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    Part I: Carly Foster 
 
      
 
    Chapter 1 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “Cheers to another mistake,” I quipped, while lifting my wine glass toward my best friend.  
 
    She laughed and rolled her eyes at me. I took her in as our glasses clinked together. Calling Samantha Phillips my best friend didn’t even begin to cover it. She was my confidante, my shoulder to cry on, and the closest thing I had to family. She was also gorgeous. Her long black hair was the perfect complement to her creamy skin and dark eyes. We also complemented each other well since my bleached blonde hair, blue eyes, and tan skin were in such stark contrast to her looks. Our opposite personalities meshed well too. I was social and a bit on the crazier side, while she was the more reserved of the two of us.  
 
    Samantha smiled and tilted her head at me. “What’s going on inside that head of yours?”  
 
    I sighed. “Just thinking about how lucky I am to have you. Why won’t you just date me?” 
 
    Samantha’s face turned red, and she immediately looked down at the table, clearly uncomfortable with my joke. “Oh. I… Well…” 
 
    I laughed at her awkwardness. She was way too serious sometimes. “Calm down, Sam. I know I’m not your type. I get it. You’re into more serious girls who actually have their lives together. You like the lawyer or banker types—the girls that pull their hair up into buns that are as uptight as their personalities. I just can’t compete with that.” 
 
    The redness slowly left her face as she started to laugh along with me. “That is not my  type. I just happened to date one or two girls like that.”  
 
    “Yeah, and those are probably the only girls you’ve dated in the twelve years I’ve known you.”  
 
    She scoffed. “That is so not true! I’ve gone on a few dates over the years. I’ve just been busy.”  
 
    “I know. I know. Busy becoming a big, bad eye doctor. Now that you’ve graduated, I get free contacts, right?” 
 
    Samantha rolled her eyes at me. “You’ll be lucky if I even let you buy contacts from me. I see the way you take care of them and it’s disgusting.” 
 
    “I’ll just ask your dad,” I said smugly. “He loves me and would give me anything I’d ask for.” 
 
    It was true. Both of Samantha’s parents adored me. After my own parents had a less-than-stellar reaction to my coming out right before our high school graduation, they had taken me under their wings. They’d even let me live with them the summer before we went off to college and during breaks.  
 
    “Speaking of jobs,” Samantha began, while lifting an eyebrow at me.  
 
    I knew that eyebrow. That was her lecture eyebrow.  
 
    “What have you been doing for work these days?”  
 
    I put on my half smile that I knew Samantha couldn’t resist. “Oh, you know. I’ve just been doing random gigs. I’ve done a lot of promotional stuff, mostly over social media.”  
 
    Samantha sighed at my answer.  
 
    “What?” I groaned in response.  
 
    “I just don’t think you’re living up to your potential. I know you’re not really the nine-to-five type, but in high school you used to always talk about how you wanted to make a difference in this world. You have a huge heart and I think you should use it for more. Also… We have a part-time tech position open at my dad’s… err… I mean, me and my dad’s practice. It’s yours if you want it.” 
 
    I raised a doubtful eyebrow at her. “So, you think me saying ‘one or two’ all day is really me living up to my potential?” With that comment, I received a slap on the shoulder.  
 
    “Um, excuse me. Saying ‘one or two’ is my job and I went to school for eight years for that, thank you very much. Your job would be to ask patients about their medical history and any issues they’re having. And I’m not asking you to do it because I believe it’s going to be your career forever. I’m just trying to help you make some extra money while you try to get your social media stuff to take off. It’s not cheap living in the suburbs of Philly. Also… our tech quit today and you’re the only person I know who would be available to start on Monday. Will you do it for me?” 
 
    “Fine,” I answered flatly. When she asked me that way, I knew I couldn’t refuse. I owed Samantha a lifetime of favors. “But now can we get back to talking about something more important—my disaster of a love life?” 
 
    “Having things end with Ronda is not a disaster,” Samantha pointed out. “She was awful. She might have been one of your worst, which is saying a lot. She practically moved in to your apartment just two weeks after you started dating, and she contributed nothing. I can’t believe it took you catching her with your maintenance man to actually break up with her.”  
 
    “Hey! At least she didn’t try to steal my identity like Alice,” I said, laughing.  
 
    “Or drunkenly fall asleep in the bathtub every night.” 
 
    “Katrina was fun.”  
 
    “Oh yeah, she was the life of the party until she tried to sue you because she slipped on the Mr. Bubble in your tub and sprained her ankle.”  
 
    I burst out laughing, thinking about that time in my life just two years earlier. “The best part is that the Mr. Bubble belonged to her.” I wiped the tears that had formed in my eyes from laughing, then added, “I owe her a lot though. My blog took off after I posted that story.”  
 
    Samantha cringed. “Ah, the infamous blog. Some people make mistakes. I date them.”  
 
    “Alright. Alright. I think I’ve had enough fun for one night. What do you say we take a shot of tequila then head out of here? Are you staying at my place tonight?” 
 
    Samantha nodded. “As long as you don’t mind. I hate going back to my parents’ house after I’ve been drinking. Even if I’m not drunk, they still find it necessary to lecture me. Can we skip the tequila shots though?” 
 
    I put my hand on my chest, acting insulted by her suggestion. “Absolutely not. It’s a tradition.”  
 
    Before she could protest, I ran to the bar and grabbed the two shots, before bringing them back to our table. “To my soulmate. The only person who has never let me down.”  
 
    “Soulmates,” Samantha repeated, before downing the shot and making her usual disgusted face. “Let’s get out of here.”  
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Chapter 2 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    When Monday rolled around, I made sure to get up extra early so I could make it to my first day of work on time. I might not have taken life too seriously, but I was always responsible with my commitments, especially ones I made to the Phillips family. I pulled into the big business center that was filled with a mixture of stores, medical practices, and restaurants and went straight to the small building on the corner marked “Phillips Family Eyecare.” I took a deep breath before getting out of my car. It had been about a year since I left my last conventional job which was waitressing at a diner outside of town. I had yet to utilize the psychology degree I graduated with, but to be honest, at twenty-seven, I still wasn’t exactly sure what I wanted to do with my life. My goal was to become some sort of “social media influencer,” but I hadn’t quite figured out what that meant. That phrase got thrown around so much these days, it had almost become another word for unemployed. For now though, I was going to be the best damn tech the Phillips family ever had.  
 
    As soon as I walked in, I was greeted by Mrs. Phillips, who was working at the front desk. “Oh honey! It’s so great to see you,” she squealed, as she ran around to the lobby so she could pull me into a hug. “You don’t come around enough anymore. We miss you!” 
 
    I decided to just smile in response rather than to point out that I had just been at their house for dinner a week prior. Normally, I ate dinner with the Phillips family at least once a week. I didn’t mind her overbearing personality though. It made me feel like I had a motherly figure in my life who actually cared about me.  
 
    I looked around the office, unsure what I was supposed to do next. Mrs. Phillips read the look on my face and grabbed ahold of my arm. “I know you’ve been here plenty of times, but let me give you the official tour. We still have a half-hour until the first patient is scheduled, so we have some time.” I followed her into a room filled with glasses. There was a woman that I somewhat recognized busy rearranging the frames.  
 
    “Janet!” Mrs. Phillips called to her and the woman who looked to be in her late 30s turned around. “This is Carly Foster. I think you two may have met in passing a few times. She is going to be our part-time tech.”  
 
    Janet smiled and reached out a hand to me, which I graciously accepted. “Janet James. I think we may have met at your joint college graduation party.” 
 
    “Oh yeah. I think I remember that,” I lied. Between the four members of the Phillips family, they had too many friends and colleagues to keep track of everyone.  
 
    She laughed. “It’s okay if you don’t. We’ll get to know each other a lot better now. I’m the optician, or as the kids call me, the glasses lady, so I’ll be back here most of the day helping to pick out, fit, and adjust frames.”  
 
    I smiled at her, then followed Mrs. Phillips into the next room, which looked like a smaller version of an exam room but without most of the fancy equipment.  
 
    “This is where you will be spending most of your day,” Mrs. Phillips explained. “Everything is pretty straight forward. We’ll just have to teach you how to use some of the machines and what kind of questions you need to ask the patients to prepare them for their exam. Don’t worry though. Donald is off today, so Samantha is the only doctor. You’re just going to shadow her all day to get an idea of what you’ll be doing. Not too bad, right?” 
 
    I tried to hide my discomfort as I smiled at Mrs. Phillips. This was way outside of my comfort zone. I was going to be fine socializing with patients, but trying to act professional was going to be a stretch, and the thought of learning how to use the few small computer-like machines sitting in the room was intimidating. 
 
    My thoughts were distracted by the sound of someone entering through the back door of the practice. I felt relieved when I saw Samantha peek her head into the room. She looked me up and down and giggled lightly. “Gee, Car, you look like someone just told you that you’re about to serve a life sentence. Come on. It’s not that bad here.” 
 
    Mrs. Phillips’ eyes went wide at Samantha’s revelation. “Oh dear. I didn’t mean to scare you. I didn’t, did I?” 
 
    I smiled over at her and squeezed her hand. “Absolutely not. I’m good.” 
 
    Samantha laughed again. “She’s totally not. I can tell when she’s lying. Every time she lies, she does this weird thing where her eyes flick up before focusing on you.” 
 
    I turned and stuck my tongue out at her. “Did they teach you that at eye doctor school?” 
 
    “No. I actually learned it at the being-your-best-friend school. That school is much harder and a lot less rewarding.”  
 
    I rolled my eyes in response to her awful attempt at humor. “You know, I would be really offended right now if that wasn’t such a lame joke.”  
 
    “You love me and my lame jokes,” Samantha shouted at me as she walked out of the room.  
 
    She was right about that.  
 
    My first morning of work went by without a hitch. Of course, it was easy for me since all I had to do was watch Samantha do everything. She even had me come into the exams with her so I had an idea of why I was doing certain tests and asking specific questions. It was fascinating watching her work. She was so good with her patients that it made me feel all warm and fuzzy watching her interact with them. I felt proud to be her best friend.  
 
    When lunch time rolled around, I tried to convince Samantha to come with me to get food, but she insisted on staying back to eat so she could get paperwork done.  
 
    As I left the building, I looked down at my phone to rub it in to Samantha that I was going to find the best food there was and she would be missing out. I was brought to an abrupt stop when I accidentally ran into someone walking toward me on the sidewalk. When I looked up to apologize, my mind went blank. I was staring into the eyes of one of the most beautiful women I had ever seen. She had black hair that was cut into a bob that accentuated her amazing facial features. Her eyes were dark. Not as dark as Samantha’s, but she did something with her eye shadow that really made them pop. She was wearing scrubs, but it was still easy to see that she was in great shape.  
 
    I became embarrassed when I realized I was just staring at her like an idiot. Say something, stupid! “I’m…” I cleared my throat. “I’m sorry about that. I wasn’t paying attention.”  
 
    A sly grin spread across the face of the woman standing in front of me. “A pretty girl like you can bump into me anytime you want.” She batted her eyelashes as she said it and it set my body on fire from head to toe.  
 
    To my surprise, she suddenly burst into laughter and shook her head at herself. “Sorry. That was really lame.”  
 
    I smiled back at her. “You’re right. It was pretty lame. But lucky for you, I like lame.”  
 
    A slight blush spread across the woman’s cheeks and the sight of it sent my body into another frenzy.  
 
    “At the risk of sounding super forward, I was just about to check out the new cafe at the end of the complex. I hear their sandwiches are to die for and I could really use a caffeine fix. Would you like to join me?” The words of the other woman surprised me, but I knew there was no way I could refuse.  
 
    As we walked to the cafe, I learned that her name was Diana Cox, she was thirty-two years old, and she worked as a nurse at the hospital just around the corner.  
 
    As we sat down with our sandwiches and coffee, Diana smiled across the table at me and I noticed she also had killer dimples. “So, what do you do for a living?” she asked.  
 
    I cringed at the question. This was normally the point when the pretty girls who actually had their lives together would lose interest. Hence how I always ended up with the crazies.  
 
    “I kind of dabble in a few things,” I admitted vaguely.  
 
    “Oh yeah?” Diana raised an eyebrow at me. “And what are you dabbling in right now?”  
 
    “Well, as of today, I am working part-time as a tech at Phillips Family Eyecare. That’s more so a favor for my bestie though. She just graduated from optometry school a few months ago and now owns the practice with her dad. They needed to hire someone quickly so I stepped up.”  
 
    Diana let out a low whistle. “Impressive.”  
 
    “Yeah, I know. She’s like wicked smart and super driven. I guess you could say we’re kind of opposites in that way,” I confessed.  
 
    Diana looked surprised at my response. “Oh, I mean, yes, it is impressive to get your doctorate, but I was actually talking about you. I’m impressed by how quickly you would step up to help a friend.”  
 
    I shrugged my shoulders. “She’s more than a friend to me. She and her family have done a lot for me. I guess you could say that I don’t have the best relationship with my parents ever since coming out, and her family has kind of taken over that role for me.” I paused for a moment and realized this probably wasn’t the type of thing you should talk about on a first date. But is that what this was? Either way, family drama wasn’t normally a good conversation topic when you’ve just met someone. “Sorry. You don’t need to be bored by my family issues.”  
 
    Luckily, Diana didn’t seem to mind as she smiled and reached for my hand. “You don’t have to apologize. I am enjoying getting to know you. And I totally get family issues. I don’t have a great relationship with my parents either. They don’t agree with my life choices.” She rolled her eyes and made air quotes when she said life choices. I could definitely relate to that. “But anyway, tell me more about the other things you dabble in. I’m intrigued.”  
 
    “I do a lot on social media, mostly Instagram. I’m up to almost sixty-thousand followers at this point so I have sponsors who will pay me for doing ads for them. I have a few YouTube videos and also have a blog about my terrible luck with dating that took off a few years ago. I don’t know. It’s not something I’m super proud of at this point. I got most of my followers simply based on the fact that I’m a femme lesbian, but that’s not why I started. I really want to make a difference. I want to show kids who are struggling that it really does get better. I’m not sure where I’m going with all of this. I just know that there is something more that I was destined for.”  
 
    To my surprise, Diana seemed to be hanging on to every word I said. She also had yet to remove her hand from mine. “I think that’s very noble of you. It reminds me of why I went into nursing. I love being able to help provide healthcare to people of any age, but especially kids. When I was in high school, I had a young neighbor, I think she was around five or six, who was battling leukemia. It was heartbreaking to witness, but also eye opening. She was constantly in and out of the hospital, but was still so positive. I used to go over to her house and play video games with her between treatments. I’ll never forget the way she laughed when I purposely wrecked in Mario Kart. It was just so carefree and innocent. When she lost her battle…” Diana paused as she became choked up, blinking her eyes rapidly to try to keep the tears from falling. “That’s when I decided I wanted to go into healthcare. I want to do anything I can to help beautiful little angels like her, and if I can’t, I at least want to make their time on earth happy.” This time, a few tears did escape, but instead of moving her hand, she bent her head to wipe her eyes off on her shirt. Where the hell did this girl come from? 
 
    When she looked back over at me, she plastered a smile across her face, immediately rebounding. “Anyway, I find you very fascinating, Miss Foster. I’m sorry if I’m coming off a little strong, but I’d love to see you again.”  
 
    I moved my hand out from under hers and used it to trace my fingers along her arm. The chemistry between the two of us was undeniable, and it made my temperature rise just thinking about what the future might have in store for us. When I looked into her eyes, I saw the same desire I was feeling.  
 
    “Trust me, you’re not coming off too strong. I really want to see you again too. Do you think I could have your number?” 
 
    “Oh… Yeah. I mean, of course,” Diana replied, while fumbling for her phone. I didn’t miss the moment of hesitation she had and cursed myself for being so overbearing.  
 
    I continued to scold myself as I walked back to the practice. I was starting to accept the fact that I had royally messed up when I felt my phone vibrate in my pocket. To my surprise, it was a text from Diana.  
 
    So how does drinks on Friday night sound? ;)  
 
    I immediately accepted and then tried my best to wipe the goofy grin off my face. I must have failed because as soon as Samantha saw me, she twisted her face into a look of confusion. “What’s with the face? Did you eat something funky for lunch?”  
 
    “Nope. Lunch was fine. It was great actually.”  
 
    I could tell Samantha wasn’t convinced. “Then what the… Oh my God. You met someone, didn’t you? You just dumped your last crazy girlfriend three days ago and you can’t even take a lunch break without letting some girl sweep you off your feet?”  
 
    “This wasn’t just some girl. I know I sound crazy, but I think there is something special about her.”  
 
    Samantha threw her head back and let out a loud cackle. “Okay, Carly. Just please do me a favor and hide all of your credit cards, house keys, and Mr. Bubble containers until we know for sure what this girl’s deal is.”  
 
    I scowled at her attempt at a joke. My track record may have been awful, but I just knew Diana was going to be different. Samantha would see that soon enough.  
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Chapter 3 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    The week dragged by, and I thought I was going to lose it by the time Friday rolled around. Much to my dismay, Diana didn’t text me at all during the week. I was convinced that I had been ghosted when a text finally came through Friday afternoon.  
 
    Is 9:00 okay? I’m thinking Jake’s Tavern if that’s okay with you.  
 
    This girl could’ve asked me to meet her in an abandoned alley at midnight and I would’ve agreed. At 8:45, I was already settled up at the bar at Jake’s nursing my first drink. Like clockwork, Diana strolled in right at 9:00. One point for being punctual. Her outfit earned her about a million points though. As much as I enjoyed how she looked in scrubs, that didn’t even begin to compare to her current outfit. She was wearing tight black jeans with holes in the knees, short gray boots, and a loose gray T-shirt. Over the T-shirt, she wore a tight leather jacket. It was the perfect fall outfit, and I had to remind myself not to drool. I stood up as she approached the bar, but then questioned how I was supposed to greet her. Lucky for me, she didn’t have any reservations at all as she pulled me into a tight hug. Our bodies melted together perfectly, and my thoughts immediately became dirty as I wondered just how much better this would feel without so many layers of clothing between us.  
 
    Once we separated, Diana pointed to the dim area at the back of the bar. “How about we take the booth back there? It will give us much more privacy.”  
 
    I followed her back through the bar and slid into the booth across from her. As we waited for our drinks, I took in the rundown bar. “So, why this place?” I asked. “Do you live around here?” The bar was a good half-hour drive from my apartment without traffic, but I guess the distance between us could be much worse than that. 
 
    “No. I actually live about an hour from here,” Diana admitted, while taking a few sips of her beer. “I just like how quiet it is. Plus, I try to find places that aren’t close to where I live or work. I’m a fairly social person when I want to be, but I also prefer to avoid the people I’d have to make unwanted small talk with.”  
 
    I nodded my head. “That makes sense. So, tell me more about yourself.”  
 
    “What do you want to know?” Diana asked, raising a seductive eyebrow.  
 
    I decided I didn’t want to hold back with her, so I answered honestly. “Anything. Everything.”  
 
    “Well, isn’t that broad?” she flirted. “Let me see. I’m originally from the Philadelphia area, but went to UCLA for nursing and ended up living in California until I bought a house here six years ago. I like to read a lot in my free time. Not that I have much of that, but I’ll read during any little break I get at the hospital. Unfortunately, I’m a workaholic, but when I’m not working, I do coach a tee-ball team and volunteer at an animal shelter by my house.”  
 
    I laughed. “You seem too good to be true. Please tell me one negative thing about you so I know that you’re human.”  
 
    Diana tapped her chin in mock wonder. “Hmm… Oh! I got it! I secretly, or I guess not-so-secretly, hate Philly. I think the city is trash and I can’t stand the sports teams or the fans.”  
 
    “Ouch,” I joked, placing my hand over my heart. “You’re right. That might be a deal breaker. I am one of those fans, you know. E-A-G-L-E-S Eagles! But it’s fine. You know what they say—nobody likes us and we don’t care.”  
 
    Dimples formed on Diana’s cheeks as she smiled at me. “Want to throw anymore lame catch phrases at me? Fly Eagles Fly? Or perhaps you’d rather sit there and brag about how you finally won a Super Bowl last year after the whole country doubted you?”  
 
    I shook my head at her jabs. “I guess this would be a bad time to admit that I actually cried when they won the Super Bowl, like full on ugly tears, because I was so happy.”  
 
    “You didn’t.” 
 
    “I did.”  
 
    After completing our little banter, Diana and I simply smiled at each other from across the table. Diana reached out her hand and ran one finger up and down my arm, flirtatiously biting her lip but never saying a word. My eyes jumped back and forth between those lips and her eyes, which were burning into mine as if I had somehow lit a fire inside of her. I could feel the flames building inside of me as well. We stayed lost in that moment for a few minutes, our only form of communication being light touches and searing looks. I broke the spell because I was afraid I might jump across the booth and attack her right in the bar. The amount of sexual tension burning between us was almost unbearable.  
 
    “So, if you hate Philly so much, then why’d you move back?” I asked, trying to calm down the feelings pulsing through my whole body.  
 
    Diana shrugged. “The suburbs are alright… I guess. Plus, family is here.”  
 
    “I thought you didn’t get along with your family?”  
 
    “I don’t really,” Diana groaned. “My mom has never agreed with the way I live my life and it’s exhausting. I honestly don’t even know how my dad feels since we hardly talk. But at the end of the day, they are still my family. Do you know what I mean?”  
 
    I knew what she meant all too well. “Totally. When I came out to my parents right before my high school graduation, they told me I wasn’t allowed to live under their roof as long as I was living that lifestyle. They didn’t even blink as I packed my bags and left broken-hearted. Yet, I still visit them every few months. And like a broken record, every single time they ask me if I’ve given up the wicked ways of homosexuality and every time there’s a blow up over the fact that I haven’t.”  
 
    Diana reached for my hand just as she had at lunch the other day. “I’m so sorry you have to go through that.”  
 
    “It’s okay. Like I said, Samantha’s family has been great. They’ve kept me sane through all of this.”  
 
    Diana smiled at me and squeezed my hand. “That’s really sweet. I’m glad you have them.”  
 
    After another minute of staring at each other, Diana looked down at her watch and her eyes went wide. “Wow. It’s late. I can’t believe we talked so long. I wish I could stay longer, but I work the early shift tomorrow.”  
 
    “I’m sorry,” I apologized. “I had no idea. Let’s get out of here.” 
 
    Even though she had to get up for work in just a few hours, Diana still offered to walk me to my car. Once we were there, she didn’t even hesitate before pinning me to the driver side door and taking my mouth with hers. Before I even had time to process exactly what was happening, she was already deepening the kiss. The feel of her tongue made me weak in the knees and just when I thought I could collapse, I felt her hips grinding up against mine. My God. This woman was going to kill me. Either that or give me an orgasm right here in the parking garage. Before I could reach that point, she pulled away from me, licking her lips in a way that almost sent me over the edge. Everything about her was so sexy that it was painful.  
 
    Diana leaned in to give me one more quick kiss, then ran her thumb along my lip to rid me of her residual lipstick. “I’ll see you soon, Carly,” she said with a wink, before sauntering out of the parking garage and right into my heart.  
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Chapter 4 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    I skipped up the sidewalk toward the Phillips’ house on Sunday night feeling lighter than I had in a really long time. I hadn’t spoken to Diana since our date on Friday, but I wasn’t worried. I had called her earlier in the day, hoping we could chat and set up another time to meet. When she didn’t answer, I left her a message telling her to get back to me whenever she could. I knew she had a busy schedule, and by the way she had said she’d see me soon when she left me on Friday night, I knew that she meant it.  
 
    When I made it to the front door, I didn’t hesitate before walking right in. The Phillips’ house might as well have been my own at this point. I was pleasantly surprised when I walked into the kitchen and saw Samantha’s little sister, Molly. “Hey there, Little Phillips,” I yelled to her.  
 
    “Is it really necessary to call me ‘Little Phillips’ still? I am taller than you.”  
 
    She had that right. As a college basketball forward, towering over me at five foot eleven, she was far from little.  
 
    “You’ll always be Little Phillips to me,” I swooned, while placing my hand over my heart then opening my arms to her.  
 
    “I’m so mad that I met you before my growth spurt.” She shook her head before heading over to me to accept my hug.  
 
    “You just home for the weekend?” I asked her, while pushing myself up to sit on the kitchen bar.  
 
    Molly nodded her head. “It’s fall break, but I have to be back by tomorrow afternoon for practice.”  
 
    “Awesome. Season starts next month, right? Make sure you send me your schedule so I can get to some games.” Molly went to school about an hour from where we lived so I always tried to make it to as many of her home basketball games as possible.  
 
    Her face lit up at my request. “I totally will.”  
 
    “Ew. Get off the counter,” Samantha lectured when she joined us in the kitchen.  
 
    “Your parents don’t care if I sit here and technically, it belongs to them.”  
 
    “Well, technically, I have to eat food that has been sitting right where you have your tush and I’d prefer not to.”  
 
    “It’s a cute tush at least,” I joked, while wiggling on the counter.  
 
    Samantha turned away from me, clearly not impressed with my antics. I raised an eyebrow at Molly who just shrugged her shoulders in response. 
 
    “There’re my girls,” Mr. Phillips cooed, as he entered the room with Mrs. Phillips close behind him.  
 
    I hopped off the counter to give them both a hug. “What’s for dinner, Pops?” I asked playfully.  
 
    “You mean you didn’t bring it?” he joked back. “I’m just kidding. We would all starve if we were relying on you. I ordered pizza about a half-hour ago. It should be here soon. By the way, I see you survived your first week. What did you think?” 
 
    “I really enjoyed it. Three days a week I get to hang out with my favorite family in the world, socialize with the locals, and earn some extra cash on top of all of that. It’s a pretty sweet gig for an office job.” I was sure to stick my tongue out after that last part. Samantha’s whole family knew how I felt about typical nine-to-five jobs. 
 
    I felt a hand on my arm and turned to find Samantha standing beside me with a serious look on her face. “Could I talk to you?” she asked softly.  
 
    As I followed her out of the kitchen, I was sure to dramatically roll my eyes to the rest of her family to show them just how much I wanted to have this seemingly serious conversation.  
 
    “So, what’s up?” I asked once we were all the way in her bedroom.  
 
    “It’s October now…” Samantha started, clearly trying to prompt me.  
 
    So that’s where this conversation was going. “It is.”  
 
    “And this year will be the five-year anniversary…” she continued. 
 
    I cringed at Samantha’s words and willed myself not to get upset. I don’t know why she insisted on talking about this. Couldn’t she see that I clearly didn’t want to?  
 
    “Sam…” I warned. It wasn’t often that I was stern with her, but this was one of those times that I needed to be. 
 
    “I know. I know. You don’t want to talk about it. But you haven’t talked about your sister since that night, and I don’t think that’s good for you.”  
 
    “This is how I handle it,” I snapped. “You’re just going to have to accept that.” 
 
    Sadness swept across Samantha’s face and I was afraid she might cry. I hated upsetting her, even if it was the residual effect of her upsetting me first. I reached out for her hand and she reluctantly allowed me to grab it. “Sorry for yelling. You just have to understand that I can’t talk about this. I just can’t, Sam.” 
 
    She squeezed my hand and looked back into my eyes, seeming to be searching for something in them. “I know. I just need you to answer one question for me. How are you?” 
 
    How was I? That was quite the loaded question. Life was going well lately. On the surface, everything was great. Life would always be hard for me though, and I think Samantha already knew that. 
 
    “I’m doing well,” I said as cheerfully as possible. “No. Scratch that. I’m doing great. The freeloader is officially out of my life, and I had a super hot date on Friday night that ended with the sexiest make-out session of my life. Can you really get better than that?” 
 
    The look on Samantha’s face told me she didn’t appreciate my blase response. “That’s not what I meant and you know it. How are you? Really?” 
 
    I sunk onto her bed, where Samantha joined me and put her arm around me. I leaned in to her side. It always felt good to have her there. She made me feel protected, since I knew that she was the one constant in my life that I could always count on.  
 
    “I’m getting by,” I admitted. “This time of year always takes its toll on me, but I know I can get through. You always get me through.”  
 
    Samantha took a deep breath beside me, then pulled me in closer, enveloping me with her warmth. “You can always count on me.” After a few seconds, she cleared her throat and added, “I’m sure a few more steamy make-out sessions won’t hurt either.” 
 
    I snorted in response. “Nope. Those definitely don’t hurt.” 


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Chapter 5 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    I was getting ready to head to lunch the next day when I heard someone come through the front door of Phillips Family Eyecare.  
 
    “I’m guessing you’re part of the Phillips family,” Phyllis, the somewhat new receptionist, greeted.  
 
    Hm. That was strange. I figured Molly would have headed back to school by now.  
 
    I walked out front to say hello to her and was surprised to find Diana standing there. “Hey you,” I greeted, the goofy grin very apparent on my face.  
 
    Diana smiled at me in a way that made my stomach go into knots. “Hello to you, too.”  
 
    The trance between the two of us was broken when Phyllis started to cackle. “Oh dear. I’m sorry. You’re not a Phillips girl, are you?”  
 
    When Diana shook her head in confusion, Phyllis started to laugh again. “Well, you certainly look like you could be.”  
 
    Did she? Sure, she and Samantha had the same color hair and those dark eyes, but I didn’t see any striking resemblance. Diana was super sexy and Samantha… Well, she was just Sam. She was also ridiculously good looking, but I didn’t want her looks compared to the woman who I was constantly undressing with my eyes. It seemed so wrong. I decided not to think about it too much though. Phyllis was well into her seventies, and I’d overheard Mr. Phillips telling her the other day that she was in desperate need of cataract surgery. If an animal somehow wandered into the practice, the woman probably would’ve tried to ask if it had an eye exam scheduled.  
 
    “So, to what do I owe the pleasure of you showing up here?” I asked as flirtatiously as I was willing to in front of Phyllis. 
 
    Diana smiled again. “I was hoping it was close to your break, so we could get lunch together. Also, I thought maybe I could meet my apparent doppelganger while I’m here.” 
 
    I leaned in close. “She’s not your doppelganger, trust me,” I whispered, before adding a bit more loudly, “Samantha is actually busy with a patient right now, but I was just about to go on break.” 
 
    Diana smirked. “Perfect.”  
 
    Once we were outside, she turned to me with a smoldering look. “So, how long is your break?” she asked, while running a finger up and down my arm which caused goosebumps to rise everywhere she touched.  
 
    I looked at my watch. “Looks like I have about forty-five minutes.” 
 
    “Awesome. I know just the place to go.” 
 
    We picked up sandwiches at the cafe that we had gone to last week and then got into Diana’s car. After just a five-minute drive, we arrived at a small park and got out to sit on a bench by the water.  
 
    Diana took a deep breath as she took in our surroundings. “This is one of my favorite places to be alone.”  
 
    “You’re not alone now.”  
 
    “I’m alone with you,” she replied seductively. Heat pulsed through my body from her words.  
 
    “And what do you plan on doing with me?” I asked, while leaning in closer to her.  
 
    “I’m planning on…” She closed the gap between us even more then brought her sandwich to her mouth and took a bite. “Eating this sandwich and learning more about you.”   
 
    A loud laugh left my mouth in response. “You’re too much.”  
 
    “Is that a good thing?” 
 
    I nodded. “It’s a great thing. I really like you already, Diana. I gotta be honest though. I was nervous when I didn’t hear from you this weekend.”  
 
    Diana sighed. “Sorry. Work kind of controls my life. That tends to be a deal breaker for a lot of people. But if it isn’t for you, I just need you to know that when you don’t hear from me, it honestly has nothing to do with you or how I feel about you.” 
 
    “How do you feel about me?” I asked in a moment of courage. 
 
    “I really like you. You’re funny, easy to talk to, and not so bad to look at.” 
 
    “It looks like I’ve got the trifecta going. Lucky you.”  
 
    “You’re telling me,” she answered breathlessly.  
 
    I took the next few minutes to look at Diana as she finished her sandwich. I could have watched her for hours. She had this lightness about her that made it seem like she didn’t have a care in the world, but there was something in her eyes that told me I had so much more to learn about her. Surprisingly, I found myself wanting to learn it all. I had dated a lot of people, but none of them had felt like this. They were all fun, but none of them felt like much more than that. Diana was already causing me to think about the future—about our future. 
 
    Once she was done with her sandwich, I looked at my watch to see we still had about fifteen minutes before we had to head back. “So, what now?”  
 
    Diana tapped her chin. “Well, the way I see it, we have two options. We could sit here and talk or we could make out in the back of my car.” 
 
    I hadn’t made out in the back of a car since high school and, unfortunately, that had been with a guy. The offer was tempting, but so was the thought of learning more about Diana.  
 
    “I have a proposal. Since I don’t want whatever this is to be purely physical, but I also can’t turn down the offer to repeat that amazing kiss from Friday night, how about we tell each other one thing about ourselves and then we make out.” 
 
    The smile on Diana’s face grew, and I even saw a bit of blush hit her cheeks. “Deal. I’ll go first. I love everything salty. Chocolate and flowers are sweet, but it would make me much happier to get chicken nuggets and french fries.” 
 
     I smirked. “Noted. Sticking to the topic of food—my favorite meal is steak and mashed potatoes.” 
 
    Diana lifted an eyebrow. “Noted on my end as well.” 
 
    With the talking out of the way, we both smiled at each other, then ran toward her car, holding hands along the way. We laughed as Diana struggled to unlock the car and open the door. Soon enough, we were laid out across the backseat of the car, with Diana on top of me, sharing a make-out session that was somehow even better than the first. 
 
      
 
      
 
    Chapter 6 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    It wasn’t until Saturday that I was able to see Diana again, but we had found some time to text each other throughout the week. Diana volunteered to plan the date again and, since I was interested to see what she would come up with, I agreed. 
 
    She called to say she was at my apartment complex at precisely 5 p.m. “I hope you’re okay with a bit of a drive. Where we’re going is about forty minutes from here,” she announced once I was in the car.  
 
    I immediately agreed because the truth was, I would’ve gone anywhere with her at this point. Our first stop was a family-owned bar and grill. Diana informed me that after tons of research throughout the week, this restaurant appeared to have the best steak and potatoes in the area, and boy was she right. They cooked my medium-rare steak perfectly, and the potatoes had hints of a few different spices in them. The combination was to die for. I was happy to see that Diana was also a fan of steak, even if I did have to mock scold her for not getting hers as bloody as my own. She was a good sport though, and the smiles were wide on both of our faces as we skipped out of the restaurant holding hands, like two kids.  
 
    The childishness continued as our next stop was a miniature golf course. It was hard to focus on my golf game though since Diana’s tight dark jeans and low-cut red shirt served as a very welcome distraction. After getting my ass handed to me and dealing with Diana’s constant teasing, I figured our date was over. To my surprise, she had one more stop in mind for us.  
 
    We pulled into a park that reminded me a lot of the one by work. Diana pulled a blanket, two wine glasses, and a bottle of wine out of the back of her car and set them up for us on the bank by the river. 
 
    Once we were seated, I smiled over at her and took her hand in mine. “How do you know about all of these super secret places?” 
 
    Diana shrugged in response. “I feel the need to get away a lot, so I find these places to escape to.”  
 
    I wanted to ask her what it was she was trying to escape from, but decided it might be  too early in our budding relationship to get so deep. We hadn’t even defined what was happening between us yet. 
 
    I took turns between focusing on the stars above and the perfect girl sitting beside me. As more time passed, it seemed the pretty girl was winning out over the stars more and more.  
 
    “The view is beautiful here,” I said, breaking the silence.  
 
    “It sure is.” The fact that Diana didn’t take her eyes off me as she answered wasn’t lost on me. After a few seconds of staring back at her, I forced myself to look away. The chemistry between us was almost too much to handle.  
 
    Feeling a bit more confident, I cleared my throat. “I’m sorry to get all serious after such a short time of knowing each other, but I can’t take it and have to know that we’re on the same page. What is this exactly between us?”  
 
    Diana closed her eyes and drew in a deep breath, almost like the question had taken her breath away. “Honestly, I’m not sure. All I know is that I like you… a lot. I think I like you more than I’ve ever liked anyone in my entire life, which is saying a lot. Trust me. I don’t know exactly what that means, but I’m really happy about it and I’m not looking for it to end anytime soon.”  
 
    Her answer was perfect. It was committed without being suffocating. It was honest, but not laced with unsurmountable promises.  
 
    For once in my life, I wanted to completely put myself out there with someone. I didn’t want to just put on my best face. I wanted Diana to see the real me and I just hoped and prayed that she would still like that person. “I have to be honest with you. I’m kind of a mess. I put on this outward appearance that I have my life together, but I really don’t know if I ever will. I have a past that I can’t seem to escape from, and I’m just broken.”  
 
    To my surprise, Diana ran a hand along my cheek before placing one light kiss on my lips. “We all have baggage, Carly. Trust me, I’m far from perfect. You’ll learn that soon enough. You may feel broken, but that doesn’t change anything for me. To me, you’re perfect.”  
 
    Diana and I lay down on the blanket together and I rested my head on her chest as we stared up at the stars. We stayed like this for the next hour, neither of us saying a word. There were truly no words needed in that moment. I was starting to drift to sleep when I felt a kiss on my forehead.  
 
    “I better get you home,” Diana whispered.  
 
    The car ride home woke me up as we blasted music and sang poorly together. By the time we were at my apartment, I had gotten my second wind. “Would you like to come up?” 
 
    “I’d rather not,” Diana breathed out. “Tonight was amazing. I feel like we really opened up to each other and made amazing strides in our relationship. If I come up, there’s no question what is going to happen and trust me, I really want that to happen. I just don’t want that to be what tonight is about, so I’m going to reluctantly say goodbye to you right now.”  
 
    I felt like I was floating as I made my way into my apartment. Who would have thought that a night that involved nothing more than one simple peck could leave me feeling this way?  
 
    I grabbed my cell phone out of my purse and immediately called Samantha. “I think I’m falling in love with her,” I blurted out, not even giving her a chance to say hello.  
 
    “Wait. What?”  
 
    “I know it sounds crazy, but I really do.”  
 
    She laughed sarcastically on the other end of the phone. “Man, you must be having some amazing sex.”  
 
    “We actually haven’t had sex yet.”  
 
    “You haven’t? I’m shocked.”  
 
    I scoffed. “Why is that so hard to believe?” 
 
    “Because I know you. You’re normally not the type of girl to get past date one without having sex. Heck, normally sex is your first date.”  
 
    I opened my mouth to argue with her, but then shut it when I realized she was right. Most of my relationships had budded out of what I believed was going to be a one-night stand.  
 
    “Well, it’s different with Diana.”  
 
    “Oh…” Samantha hesitated. “Okay. Just be careful, okay, Carly? Listen, I’m really sorry, but I have to go.”  
 
    She hung up without so much as saying goodbye. I stared at the phone, wondering what had just happened. I continued to wonder as Sunday passed and I still hadn’t heard from her. At work on Monday, there was no time to talk before the lunch break because the schedule was so busy. As soon as she was done with her last morning patient, she came to find me.  
 
    “Could I take you to lunch?” she asked tentatively, to which I agreed. 
 
    Once we were inside the sub shop next door and seated at a table, Samantha gave me a long look. “Listen, I’m really sorry about the other night. I should have listened to you more rather than cutting the conversation short. The truth is… I just worry about you. I care about you so much and I guess it just surprised me to hear you sounding so vulnerable. I don’t want you to get hurt. Trust me though, I know that’s no excuse for how I acted.”  
 
    I waved a hand at her. “Don’t even worry about it. I think it’s amazing that you care so much. I would probably have the same reaction with you. This is new for both of us. Somehow, neither of us have ever had a serious relationship.”  
 
    I watched Samantha’s face relax with my words. She clapped her hands together. “Alright. You have my attention now. Tell me. What makes this girl so special?” 
 
    I sighed, fully aware of how ridiculous I was being. “Well, she’s fun, super silly, and sexy as hell, but that’s not even the best part. I feel comfortable around her. For once, I feel like I can finally open up. I’ve told her things I’ve never told anyone before… aside from you, of course.”  
 
    “So, does that mean you told her about Callie?”  
 
    A sick feeling washed over me just hearing that name spoken out loud, and I had to remind myself not to break into tears. I forced a smile onto my face as I looked over at Samantha. “No, but that’s all in the past. It’s not worth bringing up now.”  
 
    Samantha shot me her stop bullshitting me look that I knew all too well by now. “She was your sister, Carly. No matter how much time passes, that’s never going to be the past to you.”  
 
    I blatantly rolled my eyes at her. I hated how she always spoke the truth, even when I didn’t want to hear it. “Okay, fine. You’re right. But I just don’t feel the need to discuss that with anyone other than you.”  
 
    “Yeah, except that you won’t actually talk to me about it,” she mumbled.  
 
     I laughed. “Calm down, Killer. Didn’t you bring me here to apologize?”  
 
    Samantha’s eyes became soft. “You’re right. I’m sorry.”  
 
    “No big. Let’s just talk about something else, okay?” I made a silly face at her, until she couldn’t help but laugh.  
 
    “Yeah. Let’s talk about how pathetic you look with those ridiculous puppy dog eyes you’ve been sporting lately.”  
 
    And just like that, we were back on track.  
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Chapter 7  
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    It was almost two weeks before Diana and I were able to go on another official date. In that time, we had been able to arrange it so most of our lunch breaks overlapped, but it wasn’t enough. I was in desperate need of some actual alone time, so I offered to make dinner for us at my place. I rushed around, trying to make it as pristine as possible. I had to imagine that Diana’s place was much nicer than my rundown, one-bedroom apartment complete with neighbors who were either rude or perpetually high as a kite. Even though she hadn’t told me much about her house, I pictured her living in a nice suburban townhouse with neighbors who said hello every morning as they picked up their morning paper. It seemed fitting, since her life was so put together. Every time I had reminded her of the fact that she was killing this life compared to me, she reminded me that she did have six years on me. I didn’t mind the age difference though. I enjoyed dating someone who was mature. It was a pleasant change from my normal dating life.  
 
    When Diana arrived, I had our dinner sitting on the counter. I’d made chicken parmigiana, mostly because it was one of the only meals I could cook that seemed appropriate for a romantic dinner. We ate while exchanging stories about patients we’d dealt with during the week. It was all so simple. I pictured this being my life—Diana coming home after a long day at work to a homemade meal, and we would chat and sip wine as we talked about our days. I was starting to want that, and she was exactly the person I wanted it with.  
 
