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Almost Mine
Eden Winters



Almost Mine
 “Just go see Dad, okay?” Bobby, excuse me, Bob (can’t have a doctor named “Bobby,” now can we? Though to me he’ll always be Little Bobby) stared at me with the same puppy dog eyes once employed to con me out of cookies. Now he tried to con my sanity from me. 
 “And why should I?” I huffed a breath into my tea to hide my agitation. Anyone else I’d tell to go fuck themselves. Even with my hardhearted reputation in a courtroom, I’d never say those words to my child. 
 Something flickered in Bob’s blue eyes, hidden when he shifted his gaze to stare down at the table. “He’s… he’s not doing too well.” 
 My resolve to not give a damn wavered. “Is he sick?” 
 “No. Not sick. He’s just… not really happy these days, I guess. Nothing physically wrong.” Bob shrugged. “Just… not right.” 
 Oh, not sick, just unhappy. I’d stopped giving a damn (or pretended to) the moment Bob’s other father had waltzed out of my life, giving up a comfortable life with me to go find himself or some such. Good luck with that. “I don’t see how his well-being is my concern, since he obviously wants nothing to do with me.” I pulled my bitterness tightly around me. It provided no warmth, but we’d become inseparable companions of late. 
 For an aspiring doctor, my son argued better than many attorneys of my acquaintance, presenting hard evidence. “He’s still your husband.” 
 And for the life of me I couldn’t recall why. I kept telling myself that the next week I’d file the necessary papers—as I’d done every day for the past two years. “A technicality easily enough resolved.” Time to break apart the Sanders-Robinson hyphenation and become Ian Sanders and Travis Robinson once more. The product of twenty years of my dream life sat across the table from me, waiting to pounce on my words. Part of my dream had included Travis and I enjoying another twenty or thirty years of affluent empty-nesting. Talk about a rude awakening—that future was gone, and for reasons I’d not worked out. Over and done. Time to move on. 
 Until now I’d convinced myself I simply didn’t want to have to change my name on my driver’s license and passport, and that’s why I hadn’t officially ended my marriage. I’d never quite gotten the knack of believing my own lies. 
 Our son—yes, he’d always be our son, not Travis’s, not mine—gasped at my words. Whatever’d held his attention on the table seemed forgotten in favor of skewering me with his dagger-sharp gaze. “You’d divorce him?” 
 I set my cup down, lest he notice the trembling in my fingers. “I should have long before now. You know it. I know it. He wants no part of me.” The twisting behind my sternum must’ve been indigestion. Perhaps I’d eaten my baguette a bit too fast. 
 The conversation died, awkwardness casting a pall over our breakfast. Snippets of conversation floated our way from nearby tables in the café. Across the aisle two thirtyish men sat with a young boy of about seven. They tried to project a casual air of good friends, but I knew what to look for. One man spread jam on the child’s bagel, while the other wiped a butter smear from a chubby cheek. A family, enjoying breakfast before sending Junior off to school. 
 If time suddenly turned back, that image of domesticity would have been Bob, Travis, and me, only Travis would’ve handled both butter and jam duties, allowing me to read my morning paper. What a well-oiled parenting machine we’d been. Only, he’d done the parenting. Neither he nor Bobby had seemed to mind the arrangement. Had I ever wiped butter from Bobby’s cheek, or smeared jam on bread? A sudden flash of envy spiked my heart. Oh great. Now I’ve turned into a jealous old man, missing his glory years. 
 Watching a scene ripped straight from my past caused clouds to gather in the normally sunny eatery. Bob tapped his fingertips against the marble tabletop. Like two gunslingers in a Western movie, we each waited for the other to draw. Bob flinched first, as he always did when discussing his other father. But it wasn’t Bob that Travis had walked out on. Bob had been away at college when the fabric of our family unraveled. “You do know what tomorrow is, right?” my son finally ventured. 
 How could I not remember a date that had set me back quite a few thousand dollars and replayed itself in my head on a far too regular basis? I might not tell Bob to mind his own business or lie to him outright, but evasive answers didn’t count as lying in my book. “Friday?” 
 “Besides that.” When I didn’t waltz into his trap he snorted out a breath. “Your anniversary. Your twentieth anniversary.” 
 “Eighteenth.” Eight if you counted the legal service. Travis and I had always celebrated on the anniversary of our original commitment ceremony and not the mad scramble we’d made to Massachusetts the moment they’d legalized same-sex marriage. The first event had been an act of love, the second, a desperate attempt for formal recognition before our fickle government changed its mind. 
 “Really? I thought…” 
 “The clock stopped when he walked out.” A scowl on the face of one of the nearby fathers chastised me into dropping my voice. 

Take a good look, buddy. This is what will happen to your family in a few years when your man decides he no longer needs you. I managed to keep my warning inside my head. No need to disillusion the coddled youngster with my cynicism. 
 Instead I informed my son, “We might be legally married, but I stopped counting two years ago.” Stopped the clock, as though our marriage were a taxi cab, idling, waiting for the passengers to make up their minds and either get out or move on. I worked at a law firm. How easy to open the door, pay my fare, and end the ride, but yet here I remained, in limbo. 
 “He’s got his career,” I added, “and probably doesn’t even have time for me.” There had been a time when he’d given up his passion to stay home and take care of me and Bob. I thought we’d be enough. Apparently, we weren’t. 
 I’d planned a trip to Paris to mark our two decades together. Then Milan for the following year, and Hawaii after that… Now, instead of a fine meal in a star-bedecked restaurant in the City of Light, I’d likely eat a takeout sandwich in a cold and empty house, on just another day of work. Bright lights and applause had replaced his need for me. 
 Bob returned to his tabletop fascination. “He’s not working.” 

What? “What do you mean he’s not working? He always works.” Recently Travis had taken a page from my book and become a workaholic, making up for lost time with any and all roles available to a man more suited for a curmudgeonly father than the hot romantic leads he’d played when we met. 
 Hey, just because he no longer shared my bed didn’t mean I couldn’t keep a watchful eye on the man who bore my last name, did it? I’d even attended a few of his plays. Okay, I’d attended all of his plays, sitting away from the stage and never, ever, clueing Bob in. A fifteen year hiatus while Travis had stayed home to raise Bob hadn’t damaged his acting skills. No matter if he played Hamlet or Polonius, he owned the stage. I’d become a groupie to my own husband. 
 “You know how it is; there aren’t many good parts for a man his age. At least that’s what he says.” If Bob had been under interrogation on a witness stand, I’d have moved in for the kill. Nothing in my son’s statement spoke of truth. He couldn’t even meet my eyes while uttering those words. 
 Travis had recently played a doting father in a peanut butter commercial so convincingly. Years of practice, I suppose. And now to say he can’t find roles. He’d been in My Fair Lady as Professor Higgins a few weeks ago. Or maybe a few months. Strange thing, time, how quickly it slid through the fingers. 
 Bob dropped his pretenses when I didn’t make the suggestion he’d hoped, and took a more direct approach. “Please, Dad. I’m worried. Just go see him, okay?” 
 Should I go? I weighed the pros and cons, the twisting in my chest worsening. What if my husband’s not working turned out to be something more than lack of opportunities? The hurt he’d caused whispered in my ear, See, he can’t make it without you—serves him right. Another part of me, the part that remembered the poor man pushing himself to the breaking point to nurse me and Bob through a horrible stomach bug said, Would seeing him be so bad? 

 Actually, yes, it would. The man who was almost mine. But not quite. 
 If I visited, maybe he’d tell me why he hadn’t filed for divorce, since my busy schedule didn’t allow much time to drop by one of the junior attorneys’ office for the ten long minutes it’d take to get the ball rolling. 
 My curiosity alone made a visit worthwhile. Maybe seeing him, witnessing fizzling sparks where once an inferno raged between us, would get it through my thick head that what we had was over for good. And then what?

 Maybe it was time to admit defeat, to finally close the door on a failed romance once and for all. “I’ll go see him,” I said. For my son and my own peace of mind. 
***

This can’t be the right place. Another glance out of the car window didn’t improve the view. When had Travis moved to such a rundown neighborhood? What happened to that great little condo he’d leased uptown? 
 “You have arrived at 550 Kennedy Street,” the navigation system confirmed. I found a parking space a few blocks away, in a slightly more secure area. With any luck, the owners of Travis’s dilapidated apartment complex were hard at work on renovations, starting with the inside—and my car would still be here, tires intact, when I returned. 
 After stepping through the front door into the foyer of the building Bob insisted his father lived in, I amended my observation to: maybe the owners are renovating
inside the apartments. 

 The place fell somewhere between “dump” and “pigsty”. My meticulous husband couldn’t possibly live here. Some effort kept a disdainful curl from my lips. I’d promised a meeting—but nothing more. How he chose to live his life wasn’t my business—anymore. The scent of boiled cabbage and cheap cleaner followed me down the hallway. 

I’m doing this for my child, not for myself, and definitely not for Travis.  I tapped on the door to room 113. Unlucky number, unlucky day. Cue the gloom and doom music.


