhale deeply, appreciating the scent of his cologne — it’s always been my favorite. The perfect blend of leather and soap.


      Simon clears his throat, pulls away from me and gestures across the room. A woman cloaked in white stands silently in the shadows of our bedroom, waiting for some kind of introduction.


      “Sharna, this is Brenda.” I cross the room to shake her hand.


      “Hi …?” It comes out more of a question than a greeting.


      “Hello.” The woman responds lightly. I look back to Simon, eyebrows raised.


      “Brenda is the cofounder of SpaWorks. She is all yours for the next two hours.” My eyes grow wide and then I see the massage table behind her. SpaWorks has been garnering an abundance of publicity ever since the rave review in The Chicagoist.


      “Seriously?”


      “I know things have been really stressful lately, so I hope this can help you — and the baby — relax.” He’s uneasy at the mere mention of the word ‘baby,’ but I can tell he’s making an effort.


      Simon’s thoughtfulness catches me off guard and Brenda hands me a a white terrycloth robe, gesturing me to the bathroom to change. It’s amazing how tiny acts of kindness mean the world.


      “Thank you.” And I really mean it. I am both humbled and appreciative of this gesture, even though it was the last thing I anticipated.


      “Happy birthday, Sharna. I love you.” And I can tell he means it.


      Brenda walks toward the bedroom door, seemingly uncomfortable. “I’ll just step outside for a few moments and give you a moment to get settled in.”


      When the door closes, you could hear a pin drop. Neither of us move. But we don’t meet each other’s gaze either. It’s almost troublesome.


      “I guess I’ll leave you be. I’ll just take this back to the kitchen.” Simon gestures to the cupcake in his hands and leans in to kiss my cheek. “Enjoy. I’ll be back in a little while.”


      I turn my back to him and head to the bathroom to get ready for what will, no doubt, be the best massage I’ve had in my life.


      “Oh, and I have one more thing for you for your birthday, but it won’t be ready for another week or so.” I knit my eyebrows together. I’m dying to pry it out of him. I want to hear him tell me that he’s doing something extra special with the necklace, or presenting me with tickets to Paris to experience our honeymoon all over again. But I can’t shake the memory of that sapphire necklace from my mind. It was perfect beyond measure and I hate that I can’t allude to it — I can’t let him know I’ve been poking around his things. I know he’ll give it to me when he’s ready.


      As I change out of my clothes, I ponder the walking contradiction that is my husband. One moment he wants me, the next he can’t stand me. One instant he showers me in love and the next, loathing. He toggles from thoughtfulness to carelessness with my emotions like he’s waging an internal war against himself and our marriage. I just can’t read him anymore. And it has become emotionally draining on me.


      But still … this gesture is one of the kindest things he’s done for me in months. Who am I to ignore an honest gift from my husband? He’s trying. And that’s the one thing I’ve been wanting him to do ever since we started marriage counseling.


      Massages and vacations and jewelry aside, Simon has given me the best birthday gift of all. Hope for us, still.


      It is turning out to be a very happy birthday, indeed.
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      The manila envelope in my hands must weigh at least a hundred pounds. It’s much heavier than my heart. And far heavier than my lies.


      It shouldn’t surprise me though. The truth weighs heavier than most things in life.


      “Look, I have to be honest with you. There’s nothing concrete in there. And when you read it, you will probably be left with more questions than answers. But you’re my sister, and I couldn’t not give you the information I had. So when you’re ready, take a look.”


      Logan pulls me in tight and kisses my forehead. My brother is the one person I can always count on to have my back. I like that he at least knows the contents of the envelope, even if I don’t just yet. After all, if it were that bad, he would have already kicked Simon’s ass by now, right? So maybe there isn’t anything to worry about?


      “Thanks, Logan.” I toss the envelope onto the kitchen counter, feeling the burn of it still on my fingertips.


      “You know, you amaze me, Sharna.” I raise my eyebrows at this unexpected display of affection. “I mean, I don’t get it. If I were you and had any suspicion that my spouse were cheating on me, I’d be in a million pieces.”


      “Don’t be fooled. I am falling apart. But the broken ones are the only ones who know how to pick up the pieces and keep going day after day.”


      I try to push myself up onto the marble countertop, but can’t get my pregnant ass up and over the ledge. So instead, I sit on the barstool at the island in the middle of the room.


      “That’s the thing, you shouldn’t be feeling broken. I swear if that motherfucker is cheating on you, I will kill him. And I’ll make sure his body is never found.”


      And there it is. The admission that Logan doesn’t actually know whether or not my husband is cheating on me. I subtly smile, appreciating his overprotectiveness, but knowing that he isn’t joking in the slightest.


      “I know you will, Logan, and that is why you’re the best damn brother a girl could have. But I feel like things are finally starting to move in the right direction. Sure, we’ve had a few knockout fights. You haven’t seen him lately. Things are definitely getting better. He was really thoughtful on my birthday and you should see the surprise he’s hiding from me.”


      I leave out the part where I thought it was for our anniversary ... and then my birthday.


      “A surprise?” I don’t like the doubting, cautious tone in his voice.


      “Yeah, I found it while putting laundry away. He’s making an honest effort, Logan. He’s my husband and I love him. And for that reason, I hope you don’t go beating him up anytime soon, ya big bully.” I toss a wink his way.


      Logan finally leaves when Simon returns home from work, claiming he needed to get back and do some laundry. Any excuse to not be around Simon. Some things will never change, I suppose. Either way, I appreciate the alone time with my husband.


      When Simon walked in the door, the envelope with details from Logan’s private investigator was still sitting on the counter. I stuffed it into the island drawer when he excused himself to the bathroom. I can practically hear it screaming at me as we eat our Chinese takeout. The damn thing has taken on a life of its own and torments me from afar.


      Fucking guilty conscience.


      “I’ve been thinking a lot about our time with Dr. Bob lately.”


      Simon rests his chopsticks on his plate and wipes the corner of his mouth politely. “Me, too.”


      “I think he’s been helping us a lot, don’t you?” Ever since I stormed out of our last session, I’ve noticed a huge difference in Simon. At first, I just thought he felt embarrassed about the shit show we had at Dr. Bob’s office, but I think he’s genuinely trying to make more of an effort with me. First, my birthday gift and then, of course, that beautiful necklace that calls my name from the depths of his drawers. The one on one time with Dr. Bob really must have helped.


      Simon nods. “Yeah. I know it sounds strange, but I was able to get a lot out of my time with him last week. He said some things that really just hit home, ya know?” He picks up his chopsticks again and pops in a piece of General Tso chicken.


      I smile warmly then breathe deeply. “I know exactly what you mean, babe. And I’m sorry for freaking out on you the last time we were there. It was uncalled for and you were absolutely right. I need to let the past stay where it belongs— in the past.”


      I close my eyes and remember our joint outburst. I felt horrible leaving the office and the days that followed only got better — thanks in large part to Simon. When I open my eyes, he’s standing next to me. I never even heard him move. The man can be a damn ninja when he wants to be.


      Simon kneels down next to me and brushes his knuckle slowly along my jawline. His touch is tender and his green eyes turn soft.


      “I’m trying, Sharna. Really, I am. And I think you’ll see some really big changes in me over the next few months. At least I hope you will. I’ve been going through a lot lately and it isn’t fair for me to take my stress and anger out on you. And for that, I’m sorry.


      “I love you. I’ve always loved you even when I haven’t necessarily acted like the most upstanding man. And I’m working on forgiveness. I just truly hope that one day you can find it in your heart to forgive me, too.”


      I sit there with my fork in the air, stunned at his admission, shocked by the sincerity in his tone and his looming promise. Simon picks up his plate and comes around to my side of the table before planting a quick, open-mouthed kiss upon my lips.


      What he does next is the biggest surprise of all.


      Simon sets down his plate then pulls me to my feet. I release a shaky breath as he kneels down in front of me then slowly lifts the hem of my shirt before pressing his lips to my belly.


      “God, my wife is radiant.” The heat of his breath skims my belly and for the first time in months—no years—I actually feel cherished. Truly cherished. All the frustrations and hate and hurt of the past slips away and, for one fleeting moment, I’m convinced he’s going to take me right here on the kitchen table.


      But he doesn’t.


      After a moment, Simon stands and wraps me up in a hug so suffocating I am certain he’s going to crush my bones. It’s desperate. Full of apology and love and unspoken promises for whatever is to come. There isn’t anything I wouldn’t give to crawl into his mind and feel whatever it is he’s feeling in this moment. Think his thoughts. Experience his emotions.


      I’m desperate to break the silence, and so I say the only thing that I think can bring him comfort in this moment. “It’s a boy,” I whisper hoarsely, finally sharing my secret with him.


      “A boy? I’m having a son?” He pulls back and his eyes are glassing over with tears.


      I cautiously bite my lower lip and nod slowly.


      “Holy shit, a boy!” he says breathlessly with a supercharged smile that I haven’t witnessed in years.


      Simon isn’t angry over me not telling him before now — he doesn’t even question it. He’s relieved and overjoyed. With those three words, a father has realized his place in this child’s world and visions of sports games, fishing trips on Lake Michigan, and camping trips to the Ozarks flash in his eyes.


      And while I know all is not yet forgiven, I can already tell he is accepting his place in this world and our fate as a family. It makes me believe that things between us will finally be okay.


      Maybe it’s a sense of false hope? But I’ll never know if I don’t give this a valiant shot.


      If I want our marriage to work, I need to find a way to move beyond Carrie and trust him again. Holding onto our painful past is only poisoning me day after day. I can forgive him for his hurtful words and the lies of his past, though I will never allow myself to forget how those words and actions made me feel.


      Later that night, when Simon’s breathing levels out and his soft snores fill the room, I creep back into the kitchen and pull the envelope from my brother out from the island drawer.


      I swallow hard, choking back the rising guilt and stare at it. If I tear it open and read what Logan uncovered about Simon, I will forever mark myself as the untrusting woman.I don’t want to be that woman. It’s one thing not to trust — it’s completely different when you take action on that distrust.


      My brother would argue that this is a stupid move, but ultimately it’s my stupid move to make. I want to have faith in our relationship moving forward. There’s too much at stake to not give one hundred percent of myself.


      Snatching the manilla envelope off the counter, I dart into the office and without so much as a second thought, feed the envelope into the shredder. Watching the truth turn into confetti is surprisingly more satisfying than I ever imagined.


      Simon stirs as I slip back under the covers and his warm hand wraps around my waist and splays flat across my swollen stomach.


      “Everything okay?” he murmurs sleepily.


      “Yeah, I couldn’t sleep, that’s all.”


      Simon hums in my ear and nuzzles up against my back. The heat of his body soothes me and he nuzzles into my back. Then, just as I’m on the cusp of surrendering to sleep, he whispers, “I love you, Sharna.”


      Just like he used to.
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      It’s been a couple of weeks, but I continue the charade of trying to be the good wife. Dinner is always ready at seven each night, regardless of whether or not he comes home. The house is spotless. Dirty clothes constantly laundered. I do the best I can, considering I am exhausted all of the time and my ever-growing belly constantly gets in the way.


      Simon’s unhappiness seems to be wavering. Like all couples, we have good days and bad ones. And finally we seem to be back in the cadence where the bad ones are few and far between.


      Through all the shit, here I stay. Faithful. Hopeful. Longing for the days where we found happiness and solace in one another.


      And I think he’s ready for that, too. My mind wanders to the stunning necklace and the peace offering that it will be when he finally gives it to me. It’s not unlike him to hold onto gifts for the perfect moment. Or until he feels I’ve earned it.


      And there couldn’t be a more perfect moment than when our son is born.


      His birth will, no doubt, be my best work. My hardest work.


      Carefully I brace myself against the bathroom vanity as I lean over to collect Simon’s dirty clothes scattered on the floor.


      I run my hand over the pockets of his slacks, making sure there’s nothing of importance that would be ruined in the wash. I collect the loose change and leave it on a pile on the counter and move to the pockets of his light jacket.


      As I pat the outside of his jacket, I can feel that he’s left his work ID badge in his front pocket. And when I reach my hand in to save it from the washing machine, I feel a piece of paper tucked next to it, and grab that, too.


      I look at the note folded into a small square, and notice the indentations of pen marks through the paper. It’s a handwritten note.


      Curiosity gets the best of me and I unfold it slowly, smoothing the creases out against the marble countertop. I glance over the page and notice the foreign feminine script, then nervously begin to read.


      


      My Dearest Simon…


      


      “Oh my God.” My insides drop and I bring my hand up to my mouth. Those three words alone are enough to confirm my looming suspicions. Those three words are enough to crush the last bit of hope I had for the two of us. I squeeze my eyes shut tightly and brace myself for what I hold in my hand.


      Sometimes you go looking for the answers. And other times, the answers come looking for you.


      


      My dearest Simon…


      I’ve never been good with the spoken word, and sometimes I think you understand me the most when we’re silent. The look in your eyes tells me everything I need to know. That this is it. This is the kind of love we’ve both been waiting for. The passion our lives have been missing.


      The instant that we met, my world both stopped and started all at once. And when it comes to this … comes to us … we deserve far more than three little words and eight simple letters.


      I know you feel the exact same way, too.


      As cliché as it sounds, I think I fell in love with you the moment you took my hand when we first met. I’ve tried too hard to deny that that was what I was feeling. Those three little words and eight simple letters, feel so trite compared to what it is I feel when I’m around you. These past few months have been some of the most incredible months of my entire life. Being with you has brought me back to life. And I thank you for that.


