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“I learned the people

we love usually

turned out

to be one of three things:

a home,

a holiday,

or hell.”

 

— Beau Taplin
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Charlie

 

On the northeast side of Mount Lebanon, Pennsylvania, there was a house.

It was a beautiful house, stoic and grand, with a little over half an acre of land, five bedrooms, and three luxurious bathrooms. The front view stunned those who passed by, the grand steepled entrance made completely of glass, the regal chandelier visible through that pristine window after the sun set.

The house was once magical, once filled with love and joy and plans for the future. It was entirely too big for the young newlyweds who purchased it, both eager to fill the spare bedrooms with babies, to fill the expansive kitchen with little footprints and messy high chairs, to fill the walls with memories captured in sepia-tone photographs.

Inside its walls were many things that belonged to me.

There were my books, of which I had many, lining the shelves in one of the spare bedrooms where I would often sit and read. There were the china dishes my mother had gifted me on my wedding day, the gardening tools I used every weekend to primp the garden I’d always dreamed of having, the breathtaking, gold-plated bird cage I’d taken such pride in, once home to two Budgies, now empty — just like me.

And a man.

A man who also belonged to me.

A man I no longer wished to keep.

A man who, no doubt, had not slept, though the sun was rising now. Because that house where he waited — that large, desolate, haunting house — was where I’d laid my head to rest every night for the last eight years. Until last night.

The old snow crunched under my boots as I crossed the yard that was not mine, my head hung, sun shining too brightly for my taste. It seemed to be judging me, the first eyes to see me as the woman I had become overnight. The house I was leaving was much unlike the one across town. It was smaller, cozier, filled with music and laughter and late-night confessions whispered quietly into beige cotton sheets.

I slipped silently into the driver seat of my luxury SUV, the door shutting with a simple, soft latch behind me. The car was empty, too. A family car. Too many seats for just one woman.

My fingers gripped the steering wheel, knuckles pink from the cold until I reached forward to start the car with a push of a button. I closed my eyes, shoulders rising and falling with a new breath, flashes of the night before assaulting me in little bursts behind my lids.

A touch. A sigh.

A man. A woman.

Fingertips and lips. Moans and breaths.

Old longings brought to life with new fervor, new discoveries uncovered with old, shaking hands.

Freedom. Passion.

Pain.

When I opened my eyes once more, I found my reflection in the rearview mirror, but I didn’t recognize the woman staring back at me. Her long, unruly chestnut hair, falling down in messy waves around bright, wide chocolate eyes. Lips red and swollen, cheeks tinged pink.

If you told anyone who knew me, they’d never believe you. They’d never believe that soft, sweet, quiet Charlie Pierce was pulling out of the driveway of a man who wasn’t her husband, that she’d known him in a way she was never meant to, that she’d felt his hardness between her thighs and his lips on her pale white skin.

But they didn’t know me.

I didn’t even know me.

Not anymore.

They say there are two sides to every story, and I suppose in most cases, that’s true. But the one I lived inside of? It had three.

On the northeast side of Mount Lebanon, Pennsylvania, there was a house.

But there was no longer a home.
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Two months earlier

 

Charlie

 

The smell of cinnamon woke me before my alarm could sound. I smiled, eyes still closed, my brain stuck in a memory that smell took me back to. A memory born years before. When my lids finally fluttered open, the smile fell, and I sat up slowly in bed, running a hand through my dark hair.

Our bedroom window overlooked the expansive back yard, the sun beginning to tickle the horizon off in the distance, casting the trees and our covered pool in the soft glow of dawn. It was just before six.

I pulled the comforter back, exposing my simple, cotton nightgown and wool sock-covered feet as I climbed out of bed. As soon as I was out of it, I made it up the way it had previously looked when we crawled into it the night before, and then I padded my way over to Jane and Edward.

“Good morning, lovelies,” I cooed as I pulled the black cover from the gold cage.

Two beautiful Budgies sat inside, each on their own little swings, and Jane sang her good morning to me while Edward shook the sleep out from his feathers. I opened the cage long enough to pet each of them with my index finger, smiling at the way they leaned into my touch. They were my pride and joy, along with my books and my garden. I loved to watch them play on lazy Sunday mornings or teach them new words before bed.

Cameron had surprised me with them the morning of our first wedding anniversary. That morning, though nearly seven years ago now, still felt like it was just yesterday. I remembered the younger version of us, the absolute bliss, the feeling that nothing could ever come between us or break the once-in-a-lifetime love we had. He’d been cooking that morning, too, and the little birds sat at the dining room table when I came downstairs.

I’d flown to them, eyes the size of saucers as I traced the gold cage with my fingertips. The Budgies had hopped around inside excitedly, chirping away, singing their greetings to me as I fought back tears. Cameron had just watched me over his shoulder, spatula still working the French toast, and I saw my favorite emotion reflected in his caramel eyes — happiness.

Seeing me happy made him happy.

At least, that’s the way it used to be.

“What will you name them?” he’d asked. And I hadn’t hesitated before answering Jane and Edward. After all, Jane Eyre was practically glued to my hands all through high school. That same, worn copy sat in my library across the hall even now, along with all the other books I’d cherished and collected over the years.

Jane fluffing out her feathers with a loud chirp snapped me back to the present moment, and once she and Edward were fed, I followed the smell of the cinnamon.

I loved the way the stairs descended in an opening right in the middle of our home, the way I had a full view of the kitchen and living area below me as I walked over the bridge hall and down each hardwood step. Cameron was there below me, already dressed in his favorite black suit, the jacket to it hanging over one of the chairs at the kitchen bar. He held the handle of the griddle in one hand, a spatula in the other, the soft sound of Bon Iver spilling out from our kitchen speakers.

“Good morning,” I sang, coming up behind him to press a kiss between his shoulder blades. “Cinnamon french toast.”

“Your favorite,” he reminded me, as he always did on the first day of school. It was January, so technically, it was the first day of school this semester. We were already halfway through the year. But that was Cameron — whether it was fall or spring semester, he always woke up before me to make my favorite breakfast. It was one of only four days out of the year that he cooked instead of me; fall semester, spring semester, my birthday, and our anniversary.

It’d been a tradition ever since we were married, one he’d started out of the desire to surprise me. I still remembered the first time, my first day teaching at Westchester Prep. He’d propped up a tiny chalkboard sign on the table that read Mrs. Pierce, along with a shiny red apple, and he’d served me in nothing but a little white apron tied around his waist.

I’d almost been late for my first day.

I frowned when Cameron shrugged me off him, bringing the first two slices to a plate beside the stove before turning the dial that extinguished the flames. He sprinkled powdered sugar on top of the bread and stepped away, leaving me cold. The chill didn’t warm as I watched him cross the kitchen and set the plate on the island next to the syrup, a glass of orange juice, and a simple red rose plucked from our garden, displayed in a slim vase.

“None for you?” I asked, and already I felt the small bit of joy I’d had upon waking slipping from me like the last bit of daylight, making way for the dark night that existed in me now no matter what time of day it was. I tried desperately to hold onto it, to grip that tiny glimpse of my old self and make her stay, but it was useless.

“I have to run,” he answered, not glancing back as he pulled his jacket from where it hung on the back of the chair. He shrugged it on, adjusting his tie before turning to face me, and just like that, my expression turned cold again. “Early meeting.”

Cameron had shaved that morning, the sharp edges of his jaw prominent as he ran a hand over the smooth skin. Sometimes he’d grow out a clean beard over that jaw, and I loved when he did. He used to do it more for that reason alone — because he knew I liked it that way. But lately, he shaved at least three times a week.

I’d always fit so well with Cameron — not just in our relationship, but physically, too. He was taller than me, but not by too much, just enough so that I sat comfortably under his arm when we walked side by side. When we would lay together at night, his knees would curve into the back of my legs perfectly, his arms winding around me like a safe haven.

In photographs, we looked as if we’d been plucked from a magazine — our dark hair complementary, eyes the same shade of golden brown. He was harder than me, his features more pronounced against his olive skin. Those differences only complemented my soft eyes and light complexion, in contrast. We were as aesthetically pleasing as a freshly painted mural, one everyone loved to stop and marvel at.

But sometimes when I looked at him, I didn’t recognize the man I saw at all — not anymore.

This was one of those times.

I crossed my arms over my middle, the thin fabric of my nightgown suddenly not enough to block out the cold.

“Oh. That’s too bad.”

He reached into the basket on the island for a banana and paused, watching me for a moment like he wanted to ask me something. His brows pinched together just slightly above the straight bridge of his nose, but the line disappeared so quickly I convinced myself it’d never existed at all.

Cameron stepped into me and pressed a kiss to my forehead. He didn’t linger, didn’t lean down to transfer that kiss to my lips. And then his hands were reaching for his keys instead of me.

“Have a great first day, sweetheart,” he said, and I forced a smile in return, holding it there until I heard the front door close a few moments later.

I stared at the french toast, the smell of it taunting me. I could almost hear his laughter from that first morning he’d cooked for me all those years ago, could almost feel his arms around me as we danced in the kitchen, one of his favorite places to pull me into him and sway in time with our favorite songs.

But there was no apron that morning, no dancing, no laughing. Just the sad, melodic voice of Bon Iver and a table set for one.

I clicked the power button on the kitchen stereo system, tossed the french toast in the trash, and abandoned the white porcelain plate in the sink along with my memories.
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Westchester Preparatory School sat right in the middle of Mount Lebanon, only a ten-minute drive from our house. It was the highest ranked private school in the state and one of the top in the country.

I had nearly burst into tears the day I’d been offered my dream job teaching kindergarten at Westchester, though I suppose I shouldn’t have been surprised. After all, I’d attended Westchester my entire schooling, as had my brother, and our father, too. Dad had also been a top donor since before my brother or I even attended.

It was the middle of my eighth year teaching there, and I still felt the same pride as that very first day when I opened the large, wooden double doors that led into the main hallway of the Annie Grace Wing. Named after the founder’s daughter, it was the wing that housed pre-kindergarten through fifth grade, and the wing where my classroom had been located since the day I joined the Westchester faculty.

I unwound my scarf when the warmth from the hall hit me, the school an almost reverent sense of quiet in the early morning. The wood floors were freshly polished, the late Victorian architecture filling me with a sense of history as my eyes traced the high arches and ceiling murals.

My students wouldn’t learn to appreciate the gold and navy baroque floral wallpaper and antique chandeliers until they were much older, maybe even until they were alumni. That was when I first took pride in the school I’d attended, in the foundation of it, the hundreds of years of history within its walls.

“Good morning, Mrs. Pierce,” a familiar voice called from across the hall as I rounded the corner into my classroom.

Randall Henderson, our headmaster, strutted toward me like a peacock in heat. It wasn’t that he wanted to show off for anyone, least of all me, but rather that his personality was as loud and colorful as the purple and green feathers that beckoned you in for a closer look. His belly was round, his cheeks the same, and his smile took up his entire face even on the rainiest of days.

“Mr. Henderson,” I greeted with a nod, hanging my coat, scarf, and purse on the hook behind my desk. “A pleasure to see you this early on the first day back.”