    Once she was done, Diana pushed her plate aside and leaned onto the table, placing her chin in her hand. “So, aside from work, what else have you been up to lately?”  
 
    “Honestly, nothing. Samantha is really the only other person I consistently spend time with, aside from you, and she has been kind of MIA the past few weeks. I’m not sure why.”  
 
    “Maybe she’s dating someone,” Diana suggested.  
 
    “Nah, I don’t think so. She would tell me if she was. We tell each other everything.” Though it made sense when I thought about it. On the days we worked together, she rushed off at the end of the day. Anytime she had other plans, she hadn’t invited me along, which was very unlike her. Still, the thought of her dating someone and not telling me made my heart sink a little. Why didn’t she want to share this with me?  
 
    Diana must’ve read the look on my face because she reached across the table and took my hand in hers. “I’m sure if she is dating someone, she’ll tell you all about it soon.”  
 
    When I smiled at her, she squeezed my hand, before letting go to stand up. She grabbed her dishes and mine as she headed to the sink, where she immediately began cleaning. I walked over to her and wrapped my arms around her from behind. I laid my chin on her shoulder and watched her work diligently.  
 
    “You don’t have to do that, you know.”’ 
 
    “I do actually. You made dinner, so I do the dishes. That’s just how it works.”  
 
    I turned my head slightly and began placing light kisses on her neck. “You could always do them later though,” I whispered in her ear.  
 
    Diana put the dish she was working on back into the sink and turned so she was facing me. “True. You still haven’t given me the tour,” she said with a smile. 
 
    I turned my head to take in my small apartment. “There’s not too much to see. You’re standing in the kitchen. About five feet from us is the living room and I guess that small space where we ate could be considered the dining room.”  
 
    “But you haven’t shown me the bedroom yet,” Diana purred into my ear, causing every single hair on my body to stand upright.  
 
    Without saying a word, I grabbed her hand and led her down the short hallway. There wasn’t much to see in my room since it only had space for my bed, but that seemed to be all that Diana was interested in anyway. She sat on the edge of the bed, then pulled me down so I was straddling her. She leaned in and placed her lips on mine, kissing me slowly and sensually. Soon, her hand reached for the bottom of my shirt, and she pulled it off of me in one swift motion. She wasted no time in reaching behind my back and unclasping my bra as well. I did the same to her, and soon we were crawling further onto the bed and removing the rest of our clothes. I took a moment to take in Diana’s body. Of course she was even more perfect under her clothing, having a body free of any sort of scar, mole, or even freckle.  
 
    Diana masterfully flipped us over so she was on top of me. She kissed her way down my body until… holy… hell… where did she learn to use her tongue like that? It should be illegal to do the things she was doing to me. The feelings she was evoking had to break some kind of law, but I was more than okay with that. She started out with long strokes, then began to move her tongue in and out. As if that wasn’t enough, she replaced her tongue with her fingers, moving them inside of me as she continued to suck and lick. It wasn’t long before the orgasm hit, and I was whimpering and pulling her up to me. She licked her lips and then leaned in to claim mine. 
 
    “Wow,” was the only word I could muster, before forcing myself out of my stupor so I could take control. I wasn’t sure if I could do as well as her, but if the way she was reacting to my touch was any indication, then she was enjoying this just as much as I was. After just a few minutes, we both lay staring up at the ceiling.  
 
    “Wow, is right,” Diana said, repeating my sentiment from earlier. 
 
    I turned onto my side to face her and ran my hand along her cheek. “Diana, I think I’m…” I stopped myself before I could continue. What was I about to say? Falling in love with you? Already in love with you? I was always told this was the type of thing you shouldn’t confess after having sex since it had the habit of convincing you that you were having feelings that you really weren’t. 
 
    As I lay there contemplating how I should finish that sentence, I noticed that tears were starting to form at the corners of Diana’s eyes. I moved my hand from her cheek into her hair. “Shh, baby. It’s okay. What’s wrong?”  
 
    Diana shook her head and pulled away from me slightly. “You really shouldn’t be so nice to me. I don’t deserve it. I haven’t been… completely honest with you. Actually, that’s an understatement.”  
 
    I moved my hands to my side and stared intently at Diana. Her already pale face had turned a shade lighter and had my stomach tying up into knots. I couldn’t imagine what she had to tell me.  
 
    “The thing is…” She took a deep breath before continuing. “I’m… actually… married.” She breathed deeply in between every word, causing the sentence to stretch longer than was necessary.  
 
    With every second that passed, I could feel my heart beating faster and faster. I couldn’t have heard that right. There was no way the girl I was falling so hard for had just told me that she was married to someone else.  
 
    “Legally or emotionally?” I asked without thinking. What did that even mean? And would her answer really make a difference?  
 
    Diana let out a sigh that seemed to be laced with sadness. “If you’re asking what I think you are, things have been over between us for a long time. If I’m being completely honest with myself, it’s been over for years.”  
 
    “So, what does that mean? Are you guys separated? Are you in the process of ending things?” I wanted to make sense of this. I didn’t want it to be as bad as it seemed.  
 
    “Not exactly…” Diana hesitated. “It’s really complicated, Carly.”  
 
    “How complicated?” Although I was asking the question, I honestly wasn’t sure if I wanted to know the answer at this point. This was all too much to handle. 
 
    Diana reached down and took my hand in hers, squeezing her eyes shut before continuing. “I still live with her. There is a reason for that. I promise. I’m just afraid that when I tell you that reason, it’s going to make it even worse.” 
 
    I tried my best to keep my voice level, even though I was freaking out inside. “Diana… I just need you to be honest with me and tell me exactly what’s going on.”  
 
    “It’s complicated because my wife and I… We actually have a six-year-old daughter together.”  
 
    I gasped in response. What the hell had I just done? “Let me get this straight…” I took a deep breath. “You have a daughter…” Deep breath.  
 
    “I do.”  
 
    “And a wife…” Deep breath. 
 
    “Yes.”  
 
    “And we just had sex.” Diana opened her mouth to say something, but I shook my head in response. “Please don’t. I can’t talk about this right now. I just need to be alone.”  
 
    Diana looked away from me, but she was crying harder now. Why was I still tempted to reach out and comfort her after everything I had just learned? She got out of bed and slipped her clothes back on. Before leaving the room, she turned back to look at me.  
 
    “I really am sorry, Carly. I wasn’t planning on any of this. I didn’t think I would meet someone like you at this point in my life, and I need you to know that I didn’t lie about my feelings. The way I feel about you is real. Please consider that. If you’re willing to talk about this with me after you think things through, I promise that I’ll answer any questions you have. I’ll do anything to make this work with you.”  
 
    With those words spoken, she turned around and walked out of my room. Soon I heard her walk out of the apartment door as well. I forced myself to stand up and get dressed.  
 
    A few minutes later, I was still unable to comprehend anything, so I took out my phone to text Samantha. Are you free? I need you to come over ASAP. I thought for a moment before sending out another text. Bring some Ben and Jerry’s and a bottle of wine. It’s going to be a long night. 
 
    I didn’t receive a text back from Samantha, but fifteen minutes later, there was a knock at my door. I opened the door to find her standing there, holding all of my requested items. 
 
    “Oh, honey, what happened?” she asked, stepping through the doorway and pulling me into her arms.  
 
    It felt good having her hold me, so I fell into her embrace. My body shivered against hers, but I didn’t cry. No matter what happened during my life, I always refused to cry. After a few minutes, Samantha let go enough to guide me over to the couch. We sat in silence for a few more minutes, before she finally spoke.  
 
    “So, what happened? Did you and Diana break up?”  
 
    I broke down and told her the story of how the whole night unfolded, starting with the mind-blowing sex and leading into her telling me that she not only had a wife, but also a daughter. Without saying a word, Samantha stood up and walked into the kitchen. She came back with two spoons and two big glasses of wine. She opened the carton of Ben and Jerry’s and placed both spoons inside. We shared a knowing look, then each grabbed a spoon, shoving massive amounts of ice cream into our mouths. The whole scene was so ridiculous that I started to laugh. My laughter rubbed off on Samantha and soon we both fell back against the couch cushions, holding our stomachs and laughing hysterically.  
 
    Once the laughter subsided, Samantha looked at me with a serious expression back on her face. “So, what now?”  
 
    I exhaled loudly and ran a hand through my hair. “I honestly don’t know. Part of me wants to cut her off and never talk to her again, and then another part of me wants to ask her what the hell she was thinking.”  
 
    “You’re not considering continuing this though, are you?”  
 
    “No. I mean… I can’t… I’m not the other woman. I refuse to be the other woman.”  
 
    “Good,” Samantha responded, sounding relieved.  
 
    We spent the next hour watching mindless TV. When one of the shows made a reference to Thanksgiving, I was reminded of what else I wanted to tell Samantha.  
 
    “My mom called me the other day. She and my dad want me to come over for Thanksgiving dinner.”  
 
    Samantha muted the TV and looked over at me. “Oh yeah? What did you tell her?”  
 
     I shrugged. “I told her I’d have to think about it. The last time I saw them was June and it went about the same as every other time. It was nice for a bit, then they got on my case for being gay again. I don’t understand how they are still convinced it is going to change at this point. You’d think that after what happened, they would realize that having a gay daughter isn’t that big of a deal. But it still is to them, so I’m stuck trying to decide what to do. On one aspect, it’s nice that they are putting out an effort and actually want to spend a holiday with me, but it’s always too little too late with them. Plus, it sounds rather miserable.”  
 
    Samantha reached across and squeezed my knee. “Well, you know you’re always welcome at the Phillips Family Thanksgiving, even if that means coming over after going to your parents’ so you can vent.”  
 
    “Thanks, dude. I’ll definitely let you know. Holidays should be spent with people who love us and, well, I’m not fully convinced that my parents do.” I sighed dramatically and added, “Could you stay with me tonight?”  
 
    Samantha hesitated for only a moment before answering. “Of course.”  
 
    I gave her some pajamas to wear and the two of us crawled into bed. I immediately cuddled myself up next to her. I needed to feel the warmth of someone beside me tonight and Samantha had a way of making me feel safe.  
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Chapter 8 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    When I got into work on Monday morning, Mrs. Phillips greeted me in the break room. “Good morning, sweetheart. This was hanging on the front door for you this morning.” She handed me an envelope that had my name written on it.  
 
    I ran my hand over the letters. Even though I’d never seen her handwriting, I immediately knew who it was from. I thanked Mrs. Phillips for grabbing it for me, then waited for her to walk back out front so I could read it.  
 
    When I opened the card, it had some poem about being sorry that I glossed over. What I was really worried about were the words that Diana had written.  
 
      
 
    My Sweetest Carly, I’m not sure where to start. I guess sorry would be a good place. I’m sorry I lied to you. I’m sorry I let that lie go on for so long. But most of all, I’m so so sorry that I hurt you. When you bumped into me that first time we met, you quite literally rocked my world. Something lit up inside of me, and I knew I had to get to know you. I thought we would share a nice lunch and then both move on, but after talking to you for just a few minutes, I realized that would be impossible. I wanted… no, scratch that… I needed to get to know you better, and I knew if I mentioned my wife and daughter, there was no way that would ever be a possibility. I’ve wanted to tell you this whole time. I almost said it every single time we were together, but I just couldn’t bring myself to. I knew as soon as I told you, there was a pretty good chance it would ruin everything we had. And I know you might not believe this (I mean, honestly—why should you believe anything I tell you?), but I really do believe we have something special. It kills me to know that if we had met just a little bit later in life after everything was finalized between my wife and me, that we would have a better chance of working out.  
 
      
 
    Do we still have a chance? I know our situation isn’t convenient, but Carly you have to know that all of the feelings I expressed to you were true. Actually, I wasn’t completely honest. I held back a little about how I felt because I knew it was probably too early to be having these feelings and I didn’t want to scare you away. But, since this might be the last chance I ever get to talk to you, I don’t want to hold back anymore. Carly Foster, I’m falling in love with you. I don’t care if that makes me crazy because it’s true.  
 
      
 
    Please give me a chance to show you that we can make this work between us. We can get through this bump in the road and still get our perfect happy ending. I am going to be waiting at our spot in the park every day this week during lunch. If you are willing to at least talk to me, please come meet me. After this week, if I haven’t heard from you, I promise to be out of your life forever.  
 
      
 
    I really am sorry. Take care. Love always, Diana 
 
      
 
    I read her words over and over again. She was falling in love with me? What did it all mean now? I would be lying if I said reading those words hadn’t sent butterflies aflutter in my stomach. This perfect woman felt the same way about me as I did about her. But then again, was she really so perfect? She’d been running around with me the past month while she had a wife and daughter at home. That didn’t sound so perfect. It was just about as opposite of perfect as you could get.  
 
    Still, I felt that I owed it to myself to hear her out, so when lunch time rolled around, I found myself making my way to the park to talk to her. When I pulled in, she was sitting on the bench we’d shared just a few weeks ago. When I sat down next to her, I noticed she didn’t look so good. Her eyes were tired and she wasn’t wearing as much makeup as usual. Also, instead of styling her hair, she’d simply pulled it back into a small ponytail. Unfortunately for my heart, I still found her extremely enticing.  
 
    We sat in silence for a few minutes before I finally spoke. “So, did you mean it?”  
 
    Diana looked at me inquisitively. “Which part?”  
 
    I cleared my throat a few times, feeling my mouth go dry. “That you were falling in love with me?”  
 
    Diana’s eyes lightened a bit. “Of course I meant it. I am falling in love with you, Carly. Truthfully, I think I may have already fallen.”  
 
    Her words took my breath away. If she’d told me this before I learned about her secret life, I would’ve been ecstatic, but now I just felt confused. Was she saying that she loved me? How was that even possible?  
 
    “I’m so confused,” I answered softly.  
 
    “I’m willing to tell you anything. Ask me whatever you want.” 
 
    I groaned. “Why? How? Who? Diana, I don’t even know where to start.”  
 
    She sighed in response. “Then I’ll start. My wife and I got together in high school. I proposed when we were twenty-three and we got married a year later. Two years after that, our daughter was born. I guess that’s around the time things went downhill. I think we rushed into everything because it seemed like what we should be doing. I proposed because we had been together for years, then naturally marriage and children were the next step. We didn’t take the time to consider whether or not we actually had a future. We only ever dated each other and looking back, I really think that was a big mistake. We didn’t explore what else there was out there and became comfortable in our bubble. But once that comfort wore off, it was clear that the love that we once had wasn’t there anymore. I’ll always love my wife, but I haven’t been in love with her for a long time.”  
 
    I rubbed my temples. “And how does your wife feel? Is she still in love with you?”  
 
    Diana scoffed at the question. “I think she fell out of love with me even before I fell out of love with her. I really tried to make it work for a long time. Pulled all the punches, you know—date nights, romantic getaways, little surprises—but none of that worked. I’d already lost her.”  
 
    “I realize that divorce is a big deal and not something to be taken lightly, especially when kids are involved, but sometimes that’s the only option. In your case, it certainly sounds that way. So, why not get a divorce?”  
 
    Diana looked toward the sky, and I could tell she was trying not to cry again. “I never wanted to be that person who gave up and walked away from my family.”  
 
    And you shouldn’t be, I thought to myself. I shook my head and went to stand up. “It sounds like you still have a lot to sort through, and you need to do that alone. Maybe there’s a chance at some point in the future once you’ve figured this all out, that we’ll meet again and can try to make it work. But clearly, right now is not the time, Diana.”  
 
    “Wait.” Diana reached out and grabbed my hand before I could walk away. “You don’t understand. I’ve had this figured out for years. It’s my wife. She’s not the nicest person in the world. She doesn’t want to put any effort into making this marriage work, but she also has control issues and isn’t willing to let me leave. She’s threatened me… with our daughter. Our daughter legally belongs to both of us since we were married when she was born, but she is biologically my wife’s. She carried her. It was her eggs that were fertilized. It’s her DNA. And to make matters even worse—her best friend is our sperm donor.”  
 
    Diana paused for a moment to look out over the water, and her voice became quieter. “She told me that if I ever left, she would take my daughter away from me. I know I should have protections under the law. I mean, I’m her mom, for God’s sake. But with the direction that this country is taking lately, I’m afraid that someone would side with biology. It’s insane to think that could happen, but that’s the world we live in right now. You should know just as well as I do, even though gay rights have come a long way, there’s still a long way to go and lately, it seems like we are moving backward instead of forward.” 
 
    She took a few steadying breaths, then looked back over toward me, with tears stinging her eyes. “I love my daughter more than anything in the whole world. She will always be my number one priority. If I ever lost her, it would kill me.”  
 
    For a moment, I stood frozen in place, not sure what I should do. This situation was a complete mess and placing myself in the middle of it would only make it a much bigger mess. But I couldn’t force myself to turn around and walk away. Not when Diana looked so sad. I scolded myself as I walked back over to the bench and sat down. I’m just being a friend and a decent human being right now. Leaving her when she’s this distraught would be wrong. I have to at least try to cheer her up.  
 
    To both of our surprises, I reached out and took her hand into mine, placing it on my lap. “Tell me about your daughter,” I said hesitantly.  
 
    With this, Diana’s face immediately lit up. “Her name is Ava. She just started first grade in September and she’s a ball of sass. I swear, the things that come out of that girl’s mouth never cease to surprise me.” She shook her head as she chuckled softly. “She might look like Hailey, but she has my personality. That’s for sure.”  
 
    Hearing what I could only assume was her wife’s name forced me back to reality. This was a very real situation with very real people involved. “I’m glad we talked, Diana, but I don’t think it’s a good idea for either of us if we let this go on anymore. I’m more than willing to be your friend though. I think that’s what you really need right now.”  
 
    She nodded as though she agreed, but her eyes told a different story. I had to force myself to look away or else I knew I would never leave. I reluctantly stood and made my way back to my car, taking one last look at Diana’s slumped frame before pulling away.  
 
    When I arrived back at Phillips just in time for my afternoon shift, Samantha was waiting for me. She pulled me into her empty exam room and looked me straight in the eyes. “Please tell me you weren’t with Diana.”  
 
    For a split second, I considered lying, but I knew I couldn’t. I had never lied to Samantha and I wasn’t going to start now. Plus, it was worthless anyway. She could read me like a book. I sighed. “I was. But it’s not what you think. I told her we should just be friends.”  
 
    Samantha raised an inquisitive eyebrow at me. “Are you sure that’s such a good idea? You guys have had sex, and you told me you were falling in love with her. I just feel like you’re treading in very dangerous waters, Car. Plus, she lied to you. How does she even deserve your friendship?”  
 
    “I know she lied and, believe me, I realize how screwed up that is. I also realize what a messed-up situation this is, but it’s much more complicated than you think. It wasn’t just some married woman looking for a good time. From the way it sounds, Diana’s wife is pretty awful.”  
 
    Samantha gave me one of her no bullshit looks and refused to break eye contact.  
 
    “What is it?” I asked, finally giving in.  
 
    “I think you need to remember that there are always two sides to every story.” She softened a bit, then added, “Please, just be careful. I don’t want you to get hurt.”  
 
    I gave her a reassuring smile. “I’m not going to get hurt. I’m honestly not even sure if Diana and I will talk anymore after this.” But as I walked away and looked down at my phone to see a text that read, “Hello you. Thanks again for meeting with me. I’m sorry I put all of that on you. As heartbroken as I am over the fact that I can’t have you the way I want to, I’m so thankful that someone like you is willing to be part of my life in any capacity. Talk soon?” I knew that I had just lied to my best friend for the first time ever. 


 
   
  
 



 
 
      
 
    Chapter 9 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    The week passed by agonizingly slowly. I vowed to not reach out to Diana, and she’d only sent a few short, stoic texts throughout the week. I don’t know how I allowed myself to fall for someone so fast. It was so unlike me and this was exactly why I didn’t let that happen. To make matters worse, Samantha was still being distant so my time outside of work had been spent alone.  
 
    As I sat in my apartment late Saturday night, contemplating if I should go to bed, I heard a light knock on the door. Confused by who would just show up at this hour, I opened the door cautiously. To my surprise, Diana was standing on the other side.  
 
    She gave me an embarrassed smile. “I’m really sorry for just showing up. Hailey and I got into a huge fight, and I wasn’t sure where else to go.”  
 
    I swallowed hard at her words. “She didn’t…I mean, she doesn’t…”  
 
    “Know about us?” Diana finished for me. “No. Of course not. She doesn’t know anything about you. I would never want you in that position.”  
 
    When I realized she was still standing out in the hallway, I moved off to the side. “Sorry. You can come in.”  
 
    It was my turn to be embarrassed when I realized what a disaster my apartment was. “Sorry about the mess. I wasn’t expecting anyone and honestly… it’s been a rough week.”  
 
    Diana looked at me with sadness in her eyes. “I’m really sorry about hurting you. It was never my intention.”  
 
    I shook my head in response. “Forget about it. I’m just worried about you right now. Do you want to talk about it?”  
 
    Diana slunk over to my couch and threw herself onto it, placing her head in her hands once she was seated. “Not really. I’m used to it by now anyway. Except that I don’t know if I’ll ever get used to not feeling completely safe and comfortable in my own home.”  
 
    She felt unsafe? Was there more to this situation that I should know about? I took a seat next to her, careful to leave some space between us. “Diana, she doesn’t hurt you or threaten you at all, does she?”  
 
    She shook her head vehemently in response. “No. No. It’s not like that at all. I guess that came out wrong. I just feel like a house should be your safe space. You know, the one place where you feel like you can actually breathe and relax. It doesn’t feel like that to me.” 
 
    Instinctively, I reached out and grabbed her hand. I tried to ignore the spark it ignited throughout my whole body. Diana was my friend now. That was all she could ever be.  
 
    We sat like this for a few minutes, before I couldn’t take it anymore. I stood up from the couch and went into the kitchen to make a bowl of popcorn. Once that was done, I picked out the most light-hearted comedy I could find in my DVD collection and put it on. As the movie played, I watched Diana’s body start to relax. She relaxed so much that by the midpoint of the movie, she leaned into me, resting her head on my shoulder. When I tried to comment on the movie and got no response in return, I turned to see that she had passed out. I slipped out from under her and grabbed a blanket to cover her. I watched as her chest rose and fell and a small smile played upon her lips. She looked so innocent and content. She looked absolutely perfect. I broke the trance and forced myself to walk away.  
 
    I tossed and turned all night, unable to sleep with the thought of Diana in the next room. I must’ve slipped into a slumber at some point because soon I woke as the morning sun came in my window. I quietly walked out to the living room, but instead of finding Diana there, I found a folded-up blanket and a note.  
 
      
 
    Thanks for letting me stay. It meant the world to me. XOXO, Diana 
 
      
 
    Those simple words shouldn’t have sent my stomach into a frenzy, but they did. I tried to will that feeling away, but it stuck around not only for the next few hours, but for the whole week that followed. A week that happened to be filled with complete silence from Diana.  
 
    That was until the following Saturday when there was another knock at my door. This time, I wasn’t surprised when I saw Diana standing on the other side. I let her in and didn’t bother asking what she was doing there. We put in another movie and fell into what seemed to be becoming a pattern. Only this time, partway through the movie, Diana paused it and looked up at me.  
 
     She sighed. “This isn’t fair to you.I’m relying on you to make me feel better when I’m sure having me here only makes everything worse for you. I just can’t seem to stay away. You’re the only thing I ever think about and when something happens, I automatically want to talk to you. You make me happy in a way I never thought was possible. But I’m so conflicted because I don’t want to hurt you.”  
 
    “Then don’t,” I said, before leaning down and placing my lips against hers. I knew it was a bad idea, but I couldn’t stop myself. I wanted to be with her more than I wanted anything else in the world and, no matter how hard I tried, I couldn’t stop my heart from feeling this way. I wasn’t sure if it was simply her looks or her perfect answers leading me astray again, but something was telling me that maybe this was right, circumstances be damned.  
 
    Now that I’d started, I couldn’t stop myself from kissing her. Our kisses were soft and slow and as she moaned into my mouth when our tongues connected for the first time, I knew I had lost the battle. I couldn’t stay away from her. I couldn’t just be her friend. I needed every single part of her. Except that was the problem, wasn’t it? I couldn’t have every part of her. She had this whole other life that I wasn’t part of.  
 
    The thought sobered me, and I pulled back from our kiss. I left my forehead resting against hers because I wasn’t willing to break contact completely.  
 
    “What’s wrong?” Diana asked, noticing my change in demeanor.  
 
    “I’m just tired,” I lied.  
 
    “You should go to sleep,” Diana cooed. She looked up at me with sad eyes and added, “Do you think I could stay here tonight?”  
 
    “I think that I need you to stay,” I admitted breathlessly.  
 
    I reached out my hand, and she took it without saying a word. She silently followed me into my room, where we both slipped underneath the covers. I put out my arm and motioned for her to lie down on me. Once she cuddled up against me, I ran a hand through her hair. “Diana, I really don’t know what’s going on here. But I think I just need to hold you tonight.”  
 
    “I need that too,” Diana said with a sigh, before drifting off to sleep.  
 
    I woke the next morning to the feeling of lips on my forehead. The lips then moved down to my nose and finally rested right against my own. They only lingered there for a second before moving. Warm breath tickled my eyes as Diana whispered, “I have to go, but I promise I’m not leaving you.”  
 
    I squinted my eyes open and tried to form a sentence through my sleepiness. “We need… we need to talk… about this.”  
 
    “I know we do, and I promise we will. I can meet you at our spot in the park tomorrow at lunch. I just can’t talk right now. I’m sorry.”  
 
    Before I could think of anything else to say, Diana was up and out of the room, leaving me alone once again.  
 
    The next day, I slipped out of work for my lunch break before Samantha could ask any questions. I knew I would need to be honest with her about whatever was going on, but I wanted to figure out what that was first. 
 
    Instead of sitting on the bench, Diana was leaning against her car when I pulled in, looking just as sexy as ever. I tried not to think that way, but couldn’t help myself.  
 
    “Hey you,” she said with a wide grin as I got out of my car.  
 
    We each hesitated for just a moment before reaching out to embrace each other. I held her tight, not wanting to let go, but lucky for me, she didn’t seem to have any intention of letting go either. I breathed her in and was aware of everything going on between us. I felt her heart beating rapidly against mine. The way she held me showed her need for me without being too much.  
 
    I allowed myself to relish her touch for a few minutes before pulling back. “What are we doing, Diana?”  
 
    “I think we’re trying to be good and failing miserably because we just can’t get enough of each other.”  
 
    With those words, she leaned in and claimed my lips with hers. I was too weak to resist the pull between us so I let it happen. After a few heat-filled minutes, I forced myself to pull back.  
 
    “If this is going to happen, there needs to be some ground rules.”  
 
    Diana paused, and I thought she might fight me on that, but instead she nodded hesitantly.  
 
    “First of all, if there is any chance that anything I say here could change any part of your relationship with your daughter, then you need to walk away and never talk to me again. We clearly can’t be friends, but I’m not going to be in a relationship with you if it’s going to cause any hardship in that little girl’s life. Secondly, do you promise me that you and your wife have tried everything, and you can’t make it work? Because if there is even the slightest chance that you guys can make this work, I want you to put all of your effort into that. I don’t want to be the reason a marriage ends.”  
 
    Diana leaned back onto her car and took a deep breath, like she had to steady herself after hearing my words. “I told you. Things have been over between us for a long time and that won’t change whether you are in the picture or not. I can’t remember the last time we had sex. We don’t even sleep in the same bed anymore. The only reason we still live in the same house is because neither of us wants to walk out on our daughter.”  
 
    I nodded, trying my best to be understanding. I had to wonder why a house with feuding parents seemed like a better environment than two separate, loving homes, but I knew I couldn’t judge. I didn’t have kids so I had no idea what that must be like.   
 
     I sighed. “There’s more though.” I was conflicted about this next part, but it had to be said. I couldn’t be the affair partner or the other woman or the mistress or whatever other horrible title this relationship would put on me. “If your relationship is truly over, I need you to start taking steps to make that official. It’s not fair to anyone if we pursue this relationship while you’re still married.” 
 
    Diana took another deep breath and closed her eyes. “It’s not a quick, easy process. It’ll take time. But I’m willing to do that for you.” She opened her eyes and looked into mine, with a mix of sadness and sincerity. “First, I have to talk to a lawyer to make sure my guardianship rights over my daughter are protected. Then I will present my wife with the divorce papers. We both knew this was coming, so hopefully it shouldn’t be a surprise to her. With how cold she is toward me, I’m honestly surprised she hasn’t moved forward with it yet. I promise to do all of this though, if you promise that you can be patient through it.”  
 
    “I can.”  
 
    Diana let out a relieved sigh. “Is there anything else?”  
 
    I reached out and squeezed her hand. I could tell this conversation was taking a toll on her. “Just one more thing. Your daughter always comes first. I realize that this means you and I don’t get as much time together, and I don’t care. Family is always the priority, especially kids. There’s no way I could be with you if you didn’t feel that way.”  
 
    A slight smile made its way onto Diana’s face. “Of course. I would never put anything or anyone in front of my daughter. She’s my whole world. She’s my everything.” 
 
    Before I could say anything, she pulled me into a big bear hug, squeezing me extra tight. When she pulled back, I lifted an eyebrow at her. “What was that for?”  
 
    Diana shook her head, but continued to beam at me. “I’ve never met anyone like you. You’re absolutely amazing.”  
 
    “Now let’s not get ahead of ourselves,” I joked. “You’ve never watched an Eagles game with me.”  
 
    “I’d do anything with you,” Diana replied. “Even watch that godawful team.”  
 
    We moved to the bench and sat in silence, just taking in the view and relishing the comfort of being close to each other. I wasn’t sure where this was going to go, but I was starting to feel open to finding out.  
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
      
 
    Chapter 10 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Later that night, after all of the patients had left, I peeked my head into Samantha’s office where I found her surrounded by piles of charts.  
 
    I let out a low whistle at the sight and motioned toward the pile. “That looks like loads of fun.” 
 
    A tired smile spread across Samantha’s face. I loved my best friend for so many reasons, but one of those reasons was the way her smile could light up the room even after a long day.  
 
    “The most fun,” she quipped. After a few seconds of silence, she tilted her head to the side. “Did you need something?”  
 
    “Sorry. I actually wanted to know if I could take you to dinner. On me.”  
 
    A worried look came onto Samantha’s face. “Oh no. What did you do?”  
 
    I scoffed at her question. “Are you trying to say that your bestest friend wouldn’t have offered to take you to dinner unless she had done something wrong?”  
 
    Samantha nodded her head. “That’s exactly what I’m saying.”  
 
    I stuck my nose in the air. “Fine. I may have one or two things that I wanted to talk to you about, but it’s nothing bad… per se.”  
 
    Samantha cackled and shook her head in response. “Well, I just may have you take me to that new Italian restaurant with the really expensive bread rolls… per se.” She stuck her tongue out as she said the last words, then her face became serious again. “Seriously though, I’m in. Just give me ten minutes. I’ll meet you out front.”  
 
    Ten minutes later, Samantha joined me and we were on our way to that expensive Italian restaurant. After parking, we made our way in and were seated immediately. Apparently, the restaurant didn’t get crowded on random Monday nights. After receiving our breadsticks that were way too expensive for their mediocre taste, Samantha gave me a look that said she was ready to get down to business.  
 
    “Could you please just say whatever it is you wanted to tell me so we don’t have to spend this whole dinner awkwardly staring at each other from across the table?”  
 
    “Okay, I will. But you have to promise not to get mad. I know you’re not going to like this, but I’m telling you because you’re my best friend and I don’t want to keep anything from you. So again… before I say this. I need to know that you won’t get mad at me.” I looked toward Samantha for some reassurance and when she gestured with her hand for me to go on, I took that as a sign to continue. “So, I met up with Diana to talk today. Well, I guess I should start from the beginning. She showed up at my apartment the past two weeks after having really big fights with her wife. I was well-behaved the first time. I watched a movie with her, then gave her a blanket to sleep on my couch. The second time… not so much. We may have kissed and cuddled in bed all night. That was it though. We didn’t have sex.”  
 
    When Samantha only stared at me instead of saying anything, I decided to continue. “Since we kind of left it on a cliffhanger, we met today to talk about what was happening between us, and I guess we decided to give this a go.”  
 
    Samantha continued to stare across at me, while rapidly blinking her eyes. I couldn’t tell if she was going to break into tears or start screaming at me. To my surprise, she closed her eyes tight, took a deep breath, then spoke calmly. “There’s no point in me beating a dead horse. You know I don’t agree with this. But as your best friend, it’s also my job to support you even when you are being an idiot. Right now, I honestly think you’re about the biggest idiot in the world, but you’re my idiot, and I love you. Please just tell me one thing. Are you happy?”  
 
    “Um, I guess so? I mean, yeah, totally. Why shouldn’t I be? Okay. We both know the reasons why I might not be, but it’s totally fine. I’m much happier with Diana than I am without her so that has to count for something.”  Well, if that wasn’t the most unromantic way to talk about my new relationship status, I don’t know what would be.  
 
    Samantha gave me one of her classic Sam looks that I couldn’t quite read even after twelve years of friendship. “I just want you to be happy, Carly. Seriously.”  
 
    Her words warmed me to the core. Samantha was the one person who had stayed in my life and supported me no matter what. I had yet to find the words to express just how much that meant to me. “Thank you. I really appreciate that. Let’s talk about something else though. Perhaps, your love life?”  
 
    Samantha’s face immediately turned red in embarrassment. “What about my love life? Or I guess I should say lack thereof.”  
 
    “Are you sure about that?” I pushed. “Because if you’re not dating someone, I have a feeling you’re avoiding me.”  
 
    My words made Samantha choke on the water she was drinking. Apparently, she was thrown off by being called out for not sharing her current dating adventures with me. 
 
    “Alright, you caught me,” she said, while rolling her eyes. “I’ve gone on a few dates, but it’s nothing serious.”   
 
    I raised an eyebrow at her. “So, does ‘nothing serious’ have a name? And more importantly, how is the sex?” 
 
    With this remark, Samantha’s face turned red all over again. It was way too easy to mess with her. “There is no sex. I told you. It’s not serious.”  
 
    “It doesn’t have to be serious for there to be sex.”  
 
    Samantha crossed her arms across her chest. “It does for me.”  
 
    “Okay. Okay. I know. That’s one of the things that I love and respect about you. You’re much stronger than me. By the way, I decided to go to my parents’ house for Thanksgiving. I hope that’s okay. My dad texted me again to ask me about it, and I figured if they’re going to put in an effort, I would too.”  
 
    Samantha bumped her knee against mine underneath the table. “Of course that’s okay. I’m glad your parents are finally trying. It’s about time. My sister’s first home game is that Tuesday before Thanksgiving though. Do you think you can go?” 
 
    “I wouldn’t miss it.” And I meant that. Samantha could’ve told me that Molly’s first game was on Thanksgiving Day and I would’ve called my parents immediately to tell them that I wouldn’t be coming to their house after all. The Phillips family always came first. 


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Chapter 11 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Dating someone who isn’t completely yours is a strange existence. Things were great with Diana while we were together, but while apart, they were almost nonexistent. I had to be careful what times of day I would text her sweet nothings, and calls were almost entirely off limits, unless we happened to be driving at the same time. But whenever I had my doubts, Diana had a way of roping me back in. This particular Wednesday night was one of those times. Our work schedules overlapped enough that I only had to wait an hour after ending my shift for Diana to be done with hers. I met her by her car and she drove us to a town about an hour away. The fact that she took us to all these far-away places because we couldn’t be seen by someone she might know wasn’t lost on me, but the new adventures were too exciting for me to care much.  
 
    The night started out at a tiny theater that showed old black and white films for only a dollar. Halfway through the movie, which happened to be a silent film this time, Diana admitted that the reason she wanted to come was because she figured no one else would be there. I looked around the theater to confirm that she was indeed right and before I knew it, I felt Diana straddling my lap.  
 
    “This is a little more interesting than the movie, right?” she asked with a raised eyebrow. I gulped audibly and looked up in the direction of the projector.  
 
    Diana directed my face back to hers. “Don’t worry about that. The only person working here right now is the old man who took our money, and I know for a fact that he sleeps as soon as he puts the film on. I was here once when the film began skipping and then froze completely. We sat staring at the unmoving screen for a good ten minutes, before I took it upon myself to walk upstairs and see what was going on. I honestly thought the guy was dead at first, but relaxed when I heard him snoring.”  
 
    She laughed a little as she recalled the story, but then returned to her sultry look, running a hand up and down my arm as she stared deep into my eyes. The build up was almost unbearable, until she finally leaned in and kissed me long and hard. The feeling of her tongue in my mouth and her hips grinding up against mine was almost enough to send me over the edge in itself, so when she slipped her hand a little lower, I was done for.  
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    Diana giggled as we skipped out of the theater, about an hour later. “I bet you never thought you’d have sex in a dollar theater, huh?”  
 
    “I did not, but if I had known how great it could be, it definitely would’ve been a bucket list item. Although, I was a bit worried that the poor old man was going to wake up from my not-so-subtle noises.”  
 
    Diana threw her head back in a cocky laugh this time. “I don’t think we have to worry about that with him. Plus, do you really think he would’ve minded? I’m sure that’s much more interesting than a silent film.”  
 
    “Ew stop,” I groaned, while playfully pushing her away from me. “I don’t want to think of myself as some creepy old man’s main attraction.”  
 
    She placed a quick kiss on my lips. “Well, you’re my main attraction.”  
 
    “As it should be,” I said with a smile. 
 
    The next stop on our midweek date was a walking path that ran along the river. Diana took my hand as we walked under the starry sky, sending a whirlwind of emotions through my body. The way the moonlight reflected off her face caused the perfect glow to her skin, making her whole face light up as she smiled over at me.  
 
    “So, how are you feeling about next week?” Diana asked, as we stopped to take in our surroundings.  
 
    “Honestly, I wish I could be doing anything else. Holidays should be spent with people who care about you, and I’m not convinced that my parents actually do.”  
 
    Diana leaned into me. “So, it’s just going to be you and your parents? No siblings?”  
 
    The mention of siblings made me feel like someone had reached into my chest and twisted my heart with their bare hands as Callie’s face flashed into my mind. “No. My family is…  umm…  just my parents and me.”  
 
    “Gotcha. I’m an only child too. It sucks not having a sibling to lean on when your parents are making life unbearable, doesn’t it?”  
 
    Diana’s words shot right through me, and I had to close my eyes and take a few deep breaths to keep myself from having a breakdown. “I actually have… or I mean had… a sister. She passed away,” I admitted hesitantly. Before Diana could say anything, I added, “I don’t want to talk about it.” 
 
    “Of course not,” Diana answered quickly. “I wouldn’t make you do that. I am sorry though.” She gave my hand an extra squeeze, before dropping the subject. That was a welcome relief. Samantha would’ve pushed the topic until I felt terrible. I knew she meant well, but it was nice to have someone who allowed me to keep my past where it belonged.  
 
    “So, what are your Thanksgiving plans?” I asked, trying to change the subject. 
 
    Diana shrugged her shoulders. “Family stuff.”  
 
    I didn’t push her to elaborate because I figured she wanted to talk about her situation just as little as I wanted to talk about mine. “I wish we could be together,” I answered quietly.  
 
    Diana turned to face me and placed both of her hands on my hips, then rested her forehead against mine. She breathed deeply like she was trying to take me in completely. “I wish we could too. I want that more than anything.” She leaned back just a bit and reached up to move a stray hair behind my ear. Suddenly, her face lit up like she had just come up with the greatest idea. “What if we had our own little Thanksgiving later that night? We can even ring in Black Friday together.”  
 
    “You can do that?” I asked tentatively.  
 
    “For sure,” Diana said in a tone that sounded anything but sure. “I’ll just wait until Ava goes to bed, and then I’ll say that I got called into work. It’s not unusual for that to happen, especially on a holiday.”  
 
    I closed my eyes and rubbed my temples. I hated this. I hated everything about it. “So, you’re going to lie?”  
 
    Diana removed my hands from my head to take them in her own. “Shh. Don’t think of it as lying.”  
 
    “What am I supposed to think of it as, Diana?” I asked desperately.  
 
    “Think of it as something that has to be done so we can have time together.”  
 
    I let out a frustrated sigh. “You know I hate this, right?”  
 
    The light in Diana’s eyes dimmed with my words and it made me sad to know that I was upsetting her. “I hate it too, Carly. I don’t like lying, and I certainly don’t like keeping you a secret. Hopefully, it shouldn’t be like this for long. I’ve been talking to a lawyer, and he’s helping me navigate through all of this.”  
 
    “Promise?” 
 
    “I promise,” Diana soothed, before placing a gentle kiss on my lips.  
 
    All of my animosity melted away with that simple touch. There was no way I could ever stay mad at this girl, and I wasn’t sure if that was a good thing or not, but I was way too smitten to think about it.  
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Chapter 12 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    The Tuesday before Thanksgiving, I sat in the stands ready to cheer on Molly, decked from head to toe in her school colors.  
 
    “Going hard tonight?” Samantha remarked as she sat down next to me and raised a judgmental eyebrow at my outfit.  
 
    “Hey, it’s my girl’s final season. I need to go all out.” 
 
    “I personally think you look great,” Mrs. Phillips added as she sat down next to us. I gave Samantha a satisfied grin in response. 
 
    As soon as the game started, Molly was on fire. By halftime, she’d scored twenty points, which put her team ahead 34-10. She started the second half with a bang when she immediately stole the ball from the other team and started a fast break down the court. There was only one person from the other team who could keep up with her and when she went in for the shot, the two of them jumped at the same time and collided with each other. I couldn’t see much, but I did notice that Molly’s leg twisted in a way it shouldn’t have as she landed on the ground with the other player on top of her. I heard a wail escape from her mouth, then looked over at the rest of the Phillips family. Samantha had her hands over her mouth, Mr. Phillips appeared to be frozen in place, and Mrs. Phillips’s eyes were darting around the gym as she desperately asked, “Did anyone else hear a crack? I think I heard a crack.”  
 
    When it became obvious that Molly wasn’t able to stand on her own, we all rushed down the bleachers. Mr. Phillips and another player’s father picked her up and quickly carried her out to their minivan. Mr. and Mrs. Phillips drove her to the emergency room, while we followed close behind.  
 