 A thin figure opened the door, face partially hidden by a shock of lank hair. “I’m sorry,” I said, “I must have the wrong apartment. I’m here to see…” 
 “It’s me, babe.” The man slowly raised his head. Clear green eyes seemed out of place against pallid skin. Travis’s eyes, but in someone else’s face. The high cheekbones models would once have paid any price for now stood out in pointed contrast to hollow cheeks. 
 Oh. My. God. “Travis?” All the way across town I’d held tight to the image of the man he’d been twenty years ago. I’d last seen him (at a distance) in his role as Professor Higgins. Either he’d been heavily made up then or he’d gone downhill fast. My chest tightened. 
 “In the flesh.” He stepped aside and invited me in with a flourish of his hand. His jeans sported more holes than might be fashionable; his thin T-shirt hung from his frame. His feet were bare. 
 A shudder crept up my spine. Like hell would my bare feet and the dirty brown carpet meet in this life time. My first instinct was to grab the man and get him out of this dump. No matter what hard feelings currently stood between us, my son’s other father shouldn’t have to live here. 
 “Bob said you wanted to see me?” Best be about business and get on my way home. If Travis needed money, I’d write a check. Hell, I’d buy him a condo. This man had shared twenty years of my life and helped me raised a son. He deserved better. Whatever he needed, I’d do. Even—the hardest thing of all—talk to him. That might be all he’d accept. Maybe it was time to divvy up our material things, just to get him the hell out of here. 
 “You’re looking good, Ian,” my erstwhile husband said, eyeing me up and down. 
 “And you’re looking…” What could I say? He didn’t look well. Even so, his brief hint of a smile inspired a heart flutter. 
 Travis snorted in reply. “I’ve been doing a lot of thinking lately.” He closed the door and traipsed across dingy carpet to flop down on the bed. A bed, a hotplate, and mini-fridge. I’d seen bigger hotel rooms. He flipped on the light to drive back the gloom in the windowless apartment. I braced for scuttling insects darting across the floor. Illumination didn’t help the appearance of the apartment, or the man, one bit. Damn, there was no other word for it—he looked bad. When we’d first met, my heart had skipped a beat every time I laid eyes on him. Now, he appeared much older than his forty-seven years. 
 “Is there anything you need to tell me about…” I waved my hand to indicate his body, “…your current condition?” Please, God, no. We aren’t together anymore, he’d deserted me, but please don’t let this meeting be our final goodbye.

 For a split second, fire appeared in his eyes, and I braced for a good scolding. In the end he released a sigh. “Would you listen if I did?” He muttered the words so softly I barely caught them. Louder, he replied, “No.” 
 I didn’t believe him. How many times in the past had he told me “It’s nothing” when he wasn’t feeling well? He’d always kept illnesses to himself. The lawyer in me demanded more evidence. 
 Travis patted the bedspread. Sitting next to him on a bed wasn’t a good idea. Memories flooded back, the two of us, racing to the bedroom at the end of the day, clothes strewn down the hall, barely getting the door closed before attacking each other. I shook my head and remained standing. 
 “Suit yourself.” A forced smile erased a few years from his face. “Remember when we met at Pride?” 
 How could I forget? Against better judgment, I’d allowed a friend to rope me into attending the festivities. At our third club in as many hours, I’d glanced up and fell into the same green eyes staring at me now. For the next few months, Travis had been the center of my world. 
 I loved the law—I was good at it, and it rewarded me. With my handsome income I could lavish my darling with all kinds of good things. We’d had so much for just us two—we could take care of someone else. We’d moved in together a year after meeting, and adopted Bob a year after that. 
 “And the first time we saw Bob, how he hid behind that social worker?” 
 When I’d first met my son he’d been a tiny boy with the biggest blue eyes I’d ever seen—eyes that had seen way more than a five-year-old should have to. He’d cried a lot at first, and many a night I’d woken to an empty bed, only to find my son and my husband nestled together, asleep on the couch, tears staining Bob’s face. With Travis’s love and guidance, Bob had blossomed, overcome the horrors of his early years, and would soon start a residency. 
 Our son came into our lives, and the clubs, concerts, and theater faded away We quit marching in feathers and sequins—Pride became something to celebrate at home, with each other and our little boy, blowing soap bubbles for his puppy to catch. 
 Darker times now overshadowed any pleasant memories. “What do you want?” I reached for my billfold. “Is it money?” 
 “No.” The smile fled Travis face. “You do know what today is, right?” 
 Why was everyone so determined to remind me of the date? Both of us in white suits, Bob standing with us to watch his fathers marry. It wasn’t the kind of thing easily forgotten. “It’s our anniversary.” One of them, at any rate. 
 “You never divorced me.” A statement, not a question. 
 “I didn’t want to upset Bobby…umm…Bob.” 
 A touch of challenge appeared in the stiff set of Travis’s shoulders and chin. A faint echo of the fire he’d once possessed. “Is that the only reason?” His voice held none of his onstage confidence. 
 “Yes.” Lying awake, tears streaming down my face, turning to hug a vacant pillow. The man who’d abandoned me didn’t need to know the truth. 
 He wafted out a weary-sounding breath that must have started at his toes. “I know I have no right to ask this, but I want one more night with you.” 
 “You want what?” What the fuck? Why did he sound so fatalistic, like one of his stage roles delivering bad news? He’d no right to me or my bed anymore. Who else’s bed had he shared? Did he want sex? 
 “You heard me. I want one more night, like it used to be.” 
 Like it used to be. The two of us, unable to keep our hands off each other. The sheer ecstasy on his face when he came. The way he’d worshipped me in bed. 
 Travis picked at lint on the bedspread, eyes following the path of his fingers. It’d take a lot of picking to clean the frayed fabric. Voice scarcely above a whisper, he added, “I want to go out to dinner, see where the evening takes us. Then I’d like you to spend the night.” 
 None of the eloquent speeches I’d prepared on the way over covered this particular turn of events. “Travis, I…” 
 “Oh.” Travis glanced up, a world of hurt in his eyes. “You’ve found someone else.” His breath gusted out in a whoosh, fluttering the edges of his too-long hair. “I guess I deserved that.” 
 No reason to tell this man that every time I’d tried to see someone new that the ghost of my husband went with us on dates. I never went out twice with the same person, and sometimes cut even the first date short. 
 “You’re wearing your ring!” Was there hope in Travis’s eyes? 
 Oh, that. “It’s for business. Clients put more faith in a married man, for some reason.” I shoved my hand, and the telltale ring, into my pocket. 
 Travis remained quiet for some time. No shiny gold band encircled his ring finger. Given his current state of living, he might have pawned the symbol that no longer held any meaning for him. 
 I studied the man, the defeated air. Damn, how I’d once loved him. My heart constricted. I loved him still. Was one night too much to ask? “Do you have proper clothes for Winston’s?” 
 Travis’s face lit up. Gradually the light faded. He’d so loved dinner at Winston’s. Only, a coat and tie were required. “Um…no. Look, there’s a pizza place around the corner we could go to. I doubt you’d run into anyone you know and have to explain me. Maybe it’s better.” Forget other people; I need him to explain himself to me. 
 A million questions hovered on my tongue, poised for flight. What good would answers do? He’s there, I’m here, and we’d never meet again for longer than a few hours—if that. In the end I said,
“Go take a shower—we’re going to Winston’s.” At home a dozen lovely suits hung in his side of our walk-in closet. I doubted they’d fit him now. 
 I pulled out my phone and made a few calls until the water stopped running in the bathroom. 
***
 “Frank’s Haberdashery? Are you sure?” Travis peered out of the car window. We’d both been here often enough in the past. 
 “No, I’m not sure, but yet here we are. We don’t have time for custom tailoring, but Frank thinks he might have something workable on the rack.” I pulled the car behind the building and escorted Travis in through the employee’s entrance. 
 “Good evening, Ian.” Frank did a double-take. “Travis? Oh my God, man! How are you?” The aging tailor grabbed Travis in a bone-crushing hug, and judging by how delicate Travis’s bones appeared, I feared the worst. 
 “Fine, fine!” Travis wrestled free of the embrace. “You’re looking good, Frank. How’s the missus?” 
 Frank’s smile fell. “Anna passed away last year.” 
 The color drained from Travis’s cheeks. The pain in his eyes would follow me into my dreams this night. He barely choked out, “Oh, I’m so sorry. I didn’t know.” 
 “It’s okay. How could you? Come this way please.” A decided chill filled the air. Frank’s wife and Travis had been friends. Frank’s eyes met mine in passing. Instead of pain, his held accusation. 
 Holy shit! Travis hadn’t known? His absence at her funeral had caused a stir. How stupid of me to have forgotten. He’d been too wrapped up in his own world to acknowledge someone else’s ending, I’d told myself then, clutching at straws for reasons to hate him. And all this time, he hadn’t been told. I should have found him, no matter where he was at the time, made sure he’d heard the news, taken him to the graveside service. I shouldn’t have assumed Travis read the papers, or continued contact with his old friends after leaving. 
 I stood by, watching Frank dress my former love. Damn, but Travis had lost weight. He’d once taken pride in his body, working out, eating right. Now his ribs showed. He’s not yours anymore. He walked away. “Ran” better described his leaving. And yet, his father had died young from cancer. Surely he wouldn’t hide a malignancy from me and Bob. Would he? 
 In no time at all Travis appeared more his old self, dressed in a nice new suit, and based on Frank’s heartfelt hug, he’d been forgiven too. 
 Though he was pitifully thin, the richness of the suit gave Travis an exotic appearance. Lines drew the path of his life on his handsome face. I’d known most of the twists and turns that marked him, until—well. What had happened in the last two years to trace itself at his temples? 
 My eyes stung. The reeking carpet at his apartment must’ve been playing hell with my allergies. I stared down at the ring on the third finger of my left hand. Tonight I’d do what Travis asked; tomorrow I’d remove the jeering reminder of what we no longer had. First thing Monday, I’d file for divorce. I’d put off the inevitable long enough. He wasn’t mine anymore. 
 The moment we returned to the car Travis hissed, “Why didn’t you tell me about Anna? 
 “I thought you knew.” What else didn’t he know? What else didn’t I know? 
 Air rushed out of him. “Never mind. It’s not like we were talking at the time, but at least you should have warned me before I came face to face with the grieving widower.” 
 I’d never been accused of being overly sensitive. Still, I’d plunged to an all-time low. “I’m really sorry about not telling you we were going to Frank’s. You needed a suit; he’s the first person who came to mind. I’m also sorry about Anna.” 
 “I made peace with Frank.” Travis continued staring out the window. “I’ll say my goodbyes to Anna later. He told me where she’s buried.” 
 I couldn’t go back in time and do the right thing now. “I’m still sorry.” In the near future I’d apologize to Frank, too. 
 “Don’t be. Regrets are a waste of time and accomplish nothing.” Spoken like a man with lots of experience. 
 Glancing at Travis as we drove across town, on what we’d once have considered a date, I couldn’t help remembering all the great times we’d spent together. In the old days we’d dine, dance, then go home and make love until dawn. Home. My home. Not Travis’s. And I wouldn’t take Travis there tonight. I couldn’t. We’d stay at his apartment—if I couldn’t wriggle my way out of staying the night. What purpose could a night together possibly serve? 
 He seemed to have done his best to style his hair, and if we’d had more time, I’d have taken him for a trim. What could I say? He was out with me, he should be presentable. But Winston’s granted us a table on short notice on good graces. We’d best show up on time. 
 A few raised eyebrows greeted us, from staff who’d known Travis as my husband but were too discreet to ask why he no longer joined Bob and me for dinner. The maître d escorted us to an out of the way table. Fine linen, candlelight, and sumptuous aromas all combined to take me back in time, to a birthday, an anniversary, or just a night out. Our anniversary. Spent at the place that had borne witness to many important events in our shared past. 
 Travis stared at a passing waiter’s laden tray. The yearning on his face nearly broke my heart. How long had it been since he’d eaten a good meal? 
 Ice formed around my heart, driving back charitable thoughts. He could have these things still. Did he hate me so badly that living in deplorable conditions seemed preferable? Yet, even if he didn’t want me, a competent lawyer could have secured him a good portion of the assets we’d built up in our time together—enough cash to make his life very easy. At one time I’d known the man as well as my right hand. Now, though, I had no idea what made him tick. No need to know now, if I’d soon legally wipe him out of my life. 
 The flickering candlelight cast shadows across his face and gleamed off strands of white in his hair that I’d never noticed before—not that my own hair wasn’t more salt than pepper these days. On my next birthday I’d turn fifty. Up until two years ago I’d believed Travis would help me celebrate. 
 He fiddled with the napkin lying on the table, staring as if he believed the linen square held the secrets to the universe. “I want to thank you for doing this,” he said, eyes not meeting my own. “You don’t owe me anything, after all.” 