“Pleasure’s all mine,” he assured me, tucking his hands into the pockets of his navy blue dress slacks. “I hope you enjoyed your holidays?”

My stomach tightened at the reality of my holiday season, spent mostly alone, save for Christmas Day when Cameron and I had joined my parents for dinner. Had it not been for waking up to what I thought was a traditional first day breakfast with Cameron, I would have hustled out the door with a sigh of relief that school had started up again.

Cameron had worked long days and sometimes even nights throughout the entire break, and even when we’d had dinner at my parents’ for Christmas, he’d barely said a word. We were both asleep well before midnight on New Year’s Eve, and I’d dreamed of earlier years that night, of midnights spent kissing under confetti rain.

“It was a wonderful break,” I lied to Mr. Henderson, hoping the smile I’d managed with those words was at least somewhat convincing. Had Mr. Henderson noticed how that smile had changed over the last five years, how it had lost the vigor and brilliance? Did anyone even see me at all, or was I as dead to them as I felt inside?

“How are your parents? Well, I hope?”

It was no surprise that Mr. Henderson would ask after my parents, Gloria and Maxwell Reid. They were a shining beacon in Mount Lebanon, well known and well spoken of. They’d married at just seventeen, and run the town as a powerhouse couple ever since.

“Very well,” I said. “Dad is just as stubborn as always, and Mom is making it harder and harder for the buckle around his waist to fasten.”

Mr. Henderson chuckled. “That woman’s cooking is a blessing and a curse.”

“You’re telling me.” I ran my hands over my modest navy blue skirt before folding them together at my waist. “Is there something I can do for you, Mr. Henderson?”

“In fact, there is. We have a new music teacher starting today, taking over Mrs. Flannigan’s old position as the piano instructor.”

We both shared a sympathetic look then. Mrs. Flannigan had been with Westchester for three decades, but had been diagnosed with early-onset Alzheimer’s just before the break. She’d gracefully stepped down to spend time with her family before the symptoms worsened, and we all wondered how Mr. Henderson would handle filling her position so last minute.

“I was fortunate enough to find an excellent candidate who was willing to up and move over the break, but he wasn’t able to get here as early as I’d have liked to tour the grounds or even set up his classroom. Miss Maggert took care of that for me, thank goodness,” he added. “Anyway, he grew up in the area, but never attended Westchester. I wondered if you might be willing to show him around, perhaps let him join you for lunch for a while until he gets acclimated?”

Internally, I cringed, but on the outside, I only offered a placid smile and nod. The word no wasn’t in my vocabulary, and it hadn’t been ever since I could remember. Mom had raised me to always be the hostess, the one always willing to accommodate others, and since it brought me more joy seeing others happy than it did to say no for my own discomfort, I always obliged.

Always.

Even if it meant giving up my time after school to take someone’s detention duty, or enduring paper cuts helping Mom seal envelopes for fundraiser invitations, or, like now, agreeing to be someone’s lunch buddy when even the thought of mindless small talk affected me in the way nails on a chalkboard would anyone else.

“Of course. I’d be happy to,” I finally agreed aloud.

“Wonderful!” Mr. Henderson clapped his hands together. “He’s getting set up in his classroom now, but I’ll introduce the two of you at lunch today. You’re a life saver, Charlie.” He waved as he turned to exit. “Happy first day back!”

I waved in return, but when he rounded the corner and disappeared, my hand fell, my smile fading.

It truly did bring me joy to be able to help him, to see that bit of relief in his eyes when I’d told him I could handle the task at hand. Still, my hands were already clammy at the thought of spending my lunch entertaining a stranger instead of reuniting with my favorite fictional characters between the pages of a very worn book.

But I didn’t have a choice in the matter, and I knew I’d offer to help as many times as he asked me to. That was just who I was. It was who I’d always been. So, I let it all go with one long exhale as I ran through my lesson plan for the day.

Charlie Pierce, the girl who always said yes.
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Reese

 

“She should be here any moment, Mr. Walker,” Mr. Henderson assured me, his cheeks high and pink. He rambled on about Westchester as I listened attentively, trying to take it all in. My head already hurt from the overflow of information.

Most new teachers would have already been here for two weeks, minimum, setting up their classroom and learning the ins and outs of the school. But this was my first day — first day at Westchester, first day back in my old hometown, first day teaching.

It was the last thing I ever thought I would do — teach. And yet, when the opportunity had presented itself, I knew it was exactly what I needed to do. The music instructor who came before me had thirty years of experience on me, but I had a stint as a pianist on Broadway and a piece of paper that said I survived Juilliard. It was enough to get me the job, and enough to get me back to the place I had left fourteen years ago.

The place I used to call home.

Home was the only thing I wanted to find, and now that I was back, I realized how futile that hope was.

“You’re going to adore Mrs. Pierce,” Mr. Henderson said, pulling me back to the small teachers’ café where we waited for the teacher who would be my assigned lunch date for the week. “She’s one of the best teachers we have, been here almost a decade now. And, she’s an alum. I had the pleasure of watching her grow over the years.” He chuckled. “She was a bright student. Always quiet, very studious and shy, but she shines even more as a teacher.”

I nodded with a polite smile, tucking my hands in the pockets of my slacks. I’d assured Mr. Henderson I didn’t need anyone to tour me around the campus or sit with me each day at lunch. If anything, assimilating with the other teachers was the least of my worries. I was more concerned with being trusted teaching children who would grow into adults one day. If you told anyone who knew me as a teenager in this town that I’d one day be teaching at Westchester, or even at all, they’d laugh at the outrageousness of it.

Though I didn’t attend Westchester as a kid, I had plenty of friends who did, and I’d been reckless enough with those friends to know that private school students didn’t mess around when it came to partying. My dad had put both my sister and me in public school, mostly because he wanted us to go to his alma mater, but also because I was a trouble maker from the time I was born.

I guess he didn’t want to pay upwards of thirty-thousand dollars a year for me to be a hooligan at a school when I could do the same amount of damage for free at the school closer to our house.

Still, it was prestigious — Westchester. I’d always wondered what it would be like to attend, and after only one morning within the halls, I could feel the history.

Maybe this really would be my chance to start over, to find a little piece of the man who had existed before I’d lost everything that had meant the most to me.

Mr. Henderson clapped his hands, and my eyes snapped to the woman who’d just walked through the door.

“Ah! There she is!” he said cheerily.

The woman looked up at us from the book clasped in her hands, and that was the first thing I recognized — a familiar, tattered copy of Jane Eyre, one I’d seen too many times to count in a life that felt like I’d never even lived it at all.

“Escaping with Charlotte Bronte again, are we?” Mr. Henderson chuckled, but I couldn’t find it in me to laugh.

All I could do was stare.

Charlie Reid stood before me like a ghost, one that had haunted me for more than a decade, one I longed for just as long but never truly imagined I’d ever see again.

I realized distantly that perhaps I did imagine I’d see her, if I was being honest with myself. Perhaps I hoped for it.

Perhaps she was part of the reason I was back.

Her brows bent together in confusion over her wide, honey eyes before she carefully slipped a silk ribbon bookmark between the pages and tucked the book away in her messenger bag.

“Are you surprised?” she asked, her voice timid and small. It wasn’t the voice I remembered, the cheery, bird-like voice that used to make every sentence sound more like a song. Then again, she wasn’t the girl I remembered, either. She wasn’t sixteen anymore. Her hair wasn’t wrapped in two braids, one over each shoulder, and her eyes weren’t bright and full of life.

No, Charlie wasn’t the same girl I’d left crying on my porch fourteen years ago on the last night before I left her and this town behind me.

She wasn’t anyone I should have recognized at all, but I’d never forget those eyes.

“Not in the slightest,” Mr. Henderson mused. He clapped me on the shoulder, squeezing hard as he gestured to Charlie, as if I’d taken my eyes off her for even a second since she’d walked in the room. “Mr. Walker, this is—”

“Charlie Reid,” I finished for him, and I paused a moment, watching the mixture of shock and wonder fill Charlie’s eyes before I reached forward to shake her hand. “I’ll be damned.”

She let me take her hand, her cool fingers slipping across my palm before I wrapped mine around hers and shook gently. For a moment, I just held her there, willing her to light up with recognition, to remember the boy who used to live next door.

But she didn’t light up at all.

If anything, it seemed any semblance of light she’d ever possessed had been extinguished sometime in the years since I’d seen her. Those eyes of hers felt hollow — not even sad, just empty. Her pale pink lips didn’t curve into the smile I knew and loved, her cheeks didn’t flush with heat at my gaze the way they used to.

She just blinked, pulling her hand from mine and resting it back on the strap of her bag.

“It’s Pierce now,” she said, and I searched those words for any kind of emotion, but came up empty-handed. “You’re back.”

I narrowed my eyes a bit, trying to figure her out. She did recognize me — and all she had to say was you’re back?

“I am, indeed,” I said, smiling as my eyes took the rest of her in. The long dark hair that I used to watch her braid was pulled up into a high, tight bun, and she wore a long, modest navy skirt and simple white blouse, a gold scarf topping off her school spirit. Westchester’s colors on everything she wore seemed to almost blend her in with the school, as if she wasn’t a woman at all, but just an extension of the hallways she walked.

“You two know each other, I presume?” Mr. Henderson interrupted, jolly as ever.

“We used to be neighbors,” I answered when she didn’t. “Charlie and my little sister were best friends growing up, and I was friends with her brother. Before we moved, that is.”

“Splendid! That saves me a lot of silly introductions then,” Mr. Henderson said, checking the gold watch on his wrist before clapping me on the back again.

His eyes found Charlie next, and I noticed then that she was staring at me, though her expression hadn’t changed. Her gaze found Mr. Henderson with a blink as he spoke her name.

“Charlie, as we discussed, please give Mr. Walker a tour of the campus when you have a chance. And you’re still okay being his lunch buddy for the next week?”

Her eyes skated to me briefly. “Of course. I’ll take it from here.”

“Wonderful. If you’ll excuse me, I have an unfortunate meeting with a high school mom who can’t possibly believe her sweet son vandalized the bathroom before winter break.” He rolled his eyes, but gave us each a wink on his way out the door.

There were at least a dozen other teachers in that lounge, but I only saw Charlie.

We might as well have been alone, the way the air picked up a charge in Mr. Henderson’s absence. I wondered if she felt it, too. I only had her expression to go by, which gave away nothing. Either she hid her emotions well now, or she didn’t have any at all.

I wasn’t sure which would bother me more.

“Charlie Reid,” I mused, hoping she would lighten up a little now that we were alone. “A tadpole no more. What happened to the braids and oversized t-shirts?”

“I imagine thirty-year-old’s wearing pigtail braids would be a little silly,” she said. “And t-shirts aren’t exactly dress code appropriate.”

I couldn’t tell if she was trying to make a joke or if she was as serious as an obituary. I smiled anyway, hoping it was the first option, but the smile fell quickly at her next words.

“And again, it’s Pierce now.”

Pierce.

Of course, she was married. It shouldn’t have been a shock. It shouldn’t have even solicited a single blink from me, let alone the dry swallow that torched my throat next. She was thirty now, and even with the light gone from her eyes, just as beautiful as she’d always been.