    The whole night was a complete whirlwind, and after hours of waiting in the hospital, we found out that Molly had broken a bone in her lower leg and while she didn’t need surgery, she would need to be in a cast for about six to eight weeks. This meant that not only her season, but also her collegiate basketball career, were over for good.  
 
    “Molly must be crushed,” I said with a sigh, as we made our way back to the house to get it prepared for her arrival.  
 
    Unfortunately, I was right. You didn’t have to know her to see that the pain in her eyes went well beyond just the physical pain of the injury. Since she couldn’t make it up the stairs, we had the pull-out couch in their family room ready for her. I volunteered to spend the night, and we spent the next few hours watching TV before Molly finally found a position that she was comfortable enough in to drift off to sleep.  
 
    I was starting to fall asleep on the recliner when I felt a tap on my shoulder. “You can sleep in Molly’s room if you want… since she is down here anyway.”  
 
    I immediately shook my head. “No, that’s okay. I’m going to stay right here in case she needs anything.” Molly felt like a little sister to me, and there was no way I was going to leave her alone right now. I vowed to myself a long time ago that I would never again let someone I care about suffer alone, so if that meant spending a night or two on this not-so-comfy recliner, then so be it.  
 
    Samantha stared at me for a few beats with a look that I couldn’t quite identify on her face. She then smiled slightly and leaned down to hug me. “Thank you, Carly. I know it will mean a lot to her,” she whispered into my ear. Before pulling away, she added, “It means a lot to me too.” Something about her words caused goosebumps to form on my arms. I assumed it must’ve been the act of someone showing me appreciation that elicited the response. God knows I never got anything like that from my own family.  
 
    I felt like I’d barely fallen asleep when another tap on my shoulder woke me up. This time, Samantha told me that she and her parents were going to work, but they wanted me to stay home with Molly. I quickly agreed, then headed toward the kitchen to see what I could make her for breakfast. I settled on eggs, bacon, and toast, and a few minutes later, I headed back to the family room with a tray full of food.  
 
    I gently shook her, and she tried to sit up when she saw the food, wincing when pain shot through her leg. I propped pillows behind her back and added a few more below her leg.  
 
    She shoveled the food into her mouth and finished it within minutes. She shoved the tray away and stared down at her leg. “Freaking Franklin,” she said under her breath.  
 
    When I gave her a confused look, she elaborated. “Gina Franklin was the one who collided with me. She’s had it out for me since our freshman year.”  
 
    My eyes widened. “You don’t think she did it on purpose, do you?”  
 
    Molly chuckled a bit while shaking her head. “No, I know she didn’t. She may be obnoxious, but she’s not an animal.” Her eyes then drifted toward the ceiling and took on a dreamy state. “She’s awfully cute for an obnoxious career-ender though.” 
 
    “Hold up,” I said, interrupting her daydream. “Did you just call her cute? Is there something you want to tell me? Is straight Little Phillips not so straight?”  
 
    Molly’s eyes bolted from the ceiling over toward me and a look of horror crossed onto her face. “Shit. Did I just say that out loud? Stupid pain meds.”  
 
    I laughed at her discomfort. “I’m not sure why you think I would care. I am kinda super gay myself.”  
 
    Molly sighed. “My family doesn’t know. Actually, no one does except for you now, and I’d like to keep it that way while I sort some things out. I’m definitely bi, but I’m considering ignoring the girl-liking side of that. It’s just easier that way. Being gay is Samantha’s thing.”  
 
    “Being gay isn’t a thing that belongs to one person.”  
 
    Molly shrugged. “Not everyone sees it that way though. I’m afraid I’ll just look like the little girl who is trying to be like her big sister.”  
 
    I had to laugh at this. Molly and Samantha couldn’t have been more different. Molly was athletic, outgoing, and silly, while Samantha was a serious, introverted bookworm. There was no way anyone would ever think she was trying to be like Samantha.  
 
    I patted her on the back. “You’re thinking about it too much, kid. Just go for whoever you want and don’t worry about anyone else.”  
 
    “I guess you’re right.”  
 
    I flashed her my best cocky grin. “I’m always right. Seriously though, if you ever need to talk about anything, I’m here for you. Also, your secret is safe with me.”  
 
    “Thanks, Carly. I really appreciate that. I know you just see me as a kid most of the time, but you can talk to me about anything too.” Something about the tone of her voice told me that she believed there were things I should be talking about. 
 
    I blatantly rolled my eyes at her. “Crushing on the ladies and trying to make me talk about my feelings? Maybe you are trying to be like your sister,” I joked.  
 
    Molly reached behind her back for one of the pillows that was propping her up and hit me across the face with it. I grabbed it and hit her right back, careful to avoid her leg.  
 
    After going back and forth like this a few times, we both broke into a fit of laughter. “This is great,” Molly said, beaming. “I love having you here. You make me forget how much this all sucks. It’s like the good old days when you lived with us.”  
 
    I agreed, even though those days weren’t exactly the good old days for me. That thought brought me back to my parents and the fact that I was expected to go to their house the next day. After considering it for the next few hours, I decided that wouldn’t work for me, and I called my dad.  
 
    “Carly,” he said simply upon answering the phone. It wasn’t lost on me how cold he always sounded.  
 
    I immediately broke into my explanation about how I couldn’t spend Thanksgiving with them because I needed to spend it with the Phillips family after what had happened to Molly.  
 
    “With all due respect, I’d like to ask you to reconsider. Holidays should be spent with family, and you haven’t spent one with us for years.” 
 
    “With all due respect, sir,” I repeated, with a bite to my words, “families are the people who love and care about you.” I wasn’t even going to go into the fact that they hadn’t even invited me to spend a holiday with them for years.  
 
    My dad sighed on the other end of the phone. “Your mother and I do love you. You have to understand that we just can’t have you living under our roof or support you if you are living that homosexual lifestyle.”  
 
    I shook my head. He was impossible and talking to him was making me more and more angry. “And you have to understand that the Phillips have always supported me and that they, in fact, did let me live under their roof after my own parents threw me out onto the streets.”  
 
    “I’m clearly not going to change your mind. I do need you to stop by at some point though. Your mother and I have something we need to talk to you about.” Great, another lecture on the dangers of homosexuality.  
 
    Before hanging up, I promised him I would visit soon, even though I wasn’t in any hurry to fulfill that promise. Later that evening, I told Samantha and Molly that I’d decided to spend the holiday with them. The announcement earned me big grins from both of the Phillips sisters. 
 
    The next day, the extended Phillips family joined us for Thanksgiving dinner. They’re all as nice and accepting as Samantha’s parents and they made me feel right at home. When we sat down to eat, Samantha’s ninety-two-year-old grandma elbowed me in the side playfully. “Do you have a nice girl in your life yet?” she asked, while lifting an eyebrow toward Samantha, who immediately turned red.  
 
    What was that all about?  
 
    “I’m working on it,” I answered simply. There was no way I was going to tell this older woman all about my life as the mistress. I didn’t want to give the poor lady a heart attack.  
 
    Later on, as the whole family sat around telling stories about when the kids were younger, a text came through on my phone. Can’t wait to see you tonight <3 <3 <3.  
 
    Shoot. After everything that had happened, I’d totally forgotten that Diana and I had plans. I still didn’t want to leave Molly. I knew as soon as the rest of the family left, she would again be reminded of everything she was now going to miss out on by not participating in her final season. I sent Diana a long text in return, explaining what had happened to Molly and how I didn’t feel right leaving her.  
 
    Of course, she responded. Family always comes first. I’ll miss you, but I completely understand.  
 
    Could this girl be anymore perfect? As I stared down at my phone, I felt an elbow jab into my side. “Texting your girlfriend?” Samantha asked. “You have that lovestruck look on your face.” 
 
    I couldn’t help but smile. “I am. I was just telling her that I couldn’t spend time with her tonight because I wanted to be here for Molly.” 
 
    Samantha reached over and squeezed my knee. “That’s really sweet of you, Carly.” She studied my face for a minute before adding, “You do know she’ll be okay though, right? She’s really sad about the injury, but she’s not depressed. You don’t have to save her.”  
 
    I scoffed like Samantha’s words were crazy to me. “I obviously know that. I’m just trying to be supportive.” I was trying to be supportive, but I also wondered if she might be right. Did I subconsciously worry that I had to save her the way I didn’t save… I groaned inside my head. Why did Samantha always have to get me thinking like this? Part of me felt angry, but that part quickly softened. She knew me better than anyone. Most of the time, she knew me more than I knew myself. I couldn’t fault her for that. It was endearing.  
 
    “I want you to meet Diana,” I spoke suddenly, taking Samantha by surprise.  
 
    “Oh?” Instead of looking at me, she picked at something on her jeans. She clearly wasn’t too keen on meeting her. It made sense since she was so protective of me and had voiced multiple times that she didn’t think this could end well.  
 
    I bent down to force her to look at me. “Please. You’re both big parts of my life and I want you to be part of each other’s lives as well. I know you don’t believe me, but I really think you would like her if you just gave her a chance.” 
 
    Samantha sighed. “Okay. I’ll do it.”  
 
     I smiled. “Perfect. The three of us can go for drinks or something.”  
 
    “Actually,” Samantha answered softly, “do you think we could make it a double date? I… uh… have someone I’d like to bring.”  
 
    That was strange. Samantha hadn’t said anything else about the mystery woman she’d gone on a few dates with so I assumed it had fizzled out. She didn’t like to introduce me to the people she was dating unless it was serious, so why hadn’t she talked to me about this girl? I didn’t even know her name. I couldn’t help but feel a little hurt by this. 
 
    “That’s fine. I’m surprised you haven’t told me more about her though. It must be serious.” I tried to hide the hurt on my face, but I knew it wasn’t working.  
 
    Samantha shrugged. “I’m sorry. You’ve been really busy lately. We haven’t had a lot of time to talk.”  
 
    I wanted to point out that she was the one who was busy these days, but I decided not to. Instead, I smiled and told her that I couldn’t wait to meet her mystery woman.  
 
      
 
    ———————— 
 
      
 
    It turned out the mystery woman’s name was Caroline and she was two years older than us. “So, what do you do for a living, Caroline?” I asked, after picking up her and Samantha from Samantha’s house, a week after suggesting the outing. We were going to the bar where Diana and I had gone for our first date and since she had to work an overnight shift later, she was meeting us there.  
 
    “I’m a therapist,” Caroline said proudly.  
 
    “Match made in Heaven,” I joked. “This one loves talking about her feelings. She also loves trying to force other people to talk about their feelings. You might want to teach her a little though. Twelve years of friendship, and she has yet to break down my walls.”  
 
    “That’s what you think,” Samantha said, smirking.  
 
    We made small talk the rest of the way, but when we were close, I decided I better fill Caroline in on my current situation. I cleared my throat, feeling uncomfortable over what I was about to admit. “So, Caroline, I don’t know what Samantha has told you…”  
 
    “Don’t worry. I already told her everything,” Samantha cut in. I wasn’t sure how I felt about this. While I was relieved that I wouldn’t have to retell all the details, it didn’t seem right that Samantha would share something so personal about me. Although, I wasn’t sure if I was more upset that she would divulge my secrets to a complete stranger or that she seemed to have grown so close to this girl in such a short time. It kind of felt like my best friend was slipping away from me, and I couldn’t help but feel a little jealous.  
 
    I think Caroline felt the tension in the car because she quickly spoke up. “Sorry that she told me. I tend to have that effect on people. They just seem to want to spill everything to me. Trust me, I’m on your side though. I actually hate talking about feelings outside of work. I deal with way too many emotions throughout the day.” 
 
    The tension was lifted as I laughed at her words. I could see why Samantha liked Caroline. She seemed fun and carefree, which was a good contrast to Sam’s personality. “So, you promise not to judge me for my current situation or analyze what it might say about me?”  
 
    Caroline laughed and shook her head. “Of course not. If my job has taught me anything, it’s that there are three sides to every story. I’ve seen it all and I’ve learned that things are rarely black and white or good versus evil.” 
 
    “So, you’ve had clients that are in my situation?”  
 
    “I currently have all three. I have a client who believes she is being cheated on, another who is doing the cheating, and a third who the cheating is being done with. And believe it or not, I can empathize with all three.”  
 
    “Do any of them have kids?” I asked, wondering if any of them were in a situation that was just as sticky as mine.  
 
    Caroline nodded. “The one who believes she is being cheated on does. It absolutely breaks my heart.” Not wanting to offend me, she quickly added, “Her situation is completely different from yours though. Her spouse hasn’t put any effort into trying to make it work, but also won’t just set her free for whatever reason. My client is holding onto the hope that things will change, but it doesn’t seem likely. I think she just wants the best life for her daughter so she’s holding onto whatever she can.”  
 
    I nodded in understanding as my thoughts went to Diana and how her wife was doing the same thing to her. It seemed like people with children like to hold it over the other person’s head and that made me sick to think about.  
 
    Our conversation was cut off when we pulled into the parking lot of the bar and Diana pulled in beside us. I quickly jumped out of my car so I could run around and open her car door for her. I was greeted with a long kiss that was so enthralling, I almost forgot there were other people with us. When I finally turned around to face Samantha, I found her and Caroline holding hands. Caroline was leaned in close to her, whispering something in her ear, and a wide grin spread across Samantha’s face at her words. It was nice to see that Samantha had found someone who made her happy, but I also couldn’t help but worry that this might be the girl who ended up stealing my best friend from me. Don’t get me wrong, I had no doubt that Samantha and I would always be best friends. We’d been through too much to let anything get in the way of our relationship. But I also wasn’t naive enough to believe that one or both of us being in a serious relationship wouldn’t change things between us. I mean, we were already seeing each other much less than we used to.  
 
    I pointed over toward Samantha and Caroline. “Diana, this is my best friend Samantha and this is Caroline, her…”  
 
    “Girlfriend,” Caroline cut in when she caught my hesitation. I found myself hurt again that Samantha hadn’t told me it was that serious, but I tried to brush those feelings aside as the four of us made our way into the bar.  
 
    The initial awkwardness wore off after a few minutes as we all fell into a casual conversation. I was happy to see Diana and Samantha getting along well. Since they were both such an important part of my life, it meant a lot to me that they seemed to enjoy each other’s company.  
 
    We stayed at the bar for about two hours and left once Diana had to head to work. I dropped Samantha and Caroline back off at Samantha’s house, but immediately texted Samantha and asked her to call me if she and Caroline weren’t spending the night together. I was surprised when she called me a half-hour later.  
 
    “No hot sex tonight?” I joked when I picked up the phone.  
 
    I could almost sense Samantha’s face turning red on the other end. “Oh... No. We’re not at that point yet.”  
 
    I let out a low whistle. “You are a much stronger person than me. But anyway, do you want to give your review first or should I?”  
 
    Samantha cackled in response. “These are our girlfriends, not some products on Amazon.”  
 
    “Speaking of that—when did you and Caroline officially take on the girlfriend title?”  
 
    “We just decided to become official before you picked us up,” Samantha answered hesitantly. “That’s why I didn’t get a chance to tell you. You should have heard it from me, though. I’m sorry.”  
 
    “Don’t even worry about it. I understand. I like Caroline, though. Ten out of ten would recommend.”  
 
    Samantha started to laugh again. “Good. I’m glad to hear that. She really liked you too.” She went quiet for a moment before adding, “Diana was really nice too. I can see why you like her. It’s hard not to.” The words Samantha was saying didn’t seem to match her tone though.  
 
    “Then why am I not completely convinced that you actually like her?”  
 
    Samantha let out a frustrated sigh. “It’s not that I dislike her. If the situation was different, I would be a hundred percent on board. I think that you deserve the world, and I’m afraid she can’t give that to you.”  
 
    “I definitely don’t deserve the world. I don’t feel like I even deserve the dirt on the ground.”  
 
    “You do deserve the world,” Samantha fought back. “I don’t understand why you can’t see that. You deserve someone who will give you their all. I’m sorry. I just have trouble seeing Diana as that person. She’s fun and sexy. I get it. But you need more than that.”  
 
    Although I knew she meant well, I was becoming increasingly annoyed at Samantha. I’d been so excited when I thought the two of them had hit it off earlier and now that didn’t seem to really matter. “Well, that’s just great,” I spit back, unable to hide my annoyance. “No matter what Diana does, you’re never going to like her.”  
 
    “I told you, Carly. It’s not that I don’t like her. I think she’s super nice and cool. I just don’t like the situation she’s in and also don’t like the spot that puts you in.”  
 
    Before I could say anything back, another call started coming through. I looked down to see my dad’s name on the screen. Why would he be calling me so late on a Friday night? “Great,” I said. “Now my dad is calling me. As if one lecture wasn’t enough to ruin my night, let’s have another one.”  
 
    Before Samantha could say anything else, I switched the call over to my dad.  
 
    “It’s late. What’s up?” I answered.  
 
    “Carly,” my dad said stiffly. “I need you to come to the hospital right now.”  
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Chapter 13 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    I shuddered as I walked into the hospital. I hadn’t been at this particular hospital for years, and the memories from that night flooded into my head. I tried to push them out of my mind as I made my way to the front desk. I had no idea what was going on. The only thing my dad had told me over the phone was that my mom had passed out and was rushed to the hospital in an ambulance.  
 
    “Georgia Foster,” I said to the receptionist, who directed me down the hall to room 332B. When I walked in, I found my mom lying in a hospital bed with a bunch of wires connected to her. She looked weaker than the last time I saw her. Her hair was shorter and she seemed frail. My dad was sitting next to her with a worried look plastered across his face. That look again brought me back to a night I didn’t want to think about.  
 
    My mother smiled at me weakly. “Carly, I’m glad you’re here.” Now I definitely knew something was wrong. My mom hadn’t acted like she was happy to see me since I came out to them and was kicked out of the house.  
 
    I looked to my dad for answers, and he gestured for me to walk out in the hall. Once we were alone in the hall, he looked toward the door to the hospital room and then back at me. “Your mom passed out tonight,” he said, repeating the only information he’d told me earlier. “They figured out it was because her blood pressure was low.”  
 
    “That’s good news though, right? It could’ve been something much worse.”  
 
    The look on my father’s face told me that he didn’t appreciate my positivity, but the man didn’t appreciate much about me at all so I’d grown used to it.  
 
    “You’re right. It could have been worse. It could have been much worse. Your mother has been going through a lot lately.”  
 
    “What are you trying to say?” I asked, becoming annoyed at his cryptic words. I figured this was going to turn into some speech about how hard I’ve made their lives.  
 
    “Your mom…” His words trailed off, and I thought I was about to see him cry for just the second time in my life, but after a few seconds, he gained composure and cleared his throat once before continuing. “She has cancer. We found out three months ago. It started in her lungs, but had spread by the time they caught it. At that time, they estimated that she probably had less than a year left. I thought tonight might be…” My dad’s voice cracked and he stopped before finishing his sentence. 
 
    His words hit me like a punch to the gut, and I wasn’t sure how to feel. This was the woman who had wanted nothing to do with me over the past few years. She’d constantly made me feel like I wasn’t good enough for her and never would be. But, in the end, she was still my mom, and I would always care about her.  
 
    “Can I talk to her?” I asked softly.  
 
    When my father nodded, I walked back into the room and sat in the chair beside my mom’s hospital bed. To my surprise, she reached out and grabbed my hand. It was such a shock that I flinched when I felt the contact and almost recoiled away. The last few times I’d seen her, my mom would barely even come close to me.  
 
    I stared at the woman lying there. She looked so lost and innocent. She didn’t look like the same woman who had thrown my belongings into a suitcase and then thrown that suitcase out our front door while I begged for her to listen to me. She certainly didn’t look like the same woman who had looked me straight in the eyes the last time we were in this hospital and told me that “this is what happens when you stray from God,” hinting that what had happened was my fault. But looking at her right now, it was hard to see her as that lady. My father’s words ran through my head. Less than a year. Truthfully, I’d lost my mom back on that fateful day I decided to come out. Since then, any time I had seen her and my father was like spending time with strangers. But would I be able to handle losing my mother for good, leaving us with no hope of reconciliation? It was strange because I had never even considered the possibility of mending things with my parents until this moment. Sure, I’d put effort into seeing them every so often, but that was more so because I thought I had some sort of daughterly obligation after we lost Callie. 
 
    My thoughts were interrupted by the feeling of my mom squeezing my hand. “I’m really tired and need to get some rest, but I can leave here tomorrow. Will you come visit soon?”  
 
    I nodded and squeezed her hand in return, unsure what other sign of affection would be appropriate given our history. I stood and started toward the door, stopping for just a moment to look at my dad. When his stoic demeanor didn’t change, I simply turned and walked out the door without saying a word. I don’t know what I was expecting. The man hadn’t ever been affectionate, even before I came out.  
 
    Once I was in the lobby, I stopped to take a deep calming breath. My eyes landed on the hospital directory and I felt anything but calm. It was like the words ICU - Floor five had been highlighted and were currently taunting me. My mind flashbacked to running into the hospital and trying to read that sign through the tears blurring my vision. I had stumbled onto the elevator the same way I was currently stumbling to my car. Once I was in my car, I closed my eyes and tried to force all of the thoughts from my head, but it wasn’t working. My brain wasn’t able to form any rational thoughts, and I felt like the world was spinning around me.  
 
    Somehow, I fished my phone out of my pocket and dialed a number. I wasn’t even sure who I had subconsciously called until I heard the voice on the other end of the phone.  
 
    “What is it, Carly?” Samantha groaned, most likely annoyed from me hanging up on her earlier.  
 
    I wasn’t able to form a coherent phrase, but I pieced the words together as well as I could. “My mom… passed out… came to hospital. I’m here… trying to leave… But…” I could barely breathe at this point and was inhaling as quickly as possible to get some air in my lungs. “Can’t drive… It’s the hospital… it’s the hospital where Callie…”  
 
    “Stay in your car. I’ll be there in ten minutes,” Samantha cut in.  
 
    I hung up the phone and put my head on the steering wheel. My breathing started to level out, and soon I heard a tap on my window. I looked up to see Samantha standing there with a look of concern plastered across her face.  
 
    When I opened the door, she reached her hand out toward me. “Leave your car here. We’ll come back and get it tomorrow.”  
 
    I leaned into her as we walked to her car. She opened my door for me and helped me in. That was only the second time in my life that I had experienced a panic attack, and it just so happened that the other one also took place at this hospital.  
 
    When I was able to focus on the clock, I saw it was past 1 a.m. “Shit, I’m so sorry. I probably woke you, didn’t I?”  
 
    Samantha shook her head in response. “I was in bed, but I couldn’t sleep. I was just reading when you called.”  
 
    When I looked over at her, she seemed exhausted. She had large bags under her eyes, and it looked like she’d been crying. I hoped that wasn’t because of me snapping at her earlier. “I’m really sorry I got so mad over the phone. I shouldn’t have hung up on you.”  
 
    “I’m not worried about that right now. I’m worried about you,” Samantha soothed.  
 
    As I stared at her tired face, I realized that she still didn’t look any less beautiful. My best friend had beauty that radiated from inside of her. This wasn’t the first time she had come to my rescue, and I was starting to realize that she really was my “knightress” in shining armor—the best friend version, of course.  
 
    “My mom has cancer,” I blurted out after a few minutes, breaking the silence that had grown between us. “It’s bad, Sam. Like really bad. Like less than a year to live bad. But you want to know the worst part? I’m not sure how to feel about it. Obviously, I don’t want to lose my mom, but I lost her years ago. I feel sad for her, but I also feel kind of numb.”  
 
    Samantha reached across the car and took my hand in hers. “You have every right to feel that way. It’s a hard situation.” She pulled in the driveway and put her car in park, then turned to face me. “I’m so sorry you have to go through this. You’ve been through so much.” 
 
    I shrugged my shoulders, trying my best to hide my pain. “It is what it is.”  
 
    “It’s not,” Samantha said, the sincerity in her voice matching that in her eyes. For a moment, I kept my eyes locked with hers and the passion I saw made my stomach do a weird flip. I was wondering what that feeling was until I heard the growl that followed just a moment later.  
 
    Samantha started to laugh and shook her head at me. “Let’s get you a snack and then get some sleep. How does that sound?”  
 
    After eating the grilled cheese sandwiches that Samantha had made for both of us, we headed upstairs. “Since Molly isn’t home, you can stay in her room or you can stay in mine. It’s up to you.”  
 
    “I would prefer yours if that’s okay.”  
 
    “Of course,” Samantha answered, after only a few seconds of hesitation. I knew she hated sharing her bed, but I couldn’t be alone right now. 
 
    She gave me some pajamas since I was still wearing my clothes from the bar earlier and we both crawled into bed. I lay as close to the edge on my side as I could, hoping I wouldn’t disturb her sleep anymore than I already had. Unfortunately, as soon as I closed my eyes, the memories from earlier returned and I even surprised myself when I started to cry. I was trying to stay quiet, but I had a feeling my shaking body was causing the bed to move too. Soon, I felt a hand rubbing my back.  
 
    “How didn’t I know?” I suddenly cried into the darkness.  
 
    Samantha’s hand stopped momentarily. “About your mom? How were you supposed to? Your parents barely talk to you. It’s not your fault.”  
 
    “Not my mom,” I admitted. “How didn’t I know that Callie was thinking about doing that? I knew she was sad, but I never realized the extent of it.”  
 
    My mind again flashed to that night at the hospital. I’d gotten a call from Callie’s freshman roommate, telling me she had tried to take her own life and was being rushed to the hospital. Her roommate had found her a few minutes earlier in their dorm room, passed out with an empty pill bottle and a note. I knew part of the note had been addressed to me, but I never looked at it. I couldn’t. I knew she’d done it on purpose and couldn’t handle knowing anything else.  
 
    By the time I reached the ICU, she was gone. The doctors tried to give me their usual “We did everything we could,” speech, but I was too sick to focus on it. My eyes latched onto my parents who I hadn’t seen since being kicked out of their house. They were both crying and shaking their heads in disbelief. When I walked over to them, there was a moment when the three of us embraced, but it was short-lived and immediately following that brief emotional encounter was when my mom said the words that had set off my first panic attack. I had called Samantha during that breakdown as well.  
 
    My thoughts were interrupted by Samantha softly whispering into the dark room. “Carly, you don’t blame yourself for what happened to your sister, do you?”  
 
    I turned to face her, and at this point, my eyes were flooded with tears. “Of course I blame myself. I was her big sister. I should’ve been there for her. She might’ve been less sad if I was just there for her.”  
 
    Samantha reached over and pulled me closer to her. “Carly, your sister was depressed. She was fighting a demon inside of her that you couldn’t have possibly known the extent of.” 
 
    I shook my head and tried to pull away, but was unsuccessful since Samantha had a tight grip on me. “If I’d been present more, I would have seen it. I could have stepped in and helped.”  
 
    Samantha continued to hold me close as she spoke calmly. “Your parents made it almost impossible for you. After they kicked you out, they tried to keep you from seeing your sister. Between that and school, it was really hard for you guys and you still found ways to see her a lot, and you talked to her every day.”  
 
    “It wasn’t enough though.” I sniffled as all of the emotions I had tried to hold in for all these years came pouring out of me. “I should’ve fought harder. I should’ve done more. She deserved more.”  
 
    Instead of saying anything, Samantha used her thumb to wipe the excess tears from my cheeks. Her actions made me become even more choked up. “Why are you being so nice to me? I don’t deserve it. Callie should still be here. If one of us deserves to be living a full and happy life, it’s her. She was so full of life. She lit up every room she walked into.”  
 
    Samantha pulled back just a little so she could look into my eyes. “And who do you think she got that from? We both know it wasn’t your parents. She got it from you, Carly. And she lit up anytime she walked into a room you were in because she adored you.” She studied my face for a few minutes, then closed her eyes and let out a long sigh. When she opened them, it looked like she was experiencing just as much pain as I was in that moment. “I need you to promise me that you will stop blaming yourself for this.”  
 
    I considered her words for a moment. I didn’t think there would ever come a day when I wouldn’t feel guilt over my sister taking her life. “I can’t promise that,” I admitted. When Samantha’s eyes seemed to get even more sad, I added, “But I promise I’ll try.”  
 
    Samantha smiled slightly. “That’s all I ask.” The smile then slipped from her face, and she shook her head slightly. “I just wish you could see how amazing you are.”  
 
    I wasn’t sure how to respond. I wish I could too, but I’d been beating myself up ever since the day I lost my sister. The only thing that had been getting me by was my avoidance, but it seems some things can’t be ignored, no matter how hard you try. I knew I would keep trying though. It’s what I did best. Instead of responding, I nestled myself in closer to Samantha, laying my head on her chest and feeling comfortable for the first time that night. 
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Chapter 14 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    It was another week before I spent time with Diana again. Since I’d been having a hard time after finding out about my mom, we decided to stay in for our date night.  
 
    As we lay in bed after spending the first two hours getting lost in each other rather than my mess of a life, Diana ran her fingers along my stomach, making me want to jump right into another round.  
 
    “Are you ready to tell me what’s going on?” She followed her question by kissing my jawbone in a way that made me go weak in the knees.  
 
    “If you keep this up, there are about a million things I’m going to want to do rather than talk.”  
 
    Diana raised a seductive eyebrow at me. “Haven’t we already done most of them?”  
 
    I let out a low growl. “There is no reason we can’t do them again… and again… and again.” As I said the words, I moved my hands down her body.  
 
    To my surprise, Diana grabbed them before I could get to my destination. “Seriously, tell me what happened. All you told me over the phone was you found out some upsetting news.”  
 
    I groaned in response. Why was everyone always trying to get me to talk about my feelings? I sat up in bed, distancing myself from Diana a bit so I would actually be able to focus on our conversation. “My mom has cancer.”  
 
    Diana gasped, clearly not expecting those to be the words to come out of my mouth. “Baby, I’m so sorry.”  
 
    I spoke to her about the same feelings I had expressed to Samantha and what it felt like to see her in the hospital, leaving out the details of my panic attack. “I still haven’t gone to see her since that night at the hospital though. I’ve been putting it off. I normally like to pretend things just aren’t there rather than facing them, but I don’t think I can do that in this situation. My relationship with my parents might be crap, but I don’t want to have any regrets.”  
 
    We were both silent for a few minutes and spent that time wrapped around each other. “Talk to me about something else. I’m sick of all of these thoughts running around in my head.”  
 
    “Well, my daughter told Santa that she wants a pony for Christmas. It was a lot of fun explaining to her that it probably wasn’t going to happen since Santa knows we don’t have space for that.”  
 
    The thought of what Diana’s face must have looked like when she heard the pony request made me burst into laughter. “Oh, man. Did that set off a tantrum?”  
 
    “Not exactly. She just informed us that Santa actually doesn’t care what we think.” Now Diana was laughing too, which made me laugh even harder. Soon we both had tears running down our cheeks and were holding our stomachs. It was the first time I’d laughed in a week and it felt good.  
 
    Once the laughter subsided, Diana cuddled up close to me again. “Do you think I could see a picture of your daughter?” I asked hesitantly, unsure how Diana would feel about my request.  
 
    “Of course,” she answered quickly, while sitting up to grab her phone. “She’s the cutest little thing in the world, I swear.”  
 
    I always found it adorable how her face would light up whenever she talked about her daughter, and as she scrolled through her phone, her smile brightened exponentially. She turned the screen to show me a picture of a little girl wearing a red and green dress, sitting cross-legged in front of a Christmas tree. She had brown hair that was pulled up into pigtails and freckles sprinkled all over her face. She was wearing the sweetest smile, but also looked like she knew she could get away with murder.  
 
    “You’re right. She is adorable.”  
 
    Diana’s face lit up even more at my words. “You have to see her Santa picture. It will kill you with cuteness.”  
 
    The way she developed little wrinkles around her eyes as she scrolled through her phone pictures and smiled at each one might be the thing to kill me with cuteness first. She quickly passed by pictures of her and her daughter that seemed to be professionally done as I rested my chin on her shoulder to stare at her phone. One picture in particular caught my eye and I was able to get a good look at it since Diana’s fingers fumbled a bit when she noticed what it was. The picture not only had Diana and her daughter in it, but also another woman who I assumed must be her wife. All three of them were laughing together as the two women stared down at the little girl that they were tickling.  
 
    Diana’s face turned red when she saw me staring at the phone. She quickly shut off the screen and set the phone down beside her, taking my hand. “I’m really sorry you had to see that. I promise that it’s not what it looks like. It’s for our Christmas cards. My wife is all about impressions. Gotta put up the appearance that we’re one big happy family.” 
 
    The thing is, that’s exactly what they looked like in that picture. They didn’t look like a couple who was at odds and on the verge of a divorce. Her wife certainly didn’t look like the monster I’d been picturing in my head.  
 
    As if reading my mind, Diana squeezed my hand. “Pictures can be deceiving. You know that, right? Every other picture we’d taken looked super awkward. The photographer just happened to capture that moment with our daughter. It only looks so natural because we both adore her so much.”  
 
    I nodded my head like I understood, but it was still hard to see. It made me sick to think about Diana having this whole other life that I knew nothing about. I was distracted from my thoughts by Diana rolling over so her legs were straddling my hips.  
 
    “What do you say I help you forget all about that?” she asked, as she kissed a path down my skin.  
 
    The distraction worked, but only for the next few hours.  
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    I couldn’t get that picture out of my head as I tried to get through the next week. Even when I finally went to visit my parents, that seemed to be at the forefront of my mind. With distractions aside though, the visit went much better than any previous visits I had with them. My mom spoke to me as if I was an actual human being and seemed somewhat interested as I told her about my social media endeavors. However, she was even more interested in my job at Phillips since that was the more “stable” profession. She spoke to me in depth about what I was doing there. My dad didn’t speak much, but he also didn’t find a way to lecture me about my sexuality so I considered that a win.  
 
    After my visit, I called Samantha to tell her about how it went. Even though she had saved me from my panic attack at the hospital, things were still weird between us. I hadn’t seen her outside of work since that night, which was unusual for the two of us. Normally, we didn’t go more than a day or two without spending time together. Granted, that was because she often stayed over at my house to get a break from living with her parents and now she had a girlfriend for that. I couldn’t help the pang of jealousy that hit me as this thought crossed my mind. It hurt to be replaced by someone else, but I was still surprised that it hurt this much. 
 
    My thoughts were interrupted by Samantha’s voice on the other end of the phone. “You busy right now?” I asked, half-expecting her to be hanging out with Caroline.  
 
    “Nope. I was just watching TV with my parents.”  
 
    For some reason, that simple fact made me feel relieved. “That’s cool. Tell them I said hello, please, and that I miss them. Speaking of parents, I saw mine today.”  
 
    “And how’d that go?” The tone of Samantha’s voice always had a way of making me feel special. Anyone would have asked that question, but she sounded interested in the answer.  
 
    “It went well, actually. I mean, as well as it possibly could given my parents.” I went on to explain my mom’s constant conversation and my dad’s lack of homophobia while Samantha listened intently.  
 
    “That’s great, Carly. I’m really happy to hear that. I know it’s a small step, and I can’t say that I agree with how they’re continuing to handle their relationship with you, but it’s something. You deserve a little good news now and then.” 
 
    I sighed in response. It did seem like my life tended to lean toward the more negative side about ninety-nine percent of the time. That thought brought me back to the picture of Diana with her wife and daughter. Even though I knew Samantha already didn’t have a very positive opinion of her, I decided to run the story past her.  
 
    “So, I saw a picture of Diana’s wife…”  
 
    “Oh yeah?” Samantha’s tone was one of complete disinterest.  
 
    Even though I could tell this was the last thing she wanted to talk about, I continued anyway. I had to get my thoughts out. I’d been holding all of them in and felt like I was going nuts. “It was all three of them. Diana, her daughter, and her wife.”  
 
    Samantha’s sigh on the other end of the phone was audible enough for me to feel the need to pull the phone slightly from my ear. “I’m not sure what you want me to say, Carly.”  
 
    “You don’t have to say anything. I just needed to talk about it.”  
 
    “Well, you knew she had a family. That wasn’t any secret.”  
 
    The bite behind Samantha’s words sent a chill down my spine. Why was she being so cold about this?  
 
    I hesitated before continuing. The last thing I wanted was to make Samantha even angrier, but I couldn’t seem to let this drop. “Obviously, I knew about them. I guess I just didn’t expect her family to look so happy and normal.”  
 
    “What did you want to see, Carly?”  
 
    Now it was my turn to sigh. I knew she had a point, but it was still frustrating. Would it have truly made me happier if I’d seen a broken family with a wife who might as well have been wearing devil horns? Well, no. It wouldn’t have, but at least it would‘ve made more sense.  
 
    “I don’t know. I just thought her wife would look more like the monster I made her out to be in my head. You know, the way Diana painted her to be. Now I’m not sure what to think, and I wish there was a way I could truly know what she was like.”  
 
    “You could always find her on the internet then stalk her. Follow her around. See if she kicks kittens as she’s walking down the street. See if she laughs when people fall on ice.”  
 
    I knew Samantha was being sarcastic, but her idea didn’t seem half bad.  
 
    When I was silent for a little too long, Samantha spoke up again. “That was a joke. Do not stalk your girlfriend’s wife. That’s a horrible idea.”  
 
    “Welp, I gotta go.”  
 
    “I mean it, Carly. Don’t. Nothing good can come of that.” 
 
    I wasn’t even listening anymore. I was too busy pulling up my computer. “Talk to you later, Sam!” I shouted before hanging up and staring at my computer screen, wondering where I should start in finding this mysterious wife.  
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Chapter 15 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Two weeks had passed since the night I saw the picture of Diana’s family, and the two of us had yet to get together again. Even though we texted almost nonstop and talked on the phone as she drove to and from work, I had a strange feeling she was avoiding me. I was spending another Friday night alone, when I heard a knock on my door.  
 
    I was only slightly surprised to find Diana standing on the other side. “Another fight?” I asked knowingly.  
 
    Tears quickly sprang to her eyes as she shook her head back and forth. “It’s so much worse than that. So so much worse. I told her about us. My wife. I told her. I couldn’t keep us a secret anymore. She… she kicked me out.”  
 
    My eyes left Diana’s and for the first time, I noticed the suitcase sitting next to her. Shit. This was real bad. Not only had Diana been kicked out because of me, but she had been kicked out just three days before Christmas Eve. This was supposed to be the happiest time of the year, especially when you have kids, and I’d ruined it for her.  
 
    I walked forward and took her into my arms, allowing her to cry onto my shoulder. It seemed her wife really was a monster. I know it couldn’t be easy to find out that your wife was with someone else, even if things between you both were already bad, but kicking her out right before Christmas? When they have a daughter at home? There had to be a better way to handle this. It just wasn’t fair to anyone.  
 
    Once Diana pulled back, I grabbed her suitcase and directed her into my apartment. My eyes quickly crossed to the computer sitting on my desk. Not that she ever had before, but I said a quick prayer that Diana wouldn’t use it. I didn’t need to make things even more awkward for her if she saw my search history—the searches that had led me to find out that she and her wife both kept their last names, and her wife’s name was Hailey Smith. She taught first grade at the elementary school that their daughter goes to close to their cute little three-bedroom townhouse that they had paid $245,000 for after moving back from California. I shook these thoughts from my head. I needed to put my focus onto Diana now. She was hurting, and I wanted to be there for her.  
 
    I walked us over to the couch and sat down beside her, wrapping one arm around her shoulder and pulling her close. Even under the circumstances, it felt good to have her close to me again. I couldn’t stand the days we were apart.  
 
    “So, tell me what happened.”  
 
    Diana took a deep breath. “I’m sick of us being a secret, so she knows now. And when she found out, she completely flipped out. She told me she never wanted to see me again and to get out of the house. The worst part is that she told me I don’t even deserve to be with my own daughter, especially around the holidays.” 
 
    I pulled Diana even closer and kissed her lightly on the forehead. “Oh baby, that’s not true at all. You deserve all of the time with your daughter. You’re a great mom. You volunteer at her school, coach her sports, and you adore her with every piece of you.”  
 
    Diana nodded her head slowly and wiped the tears from her eyes. “I know it’s true, but it’s still hard to hear. And what if I can’t spend Christmas with her? It would kill me.”  
 
    My heart was breaking for her as I watched the pain that entered her eyes upon having that thought. “Shh. She can’t keep you from her. You’re her mother. You own that house as well. You have every right to go back there.”  
 
    “That’s a good idea. I think I’ll go back and demand that she talks to me about this.” The look of defeat didn’t stay off of her face for long. “Do you think it would be okay if I stayed here for tonight?”  
 
    I quickly agreed. I didn’t think this was the type of thing that should be solved in the middle of the night, plus I selfishly was happy to have the time with her.  
 
    We made our way into my bedroom and contrary to how all of our other time together had gone, we immediately fell asleep. When I awoke the next day, Diana wasn’t wrapped in my arms anymore. I looked around the bed and on the nightstand, expecting to find a note explaining that she had left. When I didn’t see one, I checked my phone and found that there weren’t any messages on there either. I was about to get out of bed, when Diana walked back through my bedroom door carrying a tray of food.  
 
    “I thought you deserved breakfast in bed. You have to put up with a lot from me, and it’s about time I spoiled you a little bit.”  
 
    I looked down at the tray that had toast, ham, bacon, and scrambled eggs on it. There was also a mug filled to the brim with hot chocolate that had whipped cream piled on top.  
 
    “Aw, baby. You didn’t have to do this for me.” 
 
    “I wanted to,” Diana reassured me, as she crawled into bed and placed a quick kiss on my lips before placing the tray in front of me. “I figured I was better off sticking with meats rather than anything sweet.” 
 
    As I stared into her eyes, any questions I had about Diana over the past few weeks melted away. She cared about me. She cared enough to listen to all of the little details I shared with her about myself.  
 
    I lifted the tray off me and carefully placed it on the floor, then pulled Diana on top of me. “Breakfast can wait,” I purred.  
 
    After working up quite an appetite, Diana and I shared the breakfast she’d made, which was now cold. When we finally forced ourselves out of bed, I expected Diana to announce that she should probably head back home. Instead, she threw herself onto my couch. She patted the spot next to her and when I sat down, she put her arm around me and settled in close to me. “How would you feel about watching cheesy Christmas movies all day?”  
 