Don’t owe me anything.  This man had raised my son, kept our home fires burning even when I’d worked late into the night, whipped up dinner for unexpected guests with nary a complaint, and always, always, welcomed me home with a kiss. 
 “Can I get the lobster bisque?” Travis appeared so lost, like a small child honestly expecting to be denied. Even now, in the role of jilted husband, I could never deny him anything. 
 I made up my mind then and there. Whatever stood behind us didn’t exist tonight. In that moment, I was with my husband, and I’d make the most of our evening. Tomorrow? Tomorrow I’d do what I had to. 
 The first genuine smile of the evening crossed my face. “You can have whatever you like—” I bit off the endearment I would have added two years ago. “I’ll have the bisque too,” I told our server. “Braised trout?” I asked my husband. The trout had always been his favorite. At his nod, I added “We’ll both have the braised trout” to our order. 
 Over bisque, Travis asked, “Remember when Bob was in eighth grade and wanted to play the trumpet?” 
 I couldn’t help smiling. “Yes. And he scared poor Mrs. Henderson next door.” After that we’d warned our neighbors: aspiring jazz musician on the loose. The trumpet now gathered dust in the hall closet, along with baseball bats, tennis rackets, and a brown belt in karate. 
 Travis had taken his turn as our guide down Memory Lane, I offered up a memory of my own. “Or when we’d just parked the car at graduation and he realized he’d forgotten his mortarboard.” What a mad dash that had been, Travis taking control, leaving me and Bob at the school while he braved cross-town traffic. 
 Soon we’d finished our soup and the fish course arrived. Between succulent mouthfuls we continued to reminisce. “College applications gave me writer’s cramp from hell.” Travis rubbed his wrist, as though still feeling the pain. 
 “And the road trips! A new school every weekend.” Despite my protests of being torn from work, I’d enjoyed touring universities, reliving a few of my own college memories by retelling them to my family. Ah, those were the days. A heavy weight dragged at my heart. They shouldn’t have ended. 
 “And remember how we—” Travis scooped up a forkful of green beans amandine, whatever recollection he’d dredged up unshared with me. 
 Right. No mention of “me and you” or “us” anymore. The only safe topic was Bob. 
 During our dessert of chocolate mousse, I couldn’t help but ask, “How’s the acting going?” No need to let on that Bob had already clued me in. 
 Travis’s spoon clattered into the crystalline dessert cup. “Not good, I’m afraid. There aren’t many good parts for a man my age.” 
 Living with someone for years teaches a man to recognize a lie. Well, not an outright lie, but a half-truth. He wasn’t telling me the whole story. Fear squirmed to life in my belly. He had to be sick, for I’d never known him to abuse drugs, the other option for why he’d sunk so low so fast. Sickness. That was the only explanation. I’d never seen him this forlorn. 
 Inspirations struck. “Let’s go to Whispers.” Maybe dancing would lift his spirits. 
 “We don’t have to.” 
 Travis? Turning down dancing? Who was this man and what had he done with my husband? “Why not? You love to dance.” I turned on the charm, batting my eyes. “They play oldies on Friday nights.” 
 “It’s getting late. You probably have meetings tomorrow.” 
 My nearly saying, “But tomorrow’s Saturday” wouldn’t have gone in my favor. Many a Saturday during out last year together I’d nipped into the office for a brief meeting, only to wind up spending the day. “No, my calendar’s empty.” I tried for the smile that used to melt his heart. 
 A pale echo of his former smile answered mine. “If you insist.” 
 I knew he couldn’t resist, especially not oldies. 
 After paying the check I drove us to a club we’d once frequented. The place still looked the same, furnished in Art Deco and hosting a lively crowd, kicking off the weekend with the classics from Otis Redding, Aretha Franklin, and other legendary singers. 
 We’d barely made our way through the door when I heard my named called. “Ian! Travis! How great to see you again.” The club’s manager approached, megawatt grin lighting up his face. Like myself and Travis, the passage of time had left its mark on the man. 
 “Good to see you, too, Jack. The club looks great. How have you been?” 
 We exchanged small talk. Damn, but I’d missed Jack’s humor. When was the last time we’d talked? After our breakup, Travis had neglected Anna. I’d neglected Jack. I made a mental note to invite him to lunch real soon. 
 Finally Jack embraced us both. “Excuse me. I need to go speak with a few people. You know how it is. Something always needs my attention.” A smile creased his cheeks and he hurried off. Travis and I found an out of the way table. The moment we sat down a handsome young man approached, wine bottle in hand. “Compliments of the house,” he said, pouring us each a glass. Mmm… Nice vintage. I definitely owed Jack lunch now. 
 Travis held out his hand as he’d done the first time we’d met, and by placing my palm against his, I answered a question he’d asked with only a gesture, a smile, and a raised brow. He led me out to the dance floor, one hand on the small of my back. At first we came together stiffly, very conscious of every little touch. Slowly we relaxed, settling into old habits and older dance beats. 
 “Ladies and gentlemen.” Jack’s distinct Texas twang replaced the last strains of Little Richard’s Good Golly Miss Molly. “Tonight is a very special night, the anniversary of two dear friends.” 
 Oh dear God, no. Travis and I stared at each other with wide eyes. What did Jack do, keep a calendar? My breath hitched as my old friend continued to spell out doom for us. “In their honor, I’d like to play a very special song.” 
 No, no, no, no, no! I heard the melody in my head before the first note even sounded. Percy Sledge’s voice wasn’t easily forgotten. A knife ripped into my heart. I’ve Been Loving You Too Long. My and Travis’s song. And like the singer, I’d loved my husband for too many years to simply stop. A spotlight aimed our way left us with no other choice but to dance. Some people cleared out the way, all eyes on us, while others grabbed their own partners and took advantage of an opportunity for some public cuddling. And then everyone else on the dance floor simply faded into the background. I couldn’t take my eyes, or thoughts, off of Travis. 
 The years peeled away, with Travis singing into my ear in his lovely tenor. Our love had been so genuine, so pure. How could we have misplaced it? 
 Gone was the woodsy scent of the cologne he’d once worn, but he still fit so perfectly in my arms. Well-practiced steps kept the time only two familiar dancers managed. I stepped back, his foot took the place of mine—I swayed forward into the spot he’d just vacated, and we’d come together in the middle, an eerie reminder of how well our lives had once synchronized. 
 What had gone wrong? Hmm… when was the last time we’d been here? Five years ago? Six? Oh my God! As much as we’d loved dining out and dancing, it’d been years since we’d darkened the door. How did that happen? Racking my brain didn’t produce a single defining moment when we’d stopped going out. Had I grown boring? Complacent? Dampened the fire Travis needed to keep his creative spirit alive? 
 The song ended and Travis stepped away, leaving me strangely bereft. I recovered as best I could. “I don’t know about you, but I could use a drink.” 
 We sipped wine while resting at our table, then a smile, wink, or grin had us charging for the dance floor again. Damn, but the man had always brought out the best in me. We fit together so perfectly. Why for only one night? What did I do to make him leave me? Was he reeling me in, only to break my heart all over again? 
 I’d give all I owned to turn back time, go home to our house, our bed, our old life. 
 I laughed, I danced, I drank, and all with the same enchanting partner I’d met at Pride over twenty years ago. And like that night, we found ourselves at his door, ready to fall through and onto each other, only his carpet then hadn’t been this ghastly brown grunge. The price of his new suit would likely pay a full month’s rent—and then some. If I accomplished nothing else with this visit, I hoped to convince him, help him, to find a better place to live. 
 Travis rammed his hands into the pockets of his dress pants, eyeing his shoelaces. “I want to thank you for tonight.” Why the sudden shyness? He’d never been shy before. “You don’t have to stay if you don’t want to. I understand.” 
 Oh. So all he’d wanted was a night on the town. Nothing more. Time to test the waters. “I promised the night. Unless you’ve changed your mind.” Leaving might mean “for good.” I wasn’t ready to leave. 
 He met my gaze then, those beautiful green eyes filled with hope. “You really want to stay?” 
 A seemingly happy man left a life of luxury and relative leisure to exist in a hovel and barely get by. I needed to know why, and I wouldn’t get any answers by leaving. “I want to.” 
 The gratitude on his face chased back my uncertainty. His earlier, pre-evening mood returned, robbing him of newly revealed youthful vigor. If I stared hard enough, surely I’d see the weight of the world pressing down on his slender shoulders. 
 He appeared so unsure of himself, so vulnerable, when he peeled off his suit jacket and draped it across the back of a chair. His shirt joined the jacket. Once more I noticed his pitiful thinness. 
 The sight of his body brought home the wrongness of the moment. The man wasn’t healthy. Instead of inviting my lust, his skinny torso invoked pity. When his pants joined his jacket on the chair, no beginning arousal tented his boxers. “You’re overdressed, aren’t you?” he asked. 
 I couldn’t go through with this. Hold him, coddle him, nurse him back to health? Yes. Have a “one more time for old time’s sake” romp? No. 
 As if reading my mind, Travis assured me, “I only want the time with you—I haven’t asked for anything else.” The side of his mouth hitched up in a mocking grin. “The sheets are clean, if that’s what you’re worried about.” 
 So many questions and only Travis held the answers. Stripped down to nothing but my boxers, T-shirt and socks, I crawled into the bed and pulled him to my chest. God, but he felt good there. Thoughts of betrayal had no place here, in this our final night together. Tonight, for one last time, Travis was mine. Almost mine. 