      I want you to understand the language of my hands. Each touch, speaks volumes of emotions I’ve never allowed myself to feel before you. And when your fingertips trace down my body, I know that you are writing our love story on my skin, branding me as yours. And that’s the thing about love stories … the best ones go on to live forever. And with the way you love me, it’s as if you are claiming me for all eternity.


      But, Simon, there is no one else I’d rather be with for eternity.


      When I’m with you, I can see everything in the dark because my love for you lights up the sky. And I want nothing more than the moon and the stars to hear me cry your name each night until we take our last breath on this earth.


      So no, those three little words and eight simple letters just won’t do.


      


      Always,


      Your Elyse


      


      “Oh, Simon …” I whisper, fighting the desperate urge to vomit. “What have you done? And who the hell is Elyse?”

    

  


  


  
    
      
        
          Thirty-Five

        

      

    
  


  
    
      
        
          Crushed

        

      

    

    
      I crush the letter tightly in my fist and stand up with as much dignity as I can muster. It’s challenging when the fault lines of your soul are ripping apart, so I take staying vertical as a tiny victory.


      My blood boils as I clench onto the bannister, walking downstairs toward the man who has destroyed me. The man who I will make pay. The glass French doors leading into his office are wide open and Simon is listening to some haunting piece by Johannes Brahms as he handles some paperwork.


      Tears obscure my view of him, but I grit my teeth and fight back as much emotion as I can. I watch him through blurred eyes.


      We are so far beyond repair that there’s nothing left to say. The only thing left to do is pack up my life and leave.


      He stops working. Places his pen down and stands behind his desk.


      My body quivers, and just as I’m about to raise my shaky fist into the air, showing him the letter that has crushed any and all hopes of repairing our damaged marriage, my eyes catch a framed photograph on the shelf behind him. It’s small, indiscernible, and black and white. He framed one of the sonogram photographs and I am instantly reminded of everything at stake.


      And I know I can’t leave him.


      Not yet.


      I used to think it was all his fault. The he was the root of our problems. But the truth is, each of us has equal weight in the destruction of our marriage. He may be the knife but I am the blade and together we managed to murder everything we had.


      When I open my mouth to yell at him, words fail me.


      “Is everything okay, Sharna?” His eyebrows pull together and his forehead wrinkles. It makes him look old.


      “Uh … yeah,” I stutter. “I’m … I’m just not feeling well. I’m going to go lie down.”


      I stuff the letter into the back pocket of my jeans. I have no idea if he’s even seen it, but I don’t want him to suspect that I know anything when this could all work out in my favor.


      “Okay, then. I’ll be up in a little while. Let me know if you need anything.”


      “Mm-hmm.”


      He has already returned to his work. If that’s really what he was doing in the first place. After this recent discovery, I can never be too sure.


      The moment I turn to walk away, I choke back on the rising bile. I’m halfway through the threshold of the door when he says, “Feel better.”


      I glance at him over my shoulder and he stops what he’s doing and looks at me again with a subtle, tight-lipped smile. The offer is small, but kind. And it’s the precise moment I realize my husband has become more of a memory than an actual person.


      I focus on the pen on his desk so I don’t have to focus on him.


      And I will the tears away.
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      Ever since Simon told me he felt for both Connie and Cliff, I’ve felt compelled to re-read Lady Chatterley’s Lover and try to make sense of his comment of relating to both main characters. I guess I make sense of what he is saying even though I don’t agree with it. How Connie fell in love with another man while still married to Cliff, her poor, disabled husband, is beyond me. And after Connie went sleeping around at her husband’s encouragement, I can’t justify her finding happiness and love ever again. Not everyone deserves that second chance.


      Some people simply deserve all the misery they bring upon themselves.


      A loud shrill fills my small apartment and I stuff the bookmark inside my paperback and toss it on the table. I cross the room and push the button on the wall to speak to my unanticipated guest.


      “Hello?”


      “Hi, is… um, is Elyse home?” I don’t recognize the voice of the woman on the other end of the receiver, but it’s shaky and feeble.


      “Yes, this is Elyse. Can I help you with something?”


      “I hope so. You don’t know me, but we have someone in common.” She pauses and I can hear rustling.


      Okay? That’s vague.


      “Do you mind if we talk? It should only take a few moments, but I’d rather not do this over the speaker.”


      I’m not about to let a strange woman up here. With my luck I’d be kidnapped the moment I fall in love again. “Um, who do we have in common?”


      “Simon. Simon St. John.”


      Simon? What does this random woman know about Simon? Oh my god. What if something happened to him? Maybe there was an accident and someone from his work is here to tell me? Surely she wouldn’t be so cryptic, would she?


      “I’m ... I’m sorry. What did you say your name was again?” I ask with my finger hesitating over the buzzer.


      “I didn’t.” The woman sighs deeply through the speaker. “My name is Sharna. I’m … I’m Simon’s wife.”


      The woman’s words sucker punch me right in the gut and all of the air is sucked from my lungs. I pull my hand off of the talk button quickly as if I was electrocuted at the sheer mention of the word wife. That name. I know that name. The ground beneath me shakes, but there is no earthquake.


      His wife? His wife is dead. His wife’s name is—was Carolyn. Carrie.


      What the …?


      He’s still married?


      What the fuck is going on right now?


      The box on the wall shrills again, pulling me from my thoughts but I don’t respond. Instead, I brace myself for the tidal wave that is about to take out my entire life. Drown my sense of reality. I barely recognize my own hand as it trembles and pushes the black button to open the door.


      I step back and wait.


      When she knocks, I quietly approach the peephole and look at the woman on the other side. The woman whose life I have completely destroyed without any knowledge. The woman who is here to kill me, no doubt.


      Sharna is a beautiful woman. Her long chestnut hair is pulled back in a messy ponytail and her eyes are splotchy, like she hasn’t slept in weeks. Then again, she probably hasn’t. Her eyes shift restlessly, looking everywhere but straight at the door. I swallow the overwhelming sensation of guilt, slowly turn the knob and step back to allow her in.


      But she doesn’t move. She just stands there cautiously in the doorway, unsure if she actually wants to come inside. Because crossing the threshold of my home makes everything more real. She knows she’ll be the intruder in the space that Simon and I have shared so often. When our eyes finally lock, she curiously studies my face. My heart falls into the pit of my stomach and I know that she shares the same disbelief that I’m incapable of hiding.


      “I didn’t mean to just show up. But I didn’t know what else to do,” she mutters in a hushed tone and I hate that she sounds so apologetic. She has no reason to apologize to me.


      I softly whisper, “He’s really married?” But it isn’t a question. It’s an atomic bomb, instantly obliterating everything I’ve come to know and love over the past few months. In a matter of seconds, the important things in life have all turned to dust.


      The woman before me nods subtly then shows me the screen of her phone. It’s a photo of Simon with his arms wrapped around her. She’s grabbing him with her left hand and it’s impossible not to notice the size of the diamond ring she’s wearing.


      Panic sets in and I can hear my heartbeat in my ears.


      I half expect her to charge like a running bull and bitch slap me. But she’s too late. Reality has given me the most painful bitch slap of all. And a bitch slap always seems to say the right thing.


      “I had no idea.” I say the words under my breath and more to myself than to her, but she no doubt hears me. “I think we should talk.” My voice is soft, small even. Sharna lowers her eyes and bites her bottom lip and tentatively steps inside. As soon as she moves her hands out from in front of her, I gasp.


      She’s pregnant.


      My hand shoots up to my mouth and tears pool in my eyes.I’m left speechless. Instinctively, I turn away. If I can’t see it, it isn’t true.


      Oh my God. Oh my God. Oh my God.


      I never would have gotten involved with a married man had I actually known he was married. Who does this? Who cheats on their pregnant wife? How the hell am I the other woman in this whole mess? The mistress.


      Oh, God! Mistress. I am going to vomit.


      Sharna walks around my humble living room and picks up the silver picture frame holding a black and white photo of Simon and I having a picnic along the lake last month. I want to rip it from her hands to avoid bringing her any more pain. But she’s here in my home, and she obviously knows, or at least suspects, that we are—no, were together.


      The silence is as comfortable as a thick splinter in the arch of your foot. And finally Sharna speaks. “I’m sorry to intrude like this. Obviously this was not a visit you were expecting.”


      I scoff in horror.“No.” I turn back around and reach out for the picture, but she pulls away and I quickly reel my arm back to my body. “You don’t owe me any apologies. But I ... I had no idea he was married. And that is the God’s honest truth,” I blurt out, confused. My fingers are in my hair. My stomach is in my throat. My heart is on the floor.


      Everything was a lie.


      Sharna says nothing, but her shoulders quake and tears begin to flood her eyes as well. I slowly sit down on the couch and she follows suit, sitting on the edge of the love seat, the very same love seat we made love on just last week.


      I blanche at the thought.


      “You’re married?”


      “Yeah.”


      Neither of us says anything for a long time, but the weight of the words hang heavily in the air. And so we sit. And cry. And look at each other in complete confusion and anger. Two women, wrecked.


      She should be interrogating me. This woman should be here slitting my throat. Gutting me slowly ... painfully. And the fact she isn’t makes this much worse.


      Maybe the revelation of Simon and me brings her a small sense of relief? Maybe this woman has been the victim of her marriage long before I was ever brought into the equation?


      “I have so many questions, I don’t even know where to begin,” I confess, feeling awkward that I’m the one with the need to ask questions.


      “Me, too.”


      There is obviously no easy way to do this. We’re going to inadvertently hurt each other more. But who the hell am I to feel any hurt in this situation?I am— apparently —the other woman. I should be cast aside to rot in hell.


      How did this happen? Or rather, how did I let this happen to me, especially after everything I went through with Jason?


      My eyes are incapable of focusing on any one thing, so instead, they focus on everything.


      His pregnant wife is sitting before me in shambles.


      The collection of dust bunnies in the corner of the room.


      The flashing light of unheard voicemails on my landline.


      The rhythmic thrumming of the ceiling fan slicing through the air.


      The ice machine growling from the kitchen freezer.


      And then I focus on the only thing in the room that can’t be seen—their child. I can’t pull my eyes away from her swollen belly. She is beautiful and glowing in spite of what Simon has done to her. To us.


      And I have to know …


      “I know it’s none of my business, but how far along are you?”


      Sharna shifts uncomfortably on the love seat and wrings her hands. “Nearly seven months. I’m due November eleventh,” she whispers.


      I’m doing the math in my head and by my calculations, Simon and I began this illicit affair shortly after they would have discovered they were expecting.


      “How long …?” Sharna asks, practically reading my current trying of thought. But she doesn’t finish her question. She doesn’t need to.


      I look up at Sharna and her chest rises slowly as she steels herself for an answer. I want to bring her comfort. I want to lie and tell her it was just one time. That none of it mattered to him or to me. I want to salvage something out of this head-on collision and I feel like it should be her sanity.


      But I can’t lie.


      I don’t know exactly what she already knows, if anything at all, and the least I can do is give her honesty because clearly she’s not getting that at home. And she deserves to know the truth. I know that’s all I want right now.


      I hang my head in shame and chip the mint green nail polish off of my thumb. “Since June,” I say softly.


      I am horrifically ashamed of what I’ve done.The wail that escapes her mouth shatters every fiber of my being and Ihate myself for all of the agony I’ve brought to this woman. Everything with Simon ends right now.


      “But it’s over. I’m through with him. I had no idea ... please, believe me.” I don’t care that I’m begging, but I don’t think she can hear me over the sobs ripping through her body.


      I want to reach out to comfort her, but I know better. She doesn’t want comfort from me. She doesn’t want to be touched by the woman who touched her husband intimately. So I quietly excuse myself and get both of us a glass of water and place a box of tissues on the coffee table between us, hoping that the tiny gesture at least brings a hint of comfort to her.


      “Thanks.” Sharna grabs a tissue and wipes her streaky cheeks. “I don’t mean to be a mess. This is just a lot to take in.”


      I say nothing but nod. It’s a lot for both of us, but I don’t want to diminish her emotions right now.


      Our silence is sobering.


      After a while, she picks up my copy of Lady Chatterley’s Lover, flips through the pages.


      “This book,” she says with a hint of sarcastic recognition. “I hear this book is as hot as it is miserable.” She snorts and tosses it back onto the table.


      She just repeated the very same words I told Simon when I suggested the book. I’m not sure why she’s talking about literature at a time like this, and I fail to see the humor in her actions, but who am I to question anything this woman does right now?


      “You don’t have to answer, but how did you two meet?”


      I tuck my legs underneath my body and hug the throw pillow protectively to my middle. “I was out celebrating a friend’s birthday. He approached me at the bar, gave me a ridiculous pickup line, and after talking for a while, I invited him back to my place. We connected because we’re both writers. I only intended it to be a one night thing.” I know that could never make her feel better about the situation, but I want her to know I didn’t bring him home that night with the intent of a long-standing relationship.


      “He told you he was a writer?” A flash of dark hair flips as she starts to laugh maniacally. There is something seriously off with her. Is this woman going crazy?


      “Yeah, a travel reporter. I’m a copywriter at an ad agency. I guess you could say we bonded over words.” I raise my eyebrows.


      Sharna shakes her head in humored disbelief. “Honey, Simon isn’t a reporter. He’s a partner at one of the most successful financial consulting companies in the city. When we got married, my uncle took him on as his protégé and gave him the company a little over a year ago. He’s worth a few million. Not that he needed it. His family comes from old money.”


      I choke on my water and my words and the air in my lungs and I can no longer breathe. “What?” Holy shit.


      Sharna nods and suddenly the room feels entirely way too small. This woman is in my space taking up way too much room and I want out. My head gets lighter and I need to put some distance between me and this new reality.