I repeated it to myself, the fact that she was married, over and over again like a curse.

But I still couldn’t tear my eyes away.

“Right. Pierce,” I said finally, clearing the rawness from my throat in the next breath. “Sorry about that. Habit, I suppose. Married for long now?”

“Almost eight years.”

I whistled. “And here I can barely fix myself a bowl of cereal in the morning. I thought I was supposed to be the more mature one.”

We both knew that was a joke. She’d always been the more mature of the two of us, even when she was just a pre-teen and I was supposed to be heading off to college.

Charlie was five years younger than me, and neither of us would ever forget that. It was those five years that had kept us apart, that had been a constant reminder of what we both wanted but could never have.

Now, at thirty-five and thirty, those years were no longer a road block. They weren’t even a speed bump.

But the ring on her finger that she played with obliterated the road altogether.

“Still burning water, huh?” she said after a moment. “At least one of us hasn’t changed.”

She managed something of a smile then, just the slightest twitch of her lips, and that made mine double in size. Maybe on the outside, I hadn’t changed much to her — sure, my hair was longer now, curling over the edge of my ears, and my chest was broader, my arms, too, thanks to a friend I met in Juilliard who convinced me we’d land more tail if we spent more time in the gym than in the classroom. But I was mostly the same, I supposed.

I couldn’t say that about her.

I tried to do anything but stare at her, but I couldn’t stop myself from searching for the girl who’d stood before me fourteen years ago on the night before I left Pennsylvania for New York. I think she’d hated me that night, and I’d never forgotten the way her eyes had filled with tears that pooled and never fell when we said our goodbyes.

She’d asked me to kiss her, and I’d said no — letting those years between us keep me from her like an electric fence.

Even now, I kicked myself for that mistake.

“You hungry?” I asked, gesturing to the café behind us. It was the kind of teachers’ lounge I’d only seen in movies, the kind no public school would ever have. My teachers most certainly brought bagged lunches and microwave dinners, but the Westchester teachers’ café had an entire buffet selection — from salads and hot sandwiches to grilled chicken and vegetable plates.

Charlie eyed the food behind me, and I swore I could feel her stomach roll like it was my own.

“I had a snack just before lunch, actually,” she lied. I knew it was a lie because she chewed her thumbnail in the next instant, one of her tells. It came out when she was nervous or hiding something, and the fact that at least one thing was still the same about her made me smile.

I rummaged through my bag for an apple before abandoning the rest of my belongings on the table behind us. I pulled my coat on, wrapping a scarf around my neck next and taking a bite out of the fruit.

“Guess it’s a perfect time for that tour, then.”

Charlie only nodded, not looking back to ensure I followed her as she made her way out of the café.

Once her back was to me, I let out a long breath, shaking my head. It was the marriage of a blessing and a curse, seeing her again after so many years. The boundaries that used to exist between us had vanished, but the new ones that had taken their place were made of steel, lined with barbed wire, drenched in warning to keep clear.

The ring on her finger was a symbol of her commitment to another man.

That alone should have sobered me. That alone should have been at the forefront of my mind, but it wasn’t.

Charlie Reid was married, she was Charlie Pierce now, and still, it didn’t matter.

I loved her, anyway.
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Charlie

 

Reese Walker was back in town.

I still didn’t believe it, even as he walked next to me as we toured the Westchester campus, his arm brushing mine as we rounded the courtyard. I kept my eyes on the buildings I pointed out to him as we passed, avoiding his gaze that begged me to look at him.

I could see it from the first moment he saw me — Reese was looking for Charlie, the girl he left behind, the girl he used to know.

She didn’t exist anymore.

“Over there is where the athletics facilities begin,” I said, pointing across the courtyard where some high school students were eating lunch. It was freezing, both Reese and I bundled back up in our scarves and coats, but even in the winter there would be a few kids who would brave the cold for a lunch outside of the noisy cafeteria. “When you get a chance, you really should take a walk through it all. We have an Olympic sized swimming pool, a state-of-the-art fitness center, softball and baseball fields, soccer and football fields, wrestling room — Westchester prides itself on offering something for everyone.”

Reese nodded, but his eyes only skirted over the facilities briefly before they were locked on me again.

He’d changed, too.

The first thing I’d noticed when I recognized him was that his hair was longer. It used to be styled neat and short, and now it grew as unruly as the boy I remembered. He’d filled out, his shoulders and chest broad, arms toned — the skinny boy from my childhood gone, replaced by the man I hadn’t seen in fourteen years.

He was the last person I expected to see that day, and yet seeing him hadn’t triggered a single feeling from me. It was almost like he’d never left, like he was still next door and I still saw him every day.

There was something buried, a stirring within me when he smiled. It pulled at a cold, barren yet familiar part of me that tried to surface, but failed.

Maybe it was because I didn’t feel anything at all, anymore.

“And this,” I said, pulling the door open that lead into our world-class fine arts and sciences facility, “this is where you’ll spend most of your time outside of the classroom, I imagine. The Jenkins Center for the Arts and Sciences.”

Reese stood close to me as I rambled off all the features of the building, the various rooms and facilities evenly split between two seemingly opposite passions and skill sets. Westchester’s goal had always been to unite the two, science and art, to bring forth new, creative ways to imagine and see the world we live in. There were dance studios, digital music labs, as well as classical band rooms, an orchestra pit in the performing arts wing, various science labs with their own specific focus in each. It was massive, and I only had knowledge of about half of what it actually housed.

“I can’t believe you went to school here,” Reese said from behind me. I turned toward the sound of his voice, finally allowing myself a moment to take him in as he marveled at the space.

His emerald eyes were wide, one hand touching the wooden banister that led up a spiral staircase to the second floor where individual practice rooms were housed for students to reserve on their own. Those eyes brought memories of late nights at the piano, watching him play, listening to the music he heard before anyone else, the music he created.

That laden part of me moved again, a yearning for something, but a simple blink buried it.

I watched Reese absorbing it, the grand splendor of it all, the history, his gaze spanning the length of the hall before falling to the map in his hand as he pieced it all together.

“It was an amazing experience,” I said after a moment. “Some of the best years of my life were spent here. I guess that’s why I couldn’t wait to come back.”

“Yeah, I did not have that same desire to get back to my high school.”

Reese smiled, eyes finding mine again as he tucked the map into his back pocket.

“Some of the best years of your life, huh?” he mused, fingers still trailing the wood. “And where were the other years in that category spent?”

I swallowed, eyes falling to my simple kitten heels.

“Garrick,” I replied softly, recalling my years at university there. It was a small, private university not too far from home. It was also where I’d met Cameron. “And my first few years of teaching. Of being married.”

I felt Reese’s gaze burning my skin, but I didn’t return it. I didn’t want to know what his eyes looked like, didn’t want him to search mine like the truth was hidden inside them.

“You met your husband when you were at Garrick?”

I nodded. I still didn’t look up.

Reese was quiet, but then he stepped forward, his auburn oxfords sliding into view with my shoes. We were toe to toe, and I remembered another time when we stood this way, when I couldn’t look at him. Another time long ago.

“And now?” he finally asked.

I slowly lifted my gaze, eyes catching his.

“Are you living the best years now, Tadpole?”

The way he looked at me willed me to say something, to bare my soul that he was trying so desperately to see. I used to hand it to him in the palm of my hands, eyes wide and heart open, nothing to hide.

But he didn’t understand. There was just nothing to see, now.

It had been five years since I’d had anything to offer.

The doors behind Reese flew open, students trickling in slower at first before that trickle became a stream.

“We should head back,” I said, running a hand over my hair to smooth any flyaways back into place. “I told my aide that I might be a little late coming back from lunch, but we have a lot to cover today, so I shouldn’t be gone too long. And you’re with the fifth graders, yes?”

Reese just watched me. He was still waiting for an answer.

“Well, they’ll be heading back to class now, too. Best not to leave them alone too long. They’re old enough to cause more trouble than you think.”

I wrapped my scarf around my neck again and pushed through the doors, not checking to see if he followed.
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Reese

 

Later that evening, I dumped my leather messenger bag on an unpacked box near my front door, shaking off my coat and scarf and dropping them on the box beside it. My new house was covered with those boxes, most of them left untouched, a few of them ripped open and rustled through in my haste to find what I needed that morning.

Everything had been moved out ahead of me, one suitcase being all I had back in New York up until the red eye flight into Pittsburgh the night before. The decision to move back to my hometown and teach for Westchester had been made on a whim, spawned by a drunken night online where I stumbled upon the job opening. They’d asked me to come out two weeks ahead of the start date, but with finishing up my commitments at the restaurants where I played and transferring the students I was working with at Juilliard, I hadn’t had the time.

It was my first time seeing the house in person that morning when I’d dropped my suitcase off, changed clothes, and ran out the door to my first day on the job.

I sighed as I unpacked the Chinese takeout I’d grabbed on the way home from Westchester, pulling out each container with my exhaustion wearing in more and more. It’d been a long day, one that took more of a toll on me than I’d imagined.

I couldn’t believe I was back.

Making the move back to Mount Lebanon was my last attempt to find sanity, to find home, to find some sort of comfort in a world that felt as unfamiliar as an undiscovered planet to me now. My new house was just a stone’s throw from the one I grew up in, and I’d hoped that would make me feel closer to the man I used to be.

So far, it’d only made me feel lonelier.

Mount Lebanon had been my home, it was where my parents started from nothing and built a family, as well as a fortune. It was where my sister, Mallory, and I played in a large backyard and argued over who had to do which chores. It was where I learned to play the piano, where I discovered music was what mattered most to me.

It was where I fell in love with a doe-eyed girl who lived next door, and where I left her wondering if she ever meant anything to me at all.

I cracked open one of the beers I’d picked up on my way home, tossing the rest of the six-pack into the fridge. The bitter carbonation comforted me, along with the lo mein, and I finally let myself think about her.

About Charlie.

It’d been impossible not to think about her all day — in the classroom, on my break, in the car on the way home. But I’d tried my best, tried to stay focused on learning about my new students and what they needed from me. Now that I was alone in my new house with nothing but fast food and the daunting task of unpacking to distract me, I couldn’t keep thoughts of her at bay any longer.

She was still Charlie, still the girl I used to know, except she wasn’t the same girl I used to know. Her eyes were darker, more tired, marked at the corners with lines from the years. I knew she hated me for leaving her, I knew she hadn’t tried to reach out over the years, but the way she’d reacted to me was shocking.

It wasn’t like she hated that I was there, or that she was still mad at me, and it definitely wasn’t that she was happy to see me, either.

It was worse — because she didn’t seem to have any reaction at all.

She used to be so full of life, and now she seemed almost hollow, the shell of the young woman I’d known over a decade ago.  She couldn’t even answer my question about whether she was happy now, one I’d asked in a moment that belonged to just the two of us. I wanted her honesty. I begged her to let me see, to let me in.

Now that I was alone, I realized how naïve I was to believe I’d earned that privilege after just an hour.

She didn’t owe me anything, least of all trust, and I’d been stupid to ask her for it.