 The wrongness in him pulsed like a living thing, preventing ardor, but he nestled snugly against my chest, as he’d done for many years. 
 I had to ask, “Why—” 
 “Sh… No questions. Just hold me, please.” Weariness slurred his tones; he’d danced off any alcohol long ago. “Tired, so tired.” 
 “I promised to stay the night, remember? If you don’t want to answer questions, I won’t ask.” I might explode from not knowing, but my wounded pride wouldn’t let me beg for explanations. 
 He curled tighter into me, a soft smile playing on his lips. “Thank you.” The words emerged scarcely above a whisper. The deep in and out of his breathing a short time later told me he slept. 
 What now? Perhaps the time had come for me to say the goodbye I’d come to. 
 I gazed down at the man I’d given my heart to once upon a time. Travis appeared younger in slumber, the beginnings of crow’s feet relaxed in sleep. Now I understood. I’d agreed to this night to retrieve the heart he’d taken from me. But hey, I wasn’t really using it anyway. 
 Would he begrudge me a last kiss? Travis snuffled in his sleep, the same gentle noise I’d heard many times before from the pillow beside me. A fist seized my heart. When I walked out of the door in the morning, I’d sever our last connection except for Bob, and I’d managed well enough to co-parent these last two years without speaking to the other parent. 
 My full bladder forced me into the bathroom. Afterward, I washed my hands. A partially opened medicine cabinet beckoned. 
 My heart pounded a reggae beat. The man outside the door, lying in bed, was my Travis, and yet he wasn’t. I’d never known Travis to do drugs, and he denied being sick, but something simply wasn’t right. Gone were the joy, the joking, and the ever-present laughter. I rifled through his cabinets, searching for the kinds on illicit substances often bandied about in courtrooms as evidence. What I found was… Oh dear God. Still in rumpled drug store bags, receipts attached: five months’ worth of clomipramine, all five bottles unopened, all with Travis’s name on the label. 
 Not being familiar with the product, I accessed the Internet from my phone. An antidepressant. Also prescribed for obsessive-compulsive behavior. Our lovely home. Always so neat. My perfectionist husband. Obsessive compulsive? Maybe. But depressed? Five bottles filled over five months. All unopened. He wasn’t taking his medication; he’d been saving every dose. 
 One didn’t need a pharmacy degree to decipher the message. Travis intended this one night as a goodbye—a more permanent one than I’d ever imagined. The image formed clearly in my head, Travis, showing me out the door and, a handful at a time, gulping down these pills. My heart skipped a beat, then slammed against my ribs. I grabbed the sink to keep from falling. Travis, my Travis, the other father to my son, planned to kill himself. 
 Oh. Hell. No. 
 He’d brought me here to say goodbye, did he? Well, I wasn’t ready to say goodbye. 
 What the hell could I do? Confront him and watch him try to lie his way out of a confession? As an actor, he’d likely put on an Academy Award worthy performance, but I couldn’t deny the evidence. Travis meant too much to me. 
 He might soon hate me, but I was still his husband, and when morning came, I’d do what I had to do—as his husband. 
 Travis slept on, clad in boxer shorts and socks, nothing else. I curled up next to him on the bed. He trembled when I slipped an arm around him, then sighed and placed his head on my shoulder. 
 I held him tightly, determined to be the anchor I’d failed to be for all those years. Depression. He suffered from depression. Of course he’s depressed, he threw away a great life, didn’t he? The lawyer in me searched for both sides of the story. Maybe depression wasn’t the result of him leaving me. What if he’d left because he’d been depressed? And illness hadn’t been ruled out entirely either. He needed help. He needed my help. 
 I turned off the lamp and lay in the dark, racking my brain for clues. When Bob had left for college, Travis had moped around for days, totally lost. Me? I’d missed him, too, but work kept me busy enough, and I’d eagerly increased my case load, leaving early in the morning and coming back late, sometimes after Travis fell asleep. 
 Questions needed answers, answers I might not get from my former love. But whatever went on in his life, someone else knew. Elise. I needed to talk to Travis’s sister, for the first time since she’d called me an unmitigated ass and hung up on me two years ago, cutting “Uncle Ian” out of her children’s lives. 
 A steady ticking led my eyes to the bedside clock. Four AM. 
 Last I’d heard, Elise still worked nights. Well, if she was asleep, I’d have to apologize, because I needed information. But if she saw my number on her phone, she might not answer. Maybe I should call the front desk of the hotel where she worked. 
 I slipped into the bathroom and took my chances with her cell. An angry woman growled after the second ring, “What the hell do you want?” Yes, I’d dialed the right number, and yes, I’d found Elise. 
 “Elise, yesterday I would be in your face, asking what right you had to talk to me like that, but as it is, I need your help. It’s Travis.” 
 “Oh my God! Is he okay, he didn’t…” Her words broke off on a sob. 
 “No, he’s fine, for the moment. Now, I need information. Knowing how close you two are, don’t lie to me. The last time we talked you called me an ass. Exactly what kind of ass am I?” 
 No growling now, but snarling. “You son-of-a-bitch. After all you did to him, you need to ask?” 
 “Elise, please believe me, if I knew I wouldn’t be asking.” If anyone else had the facts I sought, I’d have hung up on her. No one else came to mind. 
 “Then why wouldn’t you talk to him?” 
 What? “What do you mean? We spoke every day, up until he walked out on me while I was at work.” 
 A long pause followed. When Elise replied she no longer yelled. “He was having a very hard time adjusting to Bob moving out. Several times you made plans to spend the day with him, or go out, and each time, you’d get a phone call and disappear. You left early, came home late, never even bothered to let him know. Without Bob, he spent most of his days alone.” She laughed, a hollow sound missing any humor. “I suppose I should thank you for all the lovely meals he sent to me and the kids when you didn’t show up in time to eat them.” 
 Holy shit. We had stopped going out. I can’t for the life of me recall a time after Bob left for college that Travis and I went out dining and dancing. There’d been a few office parties. I’d chat with clients while Travis spent his time catching up with my coworkers and their spouses. 
 During my and Travis’s last year together two of my partners had both left their wives for younger women. Fuck! Working late, not going out, and neglecting my husband. Tiny teeth went to work behind my breastbone. “Travis thought I was cheating.” 
 “Weren’t you?” The accusation returned. 
 “No!” 
 “Even if you weren’t, you lived with the man. How could you not see that something wasn’t right? For Christ’s sake, some days he was so depressed he couldn’t get out of bed. How could you not think something was wrong?” 