      “You really had no idea, did you?”


      The last thing I want is for her to start thinking I slept with her husband in the hopes of getting hush money. I wipe my sweaty palms against my shaky legs and force myself to stand up.


      “Excuse me just a moment.” I retreat back into the kitchen in search of solitude. Or vodka. Yes, vodka. Vodka always helps.


      I yank open the freezer door and grab the half empty bottle of Belvedere, rip open the top and take a long sip. When I pull the bottle away from my lips, Sharna is watching me from the doorway then approaches me carefully, like I’m holding a revolver rather than a fifth of vodka. She takes the bottle from my hand and instead of putting it away, she too takes a hearty swig.


      “What do you think you’re doing? You’re pregnant!” I snatch the bottle from her hands defensively.


      “My life is fucked. It doesn’t even matter,” she says in nonchalant hopelessness.


      Does she not even care?


      “Stop that!”


      This whole afternoon is fucked up. We should be having some knockdown, drag out fight. But instead, I’m watching a pregnant woman drink while commiserating together.


      Nothing makes sense now. Then again, maybe nothing ever did?


      “How did you, you know, figure it out?”


      She shifts her weight back and forth and gnaws her thumbnail while avoiding my gaze. Then I watch her chest rise and fall as she exhales, then she reaches into her pocket and pulls out a folded envelope. I instantly recognize the script of his name as my own penmanship.


      It’s the letter I wrote Simon.


      The letter where I professed my love for him and desire to be with him every waking, breathing moment. The letter that, had I known who he really was, I never would have written.


      I hate myself for having written it.


      Sharna places the envelope on the counter and slides it across toward me. “I’d apologize for reading it, but I can’t say that I’m sorry. I was making sure his pockets were empty before doing laundry a few days ago. It was still folded when I found it. I don’t think he read it.”


      I pick up the folded piece of paper, remembering how liberating it was to put those words on paper just last week. How quickly life turns without warning. “Then a few nights ago after he fell asleep I, um, I matched up your first name with the mysterious letter ‘E’ contact on his phone. When I did a reverse search on the phone number, this address pulled up.”


      Well, fuck me.


      “Oh ...” I hold the letter tightly in my hands, unsure of what else to say. I gave him my heart. I poured my heart out onto the page and assumed that with our history, he would return the sentiment. But instead, his wife is the one returning it to me.


      “I’ve had suspicions for a while. I don’t think he’s ever been truly happy. Not that that justifies adultery.” She practically spits the word. Then she tightens the elastic in her hair and leans against the kitchen counter. “But a while ago my brother hired a private investigator to trail him for a few days. He pulled all the information I needed, but I was never brave enough to look at it and accept my reality, the doomed fate of our marriage. I shredded everything my brother gave me without ever looking at it. Stupid me.”


      Sharna looks at her hands and shakes her head. I think I hear her curse herself under her breath, saying something how could she be so foolish.


      We’ve both been played the fool here.


      “I swear I had no idea.”


      She nods. “I believe you.”


      “You do?”


      She nods silently then exhales slowly. It reminds me of the kind of steeling breath you take because you’re about to confess your deepest sins aloud for the first time.


      “It’s not the first time he’s pulled a stunt like this. He’s cheated on me before.” And just like that, my broken heart shatters into a million tiny fragments. “Back when we were dating, he had a brief stint with his secretary Carrie.” Sharna gives me a pointed look when he says the name.


      I gasp softly, trying to make sense of everything. And my stupid mouth speaks before I even have a chance to think. “He told me that was his wife’s name. That he was a widower.”


      Sharna doesn’t look surprised. “It feels like I’ve been dead to him for years.”


      I’m not sure exactly what to say to that comment, so I take another sip of Belvedere.


      “He never admitted it to me, but he loved Carrie. I know he did. I should have ended the engagement, but I was a fool and tightened my reins on him instead. It’s part of the reason why he abandoned his startup company and started working for my uncle.


      “I liked the fact that he would be under my uncle’s watchful eye. If he ever stepped out of line, I’d be the first to know. Or at least I thought I’d be.”


      I can’t help but feel sorry for this woman. She’s succumbed to a life of second-guessing herself, paranoia and the underlying feeling that she’s never enough. That’s no way to approach a marriage.


      I look down at the near empty bottle in my hand and seal it back up before returning it to my freezer. Sharna is clearly fucked up in the head on some level, and for me to adequately deal with all of this new information, I can’t be fucked up as well.


      “Do you guys live in the city? I’ve been to his condo before. I don’t understand.”


      “He doesn’t live in a condo. We have a townhouse in Lincoln Park.”


      “Then who has the condo that overlooks Millennium Park? The one across from The Bean on Michigan Avenue?”


      Sharna cringes and laughs in disbelief. “That place? The one with the doorman and the large balcony? That’s his brother Nathan’s home. They lived there together before we got married. But Nathan is practically never around. He’s a pilot.”


      At least there is one truth in everything he’s ever told me. He actually does have a brother named Nathan.


      Sharna has been here for nearly an hour and it feels like she’s said too much without doing an excessive amount of talking. I know too much. And it’s all too much to process.


      “Look. I don’t blame you,” Sharna informs me nonchalantly as she stares me down with icy, hard eyes. “It’s obvious you had no idea who or what you were getting involved with when you … when you decided to fuck my husband.” Her bluntness makes me uneasy and I’m half-tempted to rip the freezer back open and toss back whatever’s left of the vodka.


      It’s the first moment I actually can’t sympathize with her. In fact, I kind of hate her right now. Simon and I didn’t just fuck. We had a relationship. We were in love. And how can she claim she doesn’t blame me when she is clearly laying accusations?


      I stand a little taller and plant my feet firmly into the ground. I’m not about to let this woman come into my home and make me feel inferior.


      “I didn’t ‘fuck’ your husband, as you so eloquently said,” I bite at her with air quotes. “And as shitty as this whole situation is, let me remind you that he didn’t just do this to you. He did this to both of us. Simon and I were together. And not just in the physical sense.”


      “I know. I read the note, remember?” she says softly. And the bitter woman who was here moments ago slips away as quickly as she came.


      I hate that she read the letter and knows more about my emotions than Simon does. I nervously pull the necklace out from underneath my shirt, thumbing it through my fingers, desperately trying to connect the dots. Connect back to him. Connect to anything but the pain that this woman and I now share.


      “Your necklace,” she gasps. “I found the box in his drawer last month. I … I thought he was going to give it to me for my anniversary or birthday but he never did.” She exhales sharply as her eyes hone in on the radiant stone around my neck.


      Oh, God, I’m gonna be sick.


      My hands fly to the back of my neck, searching for the clasp. I’m desperate to take it off. Desperate to disconnect everything. Disconnect from myself … this moment. I’m so completely numb and yet I feel absolutely everything.


      “No … don’t.”


      But I ignore her and pull the chain tightly off my neck and tighten my fist around it, feeling Simon’s vicious betrayal sink straight into my heart.


      “It’s over. Anything that he and I shared is done. I’m never speaking to him again. I don’t want to see him or even hear from him.” I stand and start to pace the room. Just when I think my life can’t get any more fucked, this petite, adorably pregnant woman proves it all wrong.


      “About that, Elyse, he can’t know that we know.” Sharna is calm and calculated. She reminds me of Olivia whenever she’s coming up with a manipulative scheme.


      “What do you mean he can’t know that we know?” My eyebrows knit together. She can’t possibly think I’m going to continue on like none of this ever happened.


      She takes a small sip of water and steadies herself. “Listen, Elyse. I know you probably don’t want anything to do with this but I need your help. I think that Simon is too stubborn to admit defeat and he would never say his marriage actually failed.”


      I keep my eyes trained on her.


      “In order for me make sure that my baby gets the life he deserves, I need you to help me prove it …”


      Oh my God. I know I should just get out and leave this all behind me. Sever ties and never see Simon or this woman again. But sick curiosity takes over once again and I know I’m going to regret the words that pass my lips next …


      “What did you have in mind?”
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      I wipe the back of my hand across my mouth and press my head against the cool, smooth porcelain. Ever since Sharna left, the tentacles of Simon’s lies have been choking me and I’ve toggled between fits of sobbing and vomiting in disgust, unsure of exactly what to do with myself. The demons and angels inside of my head fight for supremacy of my moral compass. And right now the battle is a stalemate. I want to make him pay for what he has done just as much as I want to cut all ties with him. Actually, the one thing I want to do is disappear completely and pretend that this isn’t my reality.


      But I’ve become blind.


      Blind to the fact I’ve been used, confused and emotionally abused.


      One minute you’re flying high and then, inconceivably, impossibly, it all unravels with the ring of your doorbell. Only to discover that the person you thought was your savior had been carrying the knife all along. The knife that delivers your final blow when you least expect it.


      How could I have been so stupid? Did I miss the obvious signs? His actions are proof that his words have been empty from day one. I mean, this double life shit only happens in the movies.


      Anxiety courses my veins at the sound of my phone vibrating against the black and white tiles of the bathroom floor. I flip it over and see Simon’s photo. I took the picture late one morning after a long night of making love. His perfect body is shirtless and the smile he wears lights up my world ... er, lit.


      I send the call to voicemail and push the phone away from me.


      He disgusts me.


      Hell, I disgust me for what I’ve done.


      All I want is to reverse time but I’m not sure if I want to go back to life before Simon or back to a few hours ago before my entire world exploded.


      Jesus, I was so naive.


      I close my eyes to fight the rising tears and the urge to heave the nonexistent contents of my stomach back into the toilet.


      When my phone rings again, I don’t even have to look to know who it is.


      I take one more cleansing breath before I open my eyes. And I mean really open my eyes and actually start to see my life for what it really is. For what he made me become.


      And even more, I am certain I want that fucker to pay.
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      Today I died by a bullet called deceit. I put myself out there, took another shot at love, and ultimately bled out. Had I known he had a gun-shaped heart, I never would have set my sights on him.


      But deep down I knew it would come to this. The inevitable heartache that comes with caring for someone so deeply. The pain of deceit. The scars of being let down in a way you can never recover from. Simon is no different from Jason. He’s no different from any of the men who have come to bed with me and tiptoed through the front door before the sun rises.


      And what’s worse is that I let this happen to myself.


      My head sinks into the same feather down pillow that Simon slept on time and time again. It still faintly smells of him and I don’t know if I should shred it into oblivion or cling onto it like a talisman. And I certainly don’t know if I should try and talk to him or follow through with Sharna’s plan like I agreed to do.


      I hate that I’m incapable of hating him. I hate myself for loving him. But love or hate, it doesn’t matter. They are both staples of passion. And passion I am now without.


      I would sleep it all away if I could. But no, sleep is a cruel bitch that likes to play hard to get. It’s most elusive when you want to be wrapped in its warm embrace. And when you feel you desperately need it, you’re not allowed to have it.


      When I close my eyes, my brain pulsates in my eyeballs. I roll over and push Olivia’s number on speed dial. I’m half expecting it to go straight to voicemail, but she answers after the first ring.


      “What’s up, bitch tits?”


      I take a shaky breath and fight to keep my composure but I know it’s a battle I won’t win. And before I know it, the tears flow faster than my ability to pull together a coherent sentence. I fight to speak but the words just won’t come out.


      “Oh honey, what’s wrong?”


      “It’s … it’s Simon.” I say, gasping for air.


      “What about him? Is he okay? What happened?”


      I can’t form words. Hell, I can’t form a coherent thought without it stinging me to the core. “Can you come over?” I sniffle into the phone.


      “Are you at home?”


      “Yeah.” In the background, I hear Olivia scrambling for her keys.


      “Stay put. I’m on my way.”


      


      “He’s married? What do you mean he’s married? You told me his wife died!” I shut my eyes tight as Olivia’s voice reaches decibels solely reserved for stray mutts.


      “Yeah, I did, but apparently that was a lie, too.” The moment Olivia walked through my door and crawled into my bed next to me, I gave her the sixty second dump of every lie Simon ever told me. I can tell she’s struggling to process it all, too.


      “What the shit? Did he come clean and tell you?” She passes me the bottle of chardonnay she brought with her. She hasn’t even been here for ten minutes and we’ve already downed half the bottle.


      I laugh softly under my breath in disbelief. I cannot believe that this is my life. “No … ” I hate that it comes out as more of a question and less of a statement and take a long sip of wine straight out of the bottle.“He didn’t tell me. Simon accidentally called me Sharna.”


      “He what?” The increasing decibels levels of my best friend is going to burst my eardrum. “Why are you only telling me this now? And what the hell did you say?”


      “What do you think I said? I asked him who the fuck Sharna was!” I pause for a moment to catch my breath and take another sip of wine. “And do you know what he told me? He actually convinced me that Sharna was his sister! His estranged fucking sister!”


      “Oh … my … God …”


      “Oh, just wait, it gets better. This actually gets even better …” I cry out incredulously. “His wife, Sharna? She came here yesterday afternoon. She came to my apartment and sat on my couch and confronted me about everything. She read the letter, Olivia! She knows everything.”


      “You’ve got to be fucking kidding me, El.” Olivia grabs the bottle of wine from my hand and chugs.


      Of all the things to joke about, my love life certainly isn’t one of them. I take a deep breath and feel the heat of the wine in my cheeks. It surprisingly has a calming effect on me. “I wish I were. The funny thing is that she wasn’t angry with me. She practically expected this of him.” There’s really nothing funny about that at all.