    I wasn’t sure if this was Diana’s way of avoiding her current situation back home, but I couldn’t bring myself to care. After vegging out through two movies, Diana stood up, walked over to her bag, and pulled out a small wrapped box. “So, don’t kill me. I know we promised that we wouldn’t get presents for each other, but I couldn’t help myself. I saw this and immediately thought of you.” 
 
    I gave Diana a playful look that told her I didn’t appreciate being blindsided, but I couldn’t help the smile that spread across my face as I opened the gift. It was a sterling silver locket that had D+C engraved on it. When I opened it up, there was a small picture of us. It was a selfie that I’d taken one night while we were hanging out around my apartment. Instead of looking at the camera, Diana’s eyes were on me, staring at me like I’m the only thing that mattered to her on this whole planet. It was perfect.  
 
    “I know lockets are such an old school thing, but I wanted you to always have a piece of me with you. Obviously, my situation makes it hard for us to have as much time together as we’d both like, but this locket will be there to remind you that I love you.” 
 
    It was the first time Diana had ever said the words outright like that. She’d hinted at it that day in the park when I first found out about her family, but hadn’t said anything close to it since. I wanted to say it back. That is how I felt, right? The way my whole body reacted whenever she was around sure felt like love, but for whatever reason, I couldn’t bring myself to say it. It didn’t feel right in that moment, and I wasn’t going to throw out such an important phrase without thinking it through first. To be honest, even though I’d dated plenty of women and had even gotten to the point of living with one of them, I’d never said those words to any of them. A few had said them to me, but I was never at the right place to return the sentiment. Before, I thought they weren’t the right person for me, but Diana felt more than right, so maybe this was something wrong with me. What if I was incapable of fully loving someone because of everything that had happened with my parents and Callie? Was I broken? 
 
    As if reading my mind, Diana ran her fingers across my arm soothingly. “You don’t have to say it back yet. I wasn’t expecting you to. I just wanted you to know how I felt. I couldn’t hold it in anymore.”  
 
    I closed my eyes and enjoyed the sensation of Diana’s touch, sighing at the contact. “It’s not that I don’t feel very strongly for you. I felt like I was falling in love with you on like our second date. I just have a lot of trouble opening up to people, and I’m not there yet. But I will get there. I promise. I don’t know. Maybe there is something wrong with me.” 
 
    Diana planted the sweetest kiss on my forehead, then stared into my eyes. “There is nothing wrong with you. You, my dear, are perfect.” I smiled at her words and let myself sink back into her. 
 
      
 
    __________________________________ 
 
      
 
    “Do you think there is something wrong with me?” I repeated just two days later. It was Christmas Eve, and Samantha and I were sitting on her couch watching A Christmas Story for the hundredth time, while Molly slept on the love seat across the room.  
 
    Samantha chortled in response. “That’s a very loaded question. I think there is a lot wrong with you.” 
 
    I rolled my eyes. “Ha. Very funny. I mean it, though. There might be something seriously wrong with me.” 
 
    Samantha’s brow furrowed a bit, giving her that cute serious look she pulled off so well. “Why do you say that?” 
 
    “Diana told me she loves me.”  
 
    An annoyed look entered onto Samantha’s face. “And how does that mean there is something wrong with you?”  
 
    “I couldn’t say it back,” I admitted. “I feel like I’ve been falling hard for her since the moment we met, but saying ‘I love you’ in that moment didn’t feel right. Then it hit me that I’ve never said it to anyone. Maybe I’m just not wired to love.” 
 
    Samantha’s eyes became soft as she stared at me and shook her head. “That’s not true. You’re the most loving person I know. You adored your sister. You’re still there for your parents even though they don’t deserve it. I mean, come on, Carly, you sat on the couch with my sister for like three days straight to make sure she was okay after she broke her leg. Those aren’t the types of things that someone who isn’t wired to love does.” 
 
    “Maybe,” I conceded. “But I’ve never been in love. I’m twenty-seven. That can’t be normal.” 
 
    “You know, I’ve never told anyone that l was in love with them either.”  
 
    Actually, I didn’t know that. I’d always assumed that she would’ve gotten to that point with the few girls she dated. Then it hit me that she had said she never told anyone she was in love with them.  
 
    “So, have you ever been in love with someone and just not said it?” 
 
    “Oh… I mean… Yeah… I have.” Samantha’s face turned a deep shade of red with this confession. I wanted to ask her who she was talking about, but decided to let her off the hook this time. If it was Caroline, then I prayed to God she realized just how lucky she was to have the love of this amazing woman.  
 
    “See. At least you’ve felt it. I don’t think I have. I’m honestly not even sure what it feels like. Can you tell me?”  
 
    Samantha sighed and looked toward the ceiling. “It’s not really something that can be put into words. It’s kind of like you look at the person and just sort of know. You can pick out everything you love about them, like the way she throws her head back when she laughs, or how she can tease you relentlessly and you never grow tired of it. But that feeling of being in love—it’s so embedded deep within your heart that there’s no way to describe it. All you can do is feel it, and it’s the most beautifully terrifying emotion that you could ever experience.”  
 
    Samantha looked back at me, and the feelings that shot through me were like nothing I’d ever experienced before. Her words had affected me in a way I couldn’t describe. We stared at each other and I gulped audibly. “I… I’m not there with Diana. I do like her a lot though and I think I’m heading in that direction.”  
 
    I watched a switch occur in Samantha’s eyes when I said those words. “Have you ever thought that maybe you can’t get there because it’s such a shitty situation? It’s Christmas Eve and you’re here with me instead of the girl that you say you’re falling in love with; the girl who claims to be in love with you. Have you even talked to her since she left your apartment? Do you think she’ll even bother sending you a Merry Christmas text tomorrow?”  
 
    The saltiness in her voice wasn’t lost on me. I wanted to fight back and ask her why she wasn’t with her girlfriend, but I was too flustered by how different this was from the Samantha I was used to.  
 
    When I didn’t respond, she stood up from the couch. “I’m going to bed. You should just sleep down here.” When the hurt apparently showed on my face, she softened a bit and added, “I just think it would make Molly happy if she woke up on Christmas morning and you were down here with her.” 
 
    A few minutes later, Samantha returned with a blanket and pillow for me, and we shared an awkward goodnight. Sleep didn’t seem to be in the cards for me as I tossed and turned, mulling over what had just happened. My reaction to Samantha’s words had taken me by surprise, and I still had a feeling in the pit of my stomach that I couldn’t quite describe. The feeling was currently at battle with the sick feeling I had from pissing Samantha off once again. I sure seemed to be doing that more and more lately. While I could understand why she had her reservations about Diana, I wasn’t sure why she seemed to hate her so passionately.  
 
    These thoughts continued to race through my head until I fell asleep hours later. It felt like I’d just drifted off, when I felt someone shaking me. I opened my eyes to find Molly staring down at me with a wide grin on her face.  
 
    “It’s Christmas morning!”  
 
    I swear, even at twenty-one, this girl was still such a child at heart. I raised both eyebrows at her, then shut my eyes again. “It is, isn’t it?” I asked, rubbing my temples before forcing my eyes back open.  
 
    Molly’s eyes lit up even more. “I think Sam is still asleep. Can we go jump on her to wake her up?” 
 
    I looked down at her leg that was still wrapped in a cast and probably would be for at least a few more weeks. “I don’t think you’re equipped to do much jumping.” 
 
    Molly reached her hand toward me to direct me off of the couch. “You can handle the jumping, and I’ll just yell about Santa coming.”  
 
    I shook my head tentatively. “I’m not sure, Mol. I think your sister is mad at me right now.” 
 
    Molly snorted. “Samantha could never be mad at you, especially on Christmas. Trust me, you’re fine.” 
 
    I reluctantly followed her up the stairs and into Samantha’s room, where she was still sleeping. Molly hopped across the room as quietly as she could, then nodded her head, motioning for me to move forward with the plan.  
 
    Before I could hop onto the bed, without even opening her eyes, Samantha grumbled, “If you two try anything right now, I swear to God, I’ll kill you both.” A small smirk crept onto her face, reassuring me that she wasn’t mad, at least not about the current bedroom raid. 
 
    Luckily, her good mood continued throughout the day, and things only felt slightly awkward between us. Most of that was forgotten as we all exchanged presents and ate a big Christmas lunch with some of the Phillips’ extended family members.  
 
    After lunch was over, I left to spend time with my parents. To my surprise, they got me a present. Sure, it was a gift card to a restaurant that I hadn’t been to in years, but it was still an appreciated gesture.  
 
    When I stood to leave a few hours later, my mom pulled me into a tight hug. For a few seconds, it felt like she didn’t want to let go and, surprisingly, I wasn’t ready for her to let go either. Instead, I leaned in a little closer, resting my head on her shoulder. I let my mind drift back to a time when this was the norm. My mom was still that lady who smelled like cinnamon and could make all of your problems seem to drift away with one tight squeeze. It felt good to have all that back, even just for this one brief moment.  
 
    Once the hug was over, I was brought back to the present and I reminded myself this was too little, too late after everything they’d put me through. I hated my mind for immediately going there instead of just appreciating it, but I also hated them for bringing us to this point.  
 
    As I walked out of their house, I looked down at my phone to see that the “Merry Christmas” text I’d sent to Diana that morning had still gotten no response. I sighed as I shoved my phone back into my pocket. I may have been starting to get noticed by my parents, but sometimes it felt like I was completely forgotten by Diana. 


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Chapter 16 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    When December 29th arrived and I had yet to hear from Diana, I started to go a little stir crazy. After she confessed her feelings to me, I had vowed that I’d stop trying to find out more about her wife, but this recent silence had sent me back on my search. So there I sat, a few days before the New Year, four years deep into Hailey Smith’s Instagram.  
 
    Through my stalking, I found the pictures of Hailey and Diana got more sparse in recent years. Actually, the amount of pictures Hailey posted altogether had dwindled over the past year. The latest picture she’d posted was of their daughter sitting on Santa’s lap. Before that was a picture of their daughter on Halloween dressed up as Wonder Woman. As I stared at a picture from Christmas 2014, I noticed that there was a comment from an account that appeared to belong to Diana. When I went to click on it, my finger slipped and I clicked on Hailey’s username instead, taking me back to the top of her page. I was surprised to find that she’d added a new picture five minutes earlier. It was a picture of her daughter sitting in a booth drinking a big milkshake at a diner that I recognized to be fifteen minutes from me. 
 
    This is a bad idea, Carly, I reminded myself as I quickly ran to my closet and threw on a coat. Was I really about to take my stalking to the next level? It was one thing to look at someone’s Instagram, but a totally different ball game when you showed up where they were. At that moment, my stomach growled, and I decided that I needed to get some food and diner food sounded terrific.  
 
    When I pulled up to the diner, I started to rethink my decision. What would I say if Diana was in there with her? Honestly, I probably wouldn’t say anything. We’d most likely act like we were strangers, and then I could text her and apologize for accidentally showing up at the same place as them.  
 
    As soon as I was inside the diner, my eyes settled on a booth in the corner that held Hailey and Ava. I tried to watch nonchalantly, as if I was staring up at the TV that was conveniently placed above their booth. I looked for any signs that Hailey could be the monster I’d imagined her to be, but as I looked at her, she didn’t look mean or horrible at all. She just looked sad. It was a look that I knew all too well. She smiled across the table at her daughter, but the smile didn’t reach her eyes. It was a detail you would only notice if you knew a person really well or if you’d been in that situation yourself. You know, when you are trying your best to seem strong so no one around you has to deal with your suffering, but you are just barely holding it together right below the surface. Hailey had that exact look, and I wasn’t sure what to do about the fact that I very well might have something to do with that. 
 
    My thoughts were interrupted by the sound of someone clearing their throat beside me. I turned to see a guy who seemed to be just a few years younger than me, wearing the diner uniform and holding a menu in his hand. “Are you ready to be seated?” he asked, almost shyly, like he was nervous about interrupting whatever had stolen all of my attention.  
 
    I nodded and followed him to a booth on the opposite end of the diner to Hailey and Ava. I was equal parts disappointed and happy about this. I wanted to see more, but knew that I shouldn’t. I was actually being insane right now. I’d become the crazy girlfriend that I vowed I would never be. After only a few minutes, my phone began to ring and I looked down to see Diana’s name on the screen. 
 
    “He… Hello?” I answered nervously, half-expecting Diana to know about my little stake out and immediately start yelling at me. 
 
    “Hey baby,” she responded, sweetness dripping from her words. “I just wanted to call and wish you a belated Merry Christmas and see how your day was. I also wanted to apologize. I know I kind of ghosted you over the past few days, but you have to understand that it wasn’t my choice. Hailey let me back into the house, but it is all on her terms and she’s been watching me like a hawk. I feel like a prisoner in my own home lately.” 
 
    “Where are you now?” I asked, completely disregarding her apology in order to make sure she wasn’t about to show up at the diner as soon as we hung up. 
 
    “I’m at work. I had a few days off following Christmas, which was another reason I wasn’t able to get ahold of you sooner. This is seriously the first chance I’ve had. I’m really sorry, sweetie. You don’t know how hard things have been. I feel like I’m drowning right now, and Hailey is holding me under the water.” 
 
    As she said those words, I watched Hailey kneel down next to her daughter by the door of the diner. She zipped up her jacket, then placed kisses on her forehead and nose. Ava laughed hysterically at this gesture, at which point, Hailey pulled her into a tight hug, then lifted her up and carried her out of the diner. It was hard to believe that the lady I was watching in front of me was the same person who was being described over the phone. I knew looks could be deceiving though. Maybe I’d imagined that sadness. She was sweet to her daughter, but weren’t there a lot of awful people who still somehow managed to be good parents or at least appear that way in public?  
 
    “Are you there?” Diana’s voice interrupted. 
 
    “Oh yeah. Sorry. Don’t even worry about it, babe. It’s no big deal,” I lied. 
 
    “It is a big deal,” Diana responded. “But thank you for being so understanding. Do you have any plans for New Year’s Eve?” 
 
    Samantha and I normally spent New Year’s Eve together. It was our tradition to order Chinese food and then get wine drunk while we watched the coverage from Times Square, but the two of us hadn’t finalized any plans. Maybe she was planning to spend the night with Caroline. It would make sense, even if it was hurtful to think that she’d back out on our tradition.  
 
    “I’m not sure actually. Samantha and I always hang out, but I have a feeling that she will be doing something with Caroline this year instead.” 
 
    “Well, how would you feel about me coming over later in the evening? I’m thinking I should be able to get away by ten. It wouldn’t be unusual for me to be called in on New Year’s Eve. People are idiots and always end up hurting themselves on heavy drinking holidays. The hospital always needs back up those nights.” 
 
    So, there it was. Even with Diana’s confession to Hailey last week, we were still going back to lying and sneaking around. I pictured Diana putting that cute little girl to bed, then looking at her phone and telling some elaborate lie about being called into work—a lie that Hailey probably wouldn’t believe at this point. An image of the sad look in her eyes flashed into my mind, and I could picture those eyes watching Diana as she left the house to come see me. 
 
    “I think it’s probably for the best if you just stay home this time,” I answered quietly, feeling heartbroken over the words that were leaving my mouth.  
 
    “Oh.” The surprise and sadness in that one simple word from Diana made me almost tell her to forget what I’d just said and that I would love to bring in the new year together. We were both silent for what felt like hours, before she spoke again. “I understand. You do know I love you though, right?” 
 
    Her words sent a warmth through my whole body, and I wondered if that was the feeling of being in love that Samantha was talking about. While it was a strong reaction, it still didn’t seem to measure up to what Samantha was describing. 
 
    “I know, Diana. Thank you for reminding me. I’ll get there. I promise.” 
 
    Diana reminded me that she loved me one more time, before hanging up to get back to work. 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    When New Year’s Eve rolled around, I was starting to highly regret my decision. When I had asked Samantha if we were going to spend the night together, she told me she already had plans. What made it worse is that she wouldn’t even tell me what those plans were. I wondered when our friendship had become so strained. 
 
    I watched the ball drop and welcomed the New Year on my own, then stood up from the couch to make my way to bed. A few minutes after finishing my nightly routine and crawling under the covers, my phone rang. I looked down to see Molly’s name on the screen. 
 
    I picked up the phone and before I could say anything, Molly’s voice was coming through the phone at a volume level that was completely unnecessary, leading me to believe that she was highly intoxicated. If the volume of her voice hadn’t given it away, her slurring would have. “Carly. My girl. My number one. I need the hugest favor from you.”  
 
    I couldn’t suppress the laugh that escaped my mouth. “What is it, Molly?”  
 
    “Could you m-maybe do me a ssssolid and pick me up?”  
 
    “Are you okay, Mol? Of course I don’t mind coming to get you, but you normally have no problem calling someone in your family to pick you up.”  
 
    The other end of the phone was silent for a few seconds before Molly started to speak again. “You ssssee, the thing is, my family doesn’t exactly know where I am.”  
 
    “And where is that?” I asked, nervous about where this might be going. Molly was very open with her family about most things, and they certainly didn’t care if she partied, especially since she was twenty-one. 
 
    “I just might actually happen to be at a party with the Mount State basketball team. But shhh.”  
 
    “Oh… OH.” It took me a moment to understand what was going on. Mount State was a rival to Molly’s college basketball team and the team they’d been playing when she broke her leg. That’s when it hit me. Mount State is where the girl went that Molly had confessed to have a crush on. Since she hadn’t come out to her family yet, it would make sense that she wouldn’t want to raise questions by telling them that she was going to ring in the New Year with her apparent archnemesis.  
 
    “Yeah… YEAH,” Molly responded mockingly. “The plan was to crash on Gina’s couch, but I can’t. You see. I almost kissed her and I’m not even a hundred percent sure she likes people of my… you know…  gender… like girls. I got no clue if the girl is even gay. I don’t want my first kiss with a girl to be when I’m more drunks than slam dunks.”  
 
    I shook my head at her drunken rant. “I can be there in about thirty minutes. Do you think you can keep your hormones in check until then?”  
 
    “No guaranteessss,” Molly slurred. 
 
    When I arrived at the address that seemed to be the closest existing address to the jumbled mess that Molly had sent me, I saw her sitting out front of a beat-up old house, typical of the party houses I remembered from college. There was a girl sitting next to her, whispering something into her ear, and I quickly recognized her as the girl who had collided with Molly. The two of them made their way over to my car, and Molly opened the back door.  
 
    “I would like to request a ride home for this girl right here,” Molly declared, as she threw her crutches into the car then crawled in herself. 
 
    Gina, who clearly wasn’t as drunk as Molly, gave me an apologetic look. “You really don’t have to. I live just two blocks away. I can walk.” 
 
    Before I could respond, Molly cut in. “No no. I told you. A beautiful princess like you should not be out walking the streets by yourself.”  
 
    I laughed, while also cringing at Molly’s words. No matter how things turned out, she was going to regret that one in the morning. “As an honorary member of the Phillips family, I can tell you that it’s a family trait to be severely stubborn, so you might as well take the ride because this one won’t let you not accept. Plus, I don’t mind at all. Sadly, this is the most exciting thing I’ve done all night.”  
 
    Gina thanked me and crawled into the car, directing me the two blocks to her townhouse apartment. Once we were there, Molly offered to walk her to her door, which Gina tried to politely decline, citing that it probably wasn’t the best idea to be crutching around while highly intoxicated. The Phillips’ stubbornness won out again, and soon the two of them were making their way to Gina’s front door. I noticed that Gina kept her arm tightly around Molly’s waist to keep her from falling. Once they were at the front door, the two separated and stood face to face. I watched them talk back and forth for a few minutes and then, to my surprise, Gina leaned in and captured Molly’s lips with her own. I looked away so I wouldn’t be intruding on their moment, but when I looked back, it was still going. Now Gina’s hands were on Molly’s hips, and Molly had her arms draped around Gina’s neck. The two were so engulfed in one another that it was hard to tell where one ended and the other began. I couldn’t help but feel a little jealous of the innocence between them. Everything seemed so simple.  
 
    After a few minutes, the kiss was over, and Molly was stumbling back to my car. Once she was seated beside me in the front seat, I started to laugh. “I thought you weren’t going to kiss her when you were drunk.”  
 
    Molly smirked at me. “Technically, she kissed me. And, my God, it was the best freaking kiss of my entire life.”  
 
    I laughed again, then started the drive back to her house. When we arrived, I was surprised to see Samantha’s car in the driveway.  
 
    “What’s your sister’s car doing here?” I asked as I helped Molly walk up the sidewalk.  
 
    Molly gave me a look like I was crazy. “She’s home. She didn’t have any plans tonight. Isn’t it your job as her bestest forever and ever to know that?”  
 
    Instead of responding, I led Molly through the door of the dark house and into her bedroom. Once she was settled and I’d made my way back into the hallway, I was surprised to find that there was light coming from underneath the door of Samantha’s bedroom. I walked over, ready to go to battle with her over her lies, but decided to stop myself. Mr. and Mrs. Phillips didn’t need to be woken up by us fighting.  
 
    Instead, I headed back to my apartment and sent her a text once I had arrived. I was just at your house dropping off your sister. I know you lied to me.  
 
    Samantha’s reply came quickly. Why did you pick up my sister?  
 
    This reply annoyed me, and I couldn’t help but get snippy. She’s wasted and asked me to pick her up, but that’s not the issue here. The real issue is that you lied to me. What the hell, Samantha? We don’t lie to each other. 
 
    It took a few minutes for her to respond this time. I’m coming over. Be there in about twenty.  
 
    Instead of saying anything in return, I just waited for her to arrive. Like clockwork, there was a knock at my door exactly twenty minutes later. When I opened the door, Samantha was standing there looking completely disheveled.  
 
    She walked right past me and into my apartment. “Listen. I’m sorry I lied to you. I just felt like I needed a break from all of this, Carly. Plus, I figured you’d want to spend the night with Diana anyway.”  
 
    “I turned her down so we could spend the night together,” I lied.  
 
    I could tell that Samantha saw right past my white lie because the look in her eyes changed from apologetic to angry. “That’s bull and you know it, Carly. So, what’s the truth? She can’t leave the family? Doesn’t want her wife questioning things?”  
 
    I shook my head. “I’ll have you know that I wasn’t lying about the fact that I turned her down. I really did. My reasoning might have had to do with more than just you.” 
 
    Samantha made a go on motion with her hand. “So… what was the reason you turned down time with this amazing woman?”  
 
    Her obvious sarcasm was starting to get under my skin, but I decided to ignore it. “Well, I kinda sorta have been stalking her wife.” 
 
    “That sounds extremely creepy. Elaborate please.” 
 
    I could feel my face turning red, which almost never happened to me. “Well, I looked her up. Then I may have searched for her social media and stalked through her Instagram.” I hesitated, then added, “And I also may have shown up at a diner I knew she was at so I could get a better look at her.”  
 
    Samantha’s eyes went wide with that final confession. “Okay, that’s super crazy, Carly, and completely unlike you. I don’t understand why you’re letting Diana have this effect on you.”  
 
    I shrugged my shoulders, but when I opened my mouth to answer, Samantha put up one hand and shook her head. “No. You know what? I don’t want you to explain it to me. I can’t deal with hearing you talk about Diana anymore. I just can’t do it, Carly.”  
 
    I opened and closed my mouth a few times, but I wasn’t sure how to respond to that. I knew Samantha had disliked all of my terrible exes in the past, but never once had she flat out expressed that to me while I was dating them. She certainly had never stopped me from talking to her. She was always about forcing me to open up. “But, Samantha, I don’t understand,” I just barely whispered.  
 
    With those words, she became even more angry, probably angrier than I had ever seen her before. “If you honestly haven’t figured it out by now… God, I just… you know what? Never mind. I’m done, Carly.” At this point, she was yelling and headed back to my door.  
 
    I reached out and grabbed onto her arm, forcing her to turn around and look at me. “Please just tell me, Sam.”  
 
    She pulled her arm away from me. “No, Carly. Open up your eyes and see for yourself. For once, just stop looking at things from that little bubble you’re in. And if you ever figure it out, then maybe we can talk.”  
 
    With those words, Samantha walked out of my apartment and possibly out of my life. I stood there wondering where I’d gone wrong and what I was missing.  
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Part II: Hailey Smith: 9 weeks earlier (October 31st)   
 
      
 
    Chapter 17  
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “I think my wife is cheating on me again,” I admitted, as I sat on a couch across from the therapist I’d just started seeing a few weeks prior. After years of fighting with my wife, Diana, over doing couples therapy, I finally decided to give up and see someone by myself.  
 
    “And why do you think that?” the pretty blonde sitting across from me asked. Her name was Caroline, and she was a few years younger than me, and I couldn’t help but notice how good looking she was. I’d tried to push off those thoughts from the beginning though since I was a married woman and the whole point of seeing the therapist was to save my marriage, not make it even worse.  
 
    “I’m seeing the same signs that I saw when she cheated before. She’s more distant, on her phone a lot more, and ever since the beginning of this month, she’s been working weekend night shifts more often. That’s her pattern.”  
 
    Caroline nodded in response and jotted a few notes into the notebook she had opened in front of her. She always kept her face so neutral that I could never tell what she was thinking about what I had to tell her. When she was done taking notes, Caroline looked back up at me. “So, this isn’t the first time she cheated? Has she cheated multiple times?”  
 
    I let out an embarrassed sigh. I hated to admit that I was the pathetic loser who would stay with someone who continued to treat me badly, but I couldn’t seem to let go of the relationship that I used to have with Diana. “There was one other time I knew about. It happened two years ago, and once the other woman found out about me, she contacted me to let me know about the affair. My wife tried to deny it, but this woman had saved all of their texts in order to back up her story. I’m also about ninety-nine percent sure that she cheated on me soon after our daughter was born, right before we were moving back to Pennsylvania. She was unhappy about the move, but I thought it was best if we moved back so our daughter could be close to both sets of her grandparents. That had always been our plan. We went there for college, and we both loved the area, but we agreed we’d move back once we were ready to start a family. My wife seemed to be dragging her feet on the move, but didn’t actually express that she was against it until we had already bought a house back here.  
 
    “But anyway, right around that time, she became distant and I had a strong suspicion that there was something going on between her and one of her coworkers. We moved before I could actually confirm anything. To this day, I don’t actually know what came first—the distaste about moving or the likely affair.” I threw up my hands in frustration. “I blew off that affair as a one-time thing because we were happy for a while once we moved back here. When the confirmed affair happened, she begged for my forgiveness, and I gave it because I wanted to do anything to keep our family together. Do you think I’m an idiot?”  
 
    Caroline shook her head. “Of course not. I’m not here to judge or to tell you what you should or shouldn’t do. I’m simply here to listen and guide you toward your own decisions.”  
 
    I nodded my head. “So, what now?” I asked, unsure what decision I was supposed to make.  
 
    Caroline smiled and I noticed a slight dimple had formed on her left cheek in response. “Like I told you, that’s your decision. Not mine. Have you talked to your wife about your suspicions?” 
 
    I reached down and grabbed the glass of water sitting on the coffee table in front of me, taking a large gulp as soon as it hit my lips. Even thinking about talking to Diana about this made my anxiety go through the roof. “I haven’t. Honestly, I don’t want to bring it up unless I am a hundred percent sure.” 
 
    Caroline furrowed her brow a bit, before quickly regaining her stoic appearance. “And why is that?”  
 
    I lifted one shoulder and let it drop, feeling defeated. “As pathetic as it sounds, I’m worried about pushing her away even more. I honestly hate to even admit that, but you have to understand that my wife is my high school sweetheart and first love. We’ve been through everything together. We made sense of our sexuality together, came out together, shared our first time together; heck, she’s the only person I’ve ever been intimate with. Come to think of it, aside from two spin the bottle kisses back in sixth grade, she’s the only person I’ve even kissed. We also made two huge moves together and created a beautiful baby girl. That seems like something that should be fought for.” I inhaled deeply as soon as I finished, realizing I hadn’t stopped to breathe during that whole ramble.  
 
    Caroline nodded slowly and shut her eyes as if she was thinking. “I want to talk about this more during our next session, but I would like to end on a more positive note since I can tell today has taken a toll on you.” She opened her eyes and looked into mine, a smile spreading across her face. “So, tell me, what is your daughter dressing up as for Halloween? Will you be going trick or treating tonight?”  
 
    This made me smile. “We certainly are. She’s going as Wonder Woman and insisted that my wife and I go as Batgirl and Supergirl.”  
 
    Caroline’s eyes lit up at this information, and she let out a slight chuckle. “I guess we know who’s in charge. Which one are you going as?” 
 
    “Supergirl. My wife is a much better Batgirl.” I was about to say that the dark costume played in perfectly with her dark hair and light skin, but stopped myself. I had made a vow to myself when I started therapy that I’d never give away any personal details about my wife. With her job as a nurse, she tended to be pretty well-known by a bunch of people in our town and the surrounding communities, and I didn’t want to tarnish her reputation in any way. I knew Caroline could never reveal this information to anyone outside of our sessions anyway, but on the off chance she knew who Diana was, I didn’t want her to get a bad impression of her either. I cleared my throat and looked at the clock across the room. “Speaking of trick or treating, I have to get home. It starts in a half-hour, and I need time to get into character.” 
 
    By the time I arrived back at the house, both Ava and Diana had their costumes on. The two twirled in circles showing off their outfits. “Well, don’t you guys look terrific?” and they really did. Ava was the cutest little Wonder Woman I’d ever seen, and my wife filled out that Batgirl costume quite nicely. Even in the midst of all of our problems, I hadn’t lost sight of the fact that my wife was a complete bombshell. Sometimes I wondered if that was part of the reason things had gone sour between us. I hadn’t changed at all since high school. I was still the same freckle-faced, awkward girl with plain brown hair and glasses that Diana had fallen in love with our junior year. Diana, on the other hand, had come a long way from the tall, lanky girl with braces that she had been. Granted, I found that girl to be unbearably cute, but I didn’t complain when college came, and she ditched the braces, at the same time gaining perfect curves. She also went from having average skin and hair, to having flawless skin and hair that fell perfectly at any time of day. All the while, I stayed average.  
 
    In the beginning of our marriage when my insecurities crept in, Diana constantly reassured me that she still saw me as the most beautiful girl in the world, but that had stopped a few years ago, and I couldn’t help but wonder if I just wasn’t good enough anymore.  
 
    I shook these thoughts from my head and looked to Diana again, who seemed to be sad today. As I leaned in to place a kiss on her forehead, I softly whispered, “You okay?” 
 
    “I’m fine,” she answered quickly—so quickly that it made me believe that she was anything but fine. I decided not to push it and instead headed to my room to put on my costume.  
 
    Diana was quiet most of the time while we were trick or treating, only smiling when Ava would say or do something funny. Maybe I had jumped the gun to assume she was cheating. If she was with someone else, wouldn’t she be happy? Maybe she had pulled away simply because she was sad. I wasn’t sure if this was a legitimate conclusion or just wishful thinking. Not that I wanted her to be sad, but I figured that would be easier to work through.  
 
    “Are you sure you’re okay?” I asked again, as Ava ran from us to join her friends at the next house.  
 
    Diana looked annoyed by my question. “I told you I’m fine.” After a few seconds, her face softened a bit and she added, “I guess I just have a hard time with the fact that you’re going to therapy. I don’t like the thought of you talking to a complete stranger about our marital problems.” 
 
    “I wouldn’t have to talk to a complete stranger if you would actually talk to me about things.” 
 
    Diana paused and seemed to be considering my words, then a cute little smile played upon her lips. “What if I tried a little harder?” she asked. When Ava skipped back to us, Diana bent down beside her. “Hey, princess, how would you feel about spending the night with grandma on Saturday? Your mommies could use a date night.” 
 
    “Will this date involve kissing?” Ava asked, scrunching her nose up in a look of total disgust. 
 
    “Oh yes. Lots and lots of kissing.” Diana stood and playfully attacked my lips with hers as Ava covered her eyes and yelled for us to stop. It was moments like these that actually made me feel like everything was going to turn out okay for our little family. 
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Chapter 18 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    The rest of the week went by quickly, and soon it was Saturday night and Ava, Diana, and I were in the car headed over to Diana’s parents’ house to drop Ava off for the night. Ava bounced up and down excitedly. She loved slumber parties with her grandparents. When we arrived, she hopped out of the car and skipped down the sidewalk. After Diana’s mom greeted Ava, she asked Diana if the two of them could talk in the other room. It only took a few minutes before I heard raised voices coming from that room. I knew that they were arguing about me because it was a constant battle between the two of them. After a few more minutes, they both returned with forced smiles on their faces. Mrs. Cox wrapped me in a tight hug, then sent us on our way, urging us to have a good time and not to worry about what time we picked up Ava the next day. 
 
    “What was that about with your mom?” I asked Diana once we were back in the car.  
 
    She reached across the center console and entwined her fingers with mine. “Same old. She thinks I need to try harder to make sure everything is good between us, and I reassured her that is exactly what I’m attempting to do with this date night.”  
 
    I decided not to push the fact that their raised voices made it seem a bit more complicated than that and enjoyed the fact that Diana was showing me physical affection. She was so back and forth with the amount of affection she shared with me that I’d learned to cherish little moments like this.  
 
    “So, where are we off to?” My tactic to change the subject worked as Diana’s face lit up in excitement.  
 
    “I was thinking we could go to the skating rink for old time’s sake.” 
 
    Diana was definitely pulling out all of the stops this time. The skating rink was where we shared our first kiss and where we had returned to a lot during high school when we wanted a dark place to sit and make out.  
 
    I raised an eyebrow at Diana. “Old time’s sake, huh?” 
 
    We both burst into laughter at the same time, knowing what she had in mind for the night.  
 
    After a few minutes spent in a corner booth in the food court area of the skating rink doing exactly what Diana had planned for us to do when she picked our date location, I forced myself to sit back. “This is wonderful, and I’m really enjoying myself. Honestly, I feel happier than I have in a long time. But the whole point of this date was to talk things out, and we haven’t been doing any sort of talking.” 
 
    Diana shot me a cocky grin. “I think we found something much better to do with our mouths though, don’t you? I also have a few other ideas of what my mouth could do a little later.” 
 
    Although her words caused me to feel like a teenager again, I knew I couldn’t completely give in to her advances. This is what Diana did. She found any way she could to avoid acknowledging the issues we had. I used my hand to push her away a bit and create some space between us. “I think maybe it’s for the best if we hit the rink so we can cool down a bit, then we can talk once we’re back home.”  
 
    Diana looked disappointed, but still agreed. We spent the next two hours holding hands and talking about nonsense topics like TV shows we needed to catch up on, while we did laps around the rink. Once we were both exhausted, we headed home. Our front door had barely closed when Diana pushed me up against it and started kissing me again. I gave in for a few minutes, before pushing her away.  
 
    “We really do need to talk,” I urged.  
 
    Diana let out a low growl. “Why won’t you just let loose every once in awhile? We can talk anytime. I can’t remember the last time we actually had sex.” 
 
    “There’s a reason for that, Diana. You’ve been distant again lately.”  
 
    “I’m not the one who refuses to be intimate,” Diana fought back.  
 
    I closed my eyes and let out a frustrated sigh. “It’s not that I don’t want to be intimate with you, Di. Sometimes it just doesn’t feel right. I don’t want us to use sex as a way to solve our problems. I want us to work together in other ways to fix this. Sex should be used to express our feelings, and I honestly don’t even know how you feel anymore. We’ve had so many ups and downs ever since Ava was born, and it’s starting to seem like the ups are coming less and less often these days.” 
 
    “Ava is not the problem,” Diana bit back.  
 
    “I didn’t say she was. But I’m trying to get to the bottom of what is the problem.” 
 
    “This is the problem,” Diana said, motioning between us. “We just had a great night together, and all I want to do is spend some quality time with my wife in bed, and you won’t even let that happen. It’s like we’re roommates instead of wives.” 
 
    I moaned and rolled my eyes at her. “Oh, come on, Diana. It’s not like that at all. All I’m asking is for you to open up a little.” 
 
    Diana stopped as if she was considering my words, but after a few seconds, she began shaking her head. “I can’t do this right now. It’s too much stress.” To my surprise, she turned around and opened the front door.  
 
    “Where are you going?” I felt tears beginning to sting my eyes as I watched her attempt to leave.  
 
    “I don’t know, Hailey. I might go to a friend’s place or head over to the hospital and see if they could use any extra hands tonight. I just can’t be here anymore. I can’t handle all of the pressure.” 
 
    Before I could even think about begging her to stay, she was already walking down the sidewalk to her car. I watched her pull away and disappear into the night. As soon as I’d closed the door, I sunk down against it and cried. What were we going to do? How could we ever make this better if Diana wasn’t willing to try? 
 
    I spent most of the night sitting by the door, hoping and praying she would come back. Around the time the sun was rising, I couldn’t take it anymore and dragged myself to bed. I woke just a few hours later to the feeling of Ava jumping up and down on top of me, talking at a mile a minute about everything she did with her grandparents. Diana was standing in the doorway to our room, smiling over at Ava with adoring eyes and a wide smile. When her eyes met mine, her smile faltered and she mouthed the words, “I’m sorry.” But was that really good enough? How many times was she going to say that before I stopped believing it? 
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    Things felt weird over the next week. Diana seemed to be trying harder, but had yet to acknowledge the way she’d walked out the other night. I’d come to realize that I would probably never find out where she spent the night and prayed that my inklings about it being another woman’s house were wrong.  
 
    Instead of attempting another date night, we decided to do a family outing that Saturday since Diana had the whole weekend off. Per Ava’s request, we went to see a late afternoon movie, then went to our favorite diner and followed it up with ice cream. During the movie, Ava leaned into me, holding tightly onto my hand, and Diana reached across from the other side of her and placed her hand on top of both of ours. Moments like this restored my faith that we could make this work and that Diana actually wanted to. I tried to keep myself from getting too excited when we had moments like this, but I always found myself clinging on to that glimmer of hope.  
 
    That glimmer didn’t stick around for too long. Once we were home, we both tucked Ava into bed. After we left her room, Diana flashed me the smile that used to make me weak in the knees.  
 
    “Today was a great day.” She then dropped her voice and added, “What do you say we make it a great night as well?”  
 
    Before I could respond, she was placing kisses down my neck and across my collarbone. I knew I should suggest talking before sex. Unlike Diana, I didn’t believe that physical intimacy was enough if communication wasn’t present. I was human though, and the way she was currently holding me while her lips played on my skin had my body on fire. I tried to fight the desire, but it had been way too long since I had this type of release, and my body was begging for it. Plus, why should I feel guilty about having sex with my own wife?  
 
    I allowed Diana to lead me back to our bedroom, where she immediately undressed me, before removing her own clothes as well, not even giving me a chance to do it for her. She lifted me up and carried me to the bed, crawling on top of me and grinding her hips into mine. She moved one hand between my legs and used her other hand to direct mine in between hers. I followed her lead as she touched me in all the places that she knew would turn me on the most. Her hips and fingers moved faster as we both got closer to the edge.  
 
    “Oh yeah, baby, right there,” Diana moaned, as she stared up toward the ceiling. “I’m almost there.”  
 
    She picked up her pace, until we both screamed out as the orgasm hit us at the same time. She rolled off of me and soon we were both lying on our backs staring up at the ceiling and enjoying post-orgasm bliss.  
 
    Diana rolled onto her side so she was facing me and ran a hand through my hair. “See. It’s not so bad when you allow us to enjoy ourselves a little.”  
 
    She had a point. Although it had become much more sporadic throughout the years, there was no denying that our sexual chemistry hadn’t suffered at all. Unfortunately, I wasn’t dense, and I knew that sex could easily be deceiving. The fact that Diana didn’t look at me the way she used to when we were intimate wasn’t lost on me. There was a difference between having sex and making love and no matter how good it felt, what had happened with Diana belonged strictly in the sex category. For that reason, I knew I couldn’t put off our talk any longer.  
 
    “It was nice.” I smiled, before becoming serious again. “But could we talk about what happened last week?”  
 
    Diana’s face immediately soured. “Look. I told you I was sorry. I don’t know what you want from me.”  
 
    I threw up my hands in frustration. “I don’t know, Diana. Maybe some type of explanation. Like, where did you go after you stormed out last weekend and why can’t you just hold a simple conversation with me?”  
 
    “Do you really want to know what my problem is?” Diana asked, raising her voice just enough to show her annoyance while not waking up Ava. “THIS is why I’m annoyed. You have to turn everything into a big deal. I can’t take it anymore. We can’t even have a nice time without you finding a way to turn it into a negative.”  
 
    For a moment, I questioned if this was really what I did. Did I complicate things for no reason? Was I really the reason for our problems? I quickly shook these thoughts from my mind. Given our history, I felt like I put a lot of effort into staying positive. I didn’t think it was that much to ask for Diana to open up to me.  
 
    “I’m not trying to be negative, Di. I’m just trying to make things better between us. You have to understand that.” Before I could stop myself, I started to cry again.  
 
    Instead of offering any comfort, Diana just shook her head. “If you really wanted to make things better between us, you’d give me some space to breathe.” With that, she stood up from the bed and threw her clothes back on, before heading toward the door.  
 
    “Are you seriously going to walk out again? Where are you even going?” I cried after her.  
 
    Diana turned around, and I could see that she was hurting too. Part of me wanted to stand and wrap her into a hug. I’m not sure how she still managed to have that effect on me, but somehow she pulled it off. “I’m going into the hospital. Someone asked if I could cover their shift tonight, and I said no because I wanted to spend time with you. But now I feel like I might as well go in. I need to get some space anyway.” Even though she didn’t falter over her story at all, I still had a feeling she was lying, which again brought me back to the question of where she was going. Had I been right about the cheating? Was she leaving our bed to crawl into someone else’s? I shut my eyes and prayed that this wasn’t the case.  
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    During the following week, things only got worse. We didn’t fight, but that was only because we barely talked at all. She spent more hours working, and when she was home, the only time she seemed present was with Ava.  
 
    That’s why I was surprised when I was awoken on Saturday morning to Diana telling me that she had scheduled us a last-minute Christmas photo session.  
 
    “Do you really think this is a good idea right now?” I asked, as we rushed around the house to get ready. 
 
    “Trust me, I don’t want to do this right now either, but the last thing I need is for my mother to start questioning why we didn’t send out Christmas cards this year.” 
 
    “I hadn’t even thought about Christmas cards,” I admitted. “I do love sending them out. Ava is always such a hit.”  
 