I ate my chicken lo mein in silence, sucking back my first beer too quickly before replacing it with another as I thought through my first day. I’d stayed late after class had ended to finish the tour on my own that Charlie and I had started, spending extra time getting familiar with the fine arts center where I’d teach the youth the magic of music.

Me. Teaching kids.

It was still so impossible to believe.

I’d been reckless as a teenager, wasting my nights away partying when I wasn’t losing myself at the piano. Graham, my best friend and Charlie’s brother, had been my smarter counterpart. Though he tended to stay out longer than I did, he never seemed to find as much trouble as me. He’d end his nights in bed with a new girl, and there were too many nights where I ended mine waking up my parents with police officers in tow.

It was never anything serious — no illegal drugs or stealing or anything like that. Mostly, I was just bored, so I’d prank anyone in my path just because it was something to do. It was the same reason I never did very well in school. It wasn’t that I wasn’t intelligent, but rather that I found the busy work they assigned me a complete waste of time. I never did homework, but I aced every test, which landed me somewhere around a B average, simply floating through school.

Charlie was just the opposite. She always had straight A’s.

I scrubbed a hand over my face as I abandoned my barely touched food in the fridge and opted for a third beer, instead. I pushed one of the kitchen bar stools over by the sliding glass door, pressing it open a crack and propping my feet up on an unpacked box before lighting up a cigarette. I lit it quickly and inhaled, a sigh of relief leaving my lungs in the form of smoke.

Westchester was a strict no-smoking zone, even for teachers, and though I’d lit up as soon as I got in the car, I felt uneasy after being used to smoking nearly every hour on the hour back in New York. I suppose it was probably time I thought about quitting anyway, but I’d never actually tried.

Charlie used to harp on me all the time for smoking when I was a teenager. I’d started at fourteen, and she’d never let me do it around her. Anytime I had lit up in her presence, she’d ripped the cigarette from my mouth and chastised me. Sometimes I’d do it just to get a rise out of her, just to see if she still cared.

I let the cigarette settle between my lips, kicking back on the bar stool once more. The smoke filtered up slowly, the cool Pennsylvania wind sucking it through the small opening of the sliding glass door. I didn’t mind the cold, not here and not in New York City. But Mount Lebanon was night-and-day different from the city. I was back in the suburbs now, in a place where I’d build a future most likely very similar to the one Dad built here with Mom.

I wished they were around to see me now, to see what I’d become.

That same familiar ache penetrated my chest at the thought of them, and I winced against it, finishing my cigarette and taking my beer with me into the dining room. There should have been a table there, one where I could sit and enjoy meals with a family, but instead there was only my baby grand piano. I hadn’t played it in a week, not since the movers showed up at my apartment in New York to load it away.

I sat my beer on the lid, settling on the bench as my fingers automatically moved for the keys. As the first notes filled the empty house, I found a little peace, but not the way I used to. It was almost like a fake assurance, a lie saying everything was okay when it was so far from it.

Music used to save me, but it had died along with my family three years ago.

A mass shooting. A man who might as well have shot me dead, too, for how he stole every bit of joy in my life.

I closed my eyes, trying to feel the song I’d been working on for my family, trying to capture what they meant to me in the chords I played, trying to portray the pain and loss I felt now that they were gone. I frowned, reaching for the right sound, one that seemed so out of my grasp.

The more I tried, the more frustrated I became, because no matter what my relationship with music was, it couldn’t bring my family back — and it couldn’t fill the hole they left behind.

My phone lit up on the kitchen counter just feet away from me, the loud vibration of it jarring me from the song. I tried to push past it, but the moment was gone, the notes I’d been chasing vanishing like smoke as I ran my hands through my hair.

I didn’t have to look to know it was my former roommate, Blake, who was responsible for the interruption. No doubt the text would be asking if I’d managed to unpack anything yet.

But I didn’t move to answer it, nor did I unpack a single box that night. I just made my way back to the sliding glass door, lighting another cigarette and drinking the rest of my six-pack until it was time to go to bed. I sat wondering how the hell I’d been hired to teach at one of the top prep schools in the nation, how the hell I’d ended up back in the town I never thought I’d step foot in again.

And how I’d managed to run back into Charlie Reid after so many years.
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That Friday, I stayed after the last bell had rung for my first tutoring session at Westchester.

“Good. Now, when you’re practicing scales, I want you to take your time. Focus on your hand position instead of just slogging through. It may seem like it’s not a big deal, as long as you’re practicing them, but right now is the time to build good habits,” I told Matthew, watching as his face twisted in concentration.

He was my first victim at Westchester, my first one-on-one experience with a child and not a college student. I didn’t have it in me to tell him I was just as nervous as he was. When I helped out at Juilliard, it was always with already-skilled musicians who were struggling more with growing pains than actual music-related issues. It’d been more of a therapy job, which was also a joke, since I didn’t have a single thing figured out myself.

“Trust me, I wish I’d have put more time and effort into this kind of stuff when I was your age,” I told Matthew. “Would have saved me a lot of headaches retraining at Juilliard.”

He nodded, his fingers finding the keys again as he played through the same set we’d just finished. I watched him move, his hands a little more arched this time, his fingers skating with more ease over the keys. He still needed a lot of practice before he could move on to the more advanced pieces some of his peers were playing, but he had potential. And he listened. That’s all I needed to be able to work with him.

When he finished, I sat down at the piano next to him, gesturing for him to watch me play the same sheet of music. It was an easy piece, an old nursery rhyme set in E major. I played it easily, forcing myself to go slow so I could talk Matthew through some of the points I’d been making with him that afternoon. He nodded along, taking notes in a small notepad, and when I finished, he smiled toothily at me.

“You make it look easy.”

I chuckled. “You’ll do the same one day. Go ahead, run through it one more time.”

As he played the first few notes, I noticed Charlie leaning against the door frame just behind us. I squeezed Matthew’s shoulder to let him know I was still listening before strolling up to her, returning her soft smile.

“It’s nice to see you playing again,” she said first, careful not to talk too loudly over Matthew’s practicing. “I always loved to watch you play. Or rather, to hear you.”

“Different tunes back then,” I pointed out.

The corner of her mouth twitched at a grin, though it didn’t fully expand. “Yes. Much more angsty and sad, but you were a tortured soul back then.”

“Still am,” I teased.

“I’ll warn Mr. Henderson to keep the teenagers away from you, then.”

Charlie’s hair was up in a bun again, wrapped tight and sitting high on her head. Her long, slender neck was exposed in the dainty light-yellow blouse she wore, and even though it was casual Friday, she still wore a navy skirt similar to the one I’d seen her wear the first day. She’d been in a skirt or dress every day that week, and though I’d only seen her briefly at lunch each day, we were beginning to fall back into our old steps.

At least, as much as we could.

She still hadn’t opened up to me, hadn’t laughed, hadn’t told me much about what she’d been up to over the past fourteen years. But she sat with me each day at lunch, and she was finally starting to do some of the talking instead of leaving it all to me.

I’d take what I could get.

It was strange, how she brought out the young adult in me. Charlie brought me back to simpler times, just by existing. She reminded me of freedom and Pall Mall cigarettes, of dusty old books and stolen scotch. Hearing her talk about how she used to watch me play reminded me of those nights, of her carefully closing the lid on our piano so she could sit on top of it while I played. It always morphed the notes, but I never minded — it was never about the music when she was sitting there with me.

I never knew which nights I’d come home and find her there in my old kitchen, one foot tucked under where she sat on the same bar stool reading late into the night. At first, it seemed like just a coincidence. She couldn’t sleep well at our house when she stayed the night with Mallory, and I always came home late, so we’d spend those early morning hours together at the piano.

But after a while, I began to wonder if she waited up for me on purpose, if she hoped for me to stumble in and play for her.

“Are you busy this evening?” she asked after a moment, standing up from where she’d been leaning against the frame.

“Unpacking,” I said, but quickly followed it with the truth. “Well, attempting to, at least.”

“Why am I not surprised to hear you’re not unpacked yet.”

“Hey,” I defended. “This week has been busy. I’m a teacher now, you know.”

“You’re also lazy.”

“That, too.”

I willed her to smile, but she only glanced at Matthew playing over my shoulder before her eyes found mine again.

“My parents asked me to invite you over to dinner. They heard you were back in town. But I can tell them you’ve got other plans if you don’t want to come. I know how overbearing they can be sometimes.”

I searched her expression, wondering if she wanted me to come to dinner, or if she was only asking out of obligation to her parents. I couldn’t decipher, and either way, I loved Max and Gloria Reid. I’d grown up with them as a second set of parents, and I wondered if seeing them might bring back that bit of home I longed for.

“Are you kidding? Your parents are the best. I’d love to come.”

“Really?”

I scoffed. “Charlie, who in the history of ever in Mount Lebanon has turned down your mother’s cooking?”

At that, her eyebrows raised in agreement. “Fair point. Well, dinner is at six tonight. I hope that’s not too early?”

“Six is perfect.”

She swallowed, watching me for a moment before she lifted one small hand in an awkward wave.

“Okay, then. See you at six. I assume you don’t need the address?”

“I think I got it.”

Charlie turned, and I told myself not to ask, but the question was already halfway out.

“Will I get to meet Mr. Pierce tonight?”

She stiffened, her hand catching on the frame as she quarter-turned, not facing me all the way, just casting a glance over her shoulder.

“He’s a Penguins’ season ticket holder, so he’ll be heading into the city tonight. But he’s dropping me off. I’m sure he’ll come in and say hello.”

I shouldn’t have assumed anything. I didn’t know a single fucking thing about her husband — his name, what he looked like, if he made her happy. Still, the way her eyebrows pinched together, the sad turn of the song in her voice, it clued me in to the fact that I didn’t need to know much to know something was off.

Was he the reason she didn’t smile anymore?

“Great. Can’t wait to meet the lucky guy.”

Charlie flushed, almost imperceptibly, just the faintest tinge of pink shading her cheeks. “See you later, Reese.”

I watched her walk away until Matthew played the last note.
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Charlie

 

I stared at Cameron’s right hand on the drive over to Mom and Dad’s.

It was resting on the gear shift in his Audi, which was silly, because it was an automatic car and he didn’t need to shift. His left hand was on top of the steering wheel, keeping the car steady on the road, turning us easily whenever needed. That hand, his left one, was doing all the work, like it had ever since I first met Cameron at Garrick University — because his right hand belonged to me.

The first night he took me on a date — a real date — he drove me in his beat up clunker of a car. It was an old Pontiac, one that he spent nearly every weekend trying to keep running. I’d been so nervous, the book worm going on a date with one of the most popular guys on campus; captain of the hockey team, our star player, and he was aloof to all the other girls. Cameron Pierce was a mystery, and I didn’t know a single girl who had been granted more than one night in his bed to try to figure him out.

Until me, that is.

My hands shook that night in his car as he drove us to a small Italian diner off campus. I’d tucked them between my thighs, trying to keep them both warm and still. Cameron had asked me if I was nervous, and I’d only blushed and nodded. Then, he’d reached over and placed his right hand on my knee.