      “You know what we’re going to do? We’re going to hunt his pathetic ass down and go all Lorena Bobbitt on his dick. Slice that shit right off and throw it out of the car while we go speeding down the highway victoriously. This jackhole deserves what’s coming to him. Nobody fucks with my best girl.” Olivia has catapulted into protective best friend mode. I kind of like it. But I don’t dare tell her about the lengthy conversation with Sharna. She will never let me live it down. And she would certainly never approve of what I’m considering doing at her request.


      “What the hell kind of name is Sharna anyway?”


      “Well, it’s the name of his wife. His wife, Olivia.” The more I say it, the more real it becomes. I stop pacing and fall back onto my bed, not recalling the point in time I actually stood up and started moving. I blankly stare at the imperfections in the ceiling.


      “I’m sorry, sweetie. I know how much you liked this one.”


      Loved. How much I loved this one. “My life is such a bitch.”


      “Exactly. Because if life were easy, we’d call it a slut.” She nudges me gently, trying to coax a smile out of me in this horrible situation, but it’s a fruitless effort.


      Maybe forever and always and happily ever afters don’t exist and we never really own the intangible things in life. I can’t own this man because he was never mine to begin with. The same way that my own love isn’t really mine because it’s something I’ve chosen to give away. Hell, even the air we breathe has to be given back as we exhale. Nothing is ever truly our own. Except the material bullshit. And the last thing I want out of life is more material shit that means absolutely nothing.


      I sigh the kind of sigh that seemingly lasts forever until my lungs are completely void of air and Olivia gives me an apologetic smile.


      “So what did she say? ‘Hi, I’m Sharna. I believe you’re fucking my husband?’”


      Olivia has a way with words, that’s for sure.


      I snort. “Something like that. Turns out she’s had her suspicions. She even had a private investigator follow him at one point. But she didn’t have any tangible proof until she found the letter I put in Simon’s pocket.”


      “Okay. And …?”


      I may as well come right out and say it. No sense in hiding it from the one person in this world who knows me the best. Maybe she can knock some sense into me?


      I bite the inside of my cheek and then speak my next words quickly. “And she wants me to give her undeniable proof that he’s been cheating.”


      “What do you mean? Like confront him together? Testify against him in divorce court?” I roll my eyes at her clear mis-education on just how our legal system actually works, though I wish it were that simple.


      “It’s worse, actually.” I gnaw mindlessly at my thumbnail trying to keep my anxiety at bay. Olivia moves a loose strand of hair from her face and pulls a pillow into her lap with a smug, expectant look on her face.


      “A few weeks ago, Sharna had him trailed by a private investigator. It was the night we were supposed to all go out dancing.”


      “No shit?”


      “No shit.” I mirror her words. “It turns out his paranoia was right. His wife was suspecting the worst, so she had him followed.”


      Olivia’s face is full of disgust. And that’s one of the countless emotions I’m feeling right now. She takes another pull off the bottle of chardonnay and pushes it back into my hand. I drink.


      “Yeah, I know. But apparently they were unable to get any photos of us together. We haven’t been going out lately.” My cheeks blush at the thought of all the compromising positions we’ve been in all throughout my apartment. “And most of the time we’ve spent together was here whenever he was in town. Er, whenever he made the time for me, rather.” I’m not sure how to phrase my home-wrecking tendencies.


      “Oooookay? But that’s a good thing, right?”


      “Not quite. She doesn’t want me to confront him or anything. In fact, he can’t know that I know he’s married. She wants concrete proof.”


      Olivia cocks her eyebrow inquisitively. “I’m not sure I follow.”


      “Undeniable evidence. Photographs. Video. Something of us … together. Clearly seen … me … and him together.” I pause and realize she’s still a little confused, and so I take a sip to finish off the bottle and then clarify for her. “Like together together.”


      “No.” Olivia gasps and covers her mouth with her hands, quickly connecting the dots of Sharna’s request. “She doesn’t want you to take pictures while having sex with him, does she?”


      “Not exactly. I offered her my cell phone full of texts and photos, but Sharna really has it out for him and wants me to help fuck him over ten ways to Sunday.” She hangs on my every word and the uneasy feeling in the pit of my stomach causes me to squirm. I feel violated by the mere thought of Sharna’s request. Though knowing what I know now, I can’t say I’m entirely shocked by it. “She wants video of us together to ensure things are iron clad. She was vague about the details but apparently they have a prenup and for her to walk away with everything, she needs to have undeniable proof of infidelity. Translation: Simon has to be caught in the act.”


      “A prenup? What for?”


      “Oh, he’s not a travel reporter. That was merely a clever cover for him not being able to see me so often.” Olivia’s face falls and for the first time ever, I have rendered my best friend speechless. “Say something,” I whisper.


      “Do you know how crazy this all sounds right now, Elyse?”


      “I know. And the fact I’m even entertaining doing this is insane. But I loved that man more than you can even comprehend. And worse, Simon made me believe that he loved me, too. I will never forgive him for that. I fucking hate him for what he’s done. But on some level I feel like I owe it to this woman to make things right since I’m the reason things went so horribly wrong.”


      “Whoa, whoa, whoa! Calm your tits, woman. Let’s get one thing straight. YOU are not the reason their marriage went to shit. Those two did that all by themselves without your assistance. You’re a victim here and don’t you dare believe otherwise.”


      I grab my pillow and hug it to my chest, desperate to feel physically close to something. Anything.


      “I just … I really thought we had something, Olivia. I honestly could see a future with him. After all the bullshit I went through with getting over Jason, I really thought this was it. That I endured through everything because I was supposed to fall in love and be with Simon. He made everything all right.” I wipe the falling tears away from my cheek with the back of my hand and Olivia grabs a box of tissues from my nightstand. “And the worst part about it all? In spite of everything that happened, I still miss him. I still have feelings for him. You can’t just stop being in love with something. And that is shredding me from the inside out.”


      My heart has betrayed my head. Everything I’ve ever known about relationships has been a lie. I can’t in good conscience put faith in my heart.


      And it doesn’t get more tragic than not being able to trust your own heart.


      Olivia’s arms are around me shoulders, holding me tightly. “Oh, sweetie. Men are cheating assholes.”


      “Not all of them,” I quip feebly. I want to believe that not all guys are, but instead it comes out like I’m defending Simon and his unforgivable actions. Olivia gives me a wicked side eye. “Save the lecture, Liv.” The tears begin to cloud my vision again.


      She exhales and pulls her knees to her chest. “Sweetie, I just don’t want to see you hurting. You’re an incredibly strong woman, Elyse. It’s okay to feel weak sometimes. Just because you feel weak doesn’t mean you’re not tough as nails. You’ve got this.”


      Olivia is wrong though. I’m not strong. I’m not equipped to handle this. And I’m not tough as nails.


      “I’m so broken.” It’s easier to admit than I thought.


      “Oh, sweetie … no …” Olivia wraps her arms around me and holds all of my pieces together. “Don’t you know that the only way sunshine and happiness can get in is if you have enough cracks to let the light shine through? And you’ve got some pretty kick ass friends to drag you through this. Besides, you know what this means, right?”


      I raise my brow at her. “Huh?”


      “Alex,” she says softly like I should have known he was the obvious answer. “You finally have the opportunity to be with him. Don’t even pretend like you’re not at all interested.”


      Of course, this is where she steers the conversation.


      “Stop. I’m not even going there right now, Olivia. My heart still belongs to Simon. When he’s not around, I feel like I’m suffocating. It’s like he gives me the air so I can breathe.”


      “Ugh! Do you have any idea how resoundingly pathetic you sound right now, Elyse? This man has changed you and not for the better. You feel everything so deeply it’s practically a curse. You’re blinded by his charm. You’re ensnared in his lies … hell, you are the lie, Elyse. He has a wife. He has a baby. You can’t do this anymore. What do you not understand?”


      I look around the room. The floor is cluttered with unanswered questions, the windows draped with lies. Even in his absence, his presence is in everything and being here is torture. I groan and then throw my head back onto my pillow again. We stay on my bed in silence for a while, mostly because I have no idea what to say and I’m afraid if I tell her what I’m really feeling she’s going to lay into me even more.


      “Look, Elyse. I’m not an idiot. I know you still love him and that hurts. It’s okay to be confused and angry and every emotion in between because I know this isn’t the happy ending you wanted. But what you’re failing to realize is that this is the ending you get to control. You’ve been given the opportunity to serve justice to this prick. Give him exactly what he deserves. You wouldn’t just be doing this for yourself or for Sharna. You’d be doing it for scorned women everywhere. For anyone who has ever been hurt by the hands of a cheater. Don’t you remember how you felt when you learned your fiancé was cheating on you? Surely you can’t forget the rage and the hurt. It took you years to get over … years! And every day you had some ounce of regret for sitting back and not doing anything about it, not getting your vengeance. Don’t you see that this is your moment? Make it right.”


      On some level, I know Olivia is right. But I’m not sure I can, to be honest. “That’s some pep talk, you’ve got there.” I struggle to keep my eye roll to a minimum.


      “Just think about it, Elyse. Two wrongs don’t make a right. But two wrongs can make you feel really fucking good about the situation. You’d get retribution. And you can live your life without having that kind of regret hanging over your head.”


      Retribution.


      For all the wrongdoings against me.


      Against Sharna.


      Against women in general.


      Am I that kind of woman? The kind that pours the gasoline, lights the match and walks away with her head held high?


      I suppose it’s true. Everyone needs an advocate, even the devil. And right now, Olivia is mine.


      “God … can you even imagine the moment when you could witness karma in all of her beautiful, glorious splendor?”


      My eyes flash to the clock and it’s drawing near two in the morning.


      “It’s getting late, Olivia, and I’ve had the day from hell. I really need to get to bed.” I crawl to the head of my bed and get under the sheets. Since I know there is no way in hell I’m going to fall asleep easily, I grab a sleeping pill from the drawer in my nightstand and swallow it down, not even bothering with water.


      Olivia turns off the lamp and then tucks herself in on the other size of my bed, rolling onto her side to look at me. “Elyse, I can’t even begin to imagine how you’re feeling right now. Everything as you knew it was a lie.”


      Olivia’s words echo through my mind and I know she’s wrong. Not everything was a lie. While Simon constantly fed me bullshit, my emotions most certainly were not a lie. And I think that’s what hurts the most. I gave him all of me and he was merely a facade.


      It’s dark, and I’m thankful she can’t see my face. “No, Olivia, that’s where you’re wrong. I was a very real thing. Quite possible the only real thing in his very fake world. And that is why this hurts so damn much.”


      I can’t speak for his relationship with Sharna because I’ll never know what truly happened in their marriage. But I do know what I felt when I was with him. And that was real. I know deep down on some level he loves me. He has to love me. You don’t act like that for entertainment, do you?


      “So what are you going to do?”


      I exhale all the air from my lungs and push the devil and angel off of my shoulders. “I’m going to help Sharna and then it’s over.” Tears pool in my eyes because I honestly have no clue what I’m going to do. My head wants to plot his murder but my heart wants to talk things out. Understand where he was coming from. See if ever in a million years there were a chance that this was all a huge misunderstanding and that we actually can be together.


      Because we are so damn good together.


      Apparently too good together because he was too good to be true.


      Okay, so maybe a small piece of my heart wants revenge, too.


      I wrap myself up tight in the blanket of night.


      Close my eyes.


      And finally surrender to the pull of sleep.
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      The girl in the mirror doesn’t smile. She doesn’t move much except for the delicate rise of her chest as she takes a shallow breath and the occasional blinking. She’s pale, save for the dark circles under her puffy, blood-shot eyes. She looks sad and sickly … nothing at all like me.


      I slip my bathrobe off my shoulders and step into my most comfortable soft, cotton skirt and toss on a plunging plum-colored v-neck T-shirt. I need to make somewhat of an effort if I plan on pulling this off. Then, once I’ve put on some makeup, I venture into the kitchen to take some aspirin. The headache I woke up with this afternoon has only gotten progressively worse.


      I guess that’s what I get for mixing a sleeping pill with white wine. Olivia was insistent on helping me drown my sorrows, and the last time I remember looking at the clock it was two thirty-three. I was fortunate enough to have had thirteen hours of blissful, painless sleep.


      But then I woke up.


      Olivia was gone and all I had was that painful, flashing moment where you remember everything you were desperate to forget and realize that it wasn’t just some terrible nightmare. But rather, that terrible nightmare has become your life.


      I’m not certain if I’m physically capable of doing what Sharna has asked of me. How can I pretend that nothing has changed when my entire universe has shifted?


      I follow the sound of the television into my modest living room. Simon had let himself into my apartment with the spare key I made him. He is cozied up on the couch watching SportsCenter, feet propped up on my coffee table. His dark hair is messy and the navy argyle button-up sweater is arguably too warm to be wearing in September, but apparently it’s his favorite.


      God, he is gorgeous.


      Silently I curse myself for the traitorous thoughts.


      Simon reaches out his hand and grabs mine. “Hey, is everything okay, babe? You look like hell.”


      Ugh. Don’t call me babe. Don’t ever call me anything again.


      I half-heartedly allow him to pull me down into his lap and I loosely drape my arms around his shoulders. At the first trace of tears welling up in my eyes, I bury my face into the crook of his neck and inhale the woodsy smell of his cologne, committing it to memory.


      When I’m certain my eyes won’t betray me, I pull back and respond. “Yeah, It’s been a really rough week at work. Plus, I haven’t been feeling well the past few days.” At least half of that statement is true.


      I scoot off of his lap and sit next to him, staring blankly at the television. I’m not sure I have it in me to pretend.