    Diana smiled triumphantly. “Good. It’s decided. Christmas card pictures, here we come.”  
 
    She marched out of the room and into Ava’s room, where she scooped the little girl up and put her on her shoulders. “Off to the photo studio we go.”  
 
    “Off to the photo studio,” Ava repeated, while pointing us toward the door.  
 
    I laughed and shook my head at the two of them. Even through the struggles, there would always be a soft spot in my heart for how those two interacted together.  
 
    When we arrived at the photo studio, we started with pictures of just Ava. At age six, she was already a little diva who loved the camera and struck a pose with every prop the photographer suggested. I had a feeling I’d be buying every single picture taken of her. I couldn’t resist that face. It wasn’t as natural when Diana and I joined in. Even without seeing them, I could tell we both looked awkward in every single picture. I sensed the photographer’s frustration as he moved us into different poses to try to fix the issue.  
 
    After countless failed poses, he asked us to sit on the floor next to Ava, then asked Ava if she was ticklish. Her eyes went wide as she cracked a smile and adamantly shook her head. Both Diana and I quickly caught on.  
 
    “You’re not ticklish at all?” Diana asked facetiously, before digging her fingers into Ava’s side.  
 
    “I think someone’s telling fibs,” I added. I followed it up with some tickling of my own.  
 
    Before long, Ava was laughing uncontrollably. The sound of her laughter led to laughter from Diana and me as well. As soon as I’d forgotten all about the photographer, I heard the snap of the camera. When I looked up, he was staring at the screen.  
 
    “Well, looks like we found your Christmas card,” he announced proudly.  
 
    Both Diana and I stood to look at the picture, and Ava followed close behind us. The photographer had captured the perfect moment. Looking at that picture, you’d never know all of the problems we were having. I almost felt guilty about sending a card with that picture. It felt like we were lying to our closest friends and family.  
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    Diana, on the other hand, had no qualms about pretending to be happy which was proven on Thanksgiving Day. For some reason, ever since we moved back, it had been a tradition to host both of our families at our house for the holiday. That meant we had both sets of parents, all four sets of grandparents, my brother, his wife, my niece, and my nephew. 
 
    Diana was putting on quite a show for all of them, laughing about how our Christmas photo session went and talking about all of the plans we apparently had for Christmas. She even threw in the fact that we might need to start looking for a new house if we were going to have another child. That one brought wide grins to both of our mothers’ faces and a huge effort on my part to keep the shocked look off my face.  
 
    Diana was more affectionate toward me than she had been in years. She held my hand at the table and was constantly leaning in to place a kiss on my cheek.  
 
    After everyone was done eating, my brother walked over to where I was working on cleaning the dishes. “Hey, do you think we could go somewhere and talk?” I didn’t miss the look of concern that came to his face when he asked the question.  
 
    As soon as we were in my room with the door closed, he glared over at me. “Okay. What’s with all of the bullshit that Diana is spitting out there?”  
 
    “What do you mean, Scott?”  
 
    My brother scoffed at my attempt at playing dumb. “Don’t patronize me, Hailey. I’m not as dense as all of the adults here. Plus, I know you, and I can see it in your face that you’re not happy. You practically cringed when she mentioned more kids, and I know for a fact that if you could have at least four little munchkins running around, you would.”  
 
    I let out a defeated sigh. “We’ve been going through a rough patch lately.”  
 
    Scott shook his head in disgust. “Your whole marriage has been a rough patch. The only positive that’s come from her is Ava, and she actually didn’t have anything to do with that.”  
 
    It was now my turn to glare. “Hey! Saying that is really offensive. Even if she wasn’t biologically involved, she played a big part in Ava’s birth, and she isn’t any less Ava’s mom than I am.”  
 
    Scott’s face turned slightly red from guilt. My little brother had been my biggest supporter and greatest ally since I came out so I knew he didn’t mean anything by it. “Sorry. That’s not what I meant. But seriously, Hailey, what’s up this time? She’s not cheating on you again, is she?” My brother laughed as if the thought of her doing it a second time after being forgiven once was out of the question.  
 
    Before I could stop them, tears were streaking my cheeks and Scott’s face was turning red again, only this time from anger. “I’ll kill her,” he growled through gritted teeth.  
 
    I had to physically grab his arm and pull him back into the room to stop him from storming out to her. “Please don’t say anything. These are just suspicions. I don’t actually know anything.”  
 
    “Can I be honest with you?”  
 
    When I nodded my head in response to his question, my brother continued. “I never liked Diana. When you guys were in high school and I was still in middle school, I just thought I didn’t like the fact that she treated me like a stupid middle school kid since that was never how you treated me. But even once I was older, I still didn’t like her. I never thought she appreciated you as much as she should. The only thing I liked about her was how much you seemed to adore her, and now I’m not even sure if that’s the case.”  
 
    I wanted to fight back and say that of course I still adored her, but I honestly didn’t know how to feel at this point. My brother walked back over to me and put an arm around my shoulder. “No matter what you decide, I support you. I just want you to be happy. I miss that smile.” 
 
    His words caused the corners of my mouth to rise just a bit, which in turn caused my brother’s face to brighten. “Almost, but not quite.” He then ruffled my hair and started walking toward the door again. “Let’s get back out there. I’m dying to know what lie your wife will come up with next.”  
 
    As soon as everyone left the house, Diana went back to all but ignoring me. I half-expected her to get a surprise call into the hospital, but surprisingly, she didn’t.  
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    The following week at therapy, I updated Caroline about everything that had happened at Thanksgiving.  
 
    “Why do you think your wife acts like this?” she asked. She had glasses on today, and I couldn’t stop my mind from thinking about how cute they looked on her.  
 
    After a minute, she looked up at me, and I realized I hadn’t answered her question yet. “I mean, my wife has always worried about what people think of her. She will tell people anything to get on their good side. But the big factor is her mother. My wife seems to think the woman is the devil reincarnated, but still does whatever she has to in order to impress her.”  
 
    “What do you think? Do you agree with her?”  
 
    “Not at all! My mother-in-law is fantastic. She’s like a second mom to me. The whole reason that she and my wife fight all of the time is because of me. She doesn’t agree with the way my wife treats me or how blasé she seems to be about keeping our family together.”  
 
    Caroline nodded again, writing down a few more notes. “So, does your wife’s family know she cheated before?”  
 
    I thought back on that time and cringed. “They do. When I found out about the affair, I called my mom to tell her. She’s always been my best friend, so she’s the person I turn to. Well, as soon as we hung up, she called my wife’s mom to tell her. It became a big mess after that with everyone from both families ganging up on my wife. Sometimes I wonder if that’s the reason she apologized and begged me to take her back. I don’t think she wanted to deal with the third degree anymore.”  
 
    The topic of family caused me to bring up the conversation I had with my brother. There was one sentence he had said that was still sticking with me. The only thing I liked about her was how much you seemed to adore her, and now I’m not even sure if that’s the case. When I expressed this to Caroline, she twisted her face into a look that I couldn’t quite read. Who was I kidding? I couldn’t read most of her looks.  
 
    “Hailey, I’m going to ask you a complicated question. Please don’t be offended by it. I’m not asking to steer you in a certain direction. Please take a moment to think about it though. Do you still love your wife? Or are you holding onto the life that you thought you would love with her?”  
 
    “Of… of course I love her,” I stuttered. “She’s my wife. No matter what, she’ll always be important to me.”  
 
    Caroline looked right into my eyes as if she was trying to read my thoughts through them. “Are you in love with her?”  
 
    I felt my mouth go dry. I wanted to answer immediately and tell her that of course I was. When people have been together for as long as we have, it’s obviously not going to feel how it did in the beginning. The rainbows and butterflies have to fade eventually, but that doesn’t mean that you’re not in love anymore, does it?  
 
    “I… I’ve… honestly never thought about that. I mean, my wife and I don’t say it to each other the way we used to. It used to be so second nature. We would say it before bed, as soon as we woke up, every time we were on the phone, and each time we said goodbye. I can barely remember the days when we used to be cooking dinner in the kitchen, and she would look at me and tell me she loved me, but that used to happen too.”  
 
    To my surprise, tears sprang to my eyes. “My wife doesn’t love me anymore.” This was the first time I’d admitted that to myself or anyone else. I didn’t know exactly when Diana stopped loving me, but I knew in my heart that it had happened a long time ago. But what was I supposed to do about that? Should I keep trying to get her to fall back in love with me? Caroline had made a good point. Was I really even in love with her anymore? I hated the thought of losing her, but that was because I was worried about the effect that our separation would have on Ava.  
 
    My thoughts were interrupted by Caroline handing me a box of tissues. As I blew my nose, I had to laugh at my current situation. “I’m sorry. I probably look ridiculous to you. I know what you’re thinking—of course your wife doesn’t love you. You’re just now figuring that out? Meanwhile, you’re probably married to the perfect spouse.” I’m not sure where that last part came from.  
 
    Caroline looked just as surprised by my outburst as I was. “I’m not married,” she said, before clearing her throat.  
 
    “Well, then I’m sure your boyfriend is great. There’s no way you’re single.” What was I saying? I wasn’t hitting on my therapist right after crying about my wife not loving me anymore, was I? Of course not. “Sorry. I’m not trying to hit on you. I promise. I think this is just my subconscious effort to change the subject from my mess of a life.”  
 
    Luckily, Caroline laughed softly in response. “Don’t worry about it. I am single, actually. I have been for years. Here’s a little detail about me to hopefully make you laugh—my college girlfriend broke up with me because she said she felt like she couldn’t open up to me. I went to my favorite professor after that to ask how I was supposed to get clients to open up to me if my own girlfriend felt like she couldn’t.”  
 
    Her story made me laugh, but my mind was caught on the word girlfriend. “Sorry for assuming you were straight,” I apologized awkwardly.  
 
    Caroline smiled. “Don’t worry about it. It’s the societal norm. We both know that.” Caroline looked at me for a moment, before looking down at her watch.  
 
    “We better stop there for today,” she said stiffly, quickly returning to therapist mode.  
 
    I blew out a breath and rubbed my eyes. Today’s session had been a lot to handle. I’d figured out my wife probably isn’t in love with me, I might not be in love with her, and my therapist is gay. For whatever reason, all of those facts made my stomach turn.  
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    The next few weeks continued in the same way. Diana was becoming more distant with every passing day. The more I pushed her to talk, the more she would shut down. A few days before Christmas, I couldn’t take it anymore. I tried to tell myself to wait until after the holidays to figure it out, but it had gotten too hard for me. Plus, I’d been given the perfect opportunity to do some snooping. I felt sick as I picked up the phone that Diana had left on the nightstand when she went to take a shower. I vowed that I’d never let myself become this woman, but here I was about to look through my wife’s phone.  
 
    I took a deep breath and turned it on, not surprised to find that it required a passcode. I quickly typed Ava’s birthdate, which caused the home screen to open up. It seemed I still knew a few things about my wife. I took a deep breath before clicking on her message icon.  
 
    I closed my eyes, and when I opened them, I was shocked at what I found. The only chats she had were ones with me, her mom, and her dad. When I opened up her photos, it was all pictures of Ava. Of course. Diana was smart. Even if she was having an affair, she wouldn’t leave any incriminating evidence on her phone. The phone dropped from my hands when I heard a throat clear across the room. When I looked over, Diana was staring at me with daggers in her eyes.  
 
    “Mind telling me why you’re going through my phone?”  
 
    “I just need answers,” I said softly, while hanging my head. I looked back up and squinted over at Diana. “Are you cheating on me?”  
 
    Diana opened her mouth and, for a moment, it looked like she was going to deny it, but a deflated look appeared on her face instead. She moved to the end of our bed and sat down, avoiding eye contact with me. “I’ve been seeing someone else.”  
 
    It pissed me off that she didn’t just say yes. Diana could never actually admit to anything, even when she was completely to blame.  
 
    “How long has this been going on?” I asked flatly. “And please don’t lie to me.”  
 
    “It’s been on and off since October.”  
 
    A fire started to burn inside of me. “So when you claimed that you were trying to make it work between us, when you tried to get me to have sex with you multiple times and finally succeeded, when you sat downstairs and talked to our families about buying a new house so we had more room for future kids—through all of that, you were seeing this other woman.”  
 
    “It’s not like that. I really wanted to make it work with us. I just can’t.”  
 
    I inhaled deeply then blew out a long breath in an effort to keep myself from crying. “Do you love her?”  
 
    For the first time, Diana turned around and looked into my eyes. I could tell by her expression that she knew she was about to hurt me and that it surprisingly bothered her to do so. “I think I do,” she admitted.  
 
    I looked toward the ceiling. This was a lot to handle. Not only did my wife not love me, but she was also in love with someone else. I couldn’t help but wonder what was wrong with me. Why was I not good enough? “Why are you still with me, Diana?”  
 
    Diana scooted up the bed so she was seated beside me. “I don’t know. I guess I was worried that if I told you or if I left, you’d try to keep Ava from me.”  
 
    I scoffed at her words. “That’s bullshit and you know it. You and Ava adore each other. I would never want to keep you apart. I care about her too much to do that. I care about you too much to do that.”  
 
    Diana slumped her shoulders. “I know,” she admitted. “So, do you want to talk about this? Ask me any questions?”  
 
    I squeezed my eyes shut. “For once, no. I honestly just want to be alone for now. Having this conversation is too hard. Seeing you is too hard.”  
 
    “I get it,” Diana said, standing up from the bed. “I’ll just go to my parents’ or something.” 
 
    I finally opened my eyes and looked over at her. “Please don’t lie to me, Di. We both know you’re not going to go to your parents’.” 
 
    Diana only nodded in response, then walked over to our closet. A few minutes later, she emerged with a suitcase. I looked at the bag and then back at her. “I only said I needed some space. I didn’t say you needed to move out. I need to be alone tonight, but I do want you to come back so we can talk about all of this.”  
 
    Diana opened and closed her mouth a few times before speaking. “I didn’t know what you would need, so I just wanted to be prepared.”  
 
    “I need you to leave… for now. But please come back tomorrow, okay?” The words felt pathetic leaving my mouth so I quickly added, “I don’t want Ava to start asking questions. It’s almost Christmas. It should be a happy time for her.”  
 
    Before Diana could leave the room, I called after her. “I do have one question. Does she… know about… Ava and I?”  
 
    “She does,” Diana answered, before turning around to leave.  
 
    I could feel the anger building up inside of me as I heard Diana lock the front door behind her. Her girlfriend knew that she had a family at home and just didn’t care? Who was this woman?  
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    The next twenty-four hours were some of the longest of my life. Like an idiot, I sat around the house all day waiting for Diana to come back in the front door. I watched Christmas movies and baked cookies with Ava to pass the time, but felt on edge all day. Diana didn’t get home until 8:00 that night, right when it was time to do Ava’s bedtime routine.  
 
    “Mama!” Ava yelled when she walked in, hopping off the couch to run into her arms. “We had such a good day today, but we missed you.” 
 
    Diana placed a kiss on her forehead and twirled her around. “I missed you too, munchkin.”  
 
    When our eyes met, she sat Ava down and smiled slightly at me. We didn’t say much to each other as we got Ava ready and put her to bed. Once we were back downstairs, I poured us two glasses of wine. I felt like that was needed on a night like this. I pointed toward the couch, and we both silently made our way over to sit down.  
 
    “I hate this,” I finally said after a few more minutes of silence.  
 
    Diana took another sip of wine, before sitting the glass down on the table. “I do too.” She stared at me for a few seconds before placing a hand on my knee. It was always part of Diana’s personality to be very touchy, and I used to love that about her. I loved how she always held my hand or put her arm around me. Now her touch just made me feel uncomfortable, because I knew she was touching someone else.  
 
    “I never wanted to hurt you, Hailey. I mean it.”  
 
    From the look in her eyes, I could tell that she really did. But if she didn’t want to hurt me, then why did she continue to?  
 
    “I know you don’t want to hurt me. But you did. You are. You’ve hurt me more times than you’ll ever even know. Why would you do that?” 
 
    A few tears came to Diana’s eyes. “I don’t know. I’m just not happy. I haven’t been happy since we left California, at least not consistently.”  
 
    “Am I really that bad?” I choked out.  
 
    Diana looked surprised by my words. “There’s nothing wrong with you. I promise. This is all me.” 
 
    “You just don’t love me anymore…” The sentence left my lips as more of a statement than a question.  
 
    “I do love you. I promise you that. I’ll always love you. I’m just not in love with you anymore and I truly think that if you’re honest with yourself, you’re not in love with me either.”  
 
    It was the third time I had heard something to that effect in the past month and it made me wonder what had led people to that conclusion. I decided not to acknowledge it because I wasn’t even sure how I felt. “So, what do we do now?”  
 
    “It’s up to you, but if it’s okay, I’d like to figure that out after the holidays. I really don’t want to ruin anything for Ava.”  
 
    “No. I agree,” I answered quickly. Although, I wasn’t sure how I was going to make it through this holiday with so much up in the air about my future.  
 
      
 
    ————————— 
 
      
 
    Christmas with our families was a little more bearable than Thanksgiving. Diana took the loving wife act down a notch, which I appreciated. Christmas was always all about Ava and our niece and nephew, and this year wasn’t any different.  
 
    Christmas Eve was spent with my family at my brother’s house. The kids exchanged presents, and my dad read The Night Before Christmas. When it was time for the kids to go to bed, we tucked Ava in with my niece. We’d started staying over there two years ago because Ava liked to wake up with her cousins on Christmas morning.  
 
    Once the kids were asleep, my parents left and the four of us went to work putting the presents from Santa underneath the tree. I noticed my brother watching Diana and me to see how we would interact with each other. The awkwardness between us probably could have gone unnoticed if he wasn’t watching so intently. Once the gifts were all sorted, Diana announced that she was going to head to bed.  
 
    “Goodnight, sweetheart,” she whispered, while leaning in to kiss me. I could tell she was going for my lips, but I moved my face so the kiss would be placed on my cheek instead. It didn’t feel right to share a kiss given everything that was going on, even if my action did cause both my brother and sister-in-law’s eyes to go wide.  
 
    Sensing that Scott and I could use a family talk, my sister-in-law announced she was going to bed as well. Once it was just the two of us left in the room, Scott looked at me and arched one eyebrow. “I’m going to guess that things haven’t gotten any better since Thanksgiving.”  
 
    I stared out the window at the snow that was falling down outside. Diana and I had agreed not to talk to our families about what was going on until we sorted everything out, but I couldn’t hold it in. I felt like I was drowning. “Diana is in love with someone else.” 
 
    My brother let out a low growl. “So, you were right? She’s cheating?”  
 
    I nodded my head in response, unable to say any words. After a few minutes of silence, I looked over at my brother. “Is there something wrong with me, Scott?”  
 
    My brother scooted over on the couch we were sharing and put his hand on top of mine. “The only thing wrong with you is the fact that you keep allowing her to treat you this way.”  
 
    After about an hour of opening up to my brother about my marriage woes, I announced that I was going to go to bed. My brother asked if I wanted him to set up the pull-out couch for me, but I declined. I didn’t want Ava to wake up and find that her moms weren’t in bed together like usual.  
 
    I quietly crawled into bed, trying my best not to wake Diana. It felt strange lying beside her. We had felt like strangers for so long, but the distance seemed even bigger now. We were right next to each other, yet miles apart. I laid awake most of the night wondering how we got to this point.  
 
    Christmas Day was nice, even with my lack of sleep. The look of elation on Ava’s face all day was enough to get me through. We stayed at my brother’s house through lunch, then went to see Diana’s parents. While at her parent’s house, Diana gave me my Christmas present, which was a locket that had D+A+H engraved on it and a picture of Ava inside. I thought it was a little strange considering what was going on between us, but when she softly whispered for just me to hear that it was to show that we would always be a family no matter what, I felt grateful for the gesture. So much so that I didn’t pull away when she leaned in to kiss me, knowing that she wanted to put on a show for her parents.  
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    In the days following Christmas, neither Diana nor I brought up the conversation that was looming over us. I was happy when Diana had to go back to work the following Saturday. Having her out of the house made me finally feel like I could breathe again. I decided it might not be a bad idea for me to get out of the house as well, so I asked Ava if she wanted to get milkshakes at our favorite diner. She obviously agreed. That girl would never turn down a milkshake.  
 
    Within a few minutes, the two of us were seated at a booth slurping on milkshakes. Ava looked too cute so I took a picture of her and posted it on my Instagram, which I barely ever used anymore. I found myself scrolling down through my pictures until I found some with Diana in them. Although she had a wide grin on her face in every picture, I had to wonder if she was truly happy in any of them. How could someone go through years of their life just pretending to be happy? But then again, wasn’t that what I was doing? Sure, being Ava’s mom made me happy, but I couldn’t remember the last time I felt truly happy overall.  
 
    As if reading my mind, Ava turned her head and scrunched her nose up at me. “Mommy, are you sad?”  
 
    I tried my best to cover up my pain with a smile. “Of course not, honey. I’m with you. How could I possibly be sad?”  
 
    “You always seem sad. So does Mama. It makes me sad too.” 
 
    I swallowed hard at this admission. The whole reason I put up with everything that Diana put me through was to keep Ava happy. If whatever was going on between us was making her sad, something needed to change.  
 
    I knew that the talk between Diana and I shouldn’t be put off any longer, but since she worked all weekend, we had to wait a little longer to have it.  
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    After spending the day as a family on New Year’s Eve, going ice skating and out for dinner, we all came home and warmed up by the fireplace before putting Ava to bed.  
 
    I took a deep breath as Diana and I sat down on the couch next to each other. “We really need to figure out what we’re doing here. Ava told me that she’s sad because she can tell that we are.” I went on to explain exactly what had happened at the diner.  
 
    Diana closed her eyes for a moment, and when she opened them, I noticed that she had started to cry. “I want a divorce,” she just barely whispered. 
 
    Even though I figured that was the direction we were heading in, hearing her say the words still hurt. We had been together since we were teenagers. I had a hard time imagining myself with anyone else. “Are… are you sure?” I stuttered, feeling pathetic even as the words left my mouth.  
 
    Diana sighed impatiently. “Yes, Hailey. We’ve been trying to work on this for years. I can’t do it anymore.”  
 
    I wanted to point out that I had been the one working on it. All Diana had ever done was drive a bigger wedge between us. I decided to let it be though. It wasn’t worth fighting over at this point. “Is this because of her?”  
 
    Diana stared down at her hands. “It’s because of a lot of things. But I’d be lying if I said she wasn’t a big factor in my decision. She’s shown me that I can be happy, and I think I deserve to pursue that.” 
 
    Even though I knew things were rocky between us way before this other woman was in the picture, I couldn’t help but feel angry at her. Why did she have to choose my wife? Was there really no one else in this world she could be with other than a woman who was already taken?  
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Part III: Samantha Phillips: September 28 
 
      
 
    Chapter 22 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “Cheers to another mistake!” my best friend joked. She then held up her wine glass, which I tapped mine against.  
 
    The mistake, of course, was the girl she’d most recently dated. For some reason, even though Carly was drop dead gorgeous with the perfect carefree, yet loving personality, she always dated the worst people. Her most recent breakup, which had occurred a few days ago, was with a girl named Ronda who had moved into her apartment, mooched off of her, and then been caught naked, in Carly’s bed, with the maintenance man.  
 
    When I noticed Carly had that far-away look in her eyes that came over her so often, I asked what she was thinking about. She continued to stare into space. “Just thinking about how lucky I am to have you.” She added a sigh for dramatic effect. “Why won’t you just date me?”  
 
    I felt my face turning red as soon as the question left her lips. I stumbled over my words because, honestly, how was I supposed to respond to that? I would date Carly Foster in a heartbeat. Before I met Carly, I was pretty sure that I was gay. When she walked into my English class on the first day of ninth grade, I had no doubt about it.  
 
    I felt my heart pounding in my chest anytime I glanced in her direction. By some stroke of fate, we were paired up for a project and quickly developed a friendship. Once she was my friend, I willed the heart thumping to stop. It seemed to work until I finally came out to her in the middle of our junior year, and she informed me that she was also gay. Learning that it was no longer a hopeless straight best friend crush made my feelings return ten-fold. For whatever reason, neither Carly nor I dated anyone throughout high school. Well, I knew my reasoning, but never figured out why Carly hadn’t. I had high hopes that just maybe her reasoning was the same as mine.  
 
    We were closer than most best friends I knew. We did virtually everything together, and I couldn’t help but notice that Carly was much more touchy with me than she was with any of our other friends. This was why I had decided that I would tell her about my feelings on the night of our high school graduation. That way, if she didn’t feel the same, we would have the distance between our two colleges (even if it was only an hour) to cool down the awkwardness. It seemed like the perfect plan, especially after I came out to my family and was accepted with open arms. That was until a few days later when Carly came out and received the opposite reaction. When your best friend ends up on your doorstep a few days before graduation with a suitcase in her hands and tears in her eyes, that’s not the right time to tell her that you may be in love with her.  
 
    I figured I’d let some time pass, and if I felt the same way once Carly and I weren’t spending every summer and holiday break under the same roof, I would tell her then. It turned out my feelings didn’t change, but Carly’s life did. After her sister died, she confessed that I was the only family she had left. In that moment, I made a vow to myself that I’d never let my feelings be known to her because I didn’t want to risk her losing anyone else. 
 
    Plus, at this point, I had no reason to believe that Carly would date me and the fact that she was now laughing about it like it was the biggest joke in the world only confirmed that.  
 
    Luckily, she quickly forgot about that joke and the conversation shifted to other topics. As we talked and laughed, I couldn’t stop myself from wondering how long I would have Carly to myself before she found herself another girl. I tried to push those thoughts away, because it hurt to even think about.  
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    “I think I’m falling in love with her.”  
 
    Not even three weeks had passed since Carly’s last break-up and she was already falling deep into another relationship. A serious relationship apparently. Her words on the other end of the phone felt like a dagger to my heart, and for what felt like the millionth time in the past few weeks, I scolded myself for not going to lunch with her the day she ended up meeting the wonderful Diana. If I had just gone, the two of them would have probably never even talked.  
 
    I asked her to repeat herself, praying that I had somehow heard her wrong. In the twelve years I’d known Carly, she never once expressed to me that she was falling in love with anyone. I always knew it could happen, but never considered just how heartbreaking it would be to hear those words.  
 
    I tried to make a joke about sex in order to lighten the mood, but even that backfired on me when I found out that they hadn’t even had sex yet. I couldn’t contain my emotions anymore. This girl was different, and I was starting to realize how hard that was going to be for me. My breathing picked up as the tears started to fall from my eyes. I ended the conversation before she could say anything else and let the phone fall from my grip.  
 
    Instead of picking it back up, I curled into a ball on the couch and allowed myself to cry. Why did this hurt so much? I never planned on confessing my feelings to Carly, so what did I expect? It’s not like she was going to stay single forever, or in her case, for any amount of time. Still, the thought that she could actually settle down and start a life with someone was terrifying. If just hearing those words hurt this bad, what would happen if Carly decided to get married someday? Could I really stand beside her as she promised her life to someone else?  
 
    I snorted out a laugh when I realized how ridiculous I was being. Carly had only said she thought she was falling in love. Planning her future wedding might be jumping the gun. The more I thought about it, the more I regretted hanging up on her so quickly. To Carly, we were best friends. I was her person. I was the one she turned to when she wanted to talk, no matter what the topic, and tonight I had completely blown her off. I wasn’t sure how else I could have handled it though. Breaking down over the phone would have been just as confusing and unfair to her.  
 
    As unfair as it might be, I decided I would give myself the rest of the weekend before reaching out to Carly again. I needed some time to wallow in self-pity before I allowed myself to go back into best-friend mode, which would include apologizing for blowing her off and just maybe, finally, finding a way to move on from this unrequited love.  
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    Making up with Carly was easy. That girl avoided drama like the plague. Moving on was not so easy. It was actually impossible. I tried to distance myself from her, hoping the space might help, or at least keep my heart from breaking even more since I wouldn’t have to continue to hear about just how perfect Diana is.  
 
     Still, two weeks later, when I received a text from Carly in the middle of the night asking me to bring wine and Ben and Jerry’s to her apartment, I immediately did. I knew Carly, and if she was reaching out, it meant she really needed me there.  
 
    As soon as I arrived and saw the sad look on Carly’s face, I pulled her into my arms. I let her melt into me for a few minutes, before letting go and directing us over to her couch so she could tell me what happened. I wasn’t shocked to hear that Carly had experienced the most “mind-blowing sex of her life” earlier since she often liked to give dramatic recaps of her sexual experiences—a personality trait that I wasn’t so fond of. What did shock me was the fact that Diana was married with a child. Out of all of the things that Carly could’ve told me, I certainly wasn’t expecting that. I thought that sort of thing only happened in the trashy TV shows we liked to watch, not to actual people in my life. I wasn’t sure what to say so I went into the kitchen and poured us two glasses of wine and grabbed two spoons for the Ben and Jerry’s. Without saying a word, we both dug into the ice cream. When Carly looked over at me and started to laugh, I couldn’t hold in my laughter, and the two of us lost control.  
 
    It was moments like this, when everything just felt so light and easy between us, that I realized I would never stop being in love with Carly. These moments also showed me just how lost I would be without her friendship and they were the reason that I would never actually voice these feelings to her.  
 
    Once we calmed down, we had a more serious discussion about what was going to happen with the Diana situation. Luckily, Carly agreed that she needed to end things before they went even further. I was happy that she had found out before she was even more hurt by the confession. There was also a selfish part of me that was happy Diana was going to be out of the picture.  
 
    Carly and I spent the next few hours watching television and talking about her parents. When the two of us could barely keep our eyes open anymore, Carly asked if I’d stay over with her. I always considered saying no in these scenarios, but never did in the end. If she needed me, I would be there for her. 
 
     Unfortunately, tonight was one of those nights that she really needed me and as she crawled into bed, she immediately wrapped herself around me. My heart was beating so fast that it was a wonder she didn’t notice. I was very aware of every spot on my body that her body was touching, and it made it hard to breathe. As Carly drifted off to sleep, I settled in for a night of lying awake, trying not to think about what it would be like to guide my best friend’s lips up to mine and share the kiss that I’d been waiting years for.  
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Chapter 23 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    After becoming aware of how much my happiness was dependent on the events in Carly’s life, I decided to give online dating a try. Normally, I would’ve gone right to Carly with this plan, making her sit down with me and tell me exactly what to put on my profile and which pictures to use, but I needed to do this alone. The whole point was to become less reliant on her. The problem was I had no idea how to put myself out there. The few girls I’d dated, I had either met at school or through mutual friends. I didn’t know how to sell myself to some random stranger on the internet.  
 
    After spending an hour typing, deleting, and retyping, I decided I was mildly satisfied with my profile. I looked through the girls in my area and quickly sent a generic message to a few of them without even looking at their profiles. When I came back a few hours later, I’d gotten a few messages in return. One in particular caught my eye. It was from a girl named Tara who told me that she works as a family lawyer and was the same age as me. After sending a few messages back and forth, we decided to meet up for drinks the following Friday.  
 
    When I arrived at the restaurant at 5:00, Tara was already there with a table reserved for us. She stood as soon as she saw me and offered her hand for a stiff handshake. I laughed to myself when I saw that her brown hair was pulled up into a tight bun. I immediately thought of Carly and the teasing I would have to endure from her for having a specific type of girl I always go for.  
 
    Tara was very nice, and the conversation flowed easily between us. We spent most of the meal talking about work and our plans for the future. It was easy to see that Tara was very career- and goal-oriented. She had a timeline of where she wanted her life to be at certain ages and I had to respect that, but there was a voice in the back of my head telling me this wasn’t the type of person I was supposed to be with. I was the serious one. I felt like I needed structure, but in reality, I needed someone who could take the structure out of my life; someone who flew by the seat of her pants and would encourage me to do the same—someone like Carly. I had to keep myself from groaning out loud as these thoughts came to my head because I knew that wasn’t the way to make a good impression on the first date.  
 
    As Tara and I said goodnight, she gave me her cell phone number as well as her office number, telling me that if I wanted a second date, it would be easiest if I set it up with her secretary. That was all I needed to decide there would not be another date. I couldn’t be with someone who was that high strung. It was destined to fail, like all of my other relationships.  
 
    As I drove home that night, it hit me. Why was I dating girls who were the opposite of Carly if I was trying to get over her? I obviously had a type since my feelings hadn’t changed through the years. Maybe the issue was that I was entering into relationships with people I could never be attracted to, giving them no hope of surviving.  
 
    I had a new sense of optimism when I got home and booted up my computer to check my dating profile. I scrolled through the messages I’d received and stopped at one from a girl named Caroline, who intrigued me. Her message was light with bits of humor, and she suggested meeting up for happy hour after work rather than going on a stuffy dinner date. We decided to do the following Wednesday.  
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    I texted Caroline as I drove to the bar to tell her that I was running a few minutes late. When I arrived, I didn’t have a message back, and when I looked around, I didn’t see anyone who looked like the girl in the picture. Suddenly, the door to the bar opened and she walked in, looking completely disheveled. Her blonde hair was sticking in a few different directions, and she patted it down as she walked toward me. She was wearing a suit that looked like it had probably been nice and ironed at the beginning of the day, but was now covered with wrinkles from sitting. Even with all of that, she was still drop dead gorgeous. And when she made eye contact with me and smiled, she became even better looking. Oh yeah. If the feeling in the pit of my stomach was any indication, this was definitely the type of girl I was supposed to go for.  
 
    Once we were standing side by side, Caroline pulled me into a short hug. “Sorry, I’m late and coming in here looking like a hot mess. Wednesdays always seem to take a lot out of me.” She smiled even wider then added, “Which is exactly why I suggested happy hour. What do you say we get some drinks?”  
 
    I ordered a beer while Caroline got a Red Bull Vodka. I had a lot of respect for a girl who could get a drink like that on a Wednesday night. I was surprised to find I had even more respect for that than for someone who had the next ten years of their life planned out.  
 
    “Tell me about yourself, Caroline,” I inquired, as we found two seats at the end of the bar. 
 
    “Well, where do I start? I’m not normally this much of a hot mess. I also only wear outfits like this to work. I’m more of a jeans and sweater type of girl. And probably the most important thing for you to know—I’m not some lush that goes to the bar to get drunk on Red Bull Vodka every night. I actually prefer my drunken nights in, with a bottle of wine and a nice romantic comedy.” She winked at me after she finished, and I had to stop myself from salivating over that gesture.  
 
    When she asked about me, I told her how I spent most of my time either working or with my family. I learned that we both had younger siblings, only she had two sisters and a brother. Most of our time was spent telling funny stories about our childhoods, and work was only brought up momentarily when we both agreed that we loved our jobs, but didn’t want them to take over our lives.  
 
    When the date was over and Caroline told me to text her anytime to set up another one, I knew that I would.  
 
    We developed a pretty consistent back and forth over text messaging and Caroline informed me that she wouldn’t be free over the weekend, but I should let her know if I wanted to get together during the following week at all.  
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    That Monday after I was done seeing patients for the day, I stared at the charts in front of me and considered leaving them and asking Caroline to go for drinks again. Just as I was about to pick up my phone, Carly showed up at the door of my office and asked if she could take me out to dinner.  
 
    After spending the whole meal trying not to cry as Carly confessed that she and Diana were going to move forward with their relationship despite her ongoing infidelity, drinks with Caroline sounded even more appealing. Before I could overthink it, I sent her a text.  
 
    Drinks?  
 
    Within less than a minute, she had responded. Right now? I’m in. Meet me at the same bar from last time in 20? 
 
    Before long, we were back at the same spot at the bar from the other night, picking up right where we left off. For the next hour, I forgot all about the conversation I’d just had with Carly and instead focused on the way Caroline’s eyes glimmered as she talked about her niece that was just recently born.  
 
    Since it was a weeknight, the bar closed early and soon our conversation was interrupted by the bartender giving us our final bills and a look that said he was ready for us to leave.  
 
    “Could I walk you to your car?” Caroline asked when we reached the front of the bar. I nodded, and we continued to walk down the street side by side until we reached my car.  
 
    After a quick hug goodbye, I put my hand on the doorknob, but didn’t budge to open it. Instead, I looked back into Caroline’s inviting eyes and in a move that not only surprised her but also myself, leaned forward and placed my lips against hers. Her lips not only tasted great, but also felt amazing connecting with mine. Soon, I opened my mouth to hers and allowed her tongue to slip in and slide over mine. Kissing her felt like ecstasy, and I completely lost track of the world around me. I ran my hands through her hair and she put her hands on my hips, pulling me even closer. The moment was perfect, except for one thing. I realized that I was no longer picturing the woman in front of me. In my mind, I was kissing a different blonde instead. What the hell, Samantha? Pull yourself together.  
 
    Caroline must have noticed my faltering, because she pulled herself away from me, a concerned look in her eyes. “Everything okay?” she asked shyly.  
 
    “Let’s go back to your place.” The words were out of my mouth before I could even think about what I was saying.  
 
    When Caroline tilted her head questioningly, I fidgeted nervously, running my sweaty hands over the front of my pants. I took a deep breath, but couldn’t look her in the eyes as I said the next part. “I would invite you to mine, but I still live with my parents, embarrassingly enough. I’m just not ready for this night to end.” 
 
    Caroline took my chin in her hands and forced me to look up at her, a sweet smile spreading across her face. “After a kiss like that, there is nothing I want more than to take you back to my place, but are you sure that’s what you want?” 
 
    My mind flashed to Carly once more and I thought about the way she always made excuses about going from one girl to the next by reminding me that the best way to get over someone is to get under someone else. I stopped picturing the way Carly would throw her head back in laughter whenever she said this, so I could focus on Caroline. “I need it.”  
 
    The way Caroline’s sweet smile transformed into a smoldering grin told me that she had taken my words as a come on. “My car’s just around the corner. I’ll drive over here to meet you and then you can follow me.”  
 
    I nodded, but began to scold myself as soon as she started to walk away. What was I doing? Was I really going to go back to her house and… what? Have sex with her? I wasn’t the type of girl to give it up to just anyone, especially in a desperate attempt to erase someone else from my mind.  
 
    Still, when Caroline pulled her car around, I got into my own and followed her.  
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    Once inside her townhouse, I sat on the couch and took in my surroundings. Her walls were a light beige color and the decor had a rustic feel to it.  
 
    Caroline sat down beside me and lifted one eyebrow, a slight smirk on her lips. “Like what you see?”  
 
    When I nodded in response, Caroline put her hand on my knee and started tracing a circular pattern with her fingers, never taking her eyes off of me. “So do I.”  
 
    Goosebumps formed on my arms, but I wasn’t sure if it was from being turned on or nervous. Both of these feelings were fighting with each other deep inside of me, making it hard to think straight.  
 
    Caroline must have noticed my hesitation because her smile dropped, and she removed her hand from my knee. “Are you… okay with this?”  
 
    She sounded so sincere that all I wanted to do was kiss away her worries. Before I could overthink it, I leaned in and did just that. I wasted no time deepening the kiss, desperate to feel connected to her. Desperate to forget about everything else. Everyone else. Soon we were lying vertical on the couch, my body on top of hers.  
 
    I slid a hand underneath her shirt and relished the feeling of her smooth skin beneath my fingers. It felt so right yet so wrong at the same time. No matter how turned on I was, which was a lot at this point, I couldn’t silence the voice in my head telling me this was wrong. So wrong.  
 
    I reluctantly removed my hand and laid my head down on Caroline’s shoulder, embarrassed when tears began to fall. When Caroline realized what was going on, she shifted our positions so we were sitting up, my head still resting upon her shoulder.  
 
    She let me stay like this, running a hand through my hair as she whispered into my ear, “Shh, it’s okay. You’re okay.”  
 
    After about a minute of this, I pulled away and wiped my tears on the sleeve of my sweater. When Caroline looked at me with a mixture of confusion and sympathy in her eyes, I put my head into my hands. “I’m sorry. This isn’t like me. None of this is like me. I don’t hook up with girls I barely know. I don’t invite myself to a girl’s house on our second date. Heck, I’m never the person who makes the first move.”  
 
    Caroline laughed softly. “Yeah. I kind of got that impression.”  
 
    I shook my head and finally looked back at her. “I’m sorry. This is so embarrassing. I’m just dealing with some things right now and you happened to get caught up in it.”  
 
    Caroline placed a lone kiss on my forehead, then pulled back to give me a sweet smile. “Sorry to go all therapist on you, but do you want to talk about it? I happen to be a very good listener.”  
 
    “Promise you won’t think I’m crazy?” 
 
    “I talk to people about their problems all day. I’ve heard it all. Nothing surprises me anymore, so go on. Hit me with your best shot.”  
 
    I took a deep breath, nervous to say the words that I’d never dared to speak out loud up until this point. “I’ve been in love with my best friend since high school. I thought about telling her multiple times, but the moment was never right. Plus, she seems pretty set on dating every girl in this world other than me. She recently started dating someone new and it seems more serious than anything she’s had in the past, and I don’t know how to handle it. To make matters worse, the woman she’s dating is married and has a child. It’s like she’s willing to cross any boundary except the friendship one, and it makes me question myself. I’m the only person in the world that she’ll talk to about certain things, even if I do have to drag them out of her. I feel like I have every single part of her except the part I’ve been dying for, and it’s killing me. I didn’t know how to handle it anymore, and that’s why I decided to try online dating. Which, as you can see, is going really well.”  
 
    Caroline grabbed my hand and rubbed her thumb along mine. “I’m really sorry you’re going through that, but just for the record, I don’t think you’re crazy. In fact, I also happened to start online dating because I’m trying to get over someone I shouldn’t be falling for.” 
 
    When I lifted an inquisitive eyebrow, Caroline let out a long sigh. ”It’s one of my clients. She’s incredibly beautiful, just as much so on the inside as she is on the outside. She’s also gay.” 
 
    When I perked up a bit at the mention of her being gay, Caroline shook her head. “Also incredibly off limits for so many reasons. She’s married and has a child. Plus, she’s my client. That’s a line I couldn’t ever cross, even if her marriage ends, which is sadly seeming more and more likely.”  
 
    “I’m sorry. That must suck.”  
 
    Caroline shrugged her shoulders. “Nothing I can really do but ignore it and move on.”  
 