Because I wasn’t there to notice. “Why didn’t he talk to me instead of leaving?” 
 “He tried! He really did! But you were always too fucking busy, and you know my brother. He didn’t want to cause you any worry. ” She paused for a deep breath before unleashing her wrath once more. “Whatever happened to your rule about Saturdays being family day? Huh? And what about Friday date night? Travis gave up his career to support you in yours and raise a child. Did you not know how much those sacred times with Bob and you meant to him?” She paused to sniffle. “But when you forgot his birthday…” 
 While several of her accusations rang true, this one came as a slap to the face. “Wait, I never forgot his birthday.” 
 “Yes you did. He sat at a restaurant for two fucking hours. Then he went home, packed a few things, and slept on my couch.” 
 I forgot my husband’s birthday? Ah, but Elise got her facts wrong. “He didn’t leave me at night. I came home one day to find him gone.” 
 “Really? Really! You don’t even know when he left? Why, you worthless sack of shit. Go back to whoever it was that caught your eye and leave my brother alone. Your thoughtless ass is the last thing he needs.” The line went dead. Rage poured through me. How dare she? How dare she? 
 One hand on the door, ready to charge out and confront the man who’d spread falsehoods about me, I caught myself in time. Five bottles of anti-depressants didn’t lie. The truth was irrelevant right now. What Travis believed trumped my defenses. 
 I hadn’t missed his birthday. No fucking way. I flipped my phone’s calendar back two years. Sure enough, there on my planner was “Meet Travis at Winston’s 6:00 PM Wednesday” along with “Meet with McAllen at Simon’s 6:00 PM Wednesday”. The next day bore the note: “Travis left”. Holy fuck. 
 McAllen had arrived late, we’d worked well into the night, and I’d picked up fast food and crept into the house so as not to wake my husband. I’d watched the 11:00 news as was my habit, and fell asleep on the couch. The next morning I’d snuck into our darkened room for a suit and dressed in the guestroom. My husband had left me and I hadn’t even known. 
 Me. All this time the problem had been me. And I’d never gone after him, never called. I’d just accepted that he’d wanted to leave, never seeing his actions through his eyes. If the shoe were on the other foot, I wouldn’t want to see me tonight. Deep down inside, did he still harbor feelings for the man who’d turned into an uncaring monster? 
 All these years I’d blamed Travis. But if I’d only listened years ago, given the man as much time to state his case as I’d given rival attorneys, we’d never have reached this point. I was to blame. And in true Travis fashion, he’d kept the gory details from Bob. Or had he? No need asking our son, the fact that he’d insisted on the meeting told me all I needed to know. 
 Apparently, I had some making up to do, but first, to exercise my husbandly right to put my foot down—and save my husband’s life. 
***
 “I’m not going.” Travis gripped the headboard. If looks could kill I’d be a pile of ash on his filthy carpet. 
 “Travis, I don’t want to do to this, but if I have to, I will. You need help.” I tossed the five pharmacy bags, and their damning contents, onto the bed. 
 He glanced at the bags and back at me. “I can explain that.” 
 “And can you explain why you’re living in this dump?” 
 “I sublet my condo and moved here in preparation for a role.” 
 I watched his face. He wasn’t telling the truth. Or at least not completely. “Out with it.” 
 He sighed, running his fingers through his limp hair. “I got a part in a movie as a guy with a meth problem, and I lost weight and moved here to get more into character. The funding failed and production ended. By then I was just too tired to go on. I’ve auditioned for a few things, but…” 
 Depression. Crippling depression. “I need to know,” though to hear you say the words might kill me. “Did you intend to take all these pills at once?” 
 He tilted his head back, but I couldn’t miss the shimmering in his eyes. Tears slipped free of his control to trail down his cheeks. “I didn’t know what else to do. I used to have my life so organized; now it’s spinning out of control. I just wanted to make it stop. The pain, the uncertainty.” 
 Oh dear God. So he had planned to end his life. 
 “Let me help you.” I took his hand. He flinched, but didn’t withdraw. “I know a place you can go. Get some rest. Plan out what you want to do with the rest of your life.” 
 “I want to sleep. Sometimes I don’t want to wake up.” 
 His eyes met mine. With every ounce of my being I willed him to see the truth of my words, that I wanted to help, that I’d never, ever do anything to hurt him. At least not purposefully. My indifference had done enough damage. 
 I pulled him to me and rocked him as he cried. “Shhh … it’ll be okay. It’ll all be okay. I’m here now.” 
 Desperate sobs gradually dissipated. He didn’t say a word. Silently he dressed, packed a bag, and trudged behind me to the car. He never even asked where we were going. Every mile of silence nicked another notch in my heart. For his own good, for his own good. I’m doing this for his own good. 

 I rested my hand on his, and breathed a sigh of relief when he laced our fingers. 
 Our destination appeared from the street to be an elegant private residence. From the curving drive I spotted a tennis court and walking trail. “The place came highly recommended,” I prattled to my listless audience of one. “They’ll take good care of you here.” 
 Travis said nothing. He simply stared out the window. Every line of his body screamed, “abandoned”, much as I’d felt two years ago. His sister had given me food for thought, but he was in no condition for long, heartfelt conversations. I couldn’t be selfish now. The most important thing was to get Travis well. 
 I checked him in while he stood beside me, gaze riveted to his hands. He didn’t even say goodbye when a smiling woman showed him to his room. Of course, he probably remained stoic for me, knowing that if he wrapped his arms around me and cried, begging me to take him home, it would have only added to my misery. 
 I left my heart with him so he wouldn’t get lonely. 
***
 “He doesn’t want to see you.” Bob stared at me over his half-eaten croissant. 
 A small price to pay for the privilege of speaking of my husband in present tense. “How’s he doing?” Shortly after dropping Travis off for treatment I’d found my name on the “no admittance list.” The gesture hurt, but not nearly as bad as losing him completely would. My own newly-acquired counselor had instructed me not to worry, that Travis needed this time to come to terms with his life. 
 Bob shrugged. “Okay, I guess. The stuff he’d been taking made him want to hurt himself so he quit.” An unfortunate piece of bread found itself plucked apart in his fingers. “But not taking the pills didn’t stop the thoughts. His new doctor finally got his meds figured out. He’s put on weight. Yesterday he even smiled.” 
 And suddenly Bob was five years old again, staring at me with frightened eyes while the steadfast rock who’d nursed us through the stomach virus from hell finally succumbed. 

“Dad? Is Daddy gonna be all right?” 


 “God, I hope so.” I stood by helplessly as my lover retched again from behind the closed bathroom door. Only then did I notice the tiny hand clutching mine, and that Bobby finally, with the words, “Dad” and “Daddy” accepted that we wouldn’t take him back to foster care, that he belonged with us forever. That we were his family. 


The tears that filled my eyes couldn’t have been more ill-timed. 


 “I knew it! He’s dying!” Bobby’s quivering lower lip gave a scant warning to the full blown howls that followed. 


 I fell to my knees, wrapping him in my arms. He stiffened for a moment before burrowing into my embrace, no longer afraid of adults—at least not of me. “Shh… No, Bobby, he’s not dying. He’s going to be okay; we’re all going to be okay.” There and then we ceased to be me, Travis, and an abused youngster, and became a family. 


 That night Bobby slept in my arms in the reclining chair by the bed, determined to help me watch over his daddy. His prized possession, a ragged stuffed dog, occupied the pillow next to my love. 