      “How about I take you out tonight? We can have dinner, a few drinks, maybe catch a movie. And then we can come back here and I can take your mind off of things.” The corners of his lips curl up in a wolfish grin and he pushes a loose strand of wet hair out of my eyes.


      I swallow my hatred down and affix my eyes to the floor. “I’m really not feeling up for going out, Simon. I’d rather we just stay in if that’s okay.” I’m a little surprised he even mentioned going out since nearly all of our time together has been spent at my apartment with a few occasional visits to his place — or rather his brother’s place.


      And as of yesterday, I know why.


      “Sure, sure.” He draws me close once again and feathers a kiss on my forehead. “Whatever my girl wants. How about I put a delivery order in at that Thai place you love so much? We can watch a movie and just relax.”


      “Thanks,” I whisper, readjusting myself on the couch as grabs his phone to look at their online menu.


      


      The cartons of takeout rest on the coffee table and I’m not even paying attention to the movie we’re watching. It’s some action film on cable that Simon was excited about. I’ve got bigger things on my mind than some ass wipe driving a fast car off of a cliff. Though, right about now, I wouldn’t mind being that asshole.


      Wait. Maybe I am? Because what I’m about to do is akin to suicide on some level.


      The conversation has been fairly nonexistent all night long and I’ve spent the last two hours working on a few things for one of my clients. And by working I mean thoughtlessly browsing Facebook while mustering up the courage to actually record myself fucking another woman’s husband.


      I can do this.


      I take a deep breath and brace myself, then stealthily hit the record button, minimizing all of the programs to the toolbar. Even though the screen goes black, the tiny little green light tells me that we’re in business. So I swallow my pride, my guilt and my dignity as I push the open laptop onto the other end of my coffee table and wait for him to make his move.


      And in true Simon fashion, I don’t have to wait for long. After all, I am his favorite kind of sin.


      The twitch of his thumb sets it all in motion. The first domino that knocks down the next and causes the rippling effect, destroying everything in its path.


      His thumb flutters ever so slightly on my knee. I’m not even sure if he realizes he’s doing it. But I don’t dare react to it. I just watch it stroke my milky white skin softly … back and forth and back again.


      Just when I’ve tuned the sensation out, I feel him slowly graze his hand up my thigh. The delicate touch of the back side of his fingers electrocute my body and I’m hyperaware of everything he is doing. He’s still focused on the movie, but clearly his attention has diverted toward what he wants. Me.


      When his pinky skims the outside of my panties, my breath hitches. He is hitting all the right spots and at just the right teasing pressure.


      He’s not yours, Elyse. You shouldn’t be enjoying this. Pull your shit together.


      I lick my lips and take a deep breath, steeling myself for what is about to happen. Simon delicately runs his fingers between my legs, dipping his fingers inside my body so he can spread the wetness up and around my clit.


      I release a shaky breath, hating how my body had defied my mind. This shouldn’t be pleasurable. This is wrong. He’s married. He’s going to be a father.


      But part of me doesn’t even care. I still feel for Simon in spite of my hatred and his bullshit. The very man who taught me how to love again is the same man who taught me how to hate on a level I never imagined possible. Even still, my body opens up to his touch so easily and fuck if his teasing doesn’t feel incredible.


      I allow a soft groan to escape my lips and spread my legs open a little wider for him, an invitation for one final dance with the devil. I close my eyes and remember the purpose, remember why I am here, in this moment, and it’s like my insides fall out of my body. My heart loses the war. Every fiber of my being wants retaliation.


      Simon leans in to kiss me and I respond half-heartedly. It’s so painful. I’m desperate to rewind time and unlearn the things I know now. But I know I need to sell this so he doesn’t suspect anything. He can’t know that I know. And so I force myself to deepen the kiss and a pleasurable groan erupts from my chest. And as guilty and pleasurable as I’m feeling in this moment, with our tongues intertwined, I know my lips will never forget the taste of his lies.


      When my fingers trail the buckle of his belt, he brushes my hands away and makes quick work of the leather. And before I know it, his boxer briefs are chasing his jeans down his hips, revealing his impressive length standing upright at full attention.


      His fingers skim my skin and he grabs my chin, forcing eye contact with him. “I want you to take it all, like the real fucking lady I know you are.”


      I swallow hard and for half a second, sit there stunned. Then I force myself to purr at his words.


      You can do this. You can do this. You can do it.


      The little pride I have left is shoved in the corner and adrenaline is wired through my body. I kneel down in front of him and take his hard length in the palm of my hand before bringing my lips down to the tip, and slowly sucking it.


      I make quick work of his dick, working my hand and my mouth in tandem. Smudging my lipstick, no doubt. And all while resisting the urge to literally sink my teeth into his cock. I want to chew this man up and spit him out like the piece of shit that he is.


      When I foolishly graze my top incisors over Simon’s shaft he sucks a quick breath between his teeth, recoiling in pain.


      “Careful!” he seethes.


      Damn. That felt good.


      Simon pushes himself up on the couch and lifts me up from my knees. It’s clear he knows exactly what he wants. Quickly, he tugs my panties down underneath my skirt and looks me with a malevolent spark in his eyes before pulling my shirt up and over my head and freeing my breasts from the confines of my bra.


      “Leave this on,” he commands, gesturing to my skirt.


      We swap positions and Simon leans down over me, forcing me onto my back. His lips are on my neck and my breasts and my stomach. He’s everywhere and a million miles away all at once.


      “God, I want you.”


      I say nothing, but nod.


      He strokes himself and when I close my eyes, I hear the crinkle of a condom wrapper. It’s the point of no return. I am on the verge of destroying the last little piece of me that is still pure of heart.


      I know I’m not an innocent woman, but this is a whole new level for me.


      “Hey,” he says softly, pulling me from my thoughts. And I look back up at him. “I love you.”


      There’s an honesty in his tone that absolutely crushes my already ruined heart. It’s the first time he’s told me he loves me. But true love isn’t capable of a destruction like this. What he feels for me isn’t love. It’s convenience. A fucking game.


      I respond to his lie with my truth. “And I love you, Simon.”


      Because I do. And I’d only be fooling myself if I said otherwise.


      And in one aggressive motion, he thrusts himself into my body, filling me whole. My heart and my mind reject the notion, but my body betrays me as a moan slips past my lips and I clench onto his length. I shouldn’t be enjoying this. I shouldn’t like the familiar scent of sex lingering in the air. And I certainly should not enjoy how his body feels when we’re separated by only a condom and a thin sheen of sweat.


      Simon wastes no time. He starts thrusting in and out of my body at a rapid pace. I yelp as his body collides with mine over and over and over again. But when his strong lips come crashing onto mine, I bite his bottom lip and wrap my arms around his neck to pull him in close. The heat of his breath as he buries his face in my neck nearly sends me over the edge.


      I’m thankful that I can’t look at him because right now I can’t stand looking at him, which is odd considering he’s inside of me right now. The feel of his skin against mine makes my insides recoil and maims my heart.


      Visions of Sharna and her beautiful, swollen belly flood my mind. No matter how hard I try, I can’t shake the thoughts of her unborn son growing inside of her. Pieces of her … pieces of him. And not only do I think about all of the damage this man has done, but I think about all the damage I’ve caused without knowing.


      My nails dig deeper into his skin. I’m sure he thinks it’s a passionate reaction in the throes of this intense moment. But really it’s to keep his body pressed against mine so I don’t have to look into his eyes and witness the betrayal on so many deep levels.


      “My God, Elyse … You are so fucking incredible,” he cries out in a moment of worship.


      I shut my eyes tight and bite my bottom lip, trying to ignore his comment as I fight back the tears. He pounds into me over and over and over again. I force a moan and brazenly grind my hips against his.


      Every move I make is calculated. I push away the thoughts of pleasure and take back control of my own body. I refuse to let it betray me.


      Each time my body clashes with his, I envision him fucking his wife, taking her ounce for ounce. Fulfilling her in the way that only a husband can fulfill his wife. Not just with force, but with love.


      A love that they no longer have.


      A love that we will never have.


      But a tiny sliver of me wishes that in some alternate universe, one where there are no lies, we could have had that. That a love that fierce would be inevitable between us.


      I turn my head toward the laptop and look directly into the little green light, signifying we’re still recording and I stare into it. I can tell he’s getting close when he buries his head into the curve of my neck and his legs tense up.


      “Fuck … Elyse!”


      “Simon!” I cry out, clenching all of my muscles and thrust my body upwards, doing the best I can to fake it. I give him something to remember me by as I fuck him like it’s our last goodbye. Because it is. When he walks out that door, I’ll never see him again.


      Simon’s body collapses on top of mine. I close my eyes and inaudibly whisper, “I’m sorry.”


      To him? To myself? To Sharna? I’m not sure.


      We never kiss.


      We never make eye contact.


      I let him fuck me. Just as he unknowingly lets me fuck him over.


      Good riddance, asshole.


      


      After Simon cleans himself up and leaves, I draw myself a scalding hot bath, watching the steam escape from the surface, much like I want to escape from myself right now.


      I shed my clothes.


      Step in.


      And submerge my entire body. Desperate to drown in something, anything other than my own harrowing thoughts.


      I scrub my skin raw, erasing the memory of that man. Removing the traces of his wife on my skin. Removing myself from me.


      And there I stay, until the water is cold, doing my best to forget the salt he poured into my open wounds and remember just how much I hate myself.
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        Me: Sharna - It’s done.
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      Night used to be my favorite time of day. The stars would come out to play and I’d feel the nearness of Simon and hear the slow rhythm of his breathing as he’d slip into sleep.


      But now I dread nightfall.


      The cold and empty feeling it brings.


      I hate how my pillow still whispers his name but there is no man sleeping next to me.


      That man was merely a figment of what he wished he could be. What I wished he was. Instead of Simon, there is only darkness. And despair. And the evil whispers of my mind.


      Now that I’ve done what Sharna has asked, can I actually send her the file? Can I take the man I love, or at least thought I loved, and deliver his final blow? Am I that kind of woman? I didn’t think I was a vengeful person, but I managed to surprise myself the last time he was here.


      The power to kill him lies in my hands.


      And it would destroy him.


      Just as he’s destroyed me.


      And his wife.


      And his unborn child.


      But it is within that power that I can empower another. Ensure she is financially set for whatever life throws her way when she finally leaves him.


      It’s exhausting.


      I can’t not believe that what we had was real even though it was based on a bed of lies. At least the emotional end of it felt real.


      I blanche, remembering there’s a painful difference between fantasy and reality, a notion that stings my heart. And my reality is that I am … I was the other woman.


      And what is even more painful is the fact you have zero control over who you fall in love with. Right or wrong. Good or evil. Rhyme or reason. It doesn’t matter. Love is the most illogical and inexplicable thing mankind suffers through. That’s right, suffers through. You suffer your desires, your inhibitions, and the person you become when you’re with them … and without them. Love is an illness that deteriorates your heart, and right now I am suffering through my unequivocal love for the one man I shouldn’t. The man who was never truly mine.


      I collapse onto my pillow, forgetting about the video file taunting me on my laptop. I have yet to send it knowing that once I do, I can’t take it back. He’ll know that I deliberately fucked him over.


      Instead, I shove those thoughts from my mind, close my eyes and make love to the memories of the man I once knew one final time. I reminisce about things we never did, things a normal couple would do … potluck dinners with friends … decorating our apartment together … vacationing together … staying up all night chatting about nothing and everything.


      All of that … gone.


      Morning comes all too soon. And it comes with a rude awakening … the sound of my front door breaking down. In the matter of one restless night, my hate has become a living, breathing thing, consuming all rational thought.


      “Elyse!” Simon’s voice is laced with pain … or maybe it’s anger. It’s hard to tell after a sleepless night of self-loathing and hurt. “Elyse! Let me in. We need to talk!”


      Fuck. How the hell did he get up here?


      I don’t know what he knows. And I don’t know how much he realizes I know. But I know that he knows something. Whatever it is he thinks he needs to talk to me about isn’t going to be pretty.


      My heart is on the verge of breaking my ribcage from the inside out and swallow down the rising bile. I take a cleansing breath and exhale slowly, counting to ten.


      I grab my phone off the nightstand and fire off a text to Olivia, letting her know that Simon is here. I will undoubtedly need her presence after all is said and done. My toes dig into my soft shag throw rug as I walk to the door, prepared for the execution of my love life.


      I clench the metal of the deadbolt and hesitate, unsure if I’m really ready to confront my lover. I turn the lock and walk back into my living room, not even bothering to open the door. My days of inviting him in are over.


      The door creaks as he lets himself inside and I sit down, resting my head in my hands. I hear a duffle bag thud to the floor. He says something in hushed tones, but his words don’t register. It’s a far contrast from the outburst that happened on the other side of the door mere moments ago.


      He’s paces the room frantically, crossing its length in only a few footsteps before turning back to where he just came from.


      “Elyse, did you hear me? I’m in trouble and need a place to stay. I know it feels fast, but do you think I could stay here for a while with you?”


      My eyes snap to his and he looks about the same as I feel. Clearly he’s dealing with some obvious problems with his wife, but has no fucking clue that I’m involved with this mess. When our eyes lock, everything changes and Simon rushes to my side, kneeling before me on the floor.


      “Elyse, baby, what’s the matter? What happened?” He tenderly runs his thumb over my knee like a man would do to a woman he loves, attempting to soothe my wary mind.


      I shut my eyes tight.


      I want to shoot daggers and I want to fuck with him just like he fucked with me. But before I can even pull together a coherent thought in my head and speak the fury that is storming my mind, my heart gives warning without permission.