    “Wish I could give you advice, but clearly I’m in no place to do that. My crush is twelve years strong.”  
 
    Caroline and I both laughed and it felt good to finally have that out in the open. When Caroline stopped laughing, she studied me for a moment. “You know, clearly neither of us are in any place to date right now, but I really enjoy your company and would love to spend more time with you… as your friend. That is, if you feel the same way.”  
 
    I smiled over at her. “I think being friends sounds like a great idea. God knows I could use one right about now.”  
 
    “Well then, friend, if it’s okay, I’m going to go to bed. I can make up the couch for you if you want to stay over.”  
 
    I shook my head and stood up. “That’s okay. I should probably head home so my parents don’t get the wrong idea.”  
 
    Caroline gave me a quick hug before I turned around to leave.  
 
    When I was at the door, I heard her say my name. I turned around to find her looking at me.  
 
    “Just so you know, I bet if you kissed your best friend the way you kissed me tonight, she would forget all about that married woman.”  
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Chapter 24 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    As I stood in front of my mirror waiting for Caroline to arrive for the “double date” I had roped her into, a low growl escaped from my throat. Why did Carly have to be so clueless? I couldn’t be mad at her for falling for someone else, but how did she still not notice how much this hurts me after all of these years?  
 
    My thoughts were interrupted when there was a knock at my front door. I opened the door to find Caroline standing there, looking even better than usual, which was saying a lot since the last few weeks of being friends had taught me that she could look just as good in a T-shirt and sweatpants as she did dressed to the nines. “Wow, you look great,” I said breathlessly.  
 
    Caroline did a twirl, then winked at me. “Figured I should pull out all the stops if we’re trying to get your bestie jealous.”  
 
    “Oh… I’m not… I don’t want her to be jealous. I just wanted you here as backup.” As I said the words, I could feel my face turning red. That is why I had asked to bring Caroline along, isn’t it? Had I subconsciously wanted her to come in the hopes that it would make Carly jealous to see me with someone else? 
 
    I felt a hand on my arm and looked up to see Caroline staring at me. “You’re overthinking this, Sam. Just try to breathe. We’ll get through this night together. I promise.”  
 
    Just a few minutes after she arrived, Carly pulled into my driveway to pick us up. Caroline wiggled her eyebrows at me, as a look of excitement spread across her face. I could tell she couldn’t wait to meet the girl who had somehow held my heart captive for twelve years.  
 
    If Caroline was truly my girlfriend and my feelings for Carly didn’t span beyond friendship, the car ride to the bar would’ve had my heart swelling with happiness. Caroline and Carly immediately jumped into a conversation that turned into them joking around like old friends. I found myself beginning to relax for the first time that night, but unfortunately, that didn’t last very long. As soon as we pulled into the parking lot of the bar, a car pulled in beside us, causing Carly’s face to light up. She jumped out of the car as we reluctantly followed behind her. When we made it over to where Carly had met Diana, we found them enraptured in a pretty steamy kiss. It was then that I realized that in all the time that Carly and I had been friends, I’d never witnessed her kissing any of her significant others. Even though she was always very touchy, she somehow kept the PDA to a minimum with the people she was dating. The sight made me sick to my stomach, but I couldn’t force myself to look away.  
 
    As if reading my mind, Caroline reached out and grabbed my hand. She then leaned in close to whisper into my ear. “You definitely kiss so much better than that,” she joked. 
 
    I laughed at her attempt to cheer me up and was surprised to find that it distracted me from the spectacle in front of me. So much so, that I didn’t notice Diana and Carly had stopped kissing and were now looking over at us.  
 
    When they had our attention, Carly pointed over at us. “Diana, this is my best friend, Samantha, and this is Caroline, her…”  
 
    “Girlfriend,” Caroline cut in quickly and confidently, while stepping forward to shake Diana’s hand, all the while never letting go of mine.  
 
    She was killing this fake girlfriend game, and if Carly’s relationship didn’t have my heart in such a bind, I’m sure I would have found myself falling for her. As I looked over at her now, I wished I could be falling for her. How much easier would life be if that were the case?  
 
    That wasn’t the case though, so I had to spend the next two hours trying to be happy as my best friend made googly eyes at the woman there with her. I had to admit that Diana was nice, but I still hated her. I hated that she wasn’t loyal. I hated that she seemed to be playing games when she had a daughter at home. But, selfishly, what I hated most was the way the love of my life seemed to be falling in love with her. 
 
    After the bar, Carly dropped Caroline and me back at my house. She held my hand as we made our way up the sidewalk, clearly trying to keep up the ruse of us dating. Once we were inside and out of view, she squeezed my hand then let it drop.  
 
    “I hope you don’t think I overplayed that,” she said with a shrug. 
 
    I smiled. “You were perfect. I know this is a messed-up situation, and it was probably wrong of me to ask you, but I really do appreciate you doing that for me.”  
 
    Caroline waved her hand at me. “Don’t even worry about it. I had a nice time. I always wanted to be an actress, and this was my first chance at a starring role.”  
 
    “Well, if being a therapist doesn’t work out for you, I’d certainly say that you have a career in acting. You killed it out there.”  
 
    Our conversation was interrupted by the sound of my phone going off. I looked down to see a text from Carly. 
 
    “Does your girl miss you already?” Caroline asked. 
 
    I rolled my eyes at her. “Carly isn’t my girl. Also, how did you even know that was her?” 
 
    “You have the Carly look on your face.” 
 
    I laughed. “The Carly look?”  
 
    “Yep. It’s the look you get whenever you think about her. It’s kind of a mixture between love struck and constipated.”  
 
    “Gee. Thanks. Anyway, no, she doesn’t miss me. She just asked me to call her if we weren’t spending the night together.”  
 
    Caroline leaned in and kissed me on the cheek. “That’s my cue. Gotta go. Don’t wanna keep you from your girl.”  
 
    “That’s actually exactly what you’re supposed to be doing.”  
 
    “True. But I also need some sleep. Pretending to be your girlfriend is exhausting.” 
 
    When I glared at her, Caroline gave me a hug. “I’ll make you a deal. What do you say I take you out for coffee tomorrow and you can tell me all about how hot Carly thinks your girlfriend is?”  
 
    Before I could respond, Caroline was out the door. 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    Caroline raised one eyebrow as she took a seat across from me at the cafe. “You look like shit.”  
 
    I rubbed at my tired eyes and tried my best to stifle a yawn. “Gee, thanks. Is this how you talk to your clients too?”  
 
    “Nah, I save all of my compliments for you.” The look on her face became more serious as she stared across the table at me. “Seriously though, what’s up? You look like you barely got any sleep.”  
 
    I groaned. “That’s because I didn’t. Between fighting with Carly, coming to Carly’s rescue, and trying to remember how to breathe while she snuggled close to me in bed, sleep didn’t really happen.”  
 
    Caroline put up one hand and shook her head. “Whoa. Back up. You’re going to need to give me more details than that.”  
 
    I sighed as I recalled the events from the night before. “Well, when I called Carly after you left, we ended up getting in a fight. Apparently, I’m not giving Diana enough of a chance. Well, not apparently. I know it’s true. It’s hard though, you know? It killed me to sit at that bar with them last night, but even with all of my feelings aside, I don’t think Diana is right for her. I mean, she’s married for God’s sake. Sure, she’s nice and has an easy-going personality, but I don’t buy all of her woe is me stories about her wife. Who knows. Maybe I’m wrong. For Carly’s sake, I hope I am.” 
 
    I paused only briefly to take a sip of my coffee. “That conversation ended with Carly hanging up on me, which hasn’t happened once in all of the time we’ve been friends. So, of course, I stayed awake waiting to hear from her. I know. It’s pathetic. What I didn’t know was Carly was in the middle of dealing with some really shitty stuff, which triggered a lot that she hadn’t dealt with from the past. So, long story short, she needed me and I was there. Between all of that and the weird moment I thought we almost had, my head is a mess right now.”  
 
    I took another sip of coffee and looked toward Caroline whose eyes were wide at this point. “Sorry. That was a ton of rambling.”  
 
    “It’s no problem at all. I’m more than happy to help you break down and analyze each piece of last night, but first I need to know more about this moment.” She rested her chin on her hand and smiled as if I were about to share hot gossip with her.  
 
    “It was stupid. There was a brief moment in my car when I thought the way Carly was looking at me changed, and it felt like something passed between us. Something more than friendship.” 
 
    Both of Caroline’s eyebrows shot up. “And then what happened?”  
 
    “Her stomach growled, and the moment was over. I’m pretty sure the look I was seeing was hunger. Hunger for food, not for me.” 
 
    “Hmm…” 
 
    “I’m going to need you to elaborate.”  
 
    I watched as Caroline used her finger to trace a pattern along her cup, as if she were deep in thought about what she wanted to say. “I don’t want to get your hopes up over nothing, but I saw Carly’s face when I introduced myself as your girlfriend. Something was off. She wasn’t happy about it.”  
 
    I laughed. “That’s probably because she was pissed that she didn’t find out from me.”  
 
    “It wasn’t anger, Samantha. It was… jealousy.”  
 
    That couldn’t be true. Could it? If Carly was jealous that would mean… no. There was no way. “I’d actually rather not talk about this now. Give me an update on your client.”  
 
    Caroline pursed her lips together at the mention of her crush. “You know I can’t do that.”  
 
    “Just give me an update on your feelings.” 
 
    Caroline put her face in her hands. “They just keep getting stronger, and it’s killing me. Every week I try to talk myself out of it. It’s so wrong and completely unethical to even have these feelings. Even crushing on her feels like I’ve somehow taken advantage of her vulnerability. At this point, it almost feels like the only option is to drop her as my client. I know I should, but that seems so shitty. She’s opened up to me, and the last thing I want to do is let her down. I’m afraid switching therapists would put her back at square one and that’s so unfair.” 
 
    To my surprise, a few tears came to Caroline’s eyes. “I’m just so conflicted. I want to do what’s right, but I’m not sure what that is. I never thought I would be in a position like this. I wish I could turn off my feelings, but I can’t. I feel connected to her in a way I’ve never experienced before. My brain keeps telling me all of the reasons it’s useless to feel this way, but my heart won’t stop. I just want to figure out a way to move on.”  
 
    I nodded my head. I understood that all too well. “If you figure it out, please share the wealth. I’m not sure how I’m supposed to make it through the rest of the holiday season feeling the way I do right now.”  
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Chapter 25 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    The holidays went by fairly seamlessly, even with all of the time I had to spend around Carly listening to her mull over every detail of her relationship with Diana. Some details were positive, while many were negative. Yet, even with all of her concerns, she still didn’t seem to have any doubt that Diana was her future.  
 
    To give my heart a break, I decided not to spend New Year’s Eve with Carly for the first time since becoming friends. It seemed necessary after I had almost confessed to being in love with her on Christmas Eve. She knew I had fallen in love with someone, just not her. When she asked me to describe how it felt, I looked at her, studied the face of the woman who unknowingly had my whole heart, and told her exactly how it felt to be in love with her. I couldn’t even tell you what words I actually said. All I could hear were the words in my head, which I would never speak out loud. It’s you, Carly. All of the feelings. All of the emotions. It’s only you. It’s always been you. It probably always will be. 
 
    This is how I ended up watching the New Year’s Eve countdown on TV with my parents, retreating to my bedroom as soon as midnight struck. For a moment, I regretted turning down Caroline’s offer to go to a party with her, but I couldn’t stand the thought of being around a ton of people.  
 
    Instead, I was spending the very beginning of the new year lying in bed by myself reading. Around 2 a.m., I heard my sister come stumbling into the house and could have sworn I heard Carly’s voice as well. I would have assumed it was my imagination playing tricks on me, if it wasn’t for the text that I received just a few minutes later.  
 
    I was just at your house dropping off your sister. I know you lied to me.  
 
    Shit. Busted.  
 
    Instead of acknowledging the part about me lying, I asked why she picked up my sister. In my defense, it was strange for her to call Carly instead of one of us. My parents and I were always more than happy to pick her up after she had too much to drink. Clearly, Carly wasn’t happy with my response and I received an angry text back in return. I decided it was for the best if I cleared it up in person, so I sent her a quick text telling her I would be over in twenty minutes, then threw on some clothes and a jacket, before heading to her house. 
 
    By the time I made it there, I still had no idea what I was going to say. I started with an apology for lying since that seemed like the logical place to begin. But since I didn’t have complete control over my emotions at the moment, I threw in a snarky comment about how I figured she would be spending the night with Diana. 
 
    Carly looked up at the ceiling, before directing her eyes back to me. “I turned her down so we could spend the night together.”  
 
    Lies.  
 
    “That’s bull and you know it, Carly,” I practically screamed. “So, what’s the truth? She can’t leave the family? Doesn’t want her wife questioning things?” 
 
    With this, Carly admitted that the reason they didn’t spend the night together had to do with more than just me. She then went on to admit that she had started to stalk Diana’s wife. While the social media stalking was no big surprise since we had done that together countless times in the past to a variety of people, the fact that she showed up at a diner that she knew the wife was at had me a bit concerned. I told Carly that I didn’t like the effect that Diana had on her and, before she could respond, added that I couldn’t deal with hearing her talk about Diana anymore.  
 
    Carly looked at me with mass confusion written all over her face. In the past, I probably would have found this look adorable, but tonight it was only serving to piss me off more. She looked like she wanted to say something, but hesitated for a few minutes, before softly stating, “But, Samantha, I don’t understand.” 
 
    Of course she didn’t understand. She never understood. She was never able to just look at me and really see the person standing in front of her. She would never see me the way I wanted her to, the way that I needed her to. All of these thoughts caused my blood to boil and all of my emotions began to spill out. “If you honestly haven’t figured it out by now… God, I just…” I wasn’t sure where I was going with that or what I wanted to do next—admit that I loved her? Pull her into my arms and kiss her? Instead, I headed toward the door of her apartment. I needed to get out of there. “You know what? Never mind. I’m done, Carly.” 
 
    Before I reached the door, Carly grabbed my hand and pulled me back toward her. “Please just tell me, Sam.” 
 
    For a second, the thought of kissing her again came to my mind. Instead, I pulled my arm away from her, tears beginning to sting my eyes. “No, Carly. Open up your eyes and see for yourself. For once, just stop looking at things from that little bubble you’re in. And if you ever figure it out, maybe then we can talk.” I didn’t turn back around to look at her. I knew if I did, it might convince me to stay. Instead, I stormed out of her apartment. 
 
    I was fuming as I made the drive back to my parent’s house and continued to fume as I sat in my room, just staring out the window. I’m not sure how long I sat like that, but it must have been a while since I eventually saw the sun start to rise.  
 
    I waited until 8:00 before heading to my sister’s room and pounding on her door. When she didn’t immediately open it, I stormed in. She slowly sat up in bed, holding her head and staring at me dumbfounded.  
 
    “Jeez, Sam. Can’t you let a hungover girl get some sleep?”  
 
    “Why did you have Carly give you a ride home last night?” I asked, completely ignoring her words.  
 
    Molly massaged her temples and answered without looking up at me. “I was drunk. Honestly, I don’t understand half of the decisions I make after I’ve been drinking.”  
 
    I rolled my eyes at Molly, which she didn’t see since she was looking everywhere in the room except at me. “I know you’re lying to me right now. Thanks to your chosen DD for the night, Carly and I got in a huge fight. The least you could do is tell me the truth. I don’t even know where you were last night.” 
 
    Molly finally looked up at me, guilt present on her face, which made me feel bad since it wasn’t truly her fault that Carly and I had fought. “You know Gina Franklin? The girl who collided with me and caused me to break my leg?” I nodded slowly in response, unsure what she had to do with any of this. 
 
    Molly sighed, then looked up toward the ceiling, continuing to stare at it as she began to speak again. “I was at a party with her. You see… the thing is… I went to that party with her… because…” She took a deep breath, then looked straight at me. “I like her.”  
 
    I felt a slight grin enter onto my face. “You mean you like her like her?”  
 
    Molly snorted at my choice of words. “Dude, don’t make this weird. But yes, to answer your question, I do like her like her. I just haven’t been ready to come out to anyone as bisexual, and then accidentally let it slip to Carly when I was high on pain meds. I really am sorry for causing an issue with you guys though.”  
 
    Any anger I had been feeling melted away with her confession. I moved across the room and sat down on her bed next to her. “You don’t have to be sorry. I’m sorry. I feel awful that you didn’t feel comfortable enough with me to tell me this.”  
 
    Molly shook her head and put a hand on my shoulder. “You don’t have to feel bad. It had nothing to do with you. It was completely about me not being ready to say it.”  
 
    I nodded my head in understanding. It made sense what she was saying. Coming out was a personal journey and it didn’t matter how open, accepting, and loving the people in your life were—the confidence to tell them came from within. “I completely understand, kid.” I draped an arm over her shoulder and pulled her closer to me before continuing. “But take it from someone who has been through it and learned from past mistakes. It’s better to just be honest about your feelings, especially to those you care about.” 
 
    A small snicker left Molly’s mouth and she shook her head as if what I had just said was somehow humorous. “Sorry, sis, but I don’t think you learned from past mistakes. If you had, why have you still not told Carly, or even me for that matter, that you’re madly in love with her?”  
 
    Molly’s words shocked me, and it took me a moment to answer. “That’s completely different.” I cleared my throat a few times then added, “Plus, whoever said that I was in love with Carly?”  
 
    A crooked smile formed on Molly’s face. “Well, for one, you just did. Plus, your eyes say it every time you look at her. I honestly think the only person that doesn’t see it is Carly. Want to know a secret though? She looks at you the exact same way.”  
 
    I scoffed at her words. “Okay, now I know you’re crazy. Carly is always dating other people. Plus, she is currently falling in love with the girl she is dating.” 
 
    Molly laughed again. “Yeah… the girl who looks shockingly similar to you, as did the rest of her exes. You don’t think it’s strange that she only ever dated girls with dark hair and dark eyes?”  
 
    I shrugged my shoulders. “She has a type. So what?”  
 
    Molly continued to shake her head at me playfully, like I was at the butt of a joke I didn’t understand. “My point is that you are her type.”  
 
    I tried not to let her words get to me. There was no way she was right. Even if she tended to like girls who had the same look as me, she never went for anyone who acted like me. “Have you seen the girls that Carly dates? I’m not her type. She likes the absolute messes. Diana’s the best girl she’s dated, and she has a wife and child.”  
 
    Molly took a few steadying breaths then massaged her temples again. “Listen. I know I’m younger than you two and not as close to her as you are, but I can still see that she hasn’t been the same since her sister died. Don’t get me wrong, she’s awesome. I adore Carly. She’s like a second sister to me. But she’s broken. Broken people don’t always do what’s best for themselves, even if deep down it’s what they really want. Broken people tend to miss what’s right in front of them, especially if it’s something that they don’t think they deserve.”  
 
    I watched the sincerity and conviction on my sister’s face as she said those words. She truly believed what she was telling me, but I just couldn’t see it. I was also afraid that if I let myself believe her words even the tiniest bit, it would be heartbreaking to find out that she was wrong.  
 
    Even though I knew it was my fault that Carly and I had gotten in that fight, there was no way that I would be ready to face her anytime soon. I had way too much to think about, and seeing her would only hurt me more.  
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Part IV: World’s Collide 
 
      
 
    Chapter 26: Carly  
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Four days after our fight and I had yet to hear anything from Sam. It wasn’t from lack of trying on my part. I sent her countless texts and all I got back in reply was that she needed time to think. I was confused about how she had lied to me, but somehow I was the one getting the cold shoulder.  
 
    I was trying not to think about it as I lay in bed with Diana, listening to her talk about how hard the past few days had been with her parents. She and Hailey were finally going through with the divorce and for that reason, Diana had decided it was for the best if she moved back in with her parents for now. From what I could gather from the parts of her story I was able to focus on, her parents were not happy about the divorce and blamed the whole thing on her.  
 
    “Where are you right now?” Diana finally asked, bringing me back to reality. “I’ve been kissing your neck for the past five minutes, and you didn’t even notice.”  
 
    I looked into her eyes, feeling guilty about being so far away. “Sorry. I didn’t want to say anything because you have enough going on right now, but I guess I might as well. Sam and I got in a huge fight on New Year’s Eve, and I haven’t heard from her since.” I told her the whole story, as she continued to place kisses along my neck and jawline. When I was done rehashing the events, I shrugged. “I just don’t get it. I can’t figure out what I’m missing.”  
 
    Diana stopped kissing me and seemed to contemplate my words for a moment. “Have you ever thought that maybe Samantha likes you? I kind of got that vibe from her when we met, but blew it off because she had a girlfriend.”  
 
    I immediately scoffed at Diana’s words. “Samantha still HAS a girlfriend and there is no way she likes me. We’ve been friends for almost fifteen years. If she liked me, she would’ve told me by now.”  
 
    I thought back to high school and how Samantha was the first girl I had a legitimate crush on. Sure, looking back, I could pick out girls I had liked before her, but I had never acknowledged those feelings to myself at the time. When Samantha and I first became friends, I had a mind-blowing crush on her. I mean, come on, who wouldn’t? She was sweet and smart and ten times prettier than any of the other girls at our school. She had to have realized I liked her. From the time I met her, I didn’t have any interest in dating anyone else, girls or guys. If she liked me back, all she would have had to do was say something, and I would have been all in. She was the unreachable ideal—the girl who was fun to crush on, but never had the potential of being anything more.  
 
    Of course, that all changed after high school when things went downhill with my family. She became my family and it would’ve been strange if I had kept having a crush on someone who felt like my sister, especially after losing the only sister I had. Plus, like I already established, she didn’t see me as anything more than that either. Diana was wrong. She had to be wrong.  
 
    Speaking of Diana, she was now rolling her eyes beside me. “I don’t know, Carly. I realize I haven’t been a stand-up individual during this relationship, but why would she be so adamantly against our relationship? I hate to say it, but it really does seem like jealousy.”  
 
    “Samantha cares about me. We’ve been through a lot together. She has gotten me through a lot. She just doesn’t want me to get hurt.” My words were much more snippy than I intended for them to be, but her accusation had hit a nerve and honestly pissed me off a little.  
 
    Diana must have noticed because she quickly retracted her words. “Sorry. You’re right. I shouldn’t have said that. I guess I’m just trying to help you make sense of everything, but as usual, failing miserably.” 
 
    I looked over at her for the first time since our conversation started and melted into those dark eyes, immediately forgetting any anger. “You’re not failing. I’m kind of a mess right now. I’d rather you just help me forget about it.” 
 
    Diana lifted a seductive eyebrow. “It would be my pleasure,” she purred as she kissed my neck then licked along my pulse point, making my whole body hum in response.  
 
    I rolled over on top of her and began kissing her desperately. My body was on fire as our mouths moved together in tandem. Then suddenly, a scary realization hit me. I was no longer caught up in the moment with the girl underneath me. The girl who had me so hot and bothered (and frankly much more turned on than I had been in a really long time) wasn’t the girl I was making out with. It was none other than Sam. What the hell? What had Diana’s words done to me? There was no way I was close to getting off by picturing my best friend.  
 
    I opened my eyes to bring myself back to the current moment and focused my attention onto Diana. As I licked down her body, I was careful to keep my eyes on her so I didn’t somehow slip up again. When I reached a particularly sensitive area of Diana’s skin, she bit her lip and opened her eyes to stare down at me. Much to my dismay, it wasn’t Diana’s dark eyes that I was looking into, it was Samantha’s.  
 
    I shook my head and groaned audibly, removing my mouth from Diana’s body. Confusion spread across her face as she continued to stare down at me. “Sorry,” I apologized. “With everything going on between your life and my own, I’m finding it really hard to stay in the moment.” It wasn’t a complete lie.  
 
    Diana pulled me up to her level and motioned for me to lay my head on her chest. “I completely understand,” she said with a sigh, while running a hand through my hair. “It’s a lot.”  
 
    She has no idea. I could only hope these strange feelings would go away before I had to face Samantha at work on Monday.  
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    Unfortunately, two days later when Monday rolled around, I was still unable to completely wipe those thoughts from my head. As if it wasn’t bad enough that I had pictured Samantha when I was with Diana, she’d also crept into my sex dream the night before. It didn’t make sense. I hadn’t had feelings for Samantha since high school, and even at that time, it was just a school girl crush. It felt weird and strange to be having these thoughts about someone I didn’t see that way at all.  
 
    At this point, I had to suck it up and not think into it so much. It was just Diana’s very wrong assessment messing with my head. Things were already going to be awkward enough due to our unresolved fight. I didn’t need this adding onto it.  
 
    When I arrived at work, Samantha wasn’t there yet, but the first patient was. By the time Samantha arrived, I was able to avoid her by acting busier than I actually was. This worked until lunch time, when we both happened to walk into the lunch room at the exact same time.  
 
    “S-Sorry,” I awkwardly apologized. “I, um, didn’t realize you would be here.”  
 
    Samantha’s eyes softened as she looked at me for the first time in a week, and I felt my stomach do a weird flip. “You don’t have to be sorry. You have every right to be here.”  
 
    I nodded my head, but bolted toward the door. When my hand reached the knob, I felt Samantha’s touch on my arm. “I’m sorry about lying to you, and I’m also sorry about the things I said. I didn’t mean it when I told you I was done.”  
 
    I gulped audibly and stared at the spot on my arm where her hand was still resting. Before I could think of how to respond, Samantha continued.  
 
    “But I do need some time. I have a lot of things I need to sort out right now, and I just can’t do that with you around. I know I’ll see you at work, but for now, we can’t spend time together outside of here.”  
 
    I nodded before slipping away. I figured it was best not to push her to talk. I knew she would come to me when she was ready.  
 
    The afternoon dragged by. It didn’t help that the schedule was pretty empty. I was hoping to sneak out early when I heard Phyllis ask Samantha if she minded taking a walk-in patient since we had an opening. Of course, Samantha agreed so I prepared the pre-test room while I waited for Phyllis to bring me the chart.  
 
    “I hope you don’t mind that we took her.” Phyllis giggled, as she handed me the chart. “She’s just the cutest little girl though. Who could say no to that smile? And those freckles?!”  
 
    I rolled my eyes at Phyllis as she left the room. She had yet to have a consult for cataract surgery, so I wondered how she could even see this girl’s freckles. Once she was completely out of the room, I looked down at the chart. I blinked my eyes a few times to see if I was reading the name right. I certainly was, but maybe it wasn’t her. But how many six-year-old girls could there be in this area with the name Ava Smith-Cox? I knew for a fact that Diana was working today since I had seen her briefly during my lunch break. That could only mean one thing.  
 
    I took a deep breath and walked into the waiting room, where I saw Ava and Hailey waiting. “Ava,” I called out, trying to keep my voice as steady as possible. I briefly wondered if Hailey knew who I was and had come here to stalk me like I had done at the diner. As soon as she smiled at me, I knew that wasn’t the case though. This woman had no clue who I was, which almost made me feel even more sick over the situation. I put on a smile and did my best to get through the pre-testing as quickly as possible.  
 
    Halfway through the testing, Ava looked over at Hailey. “Mommy, could we stop at the hospital and see Mama? I miss her.” The little girl missed the pain that entered onto her mom’s face at the question and smiled over at me. “My mama works at the hospital,” she informed me proudly. “She helps sick people feel better.”  
 
    “Oh yeah?” I asked, trying to act as excited as possible. Without thinking, I pulled out my locket that was tucked underneath my shirt and began playing with it. It had always been a nervous habit of mine to play with whatever necklace I was wearing, but I didn’t think about the fact that my current necklace was given to me by this woman’s wife. That was until I looked toward her neck and saw the exact same locket hanging from it. I could just barely make out the engraving on it, which read D+A+H.  
 
    What the hell, Diana? Did she seriously get me the same gift that she got her wife? My gaze must have lingered a moment too long because I watched a look of horror cross onto Hailey’s face as she stared at mine. She looked back into my eyes with questions running through her own. I almost wished she would have been throwing daggers at me. That would have been so much easier to take than the painful, confused look I was receiving.  
 
    I had no idea how I was supposed to react, so I quickly left the room to take the chart to Samantha. More than anything, I wanted to talk to her about what was happening, but I knew I couldn’t. Samantha told me that she needed space, and I had to respect that. My face must have given me away, because as soon as I handed her the chart, she looked down at the name. When realization hit her, she flicked her eyes back and forth between the chart and me. I gave her a look only Sam could possibly understand to confirm that her assumptions were correct, then turned to leave the room.  
 
    She lightly touched my arm just like she had earlier, and when I turned to look at her, I saw concern in her eyes. “Are you okay?” Her voice was tender and soft and the sincerity in it caused chills to run through me. It was nice to know she cared, even in the midst of certain bumps in our friendship. I didn’t want to push though so I smiled appreciatively and nodded my head, before turning around again.  
 
    As I listened to the faint sound of Samantha starting the exam, I wondered what I should do. It felt wrong not to do anything. She clearly knew who I was. But what was I supposed to do? It would be unprofessional to say anything in this setting, and Ava was with her. What was I going to say anyway? Sorry I’ve been screwing your wife. Sorry for being the final nail in the coffin for your marriage. It was so much for than that, but that was all she would hear, no matter what I said. Plus, I was super pissed at Diana and didn’t want to say anything I would regret. But how dare she? The fact that she got me the same gift as her wife made me feel cheap. It made it seem like this was all just a game to her. I sat down at the table in the break room and put my head in my hands. What the hell was I supposed to do now?  
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Chapter 27: Hailey  
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    I sat in the exam room trying to pay attention to what Dr. Phillips was saying, but it was hard to hear her over my own mind. I was silently cursing myself for choosing this day and this location to have Ava’s eyes checked. She recently had a letter sent home from the school nurse suggesting we have her eyes checked and since we happened to be in the area grocery shopping, I decided to stop in to see if I could set something up. I never thought we would get in the same day, and I certainly didn’t think my wife’s mistress would be working there.  
 
    Honestly, I’m not even sure why I chose this complex to go grocery shopping. We had a few stores that were closer to our house, but for whatever reason, I decided to torture myself by choosing the one closest to Diana’s job. I didn’t realize just how much I would be torturing myself though. And to think—I could have gotten out unscathed, never knowing that I was looking right into the eyes of the woman who was tearing apart my marriage, if it wasn’t for the stupid locket. The locket that I had naively felt special to receive. The locket that my wife got for me and her girlfriend.  
 
    As soon as I saw that locket with my wife’s initials carved into it next to another woman’s, I wanted to hate that woman. But for whatever reason, I didn’t. There was so much guilt and confusion in her own eyes, I almost felt for her. Almost. She was still a homewrecker, whether she felt guilty or not.  
 
    My thoughts were interrupted by Dr. Phillips announcing that the exam was complete, and Ava didn’t need glasses. We both laughed when Ava turned up an eyebrow and said, “Are you sure I don’t? Because I’m pretty sure I do. My friend, Becky, has glasses and when I put them on, I can see so much better.”  
 
    Dr. Phillips gave me a look that said she was used to kids playing this game after their friends got glasses, but then her eyes took on another emotion—empathy. Did she also know about my cheating wife? How embarrassing.  
 
    I was completely flustered as I made my way to the front desk to check out and became annoyed when I saw who was waiting to take care of me. I avoided eye contact as I swiped my card and waited for the transaction to go through. As she handed me the receipt, I noticed an envelope underneath it with my name on it. I looked at her one more time, before heading for the door.  
 
    By the time we reached the car, I felt like the envelope was burning a hole in my pocket. I knew I couldn’t take it out and read it in front of Ava without her asking a million questions, so I did the first thing that came to mind. I drove us around the corner to the hospital and told Ava we could go see her mama.  
 
    The first person we ran into upon entering the hospital was Bill. He was a security guard in his late fifties, and I’m honestly not sure who adored him more—me or Ava.  
 
    As soon as he saw us, his face lit up. “Well, would you look at that? Two of the world’s prettiest girls—to what do I owe the pleasure?”  
 
    Before I could say anything, Ava jumped into his arms and began chattering. “We’re here to see my mama. She hasn’t been around much lately, so I miss her. I think my mommy does too, because she seems sad at home without her.”  
 
    I cringed at her words, but luckily Bill didn’t seem to catch on to what she was talking about. He probably thought Ava was saying that because of the long hours Diana works at the hospital.  
 
    “Well, you two are in luck,” he said with a wink. “I just saw your mama heading to the cafeteria. I’m sure she’s still there.”  
 
    I nudged Bill in the side and motioned toward Ava. “Mind taking her down for me? I have to run to the ladies room real quick.”  
 
    He agreed, and I quickly walked in the opposite direction of them toward the bathroom. When I was seated in a stall, I pulled the note out of my pocket and began to read.  
 
      
 
    Dear Hailey, I’m not really sure what I want to say except that I’m sorry. I know that doesn’t mean too much coming from me, but I do sincerely mean it. I guess it’s easier to convince yourself that you’re not doing anything wrong, when you don’t have to put a face to the person you’re hurting. I was able to move forward by convincing myself that you were some kind of monster, but it’s clear that you’re not. You’re a mother trying to make the best life for her daughter, and I’m actually the monster. I’m going to include my number, just in case you need someone to talk to or want to ask me any questions. I’m sure I’m the last person you want to talk to, but I figure it’s the least I can do. I truly am sorry. -Carly  
 
      
 
    I stared at her words for a long time, trying to dissect them. What did any of this mean? I believed her that she was sorry, but she was still the woman that my wife was in love with. She was right about one thing. She really was the last person I wanted to talk to. It wasn’t her fault, and I had a feeling Diana was hurting her almost as much as she was hurting me, but I wouldn’t go down that rabbit hole again. I had no interest in interacting with the woman my wife had chosen over me. I knew there might be a day when it would become necessary if their relationship continued, but now wasn’t the time.  
 
    I took a deep breath before leaving the bathroom and heading toward the cafeteria. I spotted Diana and Ava before either of them noticed me and watched as Ava threw her arms around theatrically while Diana listened intently. When I was just a few feet away, Ava turned and caught sight of me.  
 
    “Mommy! I was just telling Mama all about my trip to the eye doctor!”  
 
    The look on Diana’s face told me that she’d put the pieces together about where we’d been. She quickly looked away from me and back at Ava. “Since you were such a big girl today, I’m going to let you pick out any treat you want. Just use Mama’s card. You can only have one though.” Ava flashed us both a big smile as she took Diana’s hospital ID card from her and raced toward the dessert section of the cafeteria.  
 
    Diana smiled as she watched Ava skip away, but her face dropped when she looked back at me. “Listen, Hailey… I…”  
 
    Before she could say anything else, I put my hand up and shook my head, motioning for her to stop. “Let me talk first please. First off, you need to know I had no idea that Carly worked at Phillips when we went in there. Heck, I didn’t even know her name was Carly until today. I wouldn’t have even known it was her if it wasn’t for…” I paused for a second as I felt myself getting choked up. The last thing I wanted was to cry in the middle of the hospital cafeteria, so I took a few calming breaths before continuing. “If it wasn’t for the locket. For God’s sake, Di, you got us the same Christmas present? How the hell do you think that makes me feel?” 
 
    “I… Well… You weren’t supposed to find out,” Diana said, sounding defeated. “It’s not what it seems like though.”  
 
    I let out a frustrated sigh. “It never is. Is it, Diana?”  
 
    Before either of us could say anything else, Ava was back, holding an ice cream cone that was already dripping all over her hand. She looked up at Diana with her chocolate-covered face. “Mama, do you think I could stay with you at Grandma and Grandpa’s tonight?”  
 
    Diana kneeled so she was on Ava’s level. “Listen. Mama would love that, but she won’t be done with work until very late tonight. How about we do tomorrow night instead?” She paused for a moment and looked toward me. “That is, of course, if your mom says it’s okay.”  
 
    I nodded slightly. “That’s fine with me. Tomorrow sounds great, especially since your mama is working oh so late tonight.”  
 
    Diana easily caught on to the bite in my words and shrugged her shoulders at me. “I really do work until 7:30 tonight. By the time I would get back to my parents, Ava would be going to bed. I’ll be at their house by 5:00 tomorrow, so we’ll have a lot more time together.”  
 
    What she was saying made sense, but I couldn’t help feeling bitter. I knew that her work schedule wasn’t the only thing holding her back from taking Ava. She also had damage control to do tonight, and it made my insides burn knowing she was willing to try so hard with someone else.  
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Chapter 28: Carly  
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    At 8:00, I heard a knock on the door and yelled for the person to come in. I knew it was Diana. She had been texting me since I left work, apologizing profusely about Ava’s eye exam and begging me to let her come over after work so we could talk.  
 
    Apparently, Hailey and Ava had shown up at the hospital following their appointment, and Hailey was rightfully pissed. I wasn’t sure if she’d shown Diana the note I wrote her, but at this point, I didn’t care. There was no reason for me to explain myself to Diana. She, on the other hand, had a lot of explaining to do.  
 
    My thoughts were interrupted by her walking into my bedroom and immediately crawling into bed beside me. Without saying a word, she ran her hand across my stomach and began kissing my neck. Any other time, I would have loved this greeting, but tonight I wasn’t in the mood. I pushed away from her and made sure there was a good foot between us in the bed.  
 
    “You’re mad,” Diana said, more as a statement than a question.  
 
    I scoffed at her revelation. “You think?”  
 
    “Listen, I can explain…” Diana began.  
 
    I laughed, shaking my head. “Let me guess.  That’s the exact same thing you said to Hailey, isn’t it?” When her face fell in response to my joke, I knew my assumption was correct. “Oh my God. You actually did. Seriously, Diana? Are you just living the exact same relationship with two different people?”  
 
    “It’s not like that,” she stuttered, looking a lot less confident than I had ever seen.  
 
    I threw my hands in the air in frustration. “Then what is it like, Diana?”  
 
    Diana sat up in bed and stared down at her hands for a few seconds. When she looked back at me, I could tell she was trying to hold back tears. Part of me wanted to reach out and hold her, but another part wanted to push her even further away. Instead, I just sat still as she started to explain herself.  
 
    “I wanted to get you each something special because you’re both special to me in your own way. I didn’t go shopping with the intention of getting you both the same thing. It just sort of happened because it seemed perfect for both of you. But you have to understand that it means two completely different things. For her, it was all about our past, but with you, it was about our future—a future that I really hope we still have together.”  
 
    I nodded my head. “It definitely makes a lot more sense when you put it that way,” I admitted.  
 
    Diana’s face lit up at my words. “So, does that mean you forgive me? We’re going to be okay?” she asked, while grabbing my hand.  
 
    I didn’t pull my hand away, even though I wanted to. I’m not sure what made Diana think this would be that easy. “I do forgive you for the locket.” When her grinned widened, I shook my head. “Let me finish. I might forgive you for that, but I still have a lot of concerns.”  
 
    I watched Diana’s face fall again, as she pulled her hands away from me. “Okay… And what are those concerns?” she asked tentatively. 
 
    “I need you to be completely honest with me about your relationship with your wife.” 
 
    “But I’ve always been…” Diana let her words trail off when I glared over at her. “What do you want to know?” 
 
    “The truth, Diana. I honestly don’t know what it is anymore. You’ve always made your wife out to be some kind of monster. But that lady that I saw in… today. The lady that I saw today seemed like anything but that.” I cringed at myself for almost mentioning the diner.  
 
    Diana’s face twisted in confusion, as she pulled away from me a little more. “I never made my wife out to be a monster. I’ve always been very honest about the fact that I still care deeply for her. Why would I feel that way about someone who was terrible?”  
 
    She did have a point. Technically, she had never made any comments about her wife being mean or heartless. I almost started to retract my statement until I thought about everything she did tell me in the past. She may not have said her wife was bad, but that’s how she painted her out to be. “I don’t know, Diana. I guess I said that wrong. Maybe I made her out to be a monster because it made me feel a little less sucky about what we were doing. But you have to admit that the things you did tell me doesn’t make it seem like such a stretch. I was picturing the type of person who would threaten to take your daughter away from you and kick you out of your own house even though she wasn’t ever willing to make the relationship work. How much of that is even true? Because the lady I met didn’t strike me as that type of person, but then again, I might be a really bad judge of character.”  
 
    Diana winced at those last words, and I could tell they hurt her, so I finally reached over and grabbed her hand. “Just tell me the truth, please.” 
 
    Diana took a deep breath and blinked back a few tears. “I’m not sure if I said that exactly, but no, my wife never actually threatened to take my daughter away. I just worried because she could.”  
 
    I shook my head and withdrew my hand again. “When you came to stay with me before Christmas, had she really kicked you out?”  
 
    Diana groaned at this question and I could see her face hardening a bit. “She told me she needed space so she could think. But what difference does it make?”  
 
    “It makes a big difference, Diana! She had just found out you were seeing someone else. Of course she needed space. That’s completely different than kicking you out of your own house, even though I’m honestly starting to believe you deserved that.”  
 
    Anger flashed onto Diana’s face as she hopped out of the bed. “Don’t you dare put this all on me. You knew I was married. You knew I had a daughter. And you still decided to go through with it. You’re not completely innocent in all of this.”  
 
    I could feel my anger building in response to her words. “You think I don’t realize that? I feel awful about it. I always have. But I thought we had something special.” I took a deep calming breath before continuing. “You’re nice and funny and our sexual chemistry is off the charts. Not to mention the fact that we have both had to deal with parent issues.” I paused for a moment as my own words registered in my mind. “Wait… do you have issues with your parents? Do they even actually care that you’re gay?”  
 
    Diana put both hands up in the air like she was proclaiming her innocence. “Whoa. I never said that my parents have an issue with me being gay. I said that we don’t see eye to eye. If you assumed that’s what I meant, then that’s on you.”  
 
    “And what don’t you see eye to eye on, Diana?” I asked accusingly.  
 
    “They don’t agree with how I treat my relationship with my wife. There! Are you happy? I said it. Now you can make me out to be the monster.” At this point, Diana’s words were coming out much louder than normal. 
 
    I just shook my head and laughed a little. “You always have to play the victim, don’t you?” 
 
    “Whatever, Carly. So my parents didn’t kick me out when I came out to them. They did quite the opposite, honestly. They’ve always accepted me and Hailey with open arms, but that doesn’t mean that we don’t have problems. Everyone has been so hard on me ever since…” Diana immediately stopped talking and her face turned a ghostly white.  
 
    “Ever since what, Diana?” I arched my eyebrow at her.  
 