That one touch had set me on fire and calmed me all at once.

And ever since then, whenever he drove us anywhere, his hand always found me — my knee, my thigh, my hand. It was always there, it was always mine.

I couldn’t remember when that stopped.

My brows drew together as I stared at his hand, trying to remember the last time that hand had touched me, the last time it’d comforted me.

“Are you okay?”

Cameron was watching me, and I cleared my throat, peeling my gaze away and pinning it on the road. “Fine. Just a little cold.”

He stared at me a moment longer before shifting in his seat. My heart skipped with hope that he’d read my mind and was reaching for my hand.

But he leaned forward to adjust the heat instead.

I glanced outside the passenger side window just as my old house rolled into view. Maxwell and Gloria Reid lived in a mansion, but it just looked like home to me. I didn’t bat an eyelash at the tall, intricate metal gate that we had to wait for Mom to buzz us inside of. The long drive with beautiful flowers and trees lining each side didn’t leave me in awe. I barely looked at them before we were parked in front of the grand entrance to the west wing.

It was where Mom and Dad hosted their guests, where the nice china and newest furniture was housed. It was where I’d helped them host parties my entire young adult life, where I’d celebrated my graduation from Westchester and Garrick, both.

It was where Cameron had asked me to marry him, with little fuss, in front of the people who mattered most to me.

Cameron parked the car and cut the ignition before jumping out and jogging over to open my door for me. He helped me out of the car, his left hand reaching for mine. I still stared at his right one.

“There they are!” Dad called from the front door, his voice booming. He stood with the front door open waiting for us, the same door that was usually answered by the butler or the maid. But on family dinner nights, my parents would give the help the night off. Mom always insisted. She wanted to be the one to wait on and cook for her family.

“Hi, Dad,” I said, leaning up to kiss his cheek as he took my coat.

“Hey, sweetheart. How’s my girl?”

“Just fine.” I forced a smile, crossing my arms over my middle as we both turned to Cameron. He was already reaching forward for my dad’s hand, and Dad pulled him in for a bear hug before Cameron could protest.

My dad was a bear of a man, standing a few inches taller than Cameron and weighing about a hundred pounds more, too. His belly had grown in size over the years, which I didn’t mind. If anything, he seemed even more jolly now that his belly shook a bit when he laughed. His brown hair had grown gray over the years, his mustache matching it, but he always dressed to the nines. My dad’s philosophy: Be ready to impress, because you never knew who you’d run into, even if it was at home.

Dad and Cameron were already talking about the Pittsburgh Penguins match against the Tampa Bay Lightning that night. I didn’t know much about hockey, other than what I’d picked up over the years watching Cameron play at Garrick, so I took my coat from Dad and hung it on the rack by the door.

Cameron had always loved hockey, even before his grandparents had helped him get started playing in high school. He was well behind the curve of the other players by that point, but the coaches couldn’t teach the other kids to do what Cameron could do from natural talent alone.

He’d stopped playing after college, assuring me his only interest was in me and our future family, but I’d still purchased a Penguins season ticket for him and renewed it every year since. I’d offered several times to get him a second ticket so he could take someone with him — my dad or another friend — but he’d insisted he’d rather go alone.

That was Cameron. He was a loner, and he preferred it that way.

“I see it didn’t take them long to start talking about sports,” Mom teased as she rounded the corner into the foyer. She’d been in the kitchen, no doubt, the pastel pink apron still tied at her waist as she leaned in to hug me.

“Never does,” I said as she hugged me. “How are you, Mom?”

“Just wonderful,” she said with a sigh, squeezing me once more before pulling back. “I’m so happy to have you here for dinner.”

“We come for dinner at least three times a month,” I reminded her.

“Well, it’s never enough. And with Graham living in Arizona now, you’re going to get twice the dinner invites.”

My brother, Graham, had moved to Arizona shortly after his wedding the previous summer. His wife had her own dental practice there that had been handed down through the family, and he’d moved to support her. I missed when he was around for family dinners, too.

Mom held me there, hands on my arms as she looked me over, questions hidden behind her eyes. If my dad was a bear of a man, my mom was a bird of a woman — just like me. Her bones were petite, waist tiny enough for dad to wrap his hands around with thumbs and fingertips touching. Her hair was the same color as mine, a chocolate brown, though she wore hers down in a classic bob while mine always stayed tied in a bun on top of my head.

I tried to smile as she searched my eyes with a concerned gaze. She’d looked at me that way for five years now, like she was trying to find her little girl beneath the woman who stood before her. But before she had the chance to ask if I was okay, the way she always did, Reese appeared behind her, holding a dark cocktail in one hand and a glass of wine in the other.

His eyes found me first.

Something happened in that moment, in that instant where I saw him standing in such a familiar place. He was back in my home, in a setting I’d seen him so many times before, only back then he was younger.

Back then, he wore basketball shorts and old t-shirts with the sleeves cut off. Tonight, he wore black dress slacks and a charcoal gray sweater with a light blue button-up shirt peeking out from underneath it. The collar of it poked out above the neck of his sweater and the wrist cuffs were the only other part of it visible.

He looked grown, sophisticated, and my eyes drank him in along with the memories he caused to resurface just by being in the place he once used to be.

“Your wine, Mrs. Reid.”

“Oh! Thank you, Reese,” she said, taking the glass from his hand with a shake of her head. “And stop it with that formal stuff. You used to call me Mom, what happened to that?”

Reese chuckled, lifting his glass to take a sip. His eyes were still on me.

“Sorry. Gloria. That better?”

“It’ll do,” she conceded.

“Hello, Charlie,” Reese said next, reaching for my hand with the one not wrapped around his glass. “You look beautiful.”

He lifted my hand to his lips, pressing a soft kiss onto the back of it. He used to greet me with high fives and a ruffle of my braids that I’d have to fix when he was done.

“Thank you. I see you found the cocktails.”

“At your mother’s request, of course.”

“Surely,” I teased, and he grinned before finally letting go of my hand.

“Reese, my boy,” Dad said, joining us in the middle of the foyer. “This is Cameron Pierce, my daughter’s husband. Cameron was the captain of the hockey team at Garrick where Charlie went to college. Hell of an athlete,” he said proudly. “And hell of a man, too. One of the top associates at Reid’s Energy Solutions.”

Dad was the Chairman of the Board and former CEO of an energy company he’d started with his brother. They’d built it from the ground up, riding the solar energy revolution, and Cameron joined the company right after graduation. He’d quickly moved up to be one of the top project managers. It was another part of his life I didn’t understand, but one I was proud of nonetheless.

“Treats our little girl pretty great, too,” Mom added with a sweet smile, leaning over to kiss Cameron’s cheek.

Then it was just him and Reese left to greet.

Cameron was quiet, his smile a little forced, as it always was when Mom and Dad doted on him. He hated attention, but was always too polite to say so. His eyes were hard as he reached for Reese’s hand.

Reese’s smile had fallen, too, but it reappeared as they finally clasped hands and shook firmly. “Pleasure to finally meet you, Cameron. Charlie has told me amazing things about you.”

I looked at Reese then. I hadn’t told him anything.

“All fabricated, I’m sure,” Cameron said with a smile of his own. “Nice to meet you, Reese. Charlie told me you’re teaching at Westchester now, and I hear you’re an old friend of the family, too.”

“Grew up in the house one block over,” Dad said, beaming. “Well, one yard over, really. He and Graham were best friends, and Charlie here was the same with Reese’s younger sister, Mallory. Four peas in a very tight pod, they were.”

Dad laughed a little at that, but I didn’t miss the shadow of grief that fell over Reese’s face at the mention of his sister. I cleared my throat, threading my arm through Reese’s.

“Make me a Wild Walker, for old time’s sake?” I asked, referencing the mystery concoction he’d branded with his last name when he was a teenager. It was the drink responsible for many of our friends’ first hangovers — mine included.

Reese’s eyes fell to where my hands rested on his bicep before they lifted to mine, and he smiled, seeming grateful for the change in subject. “You have a death wish before dinner?”

“I can handle it,” I assured him, and he barked out a laugh.

“I’m sure.”

“Cam, you’ll join us for a cocktail before you head out?” Mom asked.

We all turned to face Cameron then, and he was watching Reese curiously, in a way I’d never seen him watch anyone before. “Afraid not,” he answered, but he only looked at Reese. “Game starts at seven-thirty, and you know how traffic is.”

Dad clapped Cameron on the shoulder to walk him out. “Shame, but you’re right. Don’t let us keep you. I’ll text you once dinner is finished and I’m parked in front of the television in the study.”

Before they left, Cameron turned to me with dark eyes and said, “I’ll pick you up right after the game.”

He held my gaze a moment, as if he was trying to tell me something. I used to be so in tune with those looks, those little stares. I knew when he wanted to leave a party early, when he wasn’t feeling well, when he was making fun of someone with an inside joke between the two of us.

I used to know with one little look when he couldn’t wait to take my clothes off.

“I’ll be ready,” I assured him. “Have fun.”

He held my gaze a moment more before his eyes flicked to Reese. “You too.” Then he turned, Dad talking business with him the entire way out the door as Mom, Reese and I made our way to the kitchen.

“So, do I even want to know what a Wild Walker is?” Mom asked when it was the three of us. She immediately went back to prepping the salads she’d been working on when I arrived, and Reese threw me a devilish grin over his shoulder as he reached into the cabinet for a glass.

“Just Reese’s famous cocktail from his party days,” I answered, taking a seat at one of the bar stools at the island. I’d always thought my kitchen was expansive, but Mom’s was straight out of a magazine. It was built for a professional, or rather, a team of professionals. I barely noticed it anymore, but I still remembered when Dad had the entire thing gutted and remodeled to be Mom’s dream kitchen. She’d practically lived in it my entire senior year of high school.

“And the culprit in your daughter’s first experience being drunk.”

I balked, unsure how my mother would react to that information, but she just laughed. “What? You mean to say my daughter had a drink before she was the legal age of twenty-one? Impossible!”

“Not our sweet little Charlie!” Dad chimed in as he entered from behind us. He winked at me, taking the seat to my left.

“You’re right,” Reese agreed, his back to us as he secretly mixed his famous concoction at the liquor buffet. “I must be mistaking her for someone else.”

A warmth filtered in slowly in that moment, being in the kitchen with my parents and Reese. And for the first time in years, a small smile found my lips.

A real one.

“Very funny, everyone. I’ll have you know, I got so hammered that night that I threw up in Mom’s hydrangeas.”

She paused, hands stilling where she’d been cutting the onion for our salads. “That’s why they died?! Poor Salina and I racked our brains for weeks trying to figure that out before we had to just pull them and replant.”

They all laughed as Reese handed me the finished product. I took the first sip, cringing a bit at the sting of whiskey before the familiar warmth of spice and cinnamon tickled my tongue. It brought me back to that night, to that feeling of youth, and I shook my head.

“Never thought I’d ever have one of these again.”

Reese watched me take another sip, his eyes falling to my lips briefly before he ripped them away and took a drink of his own. “Yeah, well, surprises always were my thing.”

“They were, indeed.”