      “Simon, your wife says you signed a prenup.” My voice cracks at the mere thought of Sharna and I swallow hard, bracing myself for the verbal onslaught. “She came here, to my home, and told me that the man I was in love with was married. And about to be a father. And that our relationship broke an infidelity clause in the prenup that entitles her to the majority of your assets.”


      Simon’s breath hitches and his eyes narrow cautiously and he fists his hands in his dark locks. “What … how?” He whispers a string of expletives under his breath and looks away from me.


      “There’s more.” I’m surprised by the calmness in my voice. When I played this moment in my mind, I envisioned myself toying with Simon and clawing his fucking eyes out. But instead it comes out like a confession. A slow, painful, confession in which there is no appropriate way to repent.


      Simon sits back on his knees and presses his lips in a hard line.


      “She knows about your inheritance and all of the stipulations and clauses that come with it. That if you were married, you needed to have a child in order to ever touch a dime.”


      “Fuck.” It barely passes his lips as a whisper and I can practically see him doing the math in his mind.


      “She’s serving you divorce papers and going to take you for all that you’re worth.”


      The words taste bitter on my tongue and, for a moment, I actually feel bad for this man before me.


      “When was she here?”


      My stomach turns and I look away, focusing on a framed photo of me and Olivia on a shelf in the corner of the room. Fighting to keep my voice calm and slow, I continue with my confession trying to stay void of emotion. I’ve rehearsed this part in my mind over and over again, but nothing could have prepared me for the real thing as I watch him crumble before me.


      “Sharna … She came here a few days ago. She told me everything.”


      “Shit,” he whispers brokenly. Simon wraps his arms around my legs and holds on for dear life. When I hear him choke out an apology, I can’t contain my emotions. My eyes meet his again and I can feel my heart beating in my throat,, the tears collecting in my eyes …


      The anger boiling underneath my skin.


      Hastily, I push him off of my legs and unscrew the cap that kept my emotions at bay. “You said she was dead! You made me believe that you were a widower. So imagine my surprise when a beautiful, pregnant woman shows up on my doorstep asking if she can talk to me about her husband. Wanting to talk about Simon St. John! How could you fucking do something like that?”


      I wait for him to spring off into some sob story soliloquy. To breakdown and regret the carnal sins we’ve committed. To run out the door, back to his wife, back to his family and beg her for forgiveness.


      But he doesn’t.


      Simon just sits there on the floor as if he’s groveling at my feet, eyes affixed to the floor. The tears silently stream down his cheeks until they fall from him jawline and tumble to the carpet beneath him. Centuries of silence fill the room.


      I bite my tongue, watching him crumble into a heap. There’s nothing I can say, or do, to comfort him. Not that I want to. My heart is at war with my head. How can I love a man so cruel, so deceitful? How can I live with myself? How can I feel this way after knowing what he’s done to his wife, after the position he’s put me in?


      I don’t know how I can love this man.


      But I do.


      The heart is as cruel and fucked up as it is blissful and up lifting.


      I love him. But I can never forgive him.


      “Say something.” I intend for it to sound biting, acidic even. I want him to feel hate rolling off my body, but I’m surprised that my voice reeks nothing but compassion and hope. “Tell me it’s not true.”


      His shoulders quake uncontrollably as he sighs. “There’s nothing I can say to make this right.” He withdraws his hand from my knee and opens both palms toward me, as if he’s showing me all the cards he’s holding onto. “It’s you, Elyse. You’re the one that I want.”


      “That’s not what I asked for.” And I couldn’t even believe him right now if I tried.


      He holds his head in his hands and loses himself as he gazes at the floor. He grinds his jaw, no doubt debating how to justify his dishonorable actions. “Sharna and I … we’ve had our fair share of problems since day one. But what we had was irreparable and we both know we never should have married in the first place. There’s no trust. Everything has always been based on lies.”


      “And we’re not?” I exasperate. Ever since I met Simon I haven’t been able to tell my up from down. But at least I know that what we have, as real as it felt, is beyond wrong. “I just want the truth. And not some bullshit half-truth.”


      If he gives me any half-truths I’ll be holding onto the wrong half.


      “The truth? The truth is I pulled divorce papers together ten months ago before I ever met you. Before Sharna went off of her birth control without telling me to deliberately get pregnant. Before any of this shit went down, I wanted out. I felt more in the first night we spent together than I did in the years sleeping next that woman. But it’s not like I can ask my wife to sign on the dotted line when she’s carrying my child. I just … I just couldn’t do it. I’m not that kind of guy.”


      He is beyond repulsive.


      “But you’re the kind of man who can lie and cheat? You’re the kind of man who could do me and go crawling back home to his pregnant wife? You’re the kind of man who has no problem telling me he’s a writer when in fact you’re more concerned with your checking account than you are of someone you claim to be in love with? That is not the man I fell for. I know exactly who I am, but I have no fucking clue who the hell you are.”


      “Please, let’s talk about this.”


      “Oh, you’ve done plenty of talking over the past few months! You need to leave,” I state bluntly.


      “Stop that, Elyse. Please stop …” His voice is desperate and I hate myself because he will always have some kind of hold over me. “When I met you, I was instantly drawn to you in ways that I had never felt before. I wanted to protect you from the complications of my past. I didn’t want you to love me for my money. I wanted that fresh start with you. Elyse, I love you. I am in love with you. Can’t you see that? Everything I ever felt for you, that was all real. Everything I ever told you, that was my heart laid out for you.”


      Laid with lies.


      My heart cinches and my shoulders quake uncontrollably as the tears flood my face with no warning. His reactions make a little more sense knowing what I know now. His freakout over the pregnancy test. The lies of his travel schedule. The way he managed to keep me close, yet simultaneously at a distance. But none of that matters. I am not about to justify his sordid actions. Even though he was never mine, a small piece of my heart will always belong to him.


      “The two of us, we are written in the stars, Elyse. Our love is as certain as the universe. As sure as the stars that come out at night. You and I are meant to be. Don’t you see that?”


      How can I be sure of something that can only be seen in the darkness? He always called me his sun. The one who lights up his night sky and chased the demons of his past away. But the one thing I’ve learned from him is that demons don’t only come out at night. More often than not, they are living and walking among us in broad daylight.


      I push myself off of the couch, forcing distance between us. “This is all too much, and way too late. If you had been honest with me from the start, maybe just maybe things could be different. But they can’t. They aren’t. You need to leave.”


      I hold my apartment door open, waiting for him to leave, but he doesn’t. So I grab the duffle bag that sits on the floor of my home and toss it out into the hallway.


      “I’m leaving her for you. She means nothing to me anymore. I choose you, Elyse. You.” I hate the sincerity in his voice, and I actually feel the truth in his statement, but I can’t listen to it.


      “You choose me? What the hell do you mean you choose me? Did you choose me every time you went home to your wife? Did you choose me when you kissed her and made love to her? How dare you say you choose me! You chose to keep me as your dirty little secret, dragging me around for who knows how long until you got exactly what you wanted. The only thing you chose was to be a selfish fucking prick!”


      Simon stands and closes the space between us. He grabs me by my shoulders and looks at me like he’s just learned that the love of his life really is dead. Glassy eyes and quivering lips, the panic radiating from his body is palpable. “No … Don’t say that. You’re everything to me, Elyse.”


      I shut my eyes and swallow hard.


      Then it happens.


      His lips are hard against mine and my mouth betrays me as I kiss him with fury and passion and the fire of a thousand suns. I want to commit him to memory one final time. I love this man. I hate this man. I want to make this man pay for everything he’s done to me. I am so fucking angry. Furious with him, but more so with myself in this moment.


      As guilt washes over, I whimper in his mouth. I claw my nails into his arms and push him away with as much strength as I can harness. And then my palm meets his face with a painful sting. All I can think about is fight or flight and how I never expected to desperately need both sentiments at the exact same time.


      “I can’t do this, Simon! I won’t! I refuse to be used and abused by you.” Through blurred eyes, I thrust my index finger into his chest emphasizing every last word of my demand. “I want to see the good in you, Simon. I really do. But the damage is done. And I’m forever ruined because of you.”


      “That’s the thing, you can’t just seek out the good in me. You need to see the bad parts, too.”


      “Oh, trust me, I see all of your demons! But what you fail to see is that I became your demon.” My rage rises and my cheeks turn hot.


      Simon hangs his head and shuffles toward the door. Under his breath he mutters something about me not being his demon but being everything he ever needed. But I don’t buy that bullshit.


      “Just go.”


      Standing on the other side of the doorway, he looks at me with bloodshot eyes. His shoulders writhe as he cries like a goddamned baby. And with that single look he crushes me.


      I have to strain to hear his final words to me as they barely come out in a hoarse whisper. “Please. Let me stay. Let’s work this out. I can’t promise you that every day is going to be a good day. And honestly, most days will probably just be crazy. Because that’s how I love. That’s how I am. I am madly, insanely, crazy about loving you. There isn’t anything I wouldn’t do for you.”


      With the back of my hand, I wipe away the traitor tears. “While that may be true, that’s just not enough for me, Simon. I deserve better than this. And you sure as hell don’t deserve me.”


      I close the door in his face and turn the deadbolt. Locking him out forever.


      He will always be my Simon.


      My unintended.


      My favorite, most hated mistake.
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      “What are you doing here?” I ask, cautiously unhinging the chain lock. I had been prepared to spend an evening in self-loathing, reflecting upon the damage I’d done. Alex was the last person I expected to see knocking on my door.


      “Olivia called me a bit ago. She’s, uh … she’s still at her parents’ house out in the suburbs. I thought you could use a friend. But if you don’t want me here, I can go. I’m just … I don’t know. I’m worried about you, Elyse.”


      Typical Olivia. Sending in backup reinforcement. She’s probably tired of hearing my shit.


      “She told you?” I have no idea exactly what it is he knows, and I hate that he’s probably silently judging me.


      He nods apologetically. “And I’m so sorry you two split up. I just didn’t want you to be alone. Like I said, I thought you could use a friend. That’s all …”


      The sincerity in his voice surprisingly puts me at ease and so I step back, opening the door further to allow him inside. But if he’s here to lecture me, I will seriously lose my shit. Alex steps through and sets a reusable grocery bag on the floor.


      “If you’re here to rub it in, there’s nothing you could possibly do or say to make me feel any worse than I already do right now.”


      “That’s not what I came to do, Elyse.” Alex turns to me, and slips his arms around my waist, pulling me in for a tight hug. He whispers right into my hair. “I just wanted to make sure you were okay. I swear.”


      He loosens his grip and pulls back to look at me. He gestures his head to the couch and we both take a seat. I curl up with the afghan my grandmother knitted for me when I left for college. It’s soft and starting to unravel at the corners from the number of times I’ve washed it.


      Alex sits back on the other end of the couch. The look he delivers tells me he wants to take away my pain.


      “So what’s really on your mind right now?”


      I’m not sure how much detail Olivia gave him, but it’s evident he knows more than I ever wanted him to know. And in a total girl moment, I lose my shit. Like, holy cow, hyperventilating, over the top, where the hell is this coming from level of losing my shit.


      Without a second thought as to who I’m talking to, I blurt out, “I can’t believe my life has ended up here. Like this.” I reek of regret and self-loathing. I’m the other woman. I try to dry my cheeks but the effort is useless. The damn tears won’t stop coming.


      “Hey, don’t be like that.” Alex scoots closer to me and rubs his hand in tiny circles over my back.


      “How can I not be like that? I ruined a marriage. I was having an affair with a man I didn’t know was married.”


      “I know it’s hard to think of it like this but maybe — just maybe — you are exactly where you are meant to be in this moment?”


      I guffaw. And then I cry some more. Wishing that the tears would erase the memory of him. “In this moment I represent destruction standing at the corner of adulteress and homewrecker. That is not who I am. And that’s certainly not where I’m meant to be.” I look to the floor and see the bottle of wine that kept me warm last night in Simon’s absence.


      “I know it’s not. But right now, here on this couch with me, you are out of their equation. You’ve removed yourself from the situation, right?” I nod and Alex pulls me into his chest a little tighter. “See? You’re already making the move that is best for you. And it’s not up to you to make things right. This is their mess, they are the ones who need to make it better for themselves, not you. There is nothing you can do to help their situation. No video. No testimony. No confrontation. Nothing.”


      Oh God. She told him. Olivia fucking told him about the video. I’m going to kill her.


      Literally.


      I am going to find a dull blade and cut off her left tit. That bitch.


      Alex keeps talking but I zone out, plotting the demise of my best friend. When I hear him on a tangent about right decisions I shake my head, rattling the thoughts from my mind. “Huh?”


      “Hey? Are you still with me, El?”


      “Yeah, sorry, I just spaced out.”


      He says nothing, no doubt debating if he should reiterate everything he just said. “All I’m saying is it’s not up to you to bring justice for what’s been done. It isn’t your responsibility. Their marriage was ruined long before you came along, so don’t go thinking you were the bullet in the gun. If anything, you were the dirt on their grave, that moment of finality, the point of no return.”


      He’s right. And I hate that he’s right. And I hate myself for silently holding onto the hope that perhaps Simon and I could work in spite of all this. But really, after what we’ve been through, or rather what I’ve been put through by both Simon and Sharna, I wouldn’t want the pair of us to work out. In fact, I kind of want him to be miserable and have his dick shrivel up and fall off.


      “I know. I just want him to pay for what he did to me. To his wife. I want to hurt him like he’s hurt me.“ And I do realize that. But I also realize I have the chance to make things right. Sort of.


      I mindlessly push my fingers through the holes in the afghan, stretching the yarn as far as I can before watching it retake its shape again. Alex pulls my chin toward him, forcing me to look him in the eyes.