 Bobby, watching over him then, watching over him now. 
 “Did you know when he left me how depressed he was?” I still had trouble believing that Travis had so skillfully kept his condition from both me and our son. 
 Bob shot me an “oh, please” eye roll. “Like he’d ever complain about anything.” 
 Good point. After devotedly tending me and Bob, Travis had nearly reached death’s door before admitting that he’d taken ill too. The retching incident had been our first clue. 
 “He’s working again.” Bob peered up at me from under his eyelashes, probably wondering how I’d take the news. 
 “Good to hear.” I kept my poker face firmly intact, hoping he’d offer more. 
 He leaned in and hissed, “Christ, Dad, did you really have to have him committed?” 
 Committed? “I didn’t have him committed. I sent him to a place to get the help he needed.” I couldn’t tell my son how close his father had come to suicide. Knowing the thoughts had been there was bad enough. 
 Bob sighed, weaving his fingers through his hair and leaving a streak of butter. “I never would have believed that he suffered from major depressive disorder. He hid the symptoms from me so well. But the doctor says with counseling and treatment, he’ll be fine. How could I not see? Not know? I studied this in school.” 
 The same way I’d missed all the signs—I’d married one damned good actor. Armed with knowledge from my counselor, I now knew the warning signs. “Don’t blame yourself. You were away at college. I saw him every day. In hindsight, the poor guy’d been sending up flares for months before he left. I didn’t see—didn’t want to see.” How I would love to go back be his support, as I should have been. I only hoped it wasn’t too late now. “Sooner or later, he’ll have to talk to me, and when he does, I’ll make him see reason.” 
 “You want him back?” 
 No finer person existed on the earth. Of course I wanted Travis back. We belonged together. “I never wanted him to leave in the first place.” 
 My son derailed my reconciliation plans. “I’m sorry to tell you this, but he’s having divorce papers drawn up.” 
 Oh hell no. Not happening. Not if I had anything to do with it. If I’d only been paying attention, Travis would have gotten his counseling and treatment sooner and we wouldn’t be in this situation. 
 To stop this train I’d throw myself on the tracks. “Bob?” 
 He swallowed a sip of tea. “Yes, Dad?” 
 “Remember a few weeks ago, when you asked me to go see him?” 
 “Yes?” What are you up to? he asked with his eyes. 
 “He wanted something from me. Tell him it’s time to return the favor, this Friday.” 
 Bob regarded me as a mouse might a cat. “What do you plan to do?” 
 “Take one last chance to plead my case.” 
***
 “I’m only doing this because Bob asked.” Travis stood in his much cleaner room, dressed in the new suit that fit more snugly now. Gone were the dark circles and angular planes from his face, and every strand of hair fell neatly into place. 
 “Hey, you owe me,” I replied, “but where we’re going, you won’t need a suit. Pack an overnight bag. Casual clothes.” He wouldn’t let me rent a new apartment for him, but had agreed to return to his condo at the end of the sublet agreement—a step in the right direction. 
 He raised a brow. “Where are we going?” 
 “I didn’t ask so many questions during your night,” I mock-groused, willing him to play along. I had a lot of making up to do, and revisiting the past didn’t figure into my plans. A clean slate. Time to write a new story. 
 In the end, he complied. I carried his suitcase two blocks to where I’d parked. While he’d recovered a great deal, he wasn’t quite back to his normally vigorous self yet. “Surely that’s not yours.” He stared at the nondescript car that no, I wouldn’t have bought. For our mini vacation I’d chosen to rent a less conspicuous vehicle than my Lexus. Wealth obviously didn’t impress Travis. Maybe sincerity would. I could only hope. 
 “Humor me.” A few years before I’d met him, I would have considered the Malibu a perfectly sensible car. What a snob I’d turned out to be. 
 Travis opened the car door and I turned away so he wouldn’t have to acknowledge the gift I’d left for him on the seat unless he wanted to. A colleague had once visited Belgium and brought back exquisite chocolates. My husband had loved them. I’d special ordered the box now sitting on the Malibu’s passenger seat. “Thanks,” Travis mumbled. He placed the box in the back. As I slid into the driver’s seat, he glanced over his shoulder, a wistful smile on his face. Recalling old memories, perhaps? Or wanting that chocolate? 
 I drove out of town, avoiding interstates and keeping to the scenic routes. Music from our shared past drifted from the radio’s speakers from what purported to be an oldies station. Twenty years wasn’t old. I Swear by All-4-One came on. Travis flipped the radio off. Ouch. Another one of our songs. Travis and me, slow dancing in the kitchen, his beautiful voice and my off-key warbling. Apparently he didn’t want the reminder. 
 After a time, I turned off the air conditioner and rolled down the windows. He huffed, but then a smile curled up the corners of his mouth. “Honeysuckles! I smell honeysuckles!” He relaxed after that, not holding himself so stiffly. 
 Okay, the first part of “Operation Simple Things in Life” apparently made a hit. Now for the second stage of my plan. 
 “The Omelet House?” 
 Okay, so I’d improvised. But traveling as much as we had made it hard to find a restaurant we hadn’t been to before—at least not together. “Give it a chance, okay?” 
 Despite the low-key feel of the eatery, I couldn’t complain about the quality of my Spanish omelet. 
 “That looks good.” Travis examined my meal from across the table. 
 A young couple sitting two tables down and feeding each other nibbles inspired me. If they could act like two giddy teenagers on a date, then Travis and I could too. “Here, have a bite.” 
 His eyes widened as I raised a forkful to his lips. Twenty years ago he wouldn’t have glanced around first, but twenty years ago we wouldn’t have been in a family diner, having breakfast for dinner. In the end he parted his lips and I slid the bite inside. 
 “Oh, that is good.” After a moment he glanced up slyly, raising his own fork. “Want to try my blueberry waffle?” 
 While normally I’d avoid that much flour covered with syrup, my waistline didn’t matter nearly as much as getting through to Travis. Our waitress smiled when she stopped to refill our water glasses. Later, she drew a heart on the bill before placing it on the table. I tipped her double the price of our meals. 
 We resumed our journey after dinner, stopping at a hotel with no hope in hell of ever seeing a five-star rating. I rushed into the office and returned with keys before my resolve to keep our evening simple crumbled to dust. “Our room’s around back. We can park on the side.” 
 “We’re staying here?” 
 “Sure, why not?” I’d never say aloud that our rented accommodations, complete with worn bedspreads and rummage sale artwork, seemed luxurious compared to his apartment. 
 While Travis fussed about the room, I dashed down the hall for a bucket of ice to chill the wine I’d brought. Hotel included, so far on this trip I’d spent less than dinner at Winston’s, and yet somehow, being with Travis, acting like ordinary people instead of those who normally left fifty dollar tips, seemed far more precious than rooms with lush mattresses and satin sheets. We’d escaped the city with its flashy nightlife and distractions, and I’d never been happier—though Travis could bring my whole world crashing down with the “D” word. 
 I stood in the doorway, dripping ice bucket in hand, and admired the view of my husband, yes, my husband, unpacking our suitcases and carefully lining socks up in one drawer, placing shirts in the next. My Travis. Good to see his meticulousness returned. 
 I loved this man, plain and simple. If he’d go with me, we’d jump any hurdle—together. Now to convince him to give us a chance. 
 “Oh. You brought wine.” He stopped his flitting about the room and sat down on one queen sized bed. 
 Trying to ignore his closeness taxed my nerves, with him sprawled out on one bed and me on the other. A few steps would put us in touching distance—and more. But I wouldn’t force anything he didn’t want to do; after all, he’d not forced me. 
 “I don’t recognize this vintage.” He eyed the bottle I poured from, filling two plastic cups I’d found in the bathroom. He sniffed, sipped, and laughed, a throaty sound that sent pleasurable tendrils up my spine. 
 “It’s non-alcoholic,” I replied. Anti-depressants and alcohol didn’t mix well, or even depression and alcohol, for that matter. 
 “In other words, it’s grape juice. Good grape juice, but grape juice.” 
 “You might call it that.” 
 We studied each other from across the room, sipping juice better than the finest wine, for the company alone. So much to say, but if I opened my mouth, would my crude attempt at conversation help or hurt our chances of winding up in one bed? 
 Outside our window children shrieked and splashed in the hotel pool, until a whistle blew. 
 “Sounds like they’re shutting the pool for the night,” Travis commented. 
 “Sounds like.” An idea was born, so bizarre, something neither of us in a million years would do. And yet… “Let’s go for a swim.” 
 “You heard me, the pool’s closed.” 
 I gave him a leering half-smile. “So it is.” 
 He met my smile and raised me a smirk. “Since when do you break the rules?” 
 “First time for everything.” For Travis? I’d break a whole lot more than a hotel’s pool curfew. 
 He seemed to consider my words, then pursed his lips. “I didn’t pack trunks.” 
 I gave him a wolfish grin and waggled my brows. “Neither did I. I plan to wear my boxers.” If one intends to break rules, break them with style, but I wasn’t quite willing to risk an indecent exposure citation by swimming in the nude. Not here, anyway. 
 He stayed perfectly still for a moment, then replied, “Well, I did promise you a night. But if we get caught, it’s all your fault.” 
 Travis undressed in the bathroom while I disrobed by the bed. We slipped out the side door, towels around our waists, giggling like two school kids as we scaled the fence and tumbled over the other side. 
 We stopped, and I strained to hear sounds of approaching security, though I didn’t spot any video cameras. “C’mon,” I urged, folding my towel around the room key and placing it on a lounge chair. “We might as well get in a swim before they make us leave.” My spectacular cannonball splashed water as far as the chairs huddled around the shallow end. 
 Travis’s thin boxers left little to the imagination. With a bit of struggle I managed to focus on his face and not let my eyes wander over his body. He’d picked up a few pounds but hadn’t yet reached his ideal weight. Still, he appeared much healthier than during our last encounter. He eased into the pool a little at a time. “The water’s cold!” 
 “Not if you just take the plunge.” I dogpaddled closer. 
 “You stay right there!” He backed up a step. 
 “Not going anywhere.” His pale skin glowed under the illumination of the adjacent parking lot lights. The ripples from my paddling shimmered around me. Travis took another step forward, and another. I longed to grab him and pull him in, but trust had been broken. 
 Time to start the healing. “I never cheated on you.” 
 “What?” Travis stopped, mid-motion. 
 “I didn’t cheat on you. I neglected you, left you alone, poured myself into my job a bit too much, but I never cheated on you.” 
 The air grew much colder. Oh shit. I’d said the wrong thing. Time stood still, Travis and I hovering over a precipice. “I know that—now,” he said. “But two years ago, every time your phone rang and you took off cut a little more of my heart out.” 
 Seeing his face, the pure misery there, nicked a few notches out of my heart too. “And whenever you tried to talk to me, I was unavailable.” 
 “Yeah. Elise told me you called her.” 
 “Yes.” I wouldn’t apologize for calling his sister. Without my intervention, Travis wouldn’t be here today. However, I would apologize for things that were my fault. “I didn’t know what you were going through. If I had…” 
 “It really hurt that you didn’t care enough to come running after me.” 
 “Like you’d hoped I would.” I shook my head at my own selfishness. “You have to understand. When I found you gone, I accepted that that’s what you wanted. Who was I to—?” 
 He held up his hand, cutting off my words, completing the thought for me. “You left me alone because if the roles had been reversed and you’d left me, that’s what you would’ve wanted me to do. But I’m not you, Ian. And you can’t apply your rules to my wants and needs.” 
 While I’d never know the depths of what that decision had cost him, a portion of his pain leaked into the words. “Instead, that was a last-ditch effort to get my attention.” 
 His whispered “Yes” barely reached my ears, as I’m sure my “I’m so sorry” barely reached his. 
 Here was the man I’d loved forever, had promised to always be there for, and when he’d hurt and needed me most, I’d let him down. Well, never again. I stood in the pool, water sluicing down my back, and took a step toward him. I’m not sure if he noticed the step he took backwards, but I sure did, and it became my turn to hurt, and pay the price for lost trust. You can’t force trust; you have to earn it, my counselor’s words echoed in my head. 
 The next step I took Travis held his ground, though the water surrounding his knees rippled and he gripped the pool railing. He sank into the pool up to his waist, still trembling. 
 Slowly I approached. If he turned and walked away, this time I would follow—through a wall of flame, if necessary. With all the patience normally reserved for more intricate legal cases, I eased closer to him. When at last we stood face to face, I held out my arms. 
 He dove into my embrace, releasing a cry as his head found my shoulder. The breath I’d been holding whooshed out of me, and I wrapped my trembling husband in my arms. “I’ve missed you.” Words alone couldn’t express the emptiness inside me with him out of my life. 