I noted the flecks of gold in his emerald eyes, the same way I had the first time I’d tasted a Wild Walker. He was watching me closely, like he wondered if I’d forgotten. He used to bring me books, little “surprises,” ones he stole from the parties he attended. He’d sneak into the libraries or studies at the houses and pick one out for me, even though he knew I’d yell at him for taking someone else’s property.

Half the books in my library were from house parties at Mount Lebanon’s finest.

It was strange having Reese back in my childhood home. It felt different than seeing him at Westchester, a place I’d never seen him before, a new place for us to exist in. That had been more formal, more professional. But now, sitting in my kitchen with my brother’s best friend, with a boy I used to watch play our piano in the next room, it was different — familiar. It was comforting. It was an old friend coming home, bringing all the memories we’d made over the years back with him.

Mom laughed at something Dad had said, something I’d missed, and Reese smiled, lifting his glass into the air.

“To surprises.”

It was suddenly too warm.

My cheeks burned, but I lifted my glass, anyway.

“Surprises.”

Our glasses clinked, and as we took a sip, Mom announced that dinner was ready.
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Reese

 

“You did not,” Charlie accused, holding her coffee cup close to her mouth so the steam hit her nose.

We were standing at the gate that separated her house from my old one. Both of our yards had been so big that we were a block away from front door to front door, but this gate had always been the shortcut. When we’d first moved in, it’d been a solid gate, but our parents had an entryway installed for easy access between our houses.

“I was there that night, remember?” Charlie cocked an eyebrow. “And I know for a fact you did not spray paint anything in your bedroom. Your parents would have killed you.”

I did remember. We were reminiscing on my last night in town, the night before I, along with my entire family, moved away from Mount Lebanon. I was going to Juilliard after dicking around for three years after high school, and Mallory was going to NYU as a freshman. Our parents wanted to be there with us, so we all made the move to New York City together.

But not before I threw one last rager in the empty house.

“Glow in the dark spray paint, Tadpole. You wouldn’t have seen it unless you were in that bedroom when the lights turned out. And I know for a fact you were not.”

She eyed me, blowing on her coffee that was spiked with a little Baileys. “You stayed the night? I thought everyone left after the party.”

I swallowed. “Yeah, I wasn’t ready to say goodbye yet I guess. Slept in my old sleeping bag on the floor.”

Charlie was quiet for a moment, so I took a sip of the scotch her dad had poured me after dinner. I knew coming to dinner with her parents would leave me with a full stomach and great conversation with people who felt like home, but what I didn’t expect was to see Charlie start to finally open up a little. She seemed to relax the more we talked, and though it was faint, I found a small piece of the old her shining through.

Charlie chuckled. “I’m just picturing whoever it was who bought that house, laying down in that room to go to bed the first night and being scared out of their minds.” She shook her head, looking up at me then, the moon casting a blue glow on her cheeks. “What did you write?”

I smirked. “Don’t look under the bed.”

Charlie’s little mouth popped open in an o before she shook her head again. “You’re bad, Reese Walker,” she said, voice airy and light. And then, she hiccuped.

I liked seeing her like that — light and carefree, smiling and laughing. It reminded me of the goofy, shy bookworm that used to sleep over. She was the polar opposite of my sister Mallory — hell, she was different than any of the girls I’d ever met, honestly. She always had a quiet, mysterious quality about her, like you never could be sure what she was really thinking. And when she did open up to you, when you got to see the part of her that no one else did, it was something you’d never forget.

She stayed with you.

She’d stayed with me for years.

“I miss it sometimes,” she said, her eyes on my old house again. There were only a few lights on, one of them belonging to the room that used to be Mallory’s. “The freedom of being a kid, the innocence. Nothing had touched us yet, you know? Nothing hurt. Every day was full of possibilities. We had our whole lives ahead of us.”

“It’s not like we’re dead, Tadpole.”

She breathed a laugh. “I almost forgot about that nickname, you know. Until you said it earlier this week.” Charlie took a sip of her coffee around another set of hiccups, her eyes avoiding mine. “How have you been, Reese?”

I’d talked about myself all night at the dinner table. I’d caught her and her parents up on Juilliard, the rigorous curriculum there, the performances in the city that had been everything I’d always dreamed of. I told them about my time working on Broadway in the orchestra pit, about my solo gig at a small, fancy restaurant in the Upper East Side. I’d even told them how I got started tutoring at Juilliard, where my desire to teach had outgrown my desire to do anything else on the piano.

But that’s not what Charlie was asking.

She was asking if I was okay since the day I lost my entire family, and I didn’t know how to answer her.

“I’ve been getting by,” I answered honestly. “Some days are easier than others.”

“How long has it been now?”

I swallowed. “Little over three years.”

Charlie hiccuped. If she hadn’t already had them before the conversation turned, I’d have thought she was crying.

“It’s not fair,” she whispered after a moment. “The guy who did that… that awful thing, he just got to die. He just got to end his own life and not own up to any of the pain he caused. He was a coward.”

That pressure was back in my chest, making it hard to breathe, let alone answer her. If I closed my eyes, I could still see the piano I played in their house that day. I was waiting for them to come home, showing up unannounced for dinner after a night of partying.

I was there to ask for money.

“He was,” I agreed when I found my voice again, my hand circling the amber liquid in my glass. I threw it back all at once, letting it sting on the way down. “Sometimes it doesn’t feel real, you know? It feels like it happened to someone else, like Mom, Dad, and Mallory are just on some vacation or something.”

I shook my head, staring at my empty glass a little longer before my eyes found the house again.

“The worst part is, the weeks after it happened were such a blur. It was all these interviews and people wanting to know the stories behind the victims. That’s their favorite part, you know? They’ll look for the heroes in the tragedy, or the lives taken too young. I had both. Dad covered Mom and Mallory to try to save them, and Mallory was a week away from graduating with her doctorate degree from NYU. She had a boyfriend, who had a ring he hadn’t given her. The reporters loved that shit. And I had to be the one to tell them the stories, to give them the pictures.”

“That must have been so hard,” Charlie said, and I heard her voice crack at the end.

“In a way. But it also kept my mind off things, at least momentarily. It was easier to think about it as a mass shooting rather than a personal attack. If that makes sense.” I laughed. “It probably doesn’t.”

“No, it does,” she assured me, and then we were both quiet again.

I tried not to think about it often, the day a crazed gunman stole my family from me. They were just standing there in the middle of Central Park, watching a musical performance behind the Met, and the next thing they knew, there were gun shots. I read every survivor’s account of what happened, listened to their interviews on how the gun shots rang out, the screams, people running or hiding or pretending like they were already dead.

But my family had been right there, front row, just enjoying an afternoon in the park. Wrong place, wrong time.

I didn’t know how long Charlie and I stood there before she spoke again, but when she did, the words flew out of her in a fit of anger and pain, and it was the most emotion she’d given me since I’d stepped foot back in town.

“I’m sorry,” she said first, her voice cracking. “I’m so, so sorry, Reese. I didn’t keep in touch with Mallory after you guys left. I was so angry, and sad. I didn’t understand why you guys had to go. I was still in high school, you know? I had to stay behind while everyone I cared about moved on. And when I heard the news, I still didn’t reach out to you. I didn’t want to be more of a burden, to be just another person trying to soothe you when I hadn’t been a part of your life for so long. But I was wrong for that. I should have reached out, I should have been there for you.” She sniffed. “I’m sorry.”

“Stop,” I said quickly, both to comfort her and to fight against the burning in my throat.

I didn’t even have the thought in my head before my hands were reaching for her, pulling her into me for a hug. I should have hesitated, should have remembered that she belonged to another man, but it was instinctive in that moment — the urge to stop her pain.

She was so small in my arms, the faint scent of coffee fresh on her breath, a few strands of her silky hair falling loose from her bun. I rested my chin on top of her head, rubbing her back with one hand. “It’s okay. Really, it is. I don’t hold anything against you and neither did Mallory.”

“She must have hated me,” Charlie whispered.

“She didn’t. She loved you, we all did.”

I still do.

“It’s not fair the way life works out sometimes, but it’s okay, and you didn’t do anything wrong. You had your own life to live here, Tadpole, and we had our own things happening in New York. It’s okay,” I repeated, hoping she believed me.

“You don’t hate me?”

She looked up at me then, her dark eyes glossed over with unshed tears, and I just chuckled.

“I could never hate you, Charlie.”

She sniffed, a small smile finding her bright pink mouth.

And I knew I should let her go.

I’d said what needed to be said, I’d eased her worry, but still, I held her. I swallowed, and her eyes fell to my throat before they glanced at my lips, sending a familiar zing of warning through me. It was the same warning I’d felt every time she looked at me that way when she was just a teenager, when the five years between us forbid us from ever being this close.

But it was a new warning, too. One that said she’s married.

My hands at the small of her back tightened, and my eyes watched hers, both of our smiles fading. I wanted to ask her if she was okay, if she was happy, if Cameron was what she wanted. But I had no right to ask any of those things.

Still, I held her.

Charlie watched my lips, like she was willing me to say something. I opened my mouth to grant her unspoken wish just as her dad’s voice called from the house.

“Charlie! Cam’s here!”

She stepped away from me quickly, a bit of her coffee sloshing out of her cup as she hiccuped again. “Sorry.”

“Charlie,” I tried, but she was already making her way through the yard.

“Thank you for coming tonight,” she called behind her. “I know my parents really appreciated it. I did, too.”

I caught up to her easily, reaching for her wrist to stop her. She spun, looking up at me with flushed cheeks.

“I have to go.”

“I know,” I said softly, reaching for the half-empty cup in her hand. “I’ll take this inside for you.”

She looked at my hand on hers, her grip still tight around the mug. Slowly, she loosened it, letting me take the porcelain from her grasp. “Thank you.”

I waited until her gaze found mine again. “See you at school.”

“See you at school,” she echoed quickly, and then her little feet carried her the rest of the way across the yard.

I followed behind her, pausing at the front door as she made her way to the open car door waiting for her. Cameron stood beside it, one hand on the top of the door, his eyes hard on me when I took my place next to Charlie’s parents on the door step.

“Don’t forget to call me about the fundraiser, Charlie!” her mom called, and Charlie just held up a hand in a short wave, not even looking behind her.

Before she could step into the car, Cameron’s hand found the crook of her arm, and she paused, looking up at him. His hand slid up the outside of her coat, up her slender neck to frame her face, and then he bent to kiss her.

When their lips connected, I looked away, down at the half-empty coffee cup in my hands, still stained with her pink lipstick.

“Young love,” Maxwell chuffed, smiling at me before clapping me on the back. “What do you say, Reese? Join an old man for a cigar?”

I chanced one last glance at Charlie, and immediately wished I hadn’t. She was looking up at Cameron like that kiss had brought her back to life, like he was the only man she ever wanted, and I had to remind myself that he was.

Cameron was her husband. I was the boy who used to live next door.

The sooner I got that through my head, the better.

Charlie slipped inside the car, and Cameron closed the door softly behind her, waving goodbye to all of us on the porch one last time. He watched me the longest, his brows low, and I knew that look in his eyes. He was threatened, and he was warning me. I’d have done the same thing if Charlie was mine.