      “You’re not a vengeful person, Elyse. Don’t let the rage in the heat of the moment make the decision for you. You’re classier than that. Ijust hate that your emotions have been collateral damage in all of this.”


      And just like that, I lose it again. I’m not even sure when I stopped crying in the first place.


      “I hate that I’m falling into pieces in front of you.” My entire body shakes and I hardly recognize the sound of my own voice.


      “I don’t mind. I would rather love your broken pieces than the whole pieces of anyone else.”


      What?


      I can’t even begin to process what he’s saying right now.


      I lie down on the couch and bring my hands up to my face and cover it from his view. I can’t stop the tears and I want to disappear from this entire situation. He reaches out and pulls my hands into his. His movement is delivered with intention. Purpose.


      And with that single touch my heart started to mend. Not because I was in love with him. But because I loved him. As a best friend. Stitch by stitch he sews me back together. And if only for a weak, fleeting moment, my heart beats for Alex.


      Softly, he whispers reassurances and delicately runs his fingertips over my hair. The next thing I know, I am blanketed by Alex’s body. He curls up behind me and wraps his arms around my waist, the heat of his chest inviting me closer.


      I accept his comfort. Even though it’s the last thing I deserve.


      I must have been a shitty person in another life to be given this hell.


      “What on Earth are you talking about, Elyse? You are an incredible person. A good person. A giving one. You did nothing to deserve any of this.”


      I didn’t realize I had spoken my thoughts aloud. I push all the air from my lungs and try to steel myself. “My life. My life is complete and total hell.”


      “No. You’re alive. And breathing. And you found out about this piece of shit before it was too late. And I’m grateful that you learned the truth now and not years down the line.”


      I keep my eyes shut and violently shake my head. Alex clings onto me tightly, literally holding me together.


      “No, this is my own personal hell, Alex.”


      “Stop that,” he snaps. I feel a shaky breath against my neck and his next words are low, sincere, long-awaited and have the power to change everything. “I’ll tell you a little something about hell. Do you want to know what hell is, Elyse? Hell is sitting here on the sidelines silently loving you more each day and watching you waste all of your love into that undeserving, deceitful asshole.”


      What?


      I open my mouth to react but he continues before I have the chance to speak.


      “Don’t say anything because you know it’s true. You’ve known that I’ve loved you for far too long, and I’ve never once said anything about it because the timing was never right. But fuck timing. Our timing will never be right and so I’m saying it now. At the most inopportune moment. In the most unideal of circumstances. And arguably, the precise point in your life when you need to feel love the most. I, Alex Phinney, am completely and foolishly in love with you. And I don’t care if you don’t say it back because I know you love me, too.”


      The only sound in the room comes from my slowing tears. I take a deep breath and close my eyes, wishing I could turn back time. Go back to the beginning before Simon and I ever got serious. Make the decision to kiss Alex right after he broke up with Maureen. Find a way to change this fate.


      “Elyse, look at me.” He pulls at my shoulder and I roll over on the couch to meet his gaze. I can feel Alex’s hot breath as he lowers his mouth to my ear. “I know you love me, Elyse. And I know you’re hell bent on denying it. But I want you to know, it doesn’t matter if you willingly invite me in or if I have to break down the walls you’ve built, I’m getting inside that heart of yours one way or another. I’m not going anywhere. I’m going to be right here. Waiting … waiting for you to be ready. Okay?”


      Alex’s face turns into a blurry watercolor behind the tears pooling in my eyes. I bury my face in his chest and we lie there for an insurmountable period of time. Minutes pass. Or perhaps it’s hours. But it doesn’t matter because maybe he’s right. Maybe I am exactly where I’m meant to be in this moment?


      If I were lost in the dark and endless night sky, Alex would be the North Star guiding me home again.


      I’m on the cusp of falling asleep when I feel his lips press into my hair. Tenderly he kisses my forehead, my cheek, and my eyelids. “I want to kiss you right now. So bad.”


      And my God do I want him to kiss away the pain right now. I want him to help me lose myself in this mess I’ve created. I want him to help me find myself again. And selfishly experience genuine love, if only for a moment.


      Because he’s right about this, too. I know I love him. Some part of me always has. Always carried out hope. Always wanted the timing to be right. But sometimes you have to force it to be right, no matter how wrong it may be. Because if you idly sit by, waiting for it to happen, you could be waiting your entire life.


      But right now, I can’t even trust myself to make the right decision. I’m petrified that my heart doesn’t know what love truly is. That it’s been mistaking convenience for love for years.


      “Please?” he whispers, pulling me from my thoughts.


      I shake my head no. I can’t kiss him right now. Because if I do, it’ll be for all the wrong reasons and end in heartbreak. And aren’t we all just one heartbreak away from complete and total destruction? Self-destruction is one thing … but to destroy Alex? Well, that would just be unforgivable.


      I look at him, looking at me and fight the urge to say the hell with it. Because I’m desperate to know what his lips taste like. I’ve imagined they would be as soft as silk and fit perfectly against mine. I’m selfish like that.


      Whoever said love wasn’t selfish had it all wrong. To take Alex’s love right now is, quite possibly, the most selfish thing in the world. I want more than anything to accept this from him. To hold onto it. To allow it to heal me.


      But frankly, I’m not deserving of that love.


      At least … not yet.


      Alex reaches up and sweeps a falling tear off of my cheek, then leaves his palm cupping my face delicately. Our eyes lock, and of all the bad decisions I’ve made in my life, I know that kissing Alex right now would be the worst bad decision of all.


      I shake my head no and his face falls, broken.


      “I’m sorry, I never should have—“


      “No, that’s not it,” I interrupt. And when I bring my hand up to my face, take his hand and lace my fingers through his, he finally looks at me again. “I’m not in my right mind. It wouldn’t be fair.” And that’s the truth. I summon all the bravery I can muster. “Because when I finally kiss you, Alex, I want it to be for the right reasons. I don’t want it to be stained with the tears caused by another man. I want it to be a fresh start.”


      I want it to be the start of my fairy tale.


      I watch the tension and confusion slip from his face. Alex nods and pulls me in against his body, tighter than I ever thought possible.


      “I’ve felt a slow burn for the better part of a decade. Just give me time, Alex.” The words barely come out as a whisper. And I know it’s not a request. It’s a simple wish. The kind you make on a shooting star as a child.


      “I’ve waited years for you, Elyse. I can wait a few more … for you.”
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      “Be honest. You haven’t seen Simon at all?” Olivia cracks open a peanut and tosses the shell to the floor. This place is caked in nastiness but I like that it’s low key and homey.


      I’m a little surprised that she mentioned his name. She’s done everything in her power to keep my mind off of Simon. In fact, this may be the first time since we broke up that she’s brought him up in conversation.


      Olivia has insisted on having an obligatory girl’s night out every Friday since my heart shattered to pieces. I’ve convinced her to stay in the past few weeks, but tonight we’re at a dive bar. Mostly because she forced me out of the house and I refused to get dolled up. I think she took the fact I walked across the street in my yoga pants as a victory. She, of course, looks adorable in her flowing tunic, skinny jeans and riding boots.


      I just haven’t been really feeling like being around people any more than I have to.


      “No, I haven’t.” But not because I haven’t wanted to see him because after the devastated look on his face when I kicked him out, I actually believed that he may have loved me. There was something in the way he looked at me, pleading with his eyes. It wasn’t the flash of terror and guilt that emanates when you know you’ve been caught in a web of lies. It was the look of a heart wrenching goodbye. The kind reserved for decades-long lovers about to part ways for all of eternity.


      He truly loved me.


      Not that it mattered. Simon didn’t have any right falling in love with me. Not under those circumstances. Not under a veil of deception.


      “Sweetie, it’ll get easier. I promise.”


      She said the same thing after Jason.


      “Maybe I’m just not cut out for relationships? Or I’m just flawed and simply destined to fall for assholes over and over again?”


      “First of all, everyone is flawed. So cut yourself some slack. Secondly, if you love yourself more than them, they can never break you. You are in charge of your heart, Elyse. And nobody should have that much power over you. Don’t you get it? You have the final say on if you get hurt.”


      I’m not sure I’m capable of subscribing to her relationship theories. It’s called falling in love for a reason. You can’t control the focus of gravity that brings you tumbling to your knees. And when I fall in love, I want those bruises and skinned knees because that’s how I know it’s real. The amplified pain makes it real. I crave the kind of love that hurts to be without the other person. And I want that love to last until my dying breath and then forever after that.


      “That’s you, Olivia. I’m not like that.”


      “Yes, you are sweetie. Everything happens for a reason. Imagine where your life would be if you were still with Jason? You would be miserable in that marriage. And God forbid you never discovered the lying sack of shit that Simon was! Jesus, could you even imagine how that could’ve ended up?”


      I have imagined it—many times. But I’ve come to accept that that fairy tale was penned by the Brother’s Grimm complete with its own tragic endings.


      “You’re right. And thankfully it didn’t come to that.”


      “All I’m saying is that you were strong enough and smart enough to remove yourself from both of those situations.” Olivia sighs in defeat but looks at me with an expression often reserved for funerals. “I just hope you know that you are worthy of a limitless love. The world is full of Jasons and Simons. And there’s not a damn thing you can do about it. But there are good guys out there. You just need to take better care of your heart.”


      I crack open a peanut and add the shell to the pile at our feet.


      “Thanks, Olivia. But can we talk about something else for a bit?”


      “Okay. Enough about assholes.” Now that is something I can drink to. I tip my beer bottle her direction and take a long, satisfying sip. “So what’s going on with you and Phinney?”


      “Nothing.” Yet.


      Olivia gives me her classic knowing smile. She’s been scheming with Alex to get me out on a date. We’ve done a lot of hanging out lately, but just as friends. I’ve been nothing but transparent with him. He understands that I’m hurting and I can’t just allow myself to find comfort in his arms. I have to give myself the time to heal.


      “Mmmmkay. Just don’t go stringing him along.”


      “I’m not.” I bite my bottom lip and smirk. “I agreed to go on a date with him next weekend as long as he agreed to take things slow and let me set the pace.”


      “SHUT UP!” she shrieks and throws her hands up in the air, knocking her beer over in the process. “It’s about damn time, woman!”


      I give her a small smile and shrug, then help her soak up the booze with some napkins. “It’s not a big deal, really. So don’t blow it out of proportion.” Olivia knows that’s a flat-out lie. “I’m nervous about screwing things up again.”


      “Don’t be. This is Alex we’re talking about.”


      “Exactly. It is Alex. And that alone is enough to be nervous about. We’re such good friends that if this doesn’t work out, it’ll be all shades of awkward. ”


      “Or maybe, just maybe, it’ll work because you are such good friends.”


      Maybe? But I can only hope. And that is the one thing that Alex gives me. Hope.


      I know I’m not over Simon yet but Alex was right. I am tired of pretending.


      And I’ve never once had to pretend when it comes to Alex.
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      The bitter winter air stings my cheeks and I rub my palms together to stay warm. The wind chill has got to be in the single digits. Sitting out in the freezing cold people watching is arguably crazy by most standards, but the past couple of months I’ve found it to be incredibly soothing. There’s something magical about coming downtown to people watch at Christmastime. Everyone in the vicinity of the city’s Christmas tree has a little more patience and exhibits more kindness than usual. It makes me believe in humanity again. Simply stated, hope is in the air.


      And hope is something I could use a little more of these days.


      After Simon’s grand exit from my life, I’ve come to realize just how little we know about those we allow in.


      Love is supposed to be patient and kind.


      But what if we have it all wrong?


      I know firsthand how love can be cruel. It isn’t always selfless or enduring and it wears a lot of disguises. Often the mask of an attractive man looking to claim whatever he wants as his own.


      And sometimes love fails. You can give love everything you have to offer, and occasionally that still isn’t enough.


      I can’t regret falling in love but I can hate myself for it. Loving Simon frayed the edges of my heart and left me feeling used, but with a new sense of confidence.


      How did I ever allow myself to think that man was my life? How could I have been so foolish? Now, I realize he was merely a slow death. My death.


      The one thing I’ve learned from that whole mess is that love is unforgivable. You unapologetically fall for someone. When done right, you lose control and lose yourself in them and in return they fall right alongside you. And even through hate and loathing and contempt, you can’t just switch off those feelings of love. Take it from me … I know. The short-term love affairs are capable of leaving the longest-lasting impact on your life. The heart never feels remorse for falling in love. But the mind does. And right now, my mind is a terrible place to be.


      Getting over Simon is taking some time. But I’ve got an incredible—and patient—support system helping me each and every day.


      I’ll never be able to forgive Simon for what he’s done, and some days I struggle to forgive myself for my blind hand in it all, but day by day, it is getting better. I’ve come to grips with the guilt and ever so slowly the vice is loosening.


      I know she resents me, but it helps that Sharna forgave me for my part in it all. The last time I heard from her was right after her son Pierce was born. Having gone through that rollercoaster with her, I felt compelled to acknowledge the birth of her son somehow. His arrival marked a new chapter for her. She’s moving forward as a single mom and I admire the hell out of her for taking control of her situation, even though I don’t necessarily agree with her unconventional methods. But I went online and picked out a few small items off her registry and sent them anonymously.


      The divorce proceedings advanced quickly and she was beyond pissed off that I never handed over the video file. She needed that evidence to fulfill a clause in the prenup to ensure she was entitled to her fair share of the assets.


      But I couldn’t do it. I’m not that kind of woman. And Alex was right ... it wasn’t my mess.