 “I missed you too.” He tightened his arms around me nearly to the point of pain. 
 I held him, afraid to let go. When I released him we’d likely have an awkward moment, but he’d opened the door a crack and I’d slipped through. There’d be no going back. 
 The man who shouted, “Hey! The pool’s closed, get out of there!” deserved a kiss, for he broke us apart without awkwardness. Once more we giggled, grabbed our towels, raced each other for the fence, and scrambled over. We didn’t stop laughing until we’d reached our room. 
 How long had it been since either of us had done any rule bending, let alone breaking? We’d become so rigid in our lives, each playing our parts so well, like actors in plays, that we’d lost our spontaneity. Time to get it back. 
 I slid a sopping card into the door slot, grinning like a loon. Travis grinned with me. After popping the door open I waved him in ahead of me. His wet boxers clung to his ass. After I closed the door we faced each other, water pooling at our feet. 
 “Travis,” I said, at the same moment he said, “Ian.” 
 Our gazes locked, then so did our bodies. I grabbed him as he grabbed me. Together we fell on the bed, limbs tangled. With chuckles, grunts, and plenty of curses we managed to wriggle out of our wet clothes. I lay half on him, half off. 
 Our eyes connected and all humor fled. Those green, green eyes had lured me in once upon a time, and had greeted me on so many mornings, love and lust shining from their depths. Over the years, I’d seen them crinkle at the corners with laughter, fill with tears during moments of sorrow, a droop sleepily after lovemaking. Now they welcomed me home. We closed the distance between our mouths, the kiss fleeting in the beginning, then growing more demanding. 
 Without conscious thought I maneuvered myself fully on him, catching his moan in my mouth. He bucked up against me, hard, and we instinctually fell into a rhythm established long ago. And this was so wrong. 
 I withdrew. 
 “What?” he barked, eyes wide and lips swollen from my kisses. 
 “We’re falling into old patterns. We’re doing as we’ve always done. Never again will I take you for granted or let habit stagnate us.” I stood and held out my hand. Although his lifted brow asked a question, he placed his hand in mine and stood beside me. Framing his face with my palms, I tilted his head and feathered my lips over his brows, his eyelids, and down the nose I’d always likened to a ski slope in teasing moments. 
 A gentle moan wafted out on his exhale, and even the fluttering of his breath across my skin excited me. Travis. Here. With me. With each kiss, lick, and nibble I made my case with more zeal than I’d ever shown in a courtroom. Losing wasn’t an option. Tonight I’d show him how much he meant, how much our family meant, and how hard I’d fight for us—as I should have two years ago. The past was gone, with no way to go back and right my wrongs. In the last few weeks I’d learned to accept my mistakes, admit my part in our separation, and focus my energies on the road ahead. With the future in mind, I’d plead with him the best way I knew how, by opening up my heart and holding nothing back. 
 The bitterly sweet moment brought tears to my eyes, and when next my mouth tasted his flesh, a tang of salt hit my tongue. My tears, on his skin. I licked them away. 
 “Are you crying?” Travis’s passion turned to alarm. 
 In all our years together, I’m not sure if he’d ever seen me cry. I’d either held my pain inside or crept off to weep alone, another way I’d deprived him of me. “I believe I am. But they’re good tears.” He didn’t appear convinced. I kissed his nose. “Trust me.” 
 Down his chest I worked, traveling familiar territory with new eyes, the salt of his skin and my tears mingling on my tongue. The mole on his hip became beautiful to me, a landmark. “I’ve always loved this mole. Did I ever tell you that?” 
 He snorted. “You love my mole?” 
 “I love every inch of you.” Oops. Had I said that aloud? Would he see my slip as an ultimatum, or pretty words meant to sway him? 
 He answered with fingers twined in my hair. “Love was never the problem. I couldn’t stop loving you if I tried. And believe me, I tried.” 
 He loved me. He loved me! I grinned through my tears. My Travis, my beautiful Travis, whom I’d let down simply because I’d been too self-absorbed to pay attention. I’d never make that mistake again. 
 His erection rose from a nest of dark curls, fluid clinging to the end. With a flick of my tongue, I licked the droplet away. Ah, the taste of him brought back so many memories, as did his murmured encouragements. Where before I’d have had sex with him or would have made love, now I worshipped. He tasted clean on my tongue, though the faint scent of pool chemicals filled my nostrils. No matter. Nothing mattered but Travis. 
 All the accusations I’d directed towards him were now reflected back at me. How wrong I’d been about him. My hands on his thighs and my mouth on his flesh begged forgiveness. “I’m sorry,” I whispered, again and again. I could apologize steadily for a thousand years and never be worthy of this man. 
 Tonight I’d show him his true beauty, teach him his worth, and if he then chose to return to my life, it wouldn’t be as “mine”, never a possession. I’d treat each moment he spent with me as the richest gift, for however long he’d allow. Forever, I hoped. 
 His skin warmed mine, and I brought our joined hands to my mouth to take his fingertips to my lips, kissing each in turn. Fighting a smile, I swiped my tongue across his palm, eliciting a gasp. Ah, yes. Somebody liked that. 
 Each nook and cranny, once well-known territory, now became an undiscovered country to be explored anew. I mapped trails across his skin with my tongue, closing my eyes, the better to capture his scent, his taste. 
 A gentle stroke of my fingers against his bare skin raised goose bumps, and I retraced once-familiar pathways: the spot just above his navel still caused him to flinch and gasp, and my tongue on his inner thigh teased out a moan. He’d once said he’d do anything I asked if I’d just lick… Oh yes, there it was, the weight shift to allow me to lavish attention on the area behind his balls. Regardless of time and tide, some things remained the same. Tonight, though, I wouldn’t let routine lull me in—I’d take nothing of my lover for granted. No, each gasp and sharp inhale warmed my soul, that after all this time, I could still play his body so well, give him so much pleasure. 
 The twin swells of his ass fit perfectly in my hands when I used them to guide his length into my mouth. With each plunge I marveled at the working of his muscles, until primal instinct took over. 
 To a chorus of sweet whimpers I argued my case. We’re good together. No one knows you like I do. His spilling on my tongue said he understood, though words were never spoken. I stroked myself to completion as he cried out. 
 Afterward we lay entwined. With our lust slaked, what would he say? My heart fell when he spoke, for they weren’t the words I wanted to hear. “I brought divorce papers for you to sign.” 
 If he wanted this, truly wanted to officially end us, I wouldn’t give up without a fight. “No.” 
 “No, what?” 
 “No, we’re not getting a divorce.” 
 He stared at me with those gorgeous eyes, as deep as the sea and as lush as a mountain forest. “You… you don’t want a divorce?” 
 “No, I don’t. You heard me. I love you. Why would I let you go?” No way would I remind him that he’d said those words too. Thank God for my coaching sessions with my counselor, otherwise I’d use whatever evidence I could. 
 Travis caught me in a narrowed-eyed gaze. “But you can’t imagine we’ll get back together like nothing happened.” 
 Expect it? No. Would love him to return? Definitely. “No, I don’t,” I said again. “But I don’t want us to end, either.” 
 His laugh emerged dry, humorless. “If you don’t want to end it or go back to how we were, what other choice is there?” 
 I thought he’d never ask. “We move forward, create a new beginning.” I joined my gaze to his, letting him see as deep as he dared into my soul. “Let’s start over. You have your life, I have mine. Let’s rediscover each other, like when we first met years ago, and see where the road takes us.” 
 Travis rolled away to stare at the ceiling. A wrinkle that hadn’t been there two years ago formed between his brows. Almost persuaded, but not quite. “With Bob grown and gone, what would I do with my time?” 
 Perhaps I wasn’t finished arguing after all. “Whatever you like.” 
 “Don’t take this wrong, but I don’t want to be the man behind the man anymore.” 
 His words took another nick out of my heart. I wouldn’t be where I was today if not for his love and support. “Then what do you want?” His acting would keep him away from me many nights, if not weeks, the reason he’d put his career on hold to stay home and raise Bob. Wait! The man behind the man? No wonder he’d left if he didn’t consider us equal partners. If I wanted him in my life, it appeared it would be on his own terms. I’d just have to convince him that his terms included me. 
 And darned if Travis didn’t make me fall more in love with him. “I don’t know. Something helpful to you. I used to want to become a paralegal. That way I could be more a part of your work, understand what you went through on a daily basis.” 
 Okay, we were on a roll. Confession time. “If you could do anything you wanted to, make your living doing what you’re good at, what would you do?” I braced myself for answers like “Broadway” or “Hollywood.” 
 He turned to me then, a beautiful smile on his face that I hadn’t seen in years. “You know what I’m best at, right?” 
 Vulgar answers crowded my mind, but I managed to keep them in check. Instead I offered, “Acting? Cooking? Making people feel like they’re the most important beings in the universe?” In my mind, he excelled at everything. My life was certainly a dull place without him. 
 “No.” His smile turned sheepish. “Think about all we ever accomplished together. I, domestic god extraordinaire, and you, upholder of the law, made one hell of a team and raised one hell of a son. I’m mighty damned proud to have had a hand in that. And though I may not have said it often enough, I’m proud of the work you do. “ 
 No boss’s praise had ever pleased me more. “Is there anything else you want to tell me?” 
 His words came out on a murmur. “I’d do it again.” 
 Hallelujah! 
 I lay in his arms, stroking his chest and feeding him a Belgian chocolate. After Bob had left for college we’d stopped having family day and date night. I’d used that time for my work, thinking with Bob gone we no longer needed the togetherness. How wrong I’d been. “We’ll need a written agreement,” I heard myself say. 
 “A pre-nup? But we’re already married.” His tone turned cold. “I don’t want your damned money, if that’s what you’re thinking.” 
 I shut him up with a kiss. “‘I will take vacations every year to be with my family’, and ‘nothing gets in the way of family day’. That kind of agreement.” Did he really think I only cared about money? I still had some atoning to do, then. Oh, and I want us to attend couple’s counselling remained unsaid. He didn’t need any added pressure right now. 
 “What about your working hours?” 
 “While I love what I do, I’ve been thinking about cutting back on my case load. Maybe even working from home when I can.” Compromise. It’s all about compromise, my counselor had said. “The long hours were a means to an end, my way of taking care of our family.” If Travis became my paralegal, I’d dare anyone—Travis included—to consider him “the man behind the man”. 
 “I know. Believe me, I know. But knowing with your head and feeling in your heart are two different things.” 
 “Yes, they are. And I want us to try new things, go places we’ve never been before instead of getting into a rut. Don’t get me wrong, we’ll still go to our favorite places, but we’ll be more adventurous too.” I’d already started a list: parks instead of museums, plays instead of Netflix, and an amusement park instead of our annual shopping trip to New York. Or going to New York and doing all the tourist stuff we’d prided ourselves on being too cool to do. Or I had. He’d wanted to visit the Statue of Liberty. Why the hell not? 
 This time he kissed me. “Sounds like a plan I could live with.” 
 We lay in the dark, me listening to every little breath from his side of the bed. Who needed music? 
 “When do you have to be back at work?” he asked. 
 “I don’t.” 
 He rose up on his elbow. Even in the darkness I felt his stare. “You, who never missed a day?” 
 Confession time. “I’ve done something I should have done a long time ago. Took time off to save my marriage.” 
 Over the next two days we rarely left the room. 
***
 Bob’s eyes widened as he approached the table. “Dad?” He glanced back and forth between me and Travis. Underneath the tablecloth my husband gripped my hand. We’d come a long way, but the journey was far from over. 
 “Are you back together?” Bob’s hopeful smile made me wish I could say yes. One step at a time. 
 “We’re… working on getting to know each other again,” Travis answered, with a squeeze of my fingers. “For now.” 
 Why did two little words give me so much hope? 
 “I’m in therapy for depression, and my doctor still keeps a close watch on my medicine, but I’m feeling much better now.” A heated gaze from Travis’s lovely green eyes warmed me better than the sun. “Your dad and I are also in couple’s counseling.” Something we should have done years ago. 
 Travis looked like a million bucks. Gone were the gaunt hollows from his face, and I’d become enamored with the slight dusting of gray in his hair. The “distinguished gentleman” look suited him—and had won him his latest role, a small part in a movie as an attorney. Ah, the irony. 
 “Well, that’s a start.” Bob ordered a breakfast of croissant and eggs. 
 I peeked over my paper in time to spot a blob of butter clinging to Bob’s cheek. My napkin beat Travis’s to the smear. We all laughed. Then I put my paper down. Time enough to read the news later. Now was family time. 