“A cigar sounds great,” I finally answered. My eyes flicked to the window Charlie sat behind, but it was too tinted to see her through it. She was there, she was close, yet she was invisible. She was untouchable.

She was no different behind the barrier of that car door than she was to me in real life, and I needed to remember that.

With that realization, I tore my gaze away and followed her father into his study.
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Charlie

 

“That was some kiss,” I said when we were out of my parents’ development.

My cheeks flooded with warmth, both from being in the heat after standing outside for so long and from the spark ignited by Cameron’s lips. My fingertips fluttered over my swollen bottom lip, skating the smooth surface of it, a flash of the kiss resurfacing just from that.

It’d been so long since he kissed me like that, so long since I felt that kind of possessive passion from him, and all I wanted was to hold on to it for the night.

Cameron glanced over at me before his eyes found the road again. “It was just a kiss.”

“It reminded me of the way you kissed me at our first bonfire at Garrick.”

At that, Cameron smirked, cocking one brow in my direction. “Yeah, well, my fraternity brothers couldn’t keep their eyes off you. I had to let them know you were taken.”

I flushed.

“That kiss led to a pretty amazing night,” I reminded him.

It was the first time I think I really knew we’d be together forever. We’d gone to a hotel off campus, the honeymoon suite with a giant jet tub in the room. Cameron made love to me like I was his wife, even though we’d only been dating a few months at the time.

“It did,” he agreed. He smiled wider, and then his right hand came off the wheel and landed on my thigh with a gentle squeeze.

I stared at that hand and smiled, too.

By the time we made it home, I could barely sit still. I might as well have taken three caffeine pills for how the energy in that car buzzed through me. He’d kissed me like he still wanted me, held my thigh like he was proud to call me his again.

It all led me to one overpowering thought: We were going to have sex.

It’d been so long, but after that kiss, after his hand reaching out for me again, I knew we were going to. Just the thought of it, the memories of what it would feel like when his hand first dipped down from my neck and cupped my breast, of what he would taste like after taking his time kissing me between my thighs — those thoughts unraveled me like yarn, his unexpected affection the snag that started it all.

I rushed upstairs, stopping long enough to sing a little song with Jane and Edward before I covered their cage, settling them in for the night. I dipped inside the bathroom next, excitement bubbling like a fountain coming back to life.

When I assessed myself in the mirror, I smiled again. My makeup was still in place from earlier that evening, my cheeks rosy, lips frosted pink. I let my hair down, shaking it out, running my fingers through the waves before peeling off my dress. I hummed, listening to Cameron undressing in the other room.

Want rolled off of me like steam. He was just one room over, stripping down, exposing himself for me. I wanted him so bad it physically hurt to wait any longer.

I let out a long exhale, running my fingers through my hair again as my eyes bounced around my reflection.

My small breasts were perky,  dusky pink nipples tight and aching for Cameron’s touch. My skin was as white as snow, contrasting the dark hair falling over my shoulders, and I ran my hands down over my slim waist, my hips, imagining his hands on me after months of starvation.

Tonight, he’d kissed me.

Tonight, he’d have me again.

With one more shaky breath, one hand found the cold door knob, and I slowly pushed it open.

Jane and Edward still twitted beneath their black cover a bit, cooing their goodnights to one another, and Cameron was already under the sheets. His back was turned to me, the lamp on his side of the bed casting our bedroom in a soft, warm glow. Just seeing him there, the sheets pooled at his waist, his body expanding with every breath — it set my desire ablaze, the burn of it singeing me from the inside out.

I sauntered over slowly, crawling under the covers behind him.

I hadn’t been that nervous to touch him since the first night I ever did.

With shaky hands, I ran my fingers over the hard muscles of his back, pressing myself closer to him so he could feel my naked body against his own. He was so warm, my own skin like ice, and I moaned a bit at the sensation as I lowered a kiss to his shoulder blade. I kissed him softly, trailing my lips over his shoulder and neck as my hand reached low on his abdomen, skating the dusting of hair there.

A breathy moan left my lips as his body rolled into my touch, just marginally, just enough for me to notice. But when I pushed my fingertips beneath the band of his briefs, his hand shot down to wrap around my wrist.

“I’m beat, Charlie,” he said gently, pulling my hand up to his mouth instead. He kissed my palm, rolling over to catch my lips next. I tried to deepen the kiss while I had him, but he pulled away too quickly, leaning forward to click off the lamp in the next second. “Goodnight.”

And just like that, in one split second, every familiar emotion that had brought me back to life that night died again — this second death even more painful in the warm bed that didn’t warm me any longer.

Rejection seeped through me like poison, killing my desire and confidence both in one fell swoop.

I pulled my hand away like it had been burned, rolling over until I lay on my back, my eyes focusing somewhere beyond the ceiling. Cameron lay so still next to me, like he was afraid to move, afraid to breathe — like any clue that he was still awake would have me reaching for him, trying to convince him to want this, to want me.

He didn’t want me.

My heart squeezed painfully in my chest, and I pressed my fingertips hard over the skin, massaging it as tears pooled in my eyes.

I remembered a time when the thought of him refusing sex would have been laughable. If anything, it was hard for me to keep up with his desire. But time had changed everything. It’d changed me, him, the way we were together. It’d changed our circumstances, our futures, and so much more.

Time had wedged miles between us quickly, but it was taking its sweet time bringing us back together.

I wasn’t sure if it ever really would.

When Cameron’s breathing slowed and a soft snore let me know he was asleep, I slipped from the sheets and into the bathroom once more. I closed the door behind me quietly, turning the lock, and then I leaned my back against it with a sigh. The tears I’d been fighting back fell in perfect symmetry with the closing of my eyes, but I swiped them away quickly, crossing the beautiful pearl tile to run a hot bath.

My mind wandered as I sat at the edge of the tub watching the water rush in, my fingers lazily dancing across the top of it. I liked the way it bubbled out around my fingertips if I pressed into the water just enough, but not too much to submerge them.

And as my eyes lost focus, memories flooded in.

Cameron and I that night after the bonfire — the bubbles in the bath and in our champagne, too.

I heard his laugh like it was my own voice, felt his hands like they’d never left, saw his eyes, the way they’d adored me, as if they were a permanent stain in my memory.

But they weren’t.

All of it had faded, and it was my fault.

When the tub was full, I turned the faucet until the water ceased, and then I sank into it slowly. The tub was wide and deep, exactly how I’d always wanted — one that could cover every inch of me. My neck and head were the only things exposed, and I leaned back against the porcelain, eyes drifting up to the ceiling before they closed.

At first I thought of nothing, other than how good the hot water felt as it warmed me. It was nice, to exist in a blissful moment of warmth inside such a dark night that had left me so cold. But once my body adjusted to the warmth, my brain slowly sputtered back to life.

I thought of Cameron again, but that only ignited that zing inside my chest, so I pushed those thoughts away quickly. Nothing stuck for too long before I was moving on to the next thing — my lesson plans, what I wanted to do in the garden that weekend, what I needed to get started on for Mom’s fundraiser.

And somehow, before I knew it even happened, I was thinking about Reese.

Thoughts of him hit me quickly, and once they did, I was surprised I’d thought of him at all. Then again, I was also surprised it’d taken me this long. Something had shifted in me that night, standing at the fence that used to separate our homes. Reese was a bird landing softly in the rough seas of my life, seemingly out of place yet so confident and calm in his landing that it only made sense he belonged.

I’d smiled so much in one evening, truly smiled, that my cheeks ached.

And I’d also cried in his arms.

When his family was killed, I’d barely even told Cameron. It was after our own loss, and I wasn’t sure how he would handle me grieving over another one. So, I’d cried for Mallory alone, longed to reach out to Reese, knowing there was nothing I could say to make any of it better.

I knew, because there were no words that could heal a loss like that. There was only time, and time didn’t rush for anyone.

It almost hurt more that Reese didn’t hold anything against me, that he didn’t fault me for not reaching out to him. I hadn’t kept in touch with Mallory even before her death. I’d felt slighted by her leaving Mount Lebanon. She was two years older than me, and it was the only time in our friendship that I ever saw that as an issue. She was leaving, so was Reese, and I had to stay to finish high school without my two best friends.

It wasn’t until I’d met Cameron that I ever opened up to anyone else again.

I’d started crying in Reese’s arms thinking about Mallory, about his parents, but somewhere along the way I’d began crying for something else. It was something I couldn’t quite put my finger on — not until I was alone.

It was then that I finally realized it. Part of me was just crying at the way it felt to be held.

I’d almost forgotten.

The way his arms had wrapped around me, the comfort they’d brought, and the way his eyes had found mine when he pulled away — it had all left me breathless.

Reese wasn’t the same boy who’d left town fourteen years ago. He was older now, his hair longer, his chest wider, the muscles in his arms more pronounced. Still, just being around him brought me back to the sixteen-year-old girl I once was, to a time when the world only seemed like infinite possibility and joy to be discovered.

Before the water turned cold, I reached one hand between my tense thighs to relieve the ache there. I knew I wouldn’t be able to sleep until I found what I’d been so desperate for that evening.

So, I worked myself to a release, thinking of Cameron the entire time. I replayed our kiss, imagined what it would have felt like to have his hands on my body again, thought of how warm his muscles had been under my wandering hands.

Just before I came, another man snapped into my thoughts for one single second. It was just a flash, one that sent me spiraling, and when my orgasm faded and my breaths evened out, the image disappeared and guilt seeped in to take its place.

I flushed, hands running back through my wet hair as I shook my head in disbelief.

It’s just the alcohol, I assured myself. I couldn’t even be sure if I’d really imagined him at all, the impression fading quickly like sand washed by the sea. I stared at the smooth shoreline of my mind and willed it to show me something, anything, but it was tired — and so was I.

My eyes traveled up to the ceiling, and I kept them there, wondering who I was. Wondering if I was even anyone at all anymore.

Then I sank down farther and farther, holding my breath just as the hot water covered my nose. I let it wash away my sin like it’d never even happened.




 

 

[image: ]

 

Reese

 

The following Wednesday, I leaned up against the door frame of Charlie’s classroom. I let my aide take our kids down to lunch a little early so I could walk down to the kindergarten wing. I hadn’t seen Charlie since Friday night, and when I finally did, I smiled.

She was bent down beside one of the small round tables where a group of four kids sat. Three of them were girls, all who were talking to each other as they dropped various objects into the little tub of water in front of them. They’d converse together, scream out sink or float, and then giggle in delight as they found out which it was.

But Charlie wasn’t tuned into them. Instead, she was talking softly with the boy at the table, one with dark hair and bright blue eyes. He was looking at a book of bugs, and Charlie pointed to each one, reading the description next to it as the little boy traced the pictures with his fingertips. He looked up at her from time to time, his little eyes wide and curious, and she smiled down at him with the same adoration.

As I watched her, I realized how much I’d missed her.

It had been a long, boring first weekend in Mount Lebanon. I met up with a few old friends in town on both Saturday and Sunday, all of whom I quickly discovered I’d grown apart from. I was so over the forced conversation and awkward looks of sympathy by the time Monday rolled around, all I wanted was to see the one familiar face that still actually felt familiar.