    She looked toward the ground, her demeanor going from one of anger to one of embarrassment. “Ever since my wife caught me cheating on her two years ago…”  
 
    I narrowed my eyes at her and bit back my tears. I refused to let her see me cry. “You mean this is the second time you cheated?”  
 
    Diana continued to look at the floor as her face became more and more red. “If I’m being honest, it’s actually the third time…”  
 
    “That’s just great, Diana. So, that’s all I am. I’m just another person you can have your sick fun with behind your wife’s back. Were you ever actually planning on leaving her?”  
 
    Tears started to stream from Diana’s eyes again. “Of course I was. We are done. We have been for a long time. I didn’t lie about that. And I never lied about my feelings for you. I’m in love with you, Carly.”  
 
    “I can’t do this anymore, Diana,” I just barely whispered. “God. Samantha was right. I should have listened to her.” 
 
     Diana looked up at me and wiped her tear-drenched face with the sleeve of her sweatshirt. “So, that’s what this is about, isn’t it? I should’ve known you would choose her.”  
 
    What the hell? “What is that supposed to mean, Diana?”  
 
    She gave me the slightest hint of a smile. “Forget it. Let’s just say that I’m not sure either of us were going to be able to give ourselves fully to the other person.” She slowly walked to the other side of the bed where I was now standing and reached her arms out toward me. I reluctantly accepted and she pulled me tighter, while placing a gentle kiss on my forehead. “I do love you, Carly. I’m sorry I couldn’t bring you the happiness that you deserve.”  
 
    I gave her one more squeeze before letting her go and watching her walk away. I didn’t have a lot of time to contemplate what had just happened or how I felt about it because within a few minutes, a call came through from my mom. “Honey,” she said weakly. “Could you plan on spending some time with me this week? I don’t think I have much…”  
 
    I immediately agreed, and as soon as I awoke the next day, I headed to my parents’. As soon as I arrived, I knew my mom wasn’t exaggerating on the phone. She was lying on the pull-out couch in the living room since she was too weak to make it up the stairs. I made my way toward the bed and her outstretched hand. When I reached her, she motioned for me to lie down beside her. It felt strange. The last time I had done this was when I was in middle school and was upset about some girls being mean to me about who knows what.  
 
    My thoughts were interrupted when I heard my dad clear his throat. “I’m going to give you guys some time. Just holler if you need me.”  
 
    I nodded my head then turned back to my mom, who promptly reached out and grabbed my hand. She slowly turned her head so she was looking at me, and that’s when I realized there were tears in her eyes.  
 
    “Carly…” she whispered. “I’m so sorry.” I shook my head slightly to tell her that she didn’t have to go down this road, but she gave me a look in return that told me I needed to let her talk. “I wish I could say I was leaving this world without any regrets, but I have so many, and they all involve you and your sister.” She took a moment to catch her breath since even speaking had become hard for her at this point. “I might not understand, but I don’t care if you’re gay. I should’ve never turned my back on you. I wish… I wish I could go back and live the past ten years over again. I wish I had time to make it up to you, but I don’t, and I’m so sorry.”  
 
    I closed my eyes, willing myself not to cry. I opened them again when I heard my mom sob.  
 
    “It’s not your fault what happened to your sister. I don’t blame you. I never did.”  
 
    Instead of saying anything, I squeezed her hand and moved closer to her, closing my eyes and letting myself drift to sleep. I woke a few hours later to the feeling of my dad’s hand on my shoulder. I opened my eyes and blinked a few times to bring him into focus.  
 
    “I’m going to make dinner. Would you like to stay?” His voice was flat, but I could tell by the look in his eyes that he was begging me to say yes. Part of me wanted to, but this had already been a lot to handle, and I didn’t think I could take it anymore.  
 
    I shook my head. “I better go.” When I saw the sadness in his eyes, I quickly added, “But soon. I promise.”  
 
    I got out of bed and walked over to the side my mom was on. When I grabbed her hand, she opened her eyes slightly. I stared into those eyes and squeezed gently on the hand in mine. “Bye, Mom.” When her eyes shut again, I leaned down and placed a kiss on her forehead, then whispered, “I forgive you. Please give her a hug for me.” I turned around before I could see her reaction and made my way out of the house.  
 
    Once I was in my car, my first thought was to go see Samantha. I needed her so badly, but knew I couldn’t. She needed space, and I needed to respect that, no matter how bad it hurt. Instead, I drove to a small bar in town and posted myself on one of the many open stools.  
 
    Three very strong drinks in, I felt someone sit down in the chair beside me.  
 
    “Vodka Red Bull, please. And make it a strong one, Ron. It was a long day.” 
 
    “Cheers to that,” I slurred, lifting my drink to the girl next to me.  
 
    The girl smiled over at me, before a look of surprise entered her face. “Carly? Are you okay?”  
 
    I stared at her for a beat before she came into focus, and I realized it was Caroline sitting beside me. “I’m great,” I said with a laugh. “My mom is dying, I just broke up with my girlfriend, and my best friend hates me, but I’m sure you know all about that last one.”  
 
    “You and Diana broke up?” Caroline asked, ignoring the last part of my rant.  
 
    “Yep. Good riddance. Another mistake. They’re always a mistake.” I knew I was saying much more than I would have if I hadn’t been drinking but I was sufficiently sloshed and couldn’t stop myself. “Poor Hailey,” I continued. “Poor little Ava Smith-Cox. I hope I didn’t hurt them. I wish I could forget the pain on Hailey’s face when she realized who I was. All she wanted was to get an eye exam for her adorable daughter, and I even had to ruin that. But alas… that’s what I do. Ruin things.”  
 
    With this statement, Caroline’s eyes widened. “Did you say Hailey? Hailey Smith? That is Diana’s wife?” I nodded slowly and gave her a questioning look. “Forget about it,” Caroline said quickly. “Just trust me when I tell you that you can do much better than Diana Cox.”  
 
    After a few minutes of silence, Caroline looked over at me again. “Samantha mentioned that your mom was sick. Has she gotten worse?”  
 
    “Have you ever walked away from someone and just known it would be the last time you ever saw them alive? Like some sort of premonition or sixth sense?”  
 
    Instead of answering, Caroline reached out and put her hand on mine. “You should call Samantha. You need her right now.”  
 
    I shook my head. “Absolutely not. She said she needed space.”  
 
    Caroline sighed at my stubbornness. “I know that. But you need her. I know for a fact she would be there for you.”  
 
    I felt my shoulders drop at her words. “I know she would too, which is exactly why you can’t tell her. It wouldn’t be fair. Samantha is a good person and for once, I need to not be selfish.”  
 
    Caroline grabbed my half-empty fourth glass and moved it beyond my reach. “At least let me drive you home.”  
 
    I reluctantly agreed and the two of us rode in silence as I focused on not throwing up in her car. When we arrived at my apartment, Caroline helped me out of the car and directed me into my apartment and onto my bed. She left the room and came back a few minutes later with a glass of water and two Tylenol. “Please take the pills and drink all of that water, and there’s a slight chance you might not wake up with a massive hangover.”  
 
    I did as she said and once the water was gone, I opened my mouth to finally speak. “I miss her so much,” I confessed.  
 
    Caroline tilted her head at me. “Diana?”  
 
    “No. Samantha. I’m not exactly sure what I did, but I know I really messed things up.” I tried to stop the next words from leaving my mouth, but couldn’t. “Samantha is amazing. You’re so lucky she’s your girlfriend.”  
 
    Caroline gave me a look that I couldn’t read and without saying another word, turned to leave my room. Before she was fully out the door, she turned back toward me. “Samantha isn’t my girlfriend. She never was. You really should talk to her, Carly.”  
 
    Before I could question her, she was gone. I was trying to comprehend what she’d just said, but my head was already pounding, so instead I allowed myself to drift off to sleep.  
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Chapter 29: Hailey  
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Caroline looked as exhausted as I felt when I arrived at our Wednesday afternoon therapy session. “Long night?” I asked, as I sat down.  
 
    “You have no idea,” she said, while lifting both eyebrows in the air.  
 
    “Want to talk about it?” Caroline probably assumed this question was my attempt at avoidance, but I sincerely wanted to know if something was bothering her. At this point, I saw her more as a friend than my therapist. Unfortunately, she probably saw me as nothing more than a client and for whatever reason, that simple fact hurt more than it should.  
 
    A small, but sincere smile settled onto Caroline’s face as she looked down at the notepad in front of her. There was also a slight pink hue that developed on her cheeks. Was that blush? No, there was no way. I knew one thing though. The thought of my question causing her to blush made butterflies flutter in my stomach. There was no denying it, no matter how badly I wanted to. That’s when it hit me—I had a crush. I’d developed a crush on a woman other than my wife and although that fact was a bit unsettling and I knew it was a crush that couldn’t go anywhere, it still felt strangely satisfying. It was nice to know that it was possible to feel even the tiniest bit toward someone else. It was a step in the right direction, a small step, but still something. 
 
    “That’s sweet, but today is about you,” Caroline answered, interrupting my thoughts. “Speaking of… How are you doing? Any new developments in the divorce process or your wife’s affair?” As she looked at me, something in her eyes made me feel like she already knew what I was going to say, but that was completely crazy.  
 
    I took a deep breath before beginning my story. “I met the other woman two days ago. I don’t want to go into details about where because I’m not about calling anyone out, even in this setting, but it was extremely coincidental.” I stopped talking when I realized Caroline’s face had twisted into a look of concern that I couldn’t quite read. Not that I could read most of her looks, but this felt different.  
 
    I watched as Caroline tapped her pen nervously a few times, before regaining eye contact with me. “Listen, Hailey, I’m not sure how to say this without crossing some sort of line, but I’m going to try.” She looked up toward the ceiling like she was trying to find the right words. I knew the words that I found myself wishing she would say weren’t the ones that were about to come out of her mouth, but I was still shocked at what did. “Let’s just say that I’m friends with a certain eye doctor in town who is right around our age and happens to have a best friend who means well, but doesn’t always make the best decisions… especially when it comes to who she dates.”  
 
    I felt a lump in my throat as I stared at Caroline in misbelief. Her eyes were soft and caring as she continued, causing a whole new group of butterflies to take flight in my stomach. “I didn’t know about the connection until recently… Well, until last night to be exact. I don’t really want to go into more detail than that since it wouldn’t be very professional of me. But I just… didn’t feel right not sharing that with you.” Our eyes remained locked for a moment longer than usual, and I could have sworn I felt something between us—almost like a spark. I hadn’t felt anything like that for years and had pretty much convinced myself that sparks like that didn’t actually exist.  
 
    I quickly shook these thoughts from my head and continued to tell Caroline the story of Ava’s appointment, the locket, the letter, and my argument with Diana following all of this. Caroline’s eyes were wide by the time I finished.  
 
    “And how do you feel about all of this?” she asked, jumping right back into therapist mode. 
 
    I rubbed my temples, trying to determine how I felt at this point. “I don’t know. Numb? Exhausted? I honestly just want all of this to be over. For once, I’m starting to feel relieved that the divorce will be going through shortly. I never thought it would be like that. I figured I’d want to fight until the bitter end, but I’m too tired to fight anymore. It’s over. It’s been over for a really long time, and I’m finally coming to terms with that.” 
 
    Caroline nodded her head. We spent the rest of the session talking about tactics to help with the moving on process and how to essentially start a new life. By the time we were done, I felt even more exhausted, but at the same time, a bit lighter. When I was about to open the door to leave, I felt a hand on my shoulder. I turned to find Caroline standing much closer to me than I expected, causing my breath to hitch. 
 
    “Sorry to scare you. I just….”  She looked down at the floor as if looking at me was too hard. “I hate to do this, but I don’t think I can be your therapist anymore. I’m too involved in all of this. I feel terrible because it’s not your fault at all, but it wouldn’t be ethical for me to keep seeing you given all I know.”  
 
    “Are… Are you sure?” Caroline had done so much for me the past few months and the thought of no longer having our weekly sessions hurt me for multiple reasons. 
 
    Her eyes finally met mine and the look of sadness I saw seemed to match what I was feeling. “I am sure and I can’t apologize enough for that. I never meant for this to happen. I never meant to… I didn’t know that our lives overlapped so much, and I stumbled across that information unintentionally. I’d be happy to recommend a few therapists we have here who I think you would really like.” She reached into her pocket and pulled out a business card. “I also wanted to give you my personal number in case you needed to talk at all. I know I’ve said this a few times already, but I feel really bad. I don’t want this situation to make you feel like I’m abandoning you. You can call or text me… anytime.”  
 
    My fingers brushed hers as I took the card, and the sparks from earlier returned. I could have sworn I noticed her flinch from the touch, almost as if she had felt it too. 
 
    “Are you sure this is all about who you know and not anything else?” I asked, feeling bold.  
 
    “I… Just take care of yourself, Hailey. You deserve to be happy.” 
 
    The fact that she didn’t give me a straight answer gave me the impression my feelings weren’t one-sided. Even though it wasn’t going anywhere and I was disappointed that I had to find a new therapist, I still felt giddy as I left the session. That giddiness went away when I looked at my phone and saw Diana had called. Once in the car, I listened to her voicemail over Bluetooth.  
 
    “Hey there, Hail. I hope you’re doing well. You’re probably at your counseling session right now, and I truly hope you’re getting what you need out of that. Anyway, I was wondering if we could get together tonight to talk. My parents said Ava could stay at the house with them. I know I don’t deserve it, but please meet with me. It would mean a lot. Okay, well I better go. Ava is ready to start her homework. Bye, Hail. I… I love you.”  
 
    What the hell? Hail? I love you? Diana hadn’t spoken to me like that in years, probably since immediately after her last affair when she was trying to get back in my good graces. I worried what angle she was playing at, but couldn’t help but wonder what she had to say, so I drove the car straight to her parents’ house.  
 
    I took a deep breath before ringing the doorbell. After just a few seconds, her mom was at the door. “Hailey! Sweetheart! What are you doing ringing the doorbell? You’re family! No matter what, you always will be.”  
 
    Mrs. Cox’s words brought a slight smile back to my face, until I remembered why I’d come. “Is Diana here?” I asked softly.  
 
    Mrs. Cox’s face dropped just a bit in response to my tone. “Yes, dear. Let me get her. If you don’t mind, I’ll just have you stay right here. If Ava realizes you’re here, you’re going to be in for a game of twenty questions, and the two of you will never get a chance to talk.”  
 
    A few minutes later, Diana came around the corner, already wearing her jacket. She motioned toward the door, and I followed her outside. “Sorry for the sneakiness,” she apologized once we were a few feet from the house. “I didn’t want Ava’s homework to get interrupted.”  
 
    “I understand,” I answered flatly. “So, what’s up, Diana? What do you want to talk about?” 
 
    Instead of acknowledging my question, Diana made a beeline toward her car in the driveway. “Are you hungry? I figured you didn’t get a chance to eat yet and thought maybe we could go to Nick’s?” Nick’s was the pizza place where Diana took me on our first official date in high school. Now I knew she was up to something.  
 
    “I think we should just talk, Diana.” I hoped the tone of my voice and the stern look I was giving her was enough to tell her she should stop whatever she was trying to pull.  
 
    “Okay, then we’ll just go for a drive,” she answered softly, looking surprisingly defeated. 
 
    I followed her to her car and allowed us to ride in silence for a few minutes before I finally spoke up. “Diana, could you please just tell me what it is you want to talk about?”  
 
    She drove about another mile in silence, before pulling her car into an abandoned area of a large shopping complex. “Sorry. I wanted to be able to focus for this talk.” She turned toward me and placed her hand on top of mine. “I’m really sorry for hurting you, Hailey. You don’t deserve it. You deserve the world. I’ve put you through so much, and you’ve stuck by me. I’ve been thinking about it a lot lately, and I’m not so sure if we should move forward with the divorce just yet.”  
 
    The thumb of her hand that was on top of mine was now tracing a pattern along my hand and all I wanted to do was pull it away. “What are you trying to say, Diana?”  
 
    She stopped moving her thumb and squeezed my hand as she looked at me in a way that she hadn’t in a really long time. It was a look that would have put my stomach into knots in the past, but right now, it just had me feeling repulsed. “I think we can work this out.” A satisfied smile crossed onto her face, and I knew those were the words she had been dying to say all night, but for once they weren’t the words I wanted to hear.  
 
    I wondered where they were coming from until suddenly it hit me. “She dumped you, didn’t she?”  
 
    Instead of replying, she looked at me dumbfounded.  
 
    “Carly. She dumped you and that’s why you’re crawling back to me.” I couldn’t help but laugh at the ridiculousness of our situation. “Well, good for her. She deserves better than you… And so do I.”  
 
    A deflated look came into Diana’s eyes as my words registered and I pulled my hand away from hers. I knew it was harsh and I did feel a little guilty, but she had to hear it. For once, she needed to truly hear me. 
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Chapter 30: Samantha  
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Eleven days… We were only eleven days into the new year, and it honestly felt like half a year had passed by. Not talking to Carly was so much harder than I expected, especially when I still had to see her at work over the past week. It certainly didn’t help that, even though she tried to hide it, I could tell she was having a really hard time, and I had a feeling it went well beyond what was going on between us. There were so many times that I had picked up the phone to call her or considered calling her into my office at work, but I always decided against it. I needed Carly in my life, but I also needed to figure out how that was possible if my feelings for her continued.  
 
    Luckily, I wouldn’t have to think about that tonight since Caroline was coming over for a wine and movie night. Just a half-hour after her arrival, we had ourselves situated on my parents’ couch with a bowl of popcorn, a bottle of wine, and a romantic comedy. It didn’t take me long to realize that Caroline was much more into something on her phone than the movie we were watching, so I paused it and raised an eyebrow at her.  
 
    “Anything you want to share?” I asked. “Like, who it is that you’re texting because they are clearly much more interesting than this movie.”  
 
    Caroline’s face took on a look of guilt like she’d just gotten caught doing something she shouldn’t be. “Oh… umm… it’s just one of my clients. She’s kind of going through a tough time right now.”  
 
    I couldn’t help but laugh at her words. “I mean… isn’t that kind of all of your clients?”  
 
    “Well, yeah I guess so,” Caroline conceded. “But this is different because she’s at the peak of everything right now.”  
 
    The slight blush that had surfaced on Caroline’s face allowed me to catch on. “Oh, you’re talking about the client, aren’t you?” I could feel my lips curve into a smile at Caroline’s expense.  
 
    Caroline put her face into her hands, before slowly looking back up at me. “Please don’t give me that look,” she groaned. “I swear that I’ve done this for clients in the past, and if there’s anyone who could use another friend right now, it’s her. Her wife has been cheating on her even though they have a kid and now they’re finally going through with the divorce and she had a bit of a situation this week that made it all even harder on her. Plus, she’s technically not my client anymore. I told her I couldn’t see her anymore. I’m already more involved in this than I should be, and it goes well beyond my feelings for her. And now I’ve said way too much. This is a complete breach of confidentiality and not professional of me at all, which means I need to stop talking and also need to stop drinking this wine.”  
 
    Caroline’s words were now coming out at a mile a minute, and I had no idea why she was getting so upset. She talked to me about clients in the past. As long as she didn’t mention any names or revealing details, I’m not sure why it was an issue. I had no way of knowing who this woman was, unless… That’s when a flashback came to me. The night that Carly and Caroline met, Caroline had said she had a client that was in a very similar situation to Diana’s only she was the one being cheated on. I ran back through what she had just said and it all clicked—cheating wife, going through a divorce, an upsetting situation, and Caroline’s connection—her client was Hailey Smith, Diana’s wife.  
 
    Caroline must have seen the realization hit me because she immediately began to shake her head. “Don’t ask me what I think you’re about to ask me. I’ve already said way too much. Please just leave it where it’s at.”  
 
    “Okay, but how are you? Now that you’re not her therapist anymore, are you going to pursue this?”  
 
    Caroline shook her head. “I couldn’t do that. She’s dealing with a lot right now and is super vulnerable. I would feel like I was taking advantage of the situation if I pursued her after everything she’s told me during our sessions.” 
 
    “So, what? You just don’t get to be happy? And what about what Hailey wants? Are you really taking advantage of her if she wants this too?”  
 
    “I never said it was Hailey. Remember?” 
 
    “Right. Sorry. Your client. What about what she wants?” 
 
    Caroline sighed. “I don’t know what she wants. Honestly, I’m not even sure if she knows what she wants, and I can’t blame her for that. This is a confusing time for her. What she needs is a friend. Yeah. It sucks. I haven’t felt this way about someone in a really long time. I wish things were different, but such is life.” 
 
    “I just don’t think you should completely write it off as a possibility. Sure, it’s not how you wanted to start a relationship, but I think you should give her a chance to decide what she wants. I don’t want you to miss out on something really great just because you’re convinced it could never happen.”  
 
    To my surprise, Caroline laughed. “Funny. I could give you the exact same advice.”  
 
    Before I could question what she was talking about, I was interrupted by the sound of a text coming through on Caroline’s phone. She looked down and her face contorted into something I couldn’t read. “So, is that her?” I asked simply, trying to breach the subject as carefully as possible.  
 
    “No,” she answered nervously. “It’s Carly.”  
 
    “Carly?” I practically screamed. “You mean my Carly? Like my best friend? You have her number? Since when do you guys talk? I thought you only met her that one time.”  
 
    “Okay. Don’t kill me for not telling you this sooner, but I ran into her on Tuesday night. She was having a hard time and drank too much, so I drove her home. She asked me not to tell you because she wanted to respect your wishes and knew you would’ve dropped everything if you knew she was hurting. I gave her my number in case she needed someone to talk to, but this is the first I’ve heard from her.”  
 
    “So, what is she texting you about?” I asked impatiently. 
 
    Instead of answering, Caroline handed me her phone and I looked down at the open text message. My mom’s funeral is tomorrow. She ended up passing away on Tuesday night. I’m not sure why I’m telling you this, but I honestly didn’t know who else to talk to.  
 
    I passed the phone back and rubbed my temples. “I don’t get it. Why can’t she talk to Diana?”  
 
    Caroline squinted one eye as she looked back at me. “Here’s another thing I’d really like you to not kill me for keeping to myself. Carly broke up with Diana on Monday night.”  
 
    Any resentment I had toward Carly quickly slipped away as those words settled. Shit. I should’ve been there for her. She shouldn’t feel like she has to go through this alone. I felt so selfish for worrying about my feelings, while Carly was going through so much. “Caroline,” I said sternly. “I need you to find out everything you can about the funeral.”  
 
    By the next morning, I had all of the details worked out, and my family and I headed toward the funeral home. Caroline had found out there would be a viewing, followed by a funeral and then a little get together back at Carly’s dad’s house, and my family planned on attending all three. When we walked into the funeral home, my eyes immediately found Carly standing up front with her dad and a few other people I didn’t recognize. I said my condolences to the unknown relatives and then found myself face to face with Carly. She was wearing a loosely fitting knee length black dress and although she wasn’t crying or looking visibly upset for that matter, she still looked extremely tired, which for Carly meant she was barely holding it together. When she realized it was me standing in front of her, she pulled me into a tight hug. It only lasted a few seconds before she pulled back and stood up straight, avoiding eye contact with me.  
 
    “Thanks for coming,” she whispered, while staring at the ground.  
 
    I lifted her chin and forced her to look at me. “Of course, Carly. I’m here. I’m not going anywhere.”  
 
    Her lips curled into a slight smile, and I took that as a good sign. I slipped away without saying another word and took a seat a few rows back with the rest of my family. I couldn’t focus on the actual funeral. I just kept staring at Carly’s back. She sat up straight and didn’t seem to react to anything going on around her. When her dad stood to speak, I saw him reach out a hand like he was about to grab hers, but he quickly and, rather awkwardly, retracted it.  
 
    After the funeral ended, we headed over to the house. As soon as we arrived, my eyes searched for Carly, but when I didn’t find her, I decided to let it be. She probably needed some space and didn’t need me pouncing on her. I tried to relax and hold a conversation with my sister, but once a half-hour passed without a sign of her, I began to get worried, so I set out to find her. It didn’t take long before I found her up in the room that used to belong to her sister. Unlike Carly’s room, which I remembered her telling me was now a home office, her sister’s room was untouched. Everything was in the exact place she had left it before passing away. Carly was sitting on the edge of Callie’s bed, her elbows resting on her knees and her face in her hands. By the way she was shaking, I could tell she was crying. I carefully made my way over to her and gently placed a hand on her shoulder. When she looked up at me with bloodshot eyes, I kneeled down in front of her so we were on the same level.  
 
    “Hey, hey,” I soothed, while running one hand through her hair. “It’s okay. You’re going to be okay. I’m right here.”  
 
     Carly closed her eyes and began to speak without opening them. “My mom apologized for everything. The day she died—she told me that she was wrong and that she doesn’t care that I’m gay. Do you know how many years I waited to hear her say that?” I noticed how her jaw started to tighten as she spoke. “I waited so long to hear that and she tells me hours before she dies. It’s like some sick joke, and I’m so mad at her and I’m so mad at Callie for choosing to leave me. But mostly I’m just mad at myself now because I’m still here and they aren’t. I shouldn’t feel angry at them. What kind of monster gets mad at the dead?”  
 
    I put one of my hands on each of Carly’s cheeks and forced her to stay this way while I spoke. “You can’t blame yourself for what you’re feeling. It’s a lot to process and you’re sad and you’re confused. But you don’t have to feel guilty. You did nothing wrong. You’re not a monster. You’re… you’re perfect.”  
 
    With these words, Carly’s eyes finally opened and she looked at me the same way she had looked at me in the car, after I picked her up from the hospital. Only this time, nothing interrupted our moment. I continued to stare into her eyes and to my surprise, I felt myself moving closer to her. It was beyond my control, and I was a prisoner to my own body and to this moment. When my lips were just inches from hers, I closed my eyes and let the magnetism between us pull me in the rest of the way. When I felt our lips connect, it felt like a thousand fireworks were being shot off inside of my body. That’s when the weight of the moment finally hit me. I was kissing Carly. The one thing I’d dreamed about my whole life was happening, but I couldn’t even tell if she was kissing me back. Come to think of it, I was almost positive she wasn’t.  
 
    I quickly pulled my lips away and stood up. Before she could say anything, I ran out of the room and immediately left the house. What the hell had I just done?  
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Chapter 31: Carly  
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    What the hell just happened? One moment Samantha was consoling me and the next, her lips were on mine. What was even more shocking was how it felt when our lips touched. It was like nothing I’d ever experienced before, and if I would have had the mental capacity to actually use my brain, I would have kissed her back. But unfortunately, I didn’t react fast enough and before I knew it, she was gone. But what did that mean? Did Samantha want to kiss me or did she just get caught up in the moment? Had Diana been right about her? What about me? All of the feelings I had been suppressing all of these years finally came to the surface. It was Samantha. It had always been Samantha. Why had it taken me so long to figure that out?  
 
    Then another thought hit me. I knew exactly why. It was Samantha—beautiful, loving, perfect Samantha. Samantha was the type of girl who deserved the world. She deserved perfection, and that wasn’t me. I hadn’t allowed myself to see what was right in front of me because it wasn’t obtainable.  
 
    I forced myself to walk back downstairs, knowing I should talk to her, but unsure what I was going to say. I searched the whole house, but didn’t see her anywhere. I saw Mr. and Mrs. Phillips talking to a couple with a son my age and then found Molly on the back porch. She still had her crutches, but was able to put a little weight on her leg at this point, so she leaned against the glass door, while her crutches were rested against a chair.  
 
    I tapped on the glass and she scooted to the side a bit so I could join her outside. I leaned against the door beside her. “Do you know where your sister is? I can’t find her anywhere.”  
 
    A confused look came onto Molly’s face. “She went home. She just texted me a few minutes ago to say she wasn’t feeling well and was leaving. I’m shocked she didn’t say anything to you though.”  
 
    I simply sighed, unwilling to divulge to Molly what had just happened upstairs.  
 
    She looked over at me and put a hand on my shoulder. “How are you holding up?”  
 
    “I’m holding,” I answered simply. I didn’t want to think about anything going on right now. “So, what’s new with your girl? Share anymore kisses?”  
 
    A dreamy look came onto Molly’s face. “We went on a date on Friday night. Carly, it was amazing. We went to dinner and a movie. She bought my ticket, held the door, took me back to her place…”  
 
    “Whoa. Slow down there, Little Phillips. We might not be blood related, but I still see you as my little sister. I don’t think I can handle hearing all about the sex you had.”  
 
    Molly smacked me playfully. “Get your mind outta the gutter. We didn’t have sex.”  
 
    “Ah, so, it is a Phillips gene.”  
 
    That earned me another smack. “No. Absolutely not. I’m not a prude like my sister. Trust me, I would’ve had sex with her. If the making out was anything to go by, whew, it’s going to be fire. But, we both agreed to wait until my leg healed a little more so it didn’t get in the way.”  
 
    I laughed. “The leg she broke.” 
 
    “Right. I’m so scared to tell my friends for that very reason. No one is going to care that I’m bi or dating a girl. My teammates will, however, care that the girl I’m dating is also the girl who happened to end my basketball career and possibly ruin our playoff chances.”  
 
    I shrugged my shoulders. “If she makes you happy, that’s all that matters.”  
 
    Molly clumsily bumped her hip against mine. “Speaking of which, you have a new girl, right? How’s that going?”  
 
    I cringed. “It’s not going. We broke up.”  
 
    Molly studied my face. “I’m sorry to hear that. Although, it’s probably for the best. Maybe now…” She let her words trail off.  
 
    “Maybe now, what?”  
 
    She waved a hand at me. “Forget about it. You have enough on your mind right now.”  
 
    “So, what’s one more thing? Just say it, Molly.” 
 
    “Just don’t overlook what’s right in front of you, okay? You deserve happiness just as much as anyone else.”  
 
    I nodded my head, afraid I might cry if I tried to respond. I knew she was talking about Samantha, but I couldn’t admit that I finally saw it. I couldn’t bring myself to believe that I truly deserved her. 
 
    I squeezed Molly’s shoulder, then turned away from her to open the door. “Thanks for the talk. I better go mingle with the other guests.”  
 
    Before I talked to anyone, I took out my phone to send a text to Samantha. Is it okay if I take this week off work? I need some time to myself.  
 
    I watched the bubbles appear and disappear as I waited for Samantha’s reply. I cringed as I re-read my words. She probably thought by time to myself, I specifically meant time away from her. Before I could tell her what I really meant, she responded.  
 
    Of course. Take as much time as you need, Carly. By the way, I’m sorry.  
 
    Now it was my turn to stumble over what to type. I didn’t want to confess anything over text that should be said in person, but I also knew that I needed time to work through my feelings and it would kill Samantha if she thought I was avoiding her. I finally typed out a reply that I felt could suffice until I was ready to talk. You have nothing to be sorry about. I’m the one who should be apologizing. I’ve been so blind. I promise I’m not avoiding you. Given everything that has happened lately, my head’s a mess. I need to get all my thoughts straight before we talk.  
 
    Now, I just had to sort out this mess inside my head.  
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    I let a week pass without any communication with the outside world. I sent Samantha a quick text when she checked up on me to make sure I was still alive and declined when my dad invited me to dinner, but aside from that, I was left alone with my thoughts. Thoughts that were all over the place. Confess my feelings to Samantha. Hide my feelings from Samantha. Ignore my dad. Give him another chance. My emotions were constantly changing as well. I could go from feeling sad to angry to guilty in a matter of minutes.  
 
    I was sad that my mom was gone, but still mad about how she treated me in her last few years of life. I was also kind of mad at her for telling me she accepted me. Sure, it was nice to know, but what good did that do me now?  
 
    My feelings toward my dad circulated between guilt, anger, and sympathy. I felt bad not checking in on him since he was all alone now, but still felt like I didn’t owe him anything. In the end, I decided I would reach out to him eventually, but first I needed to work things out with Samantha.  
 
    Instead of calling or texting, I decided to go right to her house. Once I arrived, I took a deep breath before getting out of my car. I wanted to tell her the truth. I still wasn’t sure exactly how she felt, but she deserved to know how I felt for once. 
 
    Before I even had a chance to knock, Samantha was at the door. “Sorry. I heard a car pull into the driveway and noticed it was you. How are you?”  
 
    I nodded my head a few times. “I’m as good as could be expected, given everything that’s happening.”  
 
    A small smile played on Sam’s lips. “This is new.”  
 
    I cocked my head to one side. “What is?”  
 
    “You didn’t lie and automatically say you were great.”  
 
    I chuckled slightly. “Yeah, I’m trying this new thing where I’m completely honest with both myself and others. And by others, I really just mean you. Could I come in?”  
 
    “Oh my God, yes! I’m so sorry.”  
 
    Samantha led me inside to the family room, where we each sat on opposite ends of the couch. I stared at my hands, wondering where to start. When I looked up, I let my eyes wander around the room rather than on Sam. “Where’s your family?”  
 
    “Molly is back at school and my parents went into the city for the day. But I’m going to guess you didn’t come here to see them, so could you stop avoiding the subject?”  
 
    I took a few more deep breaths. It was now or never. “So, it turns out I’ve been pretty damn blind for years now. I dated all the wrong women, never once realizing that the one I actually wanted was right in front of me.”  
 
    I stood from the couch and began to pace, putting more space between Samantha and I. “That’s not completely true. I had a massive crush on you in high school. It was one of those fantasy crushes that I knew would never happen since you were always so much better than me. You were smarter, prettier, nicer. Hell, you still are all of those things.”  
 
    I let out a stifled laugh and ran a hand over the back of my neck. “After everything went to shit with my parents, your family became my family. I convinced myself I didn’t have those feelings anymore, and in case you haven’t noticed, I’m really good at suppressing my feelings.”  
 
    Samantha chortled. “Oh, I’ve noticed.”  
 
    I couldn’t even smile because I was too focused on what I needed to say. “Then I met Diana and convinced myself I had all of these feelings toward her, but I just couldn’t love her. When you and I were fighting, I started to see things differently and then you kissed me and it all hit me like a ton of bricks. I spent years making dating mistakes because I wasn’t willing to go for the one person I really wanted. That crush never went away. It only bloomed into more. I know it doesn’t change anything, but I need to be honest. I love you, Sam. I’m in love with you. I’m not even sure if you feel the same way or if that kiss was a fluke, but I need you to know that.”  
 
    Samantha stood from the couch, but I moved back a few feet. I couldn’t handle being too close to Samantha right now.  
 
    “The kiss wasn’t a fluke, Carly. I’ve wanted to do that for years.”  
 
    “That’s nice to hear, but this…” I motioned my hand between the two of us, “this would never work.” 
 
    Samantha’s face fell. “Why?”  
 
    “Because I’m a mess. I’m going to do something stupid and ruin it. I can’t lose you, Sam. You’re all I have.” 
 
    “Answer this for me. How much dumb shit have you done in the time we’ve been friends?” 
 
    I snorted. “So much dumb shit. The dumbest shit. The shittiest shit.” 
 
    Samantha took a few steps toward me. “And in all of that time, did you ever lose me?”  
 
    I shook my head. Even with all of our issues recently, I knew I’d never really lost Samantha.  
 
    “And do you know why that is?”  
 
    I shook my head again as I stared at the ground and continued to avoid eye contact with her, which was getting harder as she continued to close the gap between us.  
 
    I felt her hand on my chin and was forced to finally look at her. Her eyes were filled with hope and passion, and the way they somehow sparkled through their own darkness was breathtaking.  
 
    “It’s because of who you are, Carly. Sure, you do a lot dumb stuff. You’re closed off and sarcastic and, frankly, you are your own worst enemy. But you’re also the most caring, loving person I’ve ever met. You continuously put others before yourself. You would drop everything to be there for me and the rest of my family. I don’t think you realize how rare that is these days. You’re also so much fun and ridiculously hilarious. You’re beautiful in every sense of the word, and I’m madly in love with you. I have been for years. That’s not going to change.” 
 
    I shook my head, trying my best not to cry. “You deserve better than me, Sam. You have the perfect family and an amazing job that you’re really freaking good at. You don’t ever shy away from your feelings. Pretty much, you shouldn’t have to settle for someone like me.”  
 
    Samantha moved her hand from my chin and ran a finger along my cheek. “Is it really settling if I end up with the love of my life?” 
 
    This time, the tears did fall. I couldn’t have stopped them if I tried. “Stop. Don’t say stuff like that. It makes it really hard to control myself. You’re so perfect, Sam. You could find someone so much better than me if you just tried. I’m letting you go. You know how I feel, but now you can…”  
 
    Samantha put a finger up to my lips. “Carly, I need you to do me a huge favor right now.” 
 
    I stopped talking, so I could hear what Samantha needed from me. 
 
    “I really need you to just shut up and kiss me.”  
 
    I couldn’t believe those words were coming from Sam’s lips. I couldn’t believe the effect they were having on me. I also couldn’t resist anymore. I closed the last few inches between us and connected my lips with hers. Her lips felt perfect against mine, almost as if they were made for kissing me. When she ran her tongue along my bottom lip, then slipped it into my mouth, I lost all control of my body. My hands moved from her face to her hair then down her curves. Her perfect curves. Why had it taken me so long to notice those? How had I gone twelve years without feeling her skin under my fingers? God, I was an idiot.  
 
    When Sam’s hands came to rest on my hips, the feeling was almost too much to bear. Without removing my lips from hers, I pushed her back. When her legs hit the couch, she maneuvered onto it, pulling me on top of her. We both moaned at the feeling of our bodies connecting. After a few more minutes of making out, I forced myself to pull away.  
 
    “If we’re going to do this, I’m going to do it right. Will you go on a date with me?”  
 
    Samantha’s whole face lit up, making her even more beautiful. “I’d love to. When were you thinking?”  
 
    I looked down at my watch. “Three hours? Can you be ready by then?”  
 
    Samantha laughed at my sudden urgency. “I can, but unfortunately that’s going to involve you getting off of me.”  
 
    I placed one more quick kiss on her lips before standing up. “I better go, but I’ll see you soon.”  
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Chapter 32: Samantha  
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    I paced around my bedroom as I waited for Carly to pick me up for our first date. I couldn’t believe it was actually happening. I’d waited twelve years for this and now that it was here, it felt so surreal. I had no idea what we were doing, so I decided to wear tight khaki pants and a maroon sweater with a white button-up underneath. Luckily, my parents were still in the city, so I didn’t have to explain my nerves to them. I was sure they would be happy for Carly and me, but I didn’t want to tell them until I knew this was real.  
 
    When I saw the headlights from Carly’s car, I started to make my way downstairs. Before I even reached the bottom of the stairs, there was a knock on the door. I opened the door to find Carly standing there wearing a gray sweater dress with black leggings and tall gray boots. She was holding a bouquet made out of chocolate bars. 
 
    When she caught me looking at it, she held it out toward me. “I was going to get you flowers, but you always complain about how they make you sneeze and that you can’t keep them alive to save your life, so I thought you would prefer this instead.”  
 
    “It’s perfect, Carly. Let me put it in my room and then we can go.”  
 
    Much to my chagrin, Carly waited downstairs instead of following me up to my room. As much as I wanted to go on this date, I also wished we could spend some time getting to know each other more intimately. I truly thought Carly would take advantage of the opportunity to get me alone in my room and was disappointed that she didn’t.  
 
    That disappointment faded once I was back downstairs, and she looked at me in a way she never had before. I had a feeling that look was something I would never get used to.  
 
    My thoughts were interrupted by the feeling of her hand grabbing mine. When I looked at her in surprise, she gave my hand an extra squeeze and led me out of the house. She led me to the passenger side of the car and opened my door before dropping my hand so we could get in.  
 
    Once she started driving, she immediately grabbed my hand again. We made small talk while Carly drove and it amazed me how natural this all felt. Then again, she was my best friend. Of course we were comfortable around each other.  
 
    After fifteen minutes, Carly pulled into a parking lot that I immediately recognized. “Are we going ice skating?” I asked excitedly. 
 
    Carly grinned. “We sure are.”  
 
    As we walked in, I took in the surroundings that I hadn’t seen in a long time. “I honestly can’t remember the last time I was here.” 
 
    “It was our freshman year of college during winter break. Your parents asked us to leave so they could wrap presents. You, me, Molly, and whatever guy she was dating at the time came here. I must have fallen like five times on our first lap, so you wrapped your arms around me to keep me upright. I had a girlfriend at the time so I tried to ignore how good it felt. I told myself it was just the comfort of being back with you, but deep down I knew the truth.”  
 
    It warmed me up inside to hear Carly confess this, but it was also bittersweet. “I can’t believe you felt the same way I did. We wasted so many years.”  
 
    Carly shook her head. “I don’t think they were wasted. We grew a lot in that time, and honestly, I’m not sure how we would have survived if we were dating at the time Callie died. I would have been a terrible girlfriend. Come to think of it, I was a pretty godawful friend.”  
 
    Now it was my turn to shake my head. “You dealt with it the only way you knew how. Sure, I might not have agreed with the fact that you refused to acknowledge it the past five years, but that’s just because I was worried about you. For what it’s worth, I’m very proud of you for being so open about it now.”  
 
    Carly turned to face me and took both of my hands in hers. “I really meant it when I said I was going to do this right. I have a lot to prove to you and that starts with being completely open about everything.”  
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    Our conversation became more lighthearted once we were out on the ice. We laughed as we both struggled to stay on our feet, falling down together each time since we refused to let go of each other.  
 
    After an hour of ice skating, we were both exhausted and hungry, so Carly bought us pizza at the concession stand and we sat beside the lobby fireplace as we ate.  
 
    Carly pointed her head toward my skates. “You might as well take those off. We can’t go back out there once you eat that pizza. I’m not having a repeat of eleventh grade.”  
 
    “What happened in eleventh—?” I spit out a piece of my pizza when the memory returned to me. “Oh my God. I puked all over the ice. I forgot about that. I’m shocked you remembered.” 
 
    “Of course I remember. One, it was mortifying. They literally had to close the skating rink early to clean up.” She added a wink to show me she was only messing with me about being embarrassed. “Second, I remember every memory that involves you.” She said it so nonchalantly as she continued to take bites of her pizza, that I almost thought I imagined it.  
 
    “That’s really sweet, Carly.”  
 
    Carly simply shrugged her shoulders. “Just being honest.”  
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    After finishing our pizza and spending another hour just sitting by the fire and talking, Carly drove me back to my parents’ house. When we pulled into the driveway, my dad’s car was back and lights were on inside the house.  
 