Epilogue—Ten Years Later
 Travis’s gray hair glittered, and laugh lines etched deeply into his face. Thirty years. For thirty years he’d been by my side, save for the two years apart that had only served to strengthen our bond. Eventually. We called those lost years our “time out”. 
 He produced a Wet Wipe to swipe away a chocolate smear from our grandson’s chin, while I helped our daughter Shari don her necklace. 
 Bob asked, “Everybody ready?” How proud and confident our son stood, so unlike the scared little boy he’d once been. 
 “I believe so,” I replied, wrapping my fingers around my husband’s. 
 Travis added his voice to mine. “I can’t wait.” 
 Bob took over parental duties, herding the youngsters out of the tiny café we’d rented for the occasion, and led them to the very front of an assembled group of family and friends. Travis and I trailed behind, and when the kids took their positions near a makeshift podium, we stepped forward. 
 We stood on a mountaintop at sunset, a far cry from the sumptuous hall we’d used the first time we’d said our vows. I’d made a promise to avoid the norm, and never to settle into a rut—I’d kept that promise too. Whereas before we’d worn suits, this time we’d both opted for khaki shorts and white polo shirts. Several things did remain the same—the green eyes gazing at me still told me better than words “I love you”. Oh, and once more Bobby stood with us at the makeshift altar—Bobby Junior, rather. My grandson. My grandson! I winked at him. We’d cause some mischief later. 
 To my left Bobby, Sr., excuse me, “Bob”, stood with his wife, his two-year-old daughter now squirming in his arms. Next to him Shari jutted her chin out and extended her full height, trying to impress her older brother. If she kept up her growth spurt she’d soon reach his shoulder, and at eight years old, she’d growing left to do. How we’d worried for her at first, a child born addicted to crack. The cry! Lord, her wails had torn my heart out. Many times Travis and I had feared letting her down, but in the end, through sleepless night and many tears and prayers, we all pulled through. 
 However, now we feared Shari might grow up with a bent spine, for we couldn’t keep her from lugging her nephew or niece around on her hip. She took her role as “Auntie Shari” seriously. 
 Yes, there was something Travis did well, and although he made a fine assistant to me, the love he gave our family would forever more be his legacy, for he was the glue holding us together. 
 As the sun sank behind the trees, the minister asked, “Do you, Ian, take this man…?” 
 I replied without hesitation, “I do.” 
 “Do you, Travis, take this man…?” 
 Green eyes glimmered with unshed tears, but they were happy tears, as they should be. “I do,” my husband answered. 
 When he kissed me our children cheered. 
 No more “almost”; no more “mine”. I am his. 
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