      Not that it mattered. Turns out she didn’t even need the file.


      Simon went down without a fight, openly admitted everything and gave her almost everything he was worth.


      Well, everything but his complete heart. He still tries to convince me that it’s me who has a firm grasp on that.


      In the beginning, I answered Simon’s calls. Part of me felt guilty and pitied him. But another part of me wanted to make sure he was okay. There was a sliver in my heart that felt responsible for everything and wanted to try and clean up my mess — but that was short lived. After a couple of weeks, I started sending all of his calls to voicemail.


      Then it got so bad I had to change my phone number.


      Some fairy tale he turned out to be. I need to be okay never knowing if what we had was truly real. I know what I felt was most certainly real, but once trust is violated, you can never truly get it back.


      Every relationship, no matter how strong you believe it to be, is actually quite fragile. Those little cracks in the foundation of any relationship, be it a tiny white lie or something more, is enough to cause your world to come crumbling down when you least expect it. How could I have been so naive to the unfairness of the world?


      I should have learned from Jason. But somehow history repeated itself. I’m just thankful I learned the truth before it was too late because now I’m free to move on with my life. I just hate how he still has the power to consume my thoughts. It’s getting easier as the weeks and months slip by. I’m just looking forward to the day where Simon is merely a memory and a lesson learned.


      I spot Alex approaching me through the crowd and sit a little taller on the bench. He’s beaming at me and his megawatt smile is enough to melt my frozen body. It’s strange. I’ve always felt more confident in the company of men like Simon and Jason. But the past few weeks, alone and focusing on nobody but myself, have been therapeutic. I wanted to make sure I was the best version of myself before I jumped into another relationship. And when I finally opened myself up to the possibility of being with someone else, I quickly realized that Alex is part of the reason why I want to be a better person.


      “What took you so long?” I ask as he leans down to kiss my cheek. I take the hot chocolate from his hands, appreciating the heat.


      “Well, my girl was cold because she forgot her gloves and refused to take mine. So I ran across the street and bought these for her…” Alex reaches into his pocket and pulls out a pair of luxurious black cashmere gloves from the little boutique shop on the other side of Millennium Park. “I can’t have you being a popsicle during the rest of our date.”


      My cheeks hurt from the stupid, girlish smile his words have given me and there’s a glint in his eye from the golden iridescent tree lights.


      “Thank you. Not just for the gloves, but for being so thoughtful and patient with me,” I whisper.


      “Anything for you.”


      Alex takes his seat next to me and nudges my shoulder with his. He looks so handsome in his charcoal wool coat and scarf. I slip my fingers into the gloves he just bought me then take the initiative, clasping my hand with his. My toes tingle when he gives it a squeeze. Together we sit in a calm silence. I’m watching the passing crowds and the glittering lights strung from the tree and a few unexpected snow flurries fall to the ground. But Alex? His eyes are trained on me. I can feel his gaze in my core.


      “What?” I ask before taking a sip of my hot cocoa.


      “Nothing.”


      “Well, there’s obviously something on your mind. What are you thinking about?”


      Alex’s mouth smiles subtly. Then he whispers, “This …”


      Before I know it his lips are on mine—delicately, then all-consuming. The air is frigid against my cheeks and his breath is hot inside my mouth. I softly moan into his mouth and Alex deepens the kiss, like he’s pouring every ounce of passion he has into me. It’s the kind of kiss that began long before his lips ever touched mine, and will last long after we’ve parted.


      I couldn’t pinpoint when I started having feelings for Alex if I tried. I guess on some level, I’ve always loved him. First, as friends and then in the unattainable way. And now I love the prospect of sharing something more. That’s the thing about Alex. What we have for each other never had a starting point. And it certainly won’t have an end either.


      I never imagined that Simon would turn out to be the villain in what I thought was my fairy tale ending. But like all good fairy tales, there are hidden lessons along the way. He taught me that in life, and most certainly in love, there are no guarantees. You might not get that ring. You might not get that tomorrow. And you might not live up to society’s skewed definition of happily ever after. But rest assured, I know I’ll get my happily ever after. Because from this day forward I’m starting a new chapter on a new page in an entirely new book. So maybe the end is really just the beginning? And it all starts with my four favorite words:


      Once upon a time …
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      “So what happened exactly?”


      “I cheated on my girlfriend with my wife.” There’s a sentence I never thought I’d say.


      I watch Andrew’s bewildered expression as he registers the words coming out of my mouth. He shakes his head in disbelief.


      “Bitches be crazy.” Andrew throws back the rest of his White Russian in one swift motion. “And you, my friend, need some time away from the crazy.”


      No. What I’m in need of is some ass to make me forget the void that Elyse left in my heart. I could have stayed and forgotten about all the bad shit that happened between us. But instead, Elyse chose to leave and forget all of the good.


      It didn’t take long for her to start dating Alex. I’ve seen him pick her up a few times at the office and I’ve watched them grab coffee and have dinner from afar. I thought I knew what real pain felt like but then one time I saw the way he looked at her, and I mean really looked at her, like she was the only woman in the universe and he felt she was created just for him. That was painful. Because that kind of look is reserved just for me.


      Elyse is mine. And nothing will change that. But the truth is I needed her far more than she ever needed me.


      Late at night I still dial her number. After a while she stopped answering and pushed my calls straight to voicemail. Now I have the privilege of listening to an automated message informing me that the cellular user I am trying to reach is no longer available.


      Elyse blocked me.


      She fucking blocked me.


      The woman I thought I loved blocked me in every sense of the word.


      Sharna, too.


      And on top of it all, my fucking ex-brother-in-law Logan has been harassing me from afar and sending threats.


      It was bad enough when I lost Carrie because I didn’t have the balls to break off my engagement. But Elyse was my salvation when I started to believe that true love would never happen to me. Don’t get me wrong. I loved Sharna. But not the kind of love that a husband reserves for his wife.


      And even though I never married Elyse, that was exactly the kind of love I felt for her.


      When I came clean to Sharna about being in love with Elyse, I was kicked out of the family business. It didn’t matter though. None of it mattered. Had Sharna never been pregnant, I would have walked away the moment I met Elyse. But no, that’s not how the cards fell for me. The fucking prenup wrung me dry emotionally. Right now I have no other choice than to get back out there and get those stupid bitches out of my head.


      When you fall apart, you are the only one to pull the pieces back together. And this is the only way I know how.


      “So have you talked to Sharna at all since you signed the divorce papers?”


      “Nope.” I give that last little p in the word a pop for emphasis. And it’s probably better that way. If I were to talk to her, I’d be tempted to slice her open from her collarbone to pelvis and watch her bleed out in satisfaction.


      She even refused to let me see my son. Fucking cunt.


      As luck would have it, the bitch was after my money all along. I will never know how she knew that I couldn’t lay a finger on the twenty-million dollars from my grandfather’s will until I had a child of my own. But Sharna did and took it upon herself to fulfill the prophecy that would leave us financially stable beyond comprehension. But since I fucked up on the prenup terms, she’s entitled to three-fourths of everything.


      But there isn’t a price I wouldn’t pay to get her out of my life. That right there is the sick humor and fucked up reality of the situation. Bitch.


      What an actress.


      Maybe that’s all we were? Two actors playing a role.


      Hell, I know I was pretending for far too long. And the charade is exhausting to be honest.


      But with Elyse I never had to pretend.


      God … Elyse. The mere thought of her steals my breath away. I sigh and savor her sweet memory. Sometimes when I close my eyes I think I can still feel her next to me.


      Fuckin’ A.


      “Another one?” I wave my empty glass at Andrew.


      “Nah. I need to sober up and get back home to the wife and kids.”


      He’s fucking pussy-whipped. And a lucky bastard. I turn back around toward the bar and tap my fingers a few times. When I finally have the bartender’s attention, I’m forced to bark over the din. “Jameson on the rocks. And a water.”


      The barkeep nods and turns to grab some ice and I start looking around the bar. Shitty music pulsates through the air and the celebutantes swarm the dance floor, gyrating on each other like the little sluts that they are. This place reeks of money. Twenty-something trust fund babies looking for a good time or maybe even a well-to-do husband. Old men with deep pockets full of Viagra and crisp hundred dollar bills looking for an easy target. And recent graduates who developed some bastardized smart phone app that hides text messages from secret lovers and then sold it for a few cool mil. If only I had known about that then.


      Well, if only Elyse believed in fucking technology and not the magic of a pen and paper.


      I survey the bar. I’m not sure what it is I’m looking for, but I’ll know it when I see it. Andrew pulls out his wallet and pays for my drink. He needs to stop pitying me. We both know I’ve done this to myself.


      “You need a game plan, bro. Get your life back on track.” He sips his water like the pansy ass man he is then claps his hand down on my shoulder and grips it firmly. If he’s trying to reassure me after all the shit I’ve endured, he’s failing miserably. I have no idea how we ever became friends, but I’m running low on them and have no room to be picky these days.


      “No. A plan is the last thing I need. I planned to divorce Sharna and then she got pregnant and I fell in love with Elyse.”


      “Really, dude? You actually loved her?”


      “Yeah, I did,” I say lowly in a moment of solemnity.


      “Shit.” Andrew shakes his head skeptically.


      There is no truer statement when your life has unexpectedly become all about a girl.


      I shrug it off. “So fuck plans, they are just a premeditated collision course.”


      The Jameson trickles down my throat and my insides are abuzz. I savor the burn as my eyes continue to scan the room. Looking. Searching.


      And then …


      You.


      God, you’re beautiful. No. Not beautiful. Beautiful is a word reserved for sunsets and mundane bullshit unworthy of a proper adjective. You are stunning. Captivating. Hypnotic. All overflowing breasts in an all-too deep cut red v-neck shirt. You know exactly what you’re doing to me and any other person in here with a dick, all the while trying to play coy.


      I finish the last of my Irish whiskey, imagining all of the things I could do to you.


      “You gonna be okay, buddy?” Andrew asks, pulling my attention away. Asshole.


      I say nothing, but nod.


      Okay. That’s such a bullshit word.


      “You know our couch is still open if you want it.”


      “Thanks, man.” I don’t bother telling him I won’t need it because I just decided that I’m going home with you.


      “Okay. I’m out. Be safe tonight.”


      As soon as Andrew is out the door I search for you across the room.


      Fuck. You are gorgeous. Long crimson hair. Full lips. Accentuated waist and feminine curves that is the envy of every woman in here.


      And now you’re looking at me. And I won’t be the one to look away first.


      Even from this distance I can see they are the bluest of blues. Red hair. Baby blues. No doubt as unique as your fiery personality. And I know it’s a matter of moments before you break eye contact.


      Three … two … one …


      You shyly look down and go back to your girlfriends and before I know it, they all look back to me. Nodding. Smiling. Approving.


      But I don’t approach you. Not yet. If it comes too easily, you’ll just be a flash in the pan. The flame smothered out before the morning light even crests the horizon. Instead, I watch you. Like a lion tracks and lures its prey for hours before feasting.


      And so you dance. You grab the hand of your girlfriend wearing sapphire blue and move with the beat of the music, allowing yourself to get lost in the wave of sound. You’re putting on a show. And we both know you’re doing it just for me.


      After another whiskey or two, I crack my neck and take a deep breath before I cross the bar toward you, my beautiful blue-eyed woman in red.


      When I’m within a few feet, I flash you my irresistible smile and you stop dancing. And like a moth to the flame, you come meet me at the edge of the dance floor. You tilt your head, beckoning me to join you.


      Tsk … tsk … I don’t dance. Soon you’ll learn.


      And so you edge a little closer and I coolly extend my hand to greet you. I bring my mouth closer to your ear so you can hear me. “Hi.”


      “Hi,” you reply so softly I can’t hear the word.


      “I’m Simon.” You look at your tiny hand in mine, wondering why I haven’t let you go yet. I won’t. I won’t let you go.


      “I’m Chastity.” Your chest matches the increased pace of your breath and your nipples perk up through your dress. I fucking love how I have this affect on women, on you in particular. The edges of your beautiful mouth curl upward in delight or maybe excitement at the electricity passing between us. I’m not sure. Not that it matters. Because we both know those perfectly glossed lips will leave stains around my dick a few hours from now. It twitches in response, but I don’t bother hiding it. I want you to know what you do to me, too.


      “Chastity,” I croon, saying your name in approval. It’s kind of hilarious because I know in one look that chaste you most certainly are not. I know. And clearly you know it by the way you are already fucking me with your eyes. I look back down at your soft, perfectly manicured hand in mine. And when our eyes lock again your cheeks flush rose.


      You smile. Which makes me smile. And suddenly we are the only people standing here in the bar. You look down at our hands and I give yours a tender little squeeze. It’s about the only tender thing about me. Again, soon you’ll learn.


      “Well, Chastity, would you mind holding this while I go for a walk?”


      
        The End.
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      Dearest Reader,


      For someone who has a passion for words, I always struggle expressing my sincerest gratitude. I hate the simplicity of the words thank you because I don’t feel like it does my appreciation justice. But really, thank you is exactly what I need to say and I hope you know that it comes from the depths of my heart.


      You, dear reader, allow me to have a voice and give these incredibly flawed characters that live in my mind the room to breathe. My sanity thanks you.


      Out of all the books in existence, thank you for choosing this book and taking a chance on an unconventional love story.


      Thank you for spending your precious time with my words.


      And most importantly, thank you for supporting indie authors.


      I would be ever so grateful if you took a few moments to leave a review for An Unforgivable Love Story on Amazon, Barnes & Noble, iBooks or Goodreads. It helps more than you know.


      All my love,


      BL Berry
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