    “Is it safe to assume you aren’t ready to tell them about us yet?” she asked.  
 
    “It’s not that I’m not ready. I just want this to be ours a little while longer before we share it with everyone else.”  
 
    Carly smiled and lifted my hand up to her mouth to kiss my knuckles. “I completely agree with that. We can tell them whenever you’re ready. I think it’s something we should do together though. I only asked so I knew whether I should walk you to the door or not. But I guess I’ll give you your goodnight kiss in here.”  
 
    She leaned across the middle console and kissed me lightly, but sensually, pulling back way too soon. “This was the best date of my life. I have another idea for tomorrow if that’s okay. I can pick you up right after lunch?”  
 
    “Or I could just stay over if you want. That way we can get an early start.”  
 
    Carly simply laughed at my request. “Not after the first date. I’ll see you at one o’clock tomorrow.”  
 
    I tried not to overthink her turning me down, but couldn’t shake the questions from my head as I headed inside. Carly had never turned me down when I asked to sleepover, so why would she start now? And what was that crap about it being the first date? We both knew that had never stopped her before.  
 
    My worries dissipated when I laid down in bed and a text came through from Carly.  
 
    I’m back at my place. I think I already pinched myself about five times to make sure I’m not dreaming. Even though I think you’re crazy for choosing me, I’m so thankful you forced me to see past my insecurities and give us a shot. Today was by far the best day of my entire life.  
 
      
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    Carly arrived at my house at exactly one o’clock the next day. This time, I met her outside. That didn’t stop her from jumping out of the car and opening my door for me.  
 
    “So, where are we off to?” I asked when she started driving.  
 
    She grinned in response. “It’s a surprise.”  
 
    A half-hour later, we were pulling into a parking lot in a cute little town I’d never heard of. Carly took my hand and we walked down the street until we arrived at a store called Barker Books.  
 
    “Online it said this is one of the oldest book stores in the United States that is still open today. I thought you would like it since you’re such a nerd.”  
 
    I shoved her playfully. “Well, you were right. This nerd is very excited right now. How did you find this?”  
 
    “Lots of research online. I was trying to find ideas of fun book-related dates and when this store came up, I knew I had to bring you.”  
 
    My heart swelled again. It felt like it had grown ten sizes since yesterday. I loved Carly for years, but none of that compared to what I felt for her in the past two days.  
 
    My thoughts were interrupted by her pulling me into the bookstore. There was no question it was old. It had that musty smell to it and some of the books had even gathered dust on them. There was a very small section in the back titled “Modern Literature,” but aside from that, it looked like none of the books had been released later than 1950. There were a few chairs and couches set up so customers could sit down and read.  
 
    Carly and I explored the aisles, and she encouraged me to find a book to read. I picked out a book of poetry written in the 1800s and sat down on a nearby couch. Carly snuggled in beside me and rested her head on my shoulder. I wasn’t sure if she was actually paying attention or just dozing off until she pointed to a line from one of the poems.  
 
    “My darling, I would wait a lifetime for just one kiss from your lips,” she read out loud. She sat up a bit and put a hand on my cheek, directing my eyes to her own. “You know, just a few days ago, I would have laughed at that line.” 
 
    I lifted one eyebrow at her. “And now?”  
 
    Carly took a deep breath before placing her lips softly against mine and pulling back way too quickly for my liking. “Now it’s taking everything in me not to cry because I’ve never read anything more true in my entire life.”  
 
    I shook my head and released an audible sigh. “Do you really mean it? I’m just having such a hard time believing that any of this is really happening right now.”  
 
    For a moment, Carly looked away from me and began picking at some loose fabric on the couch. I was sure I had somehow struck a nerve and was worried it would cause her to go right back to being closed off, but when she looked back at me, her face was wet with tears. She quickly wiped them away with the sleeve of her sweatshirt, clearly embarrassed. “Sorry. I don’t know why I’m getting so emotional. This isn’t like me at all. I just wish you didn’t have to question this. I wish I hadn’t spent our whole friendship jumping from relationship to relationship and making you feel like you didn’t measure up, when none of those girls even held a candle to you.”  
 
    She exhaled an unsteady breath and took my hand in hers. “I know you, Sam. Unlike me, you don’t ignore your feelings. I let myself float by never feeling anything, while you had to feel it all. Now that I finally let myself love you, I can’t imagine what you went through. Watching me with all of those girls. Hearing me constantly talk about how I had once again found the one. And, God, picking up the pieces of my broken heart over and over again, knowing that you would never in a million years do anything to hurt me. It makes me sick to think about what that must have done to you. I hate the fact that I hurt you.”  
 
    “You didn’t—” 
 
    “Don’t say that.” Carly cut me off before I could finish. “I did hurt you, Sam, and I’ll do whatever it takes to make it up to you.”  
 
    I put my hands on her cheeks and used my thumbs to wipe away the few tears that had begun to fall from her eyes again. God, she was beautiful. I leaned in and kissed her slowly, forcing myself to pull back before we got carried away. “I just have one question, and please don’t take it the wrong way.” 
 
    Carly looked concerned but nodded her head for me to continue.  
 
    “Do you still have feelings for Diana? It’s okay if you do. You guys just broke up.”  
 
    “Honestly, I really don’t. Diana is a master at manipulating people. She knows just what to say to reel you in. Don’t get me wrong, I’m not putting all of the blame on her. I was an idiot. I’ve come to realize that it’s easy to think you have feelings for someone when they’re doing and saying exactly what you want them to.” She nudged me playfully. “That’s how I know I actually like you. Half the time, you drive me insane.”  
 
    I shoved her back and stuck my tongue out. “The feeling is very mutual.”  
 
    Suddenly, Carly’s face became serious again. “I’m worried about Diana’s wife though. If I know Diana like I think I do, she’ll definitely try to win her back since we broke up, and it’s not fair. She’s not going to change.”  
 
    I nodded in agreement. I was worried too. Except my worries were more centered around Caroline and how this possible reuniting would affect her. 
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Chapter 33: Hailey 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    I watched as Diana and Ava chased each other in the backyard, neither seeming to have a care in the world. I tapped on the kitchen window, signaling for them to come back inside, before carrying the three hot chocolates I’d just made over to the kitchen table. Diana and Ava soon joined me there and I reached out my hand to grab Ava’s.  
 
    “Honey, we need to talk to you. You know how Mama has been staying with Grammy and Grandpa lately?”  
 
    Ava nodded her head and let go of my hand to take a sip of her hot chocolate. I made sure she was focused back on me before I continued.  
 
    “That’s because sometimes mommies need to be apart. It doesn’t mean they love each other less and it certainly doesn’t mean they love you any less. It’s just what’s for the best.”  
 
    Ava nodded again. “How long do you have to be apart?”  
 
    I looked toward Diana who looked just as distraught as I felt.  
 
    “Mama and I won’t ever be living in the same house again.” I felt myself becoming choked up just saying those words, but I willed myself not to cry. “But that doesn’t mean that the three of us will stop spending time together.”  
 
    “But who will I live with?” Ava asked, tilting her head slightly.  
 
    I put on my best fake smile, pretending what I was about to say was exciting. “You’ll take turns living with both of us. You get to have two houses. That means two bedrooms and even two sets of toys.”  
 
    For a split second, a look of excitement surfaced on Ava’s face, but just as quickly, her smile dropped. “Does this mean we’re not a family anymore?”  
 
    For the first time during the conversation, Diana sat up and grabbed Ava’s hand. “Of course not, sweetie. We’ll always be a family.” She looked toward me for reassurance.  
 
    I took ahold of Ava’s other hand. “Your mama is right. Nothing will ever change that.”  
 
    Ava stared down at the table for a minute, then looked over towards me. “Will this make you less sad?”  
 
    I simply nodded to keep myself from crying.  
 
    Ava’s tiny hand squeezed mine. “Good, because I don’t like it when you’re sad.” She went quiet again and after a minute looked between Diana and I. “Is it okay if I go kick my soccer ball now?”  
 
    I let out a slight chuckle and so did Diana.  
 
    “Of course, sweetie,” I said. “Just be careful.”  
 
    Once she was outside, Diana finally looked over at me. “I guess it’s official, huh? You’re leaving me?”  
 
    I scoffed at her words. Just a few weeks ago, I might have fallen right into that trap, but something changed after I came face to face with the girl she was cheating on me with. Seeing the same locket hanging around her neck that was hanging on mine caused a switch to finally go off in my head. “No, Diana. I’m not leaving you. I’m just finally following through on what should have happened years ago.” 
 
    “So, you’re giving up on me?” she asked a bit more timidly.  
 
    I had to laugh at her efforts, because at this point, it was the only thing keeping me from crying. “No. I’m not giving up on you. I’m giving up on being treated like shit all the time. I’m giving up on spending nights staring at the door, wondering what the hell I did wrong. I’m giving up on false hope and my broken heart and all the tears I’ve wasted these past few years. That’s what I’m giving up on.”  
 
    Diana looked toward the ground. “You deserved better from me,” she mumbled.  
 
    I stood up a little taller. “Damn right, I did. I gave you everything. I would have fought to the death for this family. Hell, I still will. And for your sake and the sake of our daughter, I truly hope you change, Diana, but I can’t wait around for that to happen. You lost me and that’s no one’s fault but your own.”  
 
    With those words, I turned around and walked outside to join our daughter and start my new life.  
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    Two weeks later, I stepped into the Blooming Life Counseling Center. I stopped at the front desk and waited for the receptionist to look up from her computer. She smiled when she noticed me. “Hailey, it’s great to see you. How can I help you today?” 
 
    I took a deep breath and pushed it out slowly. “I would like to request to have my files sent here.” I pushed a piece of paper toward her, which had the name and address of a new psychologist.  
 
    The receptionist’s eyebrows narrowed in concern. “Yes, Caroline told me you wouldn’t be seeing her anymore. I hope this isn’t because you were unhappy with our services.” 
 
    “Not at all, ma’am. The location is closer to my job, making it more convenient.” It was the truth, even if it wasn’t actually the reason I was leaving. 
 
    Her face relaxed minimally. “Well, we will certainly be sad to see you go. You always brightened up my day. That’s for sure. I know Caroline feels the same. Unfortunately, she’s at lunch right now.” 
 
    “I know.” That’s exactly why I chose this time to come in. “I brought this for her. Can you make sure she gets it?”  
 
    I slid the envelope with a card enclosed onto the table and smiled to myself as I thought about the words I had written.  
 
      
 
    Caroline, 
 
      
 
    First of all, I wanted to say thank you. Our sessions made such a difference to me. They taught me to look inside of myself and not to be afraid of going for what will make me happy. That’s exactly what I’m doing right now. I hope I’m not wrong in my intuitions, but I have a feeling that you had other reasons for dropping me as a client. I believe the connection we have goes beyond the normal therapist-client relationship. I also know that you are a stand-up professional who would never cross certain lines.  
 
      
 
    If I’m wrong, I apologize for the embarrassment this note will probably cause both of us. If I’m right, I need you to know that I still have a lot of self-exploration and healing to do, but if you somehow haven’t been tied down by the time this happens, I’d love to take you out. 
 
      
 
    Thank you. Even if this blows up in my face, it feels good to have the courage to write these words, and I owe a lot of that to you. 
 
      
 
    <3 Hailey 
 
      
 
    My smile remained as I walked out of the building and got into my car. It remained as I went grocery shopping for just Ava and I, buying meals for one as well.  
 
    It faltered only slightly when I received a response from Caroline that said, I think you need to take this time to focus on you and figure out just what it is that you want.  
 
    I put my phone away, unsure how to respond. An hour later, another text came through from her. Don’t be embarrassed. You weren’t wrong. If you still feel the same in the future, I’d be happy to accept your offer. Take your time. You’re worth the wait.  
 
    And just like that, my smile returned even wider than before.   
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Chapter 34: Samantha 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “I’m too tired to go out tonight. Any chance you’d want to stay over?”  
 
    I looked toward Carly, surprised by her question. One month had passed since our first kiss. Four glorious weeks filled with stolen moments, spoken promises, and countless romantic dates, most of which were planned by Carly. In that time, never once had she asked me to stay over. I even hinted at it a few times to no avail. Instead, I spent my nights running all of Carly’s past girlfriends and hookups through my mind. My unfortunate conclusion was that she never once waited this long to take a girl to bed. Not even close. So, why was I so different? She claimed to have a total change of heart, but was there a part of her that still only saw me as a friend?  
 
    “If you’d rather not, we could go back to your house and hang with your parents for a few hours, then I’ll head home. I just don’t think I could even handle sitting in a restaurant.” Carly fumbled over her words. Clearly, she took my lack of response as hesitance.  
 
    “Of course I want to stay over,” I answered a bit too enthusiastically. “I was just surprised. This was the first time since we kissed that you asked me to spend the night.”  
 
    A wicked grin spread onto Carly’s face. “I know, and it’s been killing me.” Phew. Perhaps all of my worry was for nothing.  
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    After cooking me my favorite meal of macaroni and cheese with hot dogs, Carly took out all of her board games and we spent the night going from one to another. After game number five, I yawned, hoping Carly would get the point.  
 
    She ran a hand through my hair and stared at me lovingly. “Tired?”  
 
    “Getting there,” I lied.  
 
    Without saying a word, she took my hand and led me to her bedroom. After we changed and brushed our teeth, we slipped under the covers. I was happy when Carly pulled me close and immediately started kissing me. It didn’t take long for our gentle kisses to become a heated makeout session. Carly ran her hands up and down my clothed body, never removing her lips from mine. Feeling more confident and extremely turned on, I rolled on top of her, straddling her hips. I moaned as her hands began to explore underneath my T-shirt. The grinding of my hips grew harder as her hands went higher. When she was about to reach exactly where I wanted her, she removed her hands and pulled back from the kiss.  
 
    She looked away from me, her breaths coming out in ragged pants. “I guess we should probably go to sleep, huh?”  
 
    Before I could respond, she positioned herself in a way that caused my body to slip off of hers. As if nothing had happened, she snuggled into me and began to doze off.  
 
    All of my worries returned and I stared up at the ceiling. Normally, I would have just talked to Carly about my insecurities. It was very unlike me to keep this bottled up inside, but I was worried if I pushed her to open up, I might inadvertently push her away. I couldn’t imagine losing her when I had just finally won her over.  
 
    “I thought you were sleepy,” Carly mumbled into my neck, clearly not being fooled by my stillness.  
 
    I let out a frustrated sigh. “Just too many thoughts running through my head, I guess.”  
 
    Carly nuzzled even closer to me. “Care to share?”  
 
    I wanted to say no, but a question fell from my lips instead. “Are you not attracted to me?”  
 
    With that question, Carly’s head shot up. She propped herself up on one elbow and stared down at me, aghast. “Is that a joke? I’m extremely attracted to you. Sam, you’re drop dead gorgeous. Even when I had convinced myself I only saw you as a friend, I still would’ve admitted that you’re ridiculously beautiful. Heck, I’m pretty sure I’ve told you that multiple times throughout the years.”  
 
    “But…” I hesitated, wondering if I really wanted to ask my follow-up question. “Are you sexually attracted to me?”  
 
    Carly laughed slightly. “Are you asking if I want to rip your clothes off everytime I’m near you? Because the answer is yes.”  
 
    I could feel my eyebrows knit together. “Then, why haven’t you?” 
 
    Carly’s eyes went wide at my question. “I’m trying to be respectful. I know you’re not the type of girl to just jump into bed with anyone and I want you to know that I respect that. I want to have sex with you more than I’ve ever wanted to have sex with anyone in my entire life, which is exactly why I haven’t. I don’t just want to have sex with you. I want to make sweet, passionate love to you. Why do you think it took me so long to invite you to sleep over? I didn’t think I could control myself, but I wanted to make sure I gave you time. I didn’t want you to have to do anything before you were ready.” 
 
    “Gave me time?” I couldn’t stop the laugh that escaped my throat. “Carly, I’ve wanted this for twelve years. I’ve been waiting for twelve years. I don’t need any more time.”  
 
    Carly gulped audibly and her face showed distinct nervousness, something that was very rare for her. “So, you’re ready?”  
 
    Instead of answering, I pressed my lips firmly to hers. Carly got the message and placed her hands on my hips as she returned the kiss passionately. Her hands searched my body, until they landed at the bottom of my shirt. She looked up at me for permission and as soon as I nodded, she slowly lifted the shirt over my head. I never wore a bra to bed, so once the shirt was off, my whole upper body was exposed to her. I almost instinctively reached up to cover myself until I noticed the way Carly’s breath hitched as she took in my body. 
 
    “Shit, Sam,” she said breathlessly. ”You’re so perfect.” She moved her hands up to my chest as she spoke those words. She focused her attention on one breast, before moving to the other. The whole time she continued to stare at me, absolutely mesmerized. “I love you so much. I can’t wait to show you how deep that love runs.” 
 
    She replaced her hands with her tongue, and an uncontrollable moan escaped my lips as she sucked one nipple into her mouth and then the other. When she pulled back, her eyes were full of desire and passion. “I love the way you taste. I can’t wait to taste every single inch of you.”  
 
    She slowly spread kisses down my stomach, causing my moans to get louder and less controlled. She stopped right before she reached the waistband of my pajama pants, then kissed her way back up, until she found my lips again. As we continued to kiss, my hands desperately reached for her shirt. Carly pulled back from the kiss as I began to lift it over her head. I let out a gasp when I saw that she wasn’t wearing a bra either. The sight in front of me was more gorgeous than anything I’d ever seen in my life. Carly’s small, but pert, breasts were perfect. I wasted no time exploring them with my mouth. I was met with small whimpers that encouraged me to keep going. I kissed my way down her stomach and paused for only a moment when I reached her pants. I smiled up at her before removing both her pants and underwear in one swift motion. Before I could move my mouth any lower, Carly pulled me up, so I was back at eye level with her.  
 
    “Listen. I really want you to do that and I can’t even begin to tell you how much I want to do it to you. Just the thought of you falling apart as I taste you for the first time is almost enough to send me over the edge. I have no doubt we will get to that very soon. Most likely in the next few hours. But for our first time, I want us to fall apart together.” 
 
    If her words were almost enough to make me come, the sight of her pulling down her pants to reveal the rest of her perfect body to me, had me right on the edge. I knew I wasn’t going to last long, but I didn’t have time to worry about that.  
 
    Carly slid on top of me and started to grind against me just as I had done earlier, only this time there were no clothes in the way. Our mouths connected as my hips pushed right back into her and I thought the moment couldn’t get any better. That was until her hand moved down between my legs and she started to stroke me slowly, but firmly. I mirrored her actions and was very pleased by the wetness I was met with. When she plunged two fingers deep inside of me, I did the same, not holding back as I quickly pushed them in and out.  
 
    Carly pulled back from our kiss and stared down at me. She tried to speak, but her words were strangled. “I’m not… going to… last… much longer… but I wanted to… remind you… I love you so mu—” Her last word came out as a moan as the orgasm shot through her. Mine followed closely behind and our bodies writhed against each other, until we both stilled, utterly exhausted.  
 
    Carly kept her body on top of mine and laid her head down on my chest. The feeling of her breath across my skin and the pounding of her rapid heartbeat made my own heart swell. I couldn’t believe I had done that to her. It felt so surreal.  
 
    After a few minutes, without lifting her head, Carly began to speak. “I want you to know that I’ve never experienced anything like that in my entire life. I know I’m not exactly the Virgin Mary, but it was only ever sex. That was the first time I ever made love.” She lifted her head and held herself up by placing her hands on either side of me and leaning her body weight against them. “Every single day, I love you a little bit more, and I think that just increased tenfold.”  
 
    I thought my heart might beat right out of my chest as I looked up into Carly’s eyes. “You’re the only girl I’ve ever loved, Carly Foster, and that was… it was everything.”  
 
    Carly smiled down at me. “Worth the wait?”  
 
    “Totally worth the wait.”  
 
    “I think we should tell your parents…” Carly began, at the same time I said, “I’m ready to tell my family about us.”  
 
    “Tomorrow?” I asked. “Molly’s home from school this weekend. I’d like her to be there too.”  
 
    Carly beamed down at me. “Tomorrow sounds great. Although…” She ran a hand down my side, then brought it back between my legs. “If we’re not going to spend all day naked tomorrow, we have a lot to do tonight.”  
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    The next day, it took everything to force ourselves out of bed so we could go to my house. It didn't help that we had only gotten about an hour of sleep thanks to our extracurriculars.  
 
    I reached my hand out toward Carly as we walked up the sidewalk to my front door. When she gave me an uncertain look, I shrugged my shoulders. “No reason to delay it. Might as well go all in.” 
 
    She smiled and accepted my hand. When we walked inside, Molly walked around the corner, only a slight limp remaining from her injury. Her eyes were immediately drawn to our hands and a wide grin spread across her face.  
 
    She turned away from us to shout down the hallway. “Welp, Dad, looks like you’re about to be one hundred dollars richer.” 
 
    “What do you…?” My dad’s words were cut short when he joined us and also noticed our interlaced fingers. His smile grew even wider than Molly’s as he looked between Carly and I. “Does this mean what I think it means?” 
 
    When I nodded, he pulled us both into a hug. “It’s about damn time.”  
 
    “What’s all of this commotion about?” my mom asked, joining us all by the front door. 
 
    “The commotion is about you and Molly owing me fifty big ones each,” my dad answered with a wink. 
 
    My mom’s squeal told me she knew what that meant. She immediately looked toward Carly and placed a hand on her cheek. “I’m so happy. So so happy. I’ve always thought of you as one of my own daughters and this just means we’re one step closer to making it official.”  
 
    I thought about scolding her for that comment, worried it could scare Carly away, but another thought hit me. “Wait a second. Did you guys bet on whether we would get together?”  
 
    “Of course not, honey. That would be ridiculous,” my mom said with a shake of her hand. “We bet on when you would get together.”  
 
    I felt Carly’s whole body shake as she laughed beside me. “That’s amazing.”  
 
    “So, what were the guesses?” I added.  
 
    My mom put a hand over her chest. “Well, I had the most confidence in you and figured it would happen in college. Your father chose the end of optometry school, and Molly didn’t think it would happen until you guys hit at least forty.”  
 
    Molly shrugged her shoulders. “What can I say? I thought Carly would get divorced at least once before you guys got together.”  
 
    Carly mockingly placed a hand over her heart. “Ouch, Little Phillips. You sure do know how to knock a girl down a few pegs.”  
 
    My mom rolled her eyes at Molly. “Just ignore her. But tell me, when did this start?”  
 
    I cleared my throat a few times, nervous to admit that we had been keeping it a secret. “It’s actually been going on a little over a month. We just wanted to make sure it was definitely real before we told you guys.”                
 
    Carly squeezed my hand and a smirk surfaced on her face. “Pretty much, she needed me to prove that I was really all in.” She looked at me and winked and my whole body felt like it was on fire as I thought about the number of times and ways she had proven herself to me last night.  
 
    My mom scoffed. “Don’t even worry about it. We’re just so happy for you girls!”  
 
    A throat cleared across the room, and we all turned to look at Molly. “Since we’re being honest, I need to tell you guys something. I’m bisexual and sort of dating a girl right now.”  
 
    “Aha. Looks like you owe me another fifty,” my dad gloated at my mom. 
 
    “You guys bet on me coming out as bisexual? But, how did you know?”  
 
    My mom chuckled softly again. “Oh, honey, it wasn’t that hard to figure out. Plus, you told us as soon as you got out of surgery. I honestly didn’t think you would ever admit it when not highly medicated. Your dad said you would. Looks like he was right again.”  
 
    We all laughed together and shared hugs. It felt like the perfect moment. Almost like something you would see in a movie. The moment was interrupted by the sound of Carly’s phone ringing. She hit the ignore button, but just a few seconds later, a second sound went off, alerting her she had a voicemail.  
 
    She held the phone up to her ear, then looked at me, eyes wide. I watched her throat move up and down as she took in a big gulp of air. “It was my dad. He said he wants to see me immediately. He has something to show me.”  
 
      
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Chapter 35: Carly  
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    The drive back to my place to get my car was silent. I couldn’t imagine what my dad could possibly have to show me, and the anxiety over it was causing me to shut down. I knew it wasn’t right for me to immediately resort to that, but I couldn’t help myself. Samantha was amazing, simply holding my hand as I stared out the window of her car.  
 
    When we pulled into my apartment complex, Samantha squeezed my hand, forcing me to look over at her. “It’s going to be okay, hon. Maybe what he has to show you isn’t a big deal at all, but if it is, I’m here.” I tried to look away, but she pulled on my hand more firmly and waited for me to look back. “Did you hear me? I’m here. It’s you and me against the world. It always has been, and it always will be.”  
 
    Her words were so sweet and her tone so sincere that I thought I might start to cry. Instead, I leaned closer and brushed my lips against hers. I pulled back only slightly and let my forehead rest against hers. “Thanks, Sam. I love you.”  
 
    A relieved smile surfaced on her face. “I love you too. Call me when you leave, okay?”  
 
    I nodded my head and slipped out of the car, heading right to mine. The drive to my parents’, or I guess I should say dad’s house, was a blur and soon I was pulling into the driveway. I took a deep breath, before starting my walk up the sidewalk. I hadn’t actually seen him since the funeral. Our only communication was a few strained phone calls I made to check in on him. 
 
    Before I could even knock, the door swung open, and my dad was standing there with a sad smile on his face. He had rings around his eyes, and I could tell he had been crying, making me feel the tiniest bit guilty for not coming over sooner.  
 
    For a moment, I thought about reaching out and hugging him, but instead I slipped past and sat down on the couch. I sat in silence as I watched my dad leave the room. When he walked back in, his body was stiff and he was holding what looked to be a tattered photograph. When he held it out to me, I felt myself become even stiffer than he looked. My hand shook as I grabbed the photograph and looked at it through blurry eyes. It was the last picture of my whole family together, taken at a graduate luncheon just a few days before graduation. Taken exactly one day prior to me coming out. I barely recognized the people staring back at me, looking so happy and complete. There was an innocence radiating from me—one that never returned after that day. It never could return. I’d seen too much. I knew too much.  
 
    I ran my hand over the center of the picture, held together by an old piece of scotch tape. A memory that I had repressed suddenly returned to me. It was my sister walking out as my parents were shoving me out of the house, tears in her eyes as she threw this picture at them and begged them to reconsider. My dad picked up the picture that had fallen on the ground and for a moment, I thought he might change his mind. Instead, he shook his head and ripped the picture in half, muttering something under his breath about how the family in this picture no longer existed. And then, just like that, I was pushed out the door and out of their lives.  
 
    “I found that picture in Callie’s room,” my dad said, clearing his throat. “I hadn’t really gone in there since her… accident. But I finally did the other day, and I found that under a pile of things on her desk.” 
 
    I looked up at him, wondering where he was going with all of this. Why show me this picture? Why bring up Callie? Was he trying to hurt me?  
 
    He ran a hand through his hair, then scratched at the stubble on his chin. “I just wanted to… I thought I would say… Well, I know you never had the chance to go through Callie’s things and see if there was anything you wanted, and I think you should.”  
 
    “Oh. I don’t think…” 
 
    “Yes, you should,” my dad’s voice interrupted.  
 
    I swallowed hard hearing the firmness of his tone. “O-kay.”  
 
    Without saying another word, I stood from the couch and headed up to Callie’s room for the first time since the day of my mom’s funeral. This time, I allowed myself to look around. I wasn’t sure where to start or what I was looking for, so I headed toward her bookshelf first. It didn’t take long before an old scrapbook caught my eye. I pulled it out and ran my hand over the front, which read, “Sisters by chance. Friends by choice,” and had a picture of Callie and I laughing together.  
 
    I flipped through the pages which had pictures of us from childhood all the way through the middle of my senior year in high school, which was when I had given it to her as a Christmas present. I tried to read the words I had written to her, but snapped the book shut when it became too hard. I placed it on the bed, after deciding I would take it with me. 
 
    I headed to her closet next, which I was surprised to find still packed with clothes. I grabbed onto one of her shirts and held it up to my nose, inhaling the scent of her perfume that somehow still lingered on it. When I pulled away, I noticed a few boxes labeled Callie’s Dorm. One particular box had her backpack in it, and I found myself strangely drawn toward it. I slowly unzipped it, then thumbed through the papers inside until my eyes caught my name on one of them.  
 
    I pulled out the paper that was apparently written for a Sociology 101 class. I had trouble focusing on the words as my eyes became even more blurry with tears. The person who has had the biggest influence on my life is my sister, Carly Foster. The two attributes I admire most are her strength and her happiness.  
 
    I had to stop reading there. Since losing her, those were the two things I struggled with most. Was I letting her down now just as much as I had at the end of her life? I carried the paper over to the bed and placed it on top of the scrapbook, promising myself I would read it eventually. I continued to search her room, grabbing a few items along the way which included a stuffed animal I won for her out of a claw machine when we were little, a few pictures, and her favorite T-shirt.                
 
    I wasn’t sure how much time had passed when my dad walked in carrying a box. “This will make it easier to carry everything.”  
 
    I noticed the picture from earlier was lying at the bottom of the box and took it out, shaking my head. “I don’t want this.”  
 
    My dad nodded as he grabbed the picture from me, then turned to leave. Only he didn’t move. He stood there frozen until his shoulders slouched and his body began to shake. He turned back around and placed his face in his hands, sobbing uncontrollably. 
 
    It was my turn to freeze as I stood there staring at him breaking down in front of me. Then the words that I never thought I would hear my dad say were spoken into the room as muffled whimpers.  
 
    “I’m sorry. I’m so, so sorry. Oh God, I’m sorry.”  
 
    I was about to sit down on the bed, feeling as though my legs were about to give out, but before I could, my dad pulled me into a tight embrace and continued to sob into my shoulder. I didn’t know what to do or say, so I awkwardly patted him on the back. After what felt like forever, I was finally able to pull myself away, and I sat down on the bed. My dad gained control of himself and sat down beside me, silence overtaking us once again.  
 
    “I lied downstairs,” my dad said after a few minutes. “I didn’t find that picture on Callie’s desk. Your mother did. Apparently, she found it a few months ago, but she shared it with me during one of our last conversations. I remember her exact words. She said, ‘The family in this picture is gone. What was broken won’t ever be the same. But just like the picture, that which has been torn apart can still be fixed. It’s never going to be perfect. There will always be signs of the flaws, but that doesn’t mean it can’t be made better.’ At the time, I told her I understood, but I was just saying it to make her happy. I didn’t want to upset her when her days were numbered. But she kept insisting that I needed to make things better with you. She told me I needed to take advantage of the time she didn’t have.”  
 
    He shook his head and rubbed at his eyes. “I blew off the idea, allowing myself to stay stubborn, the way I’ve been for years now. Cold and closed off. But this past month, I’ve been all alone and that gave me a lot of time to think. I thought about the day we brought you home from the hospital. I thought about the first time you met your baby sister. When you learned to ride a bike. The smile on your face every time you brought home a good report card. The way you used to kiss my cheek after you said your prayers. All of the things I allowed myself to forget.”  
 
    Tears began to flood his cheeks again. “Then I remembered the way you looked at me as I shut the door in your face. How your shoulders would begin to slump as soon as I brought up your sexuality. The heartbreak that has been apparent on your face ever since you lost your sister. Your best friend. I allowed myself to become numb to all of that. And now that I finally see it, I’m disgusted with myself. I may not understand that part of you, but you didn’t deserve to be treated that way. I treated you as if you were a piece of trash, when you’re a living, breathing, human being. You’re my daughter, for God’s sake.”  
 
    He took a few deep breaths, then placed a hand on my knee. “What I’m trying to say is that I know I’ll never be able to right the past, but I want to make things better in the future. I’m sorry. Could you ever forgive me?”  
 
    There was a hopeful look in his tear-filled eyes as he stared over at me and awaited my answer. It wasn’t that simple though. I shook my head. “I-I can’t. I want to forgive you. I really do. But unlike you, I wasn’t numb. I remember every disapproving look. Every hurtful word. Every single time you pushed me away. I want to be able to move on, but I honestly don’t know how.”  
 
    I stood from the bed and moved Callie’s items into the box, before lifting it and starting to walk out of the room. 
 
    “Please stay.” 
 
    The pleading tone to my dad’s voice almost caused me to change my mind, but I simply shook my head. 
 
    “I can’t.” Before walking out of the room, I paused one more time. “I’ll call you though. I promise.”  
 
    Once I was back at my apartment, I looked at my phone and the few text messages Samantha had sent me. Instead of answering, I lay on the couch and allowed myself to drift to sleep. I woke an hour later to the sound of my phone ringing. I wasn’t surprised to see it was Samantha, but instead of picking it up, I turned my phone off completely.  
 
    I knew what I was doing. I was doing exactly what I promised I wouldn’t do. I was shutting her out. Apparently, my dad and I had more in common than I wanted to admit. Just like him, when I wanted to avoid my emotions, I would push them down and pretend they didn’t exist. Which is exactly what I wanted right now. I didn’t want to feel the sadness over looking through Callie’s things or the confusion over my dad’s confession or the guilt I felt for some reason for not being able to forgive him. I didn't want Samantha to comfort me and tell me it would be okay, because would it really?  
 
    I knew I was wrong, but that didn’t stop me from walking to the bar a few blocks from my apartment. It didn’t stop me from guzzling down a few beers until I had a steady buzz going. I could feel my phone in my pocket, but instead of doing the right thing and turning it back on, I stared down at my empty mug. I had it right the first time. Samantha really was better off without me.  
 
    My thoughts were interrupted by someone sliding onto the bar stool beside mine. “This seat taken?” she asked flirtatiously.  
 
    I immediately recognized that voice and turned to look into Diana’s big dark eyes.  
 
      
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Chapter 36: Samantha 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    I paced the floor in my bedroom, staring at the clock that had just hit 8:00. It had been almost ten hours since Carly left my parents’ house and I had yet to hear from her. To make matters worse, as I went to call her again, the call went right to voicemail.  
 
    “Damnit!” I said, throwing the phone onto my bed.  
 
    Just then I heard a car door slam outside and looked out my window to see Carly getting out of a car I didn’t recognize. I hurried toward the front door and just as I made it to the bottom of the steps, Carly busted through the door.  
 
    Her face was red and her eyes were puffy. Before I could say anything, she threw her arms around me, holding on for dear life, as if she thought she would somehow lose me if she let go.  
 
    I placed one lone kiss on her forehead and unsuccessfully tried to pull away. “What’s wrong, sweetie?”  
 
    Carly sniffled. “I made a huge mistake. Today was a hard day. It was good… I guess, but still hard.”  
 
    My heart was racing as she pulled me even closer.  
 
    “I’ll tell you all about what happened later, if you let me. I know I should have called after I left. Instead, I went home and slept. Then I… I went to a bar. Again, I realize I should have called, but I resorted to my old ways. I told myself it would be easier to just pull away, avoid everything. I convinced myself it would make things easier on not just me, but also you. As I drank, I just kept reminding myself that you deserve so much better than me. You really do, Sam.”  
 
    She took a break from rambling to take a few deep breaths. “Then, after a few beers and developing a pretty steady buzz, Diana showed up at the bar and ended up sitting down beside me.”  
 
    I felt my body stiffen at the mention of Diana. Where was Carly going with this? What the hell had happened at that bar?  
 
    Carly pulled away and looked me in the eye, alarm showing on her face. “Oh my God, Samantha. It’s not what you’re thinking at all. I may be an idiot, but I’m not a complete moron. I would never in a million years even think about cheating on you.”  
 
    My body relaxed a little and Carly pushed a piece of hair behind my ear, before leaning in and allowing her lips to briefly brush against mine. “She tried to use some crappy one-liner on me, and I told her to leave me alone. I let her know that I had nothing left to say to her.”  
 
    I felt like my eyes might pop out of my head. With how distraught Carly was, those certainly weren’t the words I expected to come out of her mouth. “And what did she say?”  
 
    Carly let out a strained laugh. “Nothing at all. She winked at me, then walked a few feet away and used the same line on some other girl. Within a few minutes, they were laughing and taking shots together. That’s when it hit me. This is what Diana does. She avoids her problems. Acts like they don’t exist rather than trying to solve them. Just like me.”  
 
    She shook her head and stared down at the ground. “She could have a life filled with love and laughter, and instead she’s spending her Saturday night getting drunk in a bar with another random woman.”  
 
    When she looked back up at me, tears filled her eyes. “I don’t want to be that person. I’m sorry I have the tendency to run. I’m so sorry, Sam. I meant it when I said you deserve better than me. You really do. You deserve someone whose first instinct is to turn to you. I want to be the person you deserve. I promise I’m working on it. I slipped up today. I shouldn’t have pulled away. I should have come to you, and I really hope I’m not too late.”  
 
    She reached out and grabbed my hands. “Diana made her bed. Because of the decisions she made, she’s all alone. She doesn’t have that shoulder to cry on or that person to laugh with. But I do. I have someone to come home to, and I want to come home to you every day for the rest of my life. I know this is a weird time to ask this question. I promise I’m not drunk though. I only brought a rideshare here because I wanted to be safe. Sam, will you please move in with me?”  
 
    I breathed a sigh of relief as I let her words wash over me. “Shit, Carly. You scared the crap out of me. You’re such an idiot. Did you really think that I was under the false impression that just because we were a couple now that things were going to be rainbows and butterflies all the time? We both have a lot of growing to do, and we’ll do it together. Of course I’ll move in with you. I can’t wait to pull you into our bedroom after you have a long day and force you to talk to me. I can’t wait to make you open up, when it’s the last thing you want to do. Pretty much, I can’t wait to fight with you. But more so, I can’t wait to fight for you, which is what I’m going to do every single day for the rest of our lives.” 
 
    “No one’s ever fought for me before,” Carly responded meekly.  
 
    I took her chin in my hand and forced her to look at me. “First of all, that’s not true. I’ve been fighting for you for the last twelve years, because whether you choose to believe it or not, you’re someone worth fighting for.”  
 
    A wide smile finally formed on Carly’s face. “I love you, Samantha Phillips. I’m pretty sure I’ve loved you from the first moment I laid eyes on you. I’ll never stop loving you.”  
 
    I laughed lightly. “Good, because I wouldn’t let you if you tried.”  
 
      
 
    ——1 year later—— 
 
      
 
    “How do we have so much stuff?” I grumbled as I carried another box into me and Carly’s new house. “We’re moving out of a tiny apartment. How did we fit all of this in there?”  
 
    “You didn’t,” Molly said as she stepped up beside me holding a box of her own. “Mom and Dad packed up the stuff you left in your bedroom at their house. I’m pretty sure they’re planning to turn it into a nursery.”  
 
    “A nursery? They need to chill out. I’m not even married yet.”  
 
    Molly smirked at me. “That’s only three months away though. Then it’s baby-making time.”  
 
    I motioned for her to be quiet. “Don’t say the B word. This has already been a big year for Carly and I—moving in together, buying a house, getting engaged, Carly starting her nonprofit. I’m sure the last thing Carly wants to think about right now is children.”  
 
    I felt strong arms wrap around me from behind. “I’d be down to have a baby Phillips in the house.”  
 
    “Really?” I asked as I turned around in Carly’s arms so I could face her.  
 
    Carly shrugged. “Sure. Why not? It’s not like we don’t have enough space here.”  
 
    I leaned in and kissed her only to have our moment interrupted by my parents coming into the house.  
 
    “Pizza has arrived!” my dad shouted.  
 
    With his announcement, Caroline and Gina joined us in the kitchen.  
 
    “Thank you for the pizza, Mr. and Mrs. Philips,” Gina said as she grabbed a slice.  
 
    My sister wrapped her arm around her girlfriend’s waist and kissed her gently on the cheek. “Thank you for helping today, baby.”  
 
    Once we were all settled, Carly left the room and came back a minute later, holding another box. She opened it up and began throwing T-shirts at everyone. “I want all of you to wear these at the grand opening.”  
 
    I looked down at the shirt I was holding that read Callie Foster Family Foundation. I felt tears coming to my eyes as I thought about everything Carly had achieved over the past year. What started out as her opening up on social media about losing her sister spiraled into a support group, which quickly turned into a nonprofit for friends and family of those lost to suicide or battling a mental illness. When a small building went on sale just a few doors down from Phillips Family Eyecare, it seemed like it was meant to be. What was even more shocking was when Carly’s dad offered to pay for it, giving her the ability to see her dream through—a center filled with multiple resources, a 24-hour support line, and even a few on-site counselors. Speaking of which…  
 
    “And for our fearless lead counselor,” Carly said as she tossed a shirt to Caroline.  
 
    Immersed in something on her phone, Caroline didn’t hear Carly, and the shirt ended up hitting her in the face.  
 
    Carly put her hand over her mouth, trying and failing to suppress her giggle. “Texting your girlfriend?”  
 
    Caroline rolled her eyes in response. “Stop. She’s not my girlfriend.” A mysterious twinkle appeared in her eyes. “At least, not yet.”  
 
    I nudged her in the side. “Hold up. Has there been a new development in the Hailey Smith saga?”  
 
    For the past year, Caroline and Hailey had grown much closer. Although they both knew there were feelings on both ends, they hadn’t taken it beyond friendship. I knew Caroline wanted more, but she was trying to be respectful of the fact that Hailey didn’t want to jump into something new right after her marriage ended.  
 
    A blush surfaced on Caroline’s face. “Well, it just so happens that Hailey asked me to go out on a date next weekend. An honest-to-God date.”  
 
    Carly clapped her hands together. “Well, hot damn. That’s amazing. She sure did make you wait long enough though, didn’t she?”  
 
    Caroline rolled her eyes once again and pointed her thumb toward me. “Says the girl who made this saint over here wait a whole twelve years.”  
 
    I watched as Carly stuck her tongue out and snuck a middle finger that my parents couldn’t see, and thought about how much she’d changed since we met over thirteen years ago. Heck, it was crazy to see just how much she had grown in the past year. She was still the same Carly I fell in love with, but she was also so much more. She was determined, hard-working, and had more passion in her pinky than most people have in their whole body.  
 
    When her eyes drifted to mine, so many emotions washed over me.  
 
    “She sure did, but I’d wait twelve more if I had to.” As I spoke those words, I knew there was no greater truth than that.
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