But Charlie hadn’t shown up for lunch on Monday, and I was disappointed by her absence on Tuesday, too.

Maybe she was just busy, but something told me there was a reason she was avoiding that café.

After a few moments, Charlie glanced at the watch on her hand and stood, smoothing her hands over her white skirt. “Okay, everyone. It’s time for lunch. Line up single file by Miss Robin.”

I laughed as they all jumped up, hurrying to find their places in line. Robin made sure she had them all in order before she held up one finger to her lips. They all mimicked her, stifling laughter, and then I swung out from the door frame to allow them to pass by. A few of them giggled when I made faces as they passed, which earned them a stern look from Miss Robin. I chuckled, and once they’d gone, I turned back to Charlie.

She was humming a slow tune, her back turned to me as she tidied up the tables. I couldn’t help but study her for a while. She seemed tired, her dark eyes tinged with a bit of sadness that matched the tone of the song she sang. Somewhere inside that thirty-year-old woman, there was a sixteen-year-old girl. I’d seen a hint of her Friday night. She was still there, but she was hiding.

I just didn’t know why.

“You know, you’re not supposed to have favorites,” I said with a gentle rap of my knuckles on the door frame.

Charlie jumped a little, pressing a hand to her chest with a small smile once she realized it was me.

“What’s his story?” I asked, nodding toward the table where the little boy had been sitting.

She shook her head, gathering a handful of colored pencils and dropping them into the box on the middle of the table. “I don’t have favorites,” she argued with a shrug. “Jeremiah just learns a little slower than the others, he needs a little more one-on-one attention.”

“What you mean to say is he’s one of the few who isn’t a complete brat?”

She smirked then, casting me a sideways glance as she pushed a chair in. “You’re a brat.”

“I’ve been called worse.”

“I’m sure.” She laughed, pulling a stray strand of hair up that had fallen at the nape of her neck. She tucked it back into place with a bobby pin. “Did you need something?”

“Just a lunch buddy,” I replied hopefully. “I know you were only forced into one week of lunch dates with me, but I’ve been pretty lonely this week. The other teachers said I smell.”

“Well, they aren’t wrong, are they?”

“Smelly teachers need love, too.” That earned me another smile, which I’d come to cherish from Charlie, so I took a few steps closer, sliding my hands inside my pockets. “Besides, I have something for you.”

Her doe eyes found mine then. “For me?”

I nodded. “Come on. Grab your lunch and let’s go. I’ll have you back before the kids, I promise.”

She chewed her thumbnail, shaking her head when she realized she was doing it and quickly drying it on her skirt. It was strange, like she didn’t trust me, or maybe like she didn’t trust herself. But I waited patiently. I wasn’t in a rush.

After a long moment, she grabbed her scarf from her desk and wrapped it around her neck. “Okay. But I only have thirty minutes.”

I smirked. “Deal.”
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There were two libraries at Westchester — one for grades K through eight, and one for grades nine through twelve. Both were massive, two floors each, but the lower grade library was brighter, more colorful. We were hidden away in the back corner of the second floor, our lunches spread out on one of the private study tables. The library was quiet, save for our hushed conversation and the laughs coming from a middle school lunch study group a few aisles down.

“You’re good with them,” I said as I took the last bite of my soup. I licked the spoon clean, dropping it inside the Tupperware and popping the lid back in place. “The kids.”

Charlie smiled, twirling her own spoon around in her yogurt. She’d played with her food more than she’d eaten it, but I didn’t press her on it.

“It’s not hard to be. They’re so young. Creative. And it’s their first year of school. I get them at their happiest.”

“Not yet scathed by the rigorous Westchester curriculum, huh?”

“Exactly. Their homework is still fun at this age.”

“They’re going to hate it when they get to me.”

At that, Charlie laughed.

“They all really look up to you,” I added, tucking my empty Tupperware back into my bag. “I have some kids in my class who said they had you and you’re still they’re favorite teacher.”

“Really?”

I nodded, smiling at the tinge shading her fair cheeks. “Really. Quite the impression you’ve made on these little minds, Mrs. R—” I caught myself. “Pierce.”

She watched me for a moment before her eyes fell back to her spoon. “I love my job. It sounds silly, but I’ve always wanted to do this. I’ve always wanted to teach. It doesn’t feel like work to me, coming to Westchester every morning.” She smiled. “It’s where I’m happiest.”

My chest tightened at her admission. Part of me was glad for her, that she’d found what she loved to do, that she’d secured a job that wouldn’t ever feel like a job to her. But the other, stronger half of me wondered why her home wasn’t where she was happiest. In my opinion, it should have been.

“I didn’t know I wanted to teach until after I’d tutored for a while at Juilliard,” I admitted. “I always kind of thought performing for crowds was what made me happiest. But all the restaurant gigs I had, all the weddings and parties, even Broadway — none of that made me feel as good as it did when I taught a kid how to read music, or how to perfect a piece they’d been struggling with.”

Charlie finally took a bite of her yogurt with a smile. “It’s pretty magical, isn’t it? Nothing in the world like that feeling.”

“There really isn’t.”

“Do you still play?” she asked. “Outside of the classroom, I mean.”

My chest tightened, and I shifted in my seat. “I’ve thought about maybe finding something in Pittsburgh. It’s been hard, since… everything,” I admitted, catching her eyes. She understood what I didn’t have to say. “Playing doesn’t really bring me joy the way it used to. Before.”

Her face bent. “That makes me so sad. You play more beautifully than anyone else I’ve ever heard.”

“Yeah, well,” I said with a shrug. “My ability to play like that faded pretty fast after everything happened. Almost as fast as the inheritance my family left for me.”

“Blew it, huh?” Charlie asked.

I smirked like it wasn’t a big deal, but the memories of long nights spent doping and throwing my money away hit me like a fist to the chest. “Surprised?”

“A little.” She tilted her head to one side. “I’m sorry, Reese. I know it doesn’t help or mean anything, but I am.”

I watched Charlie dip the spoon back in her yogurt, both of us quiet.

“Some of the teachers are getting together for happy hour on Friday,” I said after a minute, changing the subject. “You should come.”

She shot me a look under one lifted brow. “Not really my scene.”

“What? Can’t throw down with the crew for a while?”

“I barely talk to any of the other teachers,” she confessed. “And besides, I have a date with Cameron that night.”

“Oh.”

It should have been easy to hear her say that. It should have hit me like common sense. She was going on a date with her husband, as she should on a Friday night.

But it sliced through me like a rusty blade on an old wound.

“That’ll be nice. I was bummed I didn’t get to spend more time with him at dinner this past weekend.”

Charlie paused, lifting another spoonful of yogurt to her lips. But she dropped it back into the tub without taking a lick. “Yeah, just bad timing, since there was a game that night. I’m sure he would have loved to get to know you more, too.”

“I’m sure. Next time,” I said, hoping to comfort her, but she just chewed her thumbnail.

Lunch was almost over, and it didn’t feel like the smoothest segue in the world, but I was running out of time. Swallowing, I reached into my messenger bag for the gift I’d brought her. It was wrapped in simple brown parchment paper with her name in neat script on the front. I slid it toward her with two fingers, watching as she eyed it before glancing up at me.

“What is it?”

“Well, open it and find out,” I teased.

She ran her fingers over the top of the paper as she pulled it closer, her nude nail polish nearly blending in with it. A strand of her hair fell out of place and over her eye as she ripped the first piece of wrapping, and that’s all it took for her to cover her mouth with a gasp.

“Oh my God,” she whispered, peeling the paper back slowly. “Is this…”

“It is. The one and only good thing I have to show from my inheritance.”

She shook her head, glancing up at me briefly before unwrapping the book all the way. It was an old copy of Anna Karenina, one that would have likely been thrown in a donation bin by the unsuspecting average American. The lower right-hand corner of the dark brown cloth cover was badly bent, the spine stretched and worn, and as she flipped through the pages, she revealed the various stains that riddled the pages within.

To someone else, it would have been trash. But to her, it was gold.

“It’s a first edition,” she said, almost as a question. “It’s beautiful. Where in the world did you find it?” She narrowed her eyes then. “Wait, is this one of your surprises? Please tell me you didn’t steal this from Juilliard.”

I barked out a laugh.

“Nope, actually bought this one. It wasn’t too long after the shooting, actually,” I said, voice softer as I watched Charlie flip through the pages as gently as she could. “I passed by an older couple selling books out of old boxes in front of a bookstore in Manhattan. They were closing their doors after ninety years. It was the woman’s father’s store before he passed it on to her.”

Charlie’s brows bent together. “That’s so sad.”

“It is. But they were in good spirits. They told me a lot of great stories, and I bought a few books from them, this one included.”

She shook her head, closing the book to run her fingers over the gold text on the cover. “This must have cost a small fortune, Reese.”

“They practically paid me to take it,” I lied. “Trust me, it would have been crazy for me not to buy it at the price they offered.”

The truth was it hadn’t even been in the boxes at all. It was one still locked behind a glass case inside the store, the most expensive book they still owned. I bought it off them for just under three thousand dollars.

And I’d buy it again if it meant I got to watch Charlie open it one more time in the back of an empty library.

“It’s too much,” she whispered.

“It’s a gift. I figured I’d run into you again someday, and you’d kill me if I told you that story and I’d walked away from a first-edition Tolstoy.”

She smiled, but it fell quickly, and her eyes were glossed over as she tore them away from the book and found my gaze once more. “You thought you’d see me again someday?”

“I hoped,” I answered honestly.

Charlie smoothed her fingers over the cover, her eyes sad. “It’s beautiful. Thank you, Reese.”

“You’re welcome, Tadpole.”

I wanted to ask her why she’d been avoiding me, why she hadn’t said a word to me since Friday night, but I didn’t get the chance before the alarm on her phone signaled it was time to walk back to her classroom.

We cleaned up the table, wrapping ourselves back in our scarves and coats for the walk, and Charlie talked the whole time about when she first read Tolstoy as we crossed campus. She told me she knew exactly where she’d put it in her library, and she loved it even more for the bumps and bruises.

“Books aren’t meant to be in perfect shape,” she said when we reached her room. “They’re meant to be read, to be inhaled like oxygen.” Her fingers ran over the spine again, and she smiled. “This book has been breathed. It’s been loved.”

That smile alone confirmed it was the best three grand I ever spent.
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Charlie

 

I used to love my library.

That’s what I kept thinking as I slipped inside the beautiful room later that night, dark now that the sun had set, but still cast in a warm glow from my favorite reading lamp. I hugged the copy of Anna Karenina Reese had given me to my chest, walking over to a shelf on the far-left wall that held my classics. I eyed the spines, deciding where Tolstoy’s new home would be, and I wanted to love being in that room again.

But I just didn’t.

We’d had so many rooms in the house when Cameron and I first moved in. It was just the two of us. I remembered him carrying me like a new bride through each and every room when the house was still empty. He’d set me down, my bare feet on the polished wood as he excitedly showed me where everything would go.

We’d have our master bedroom, of course, and an office for him. We were both really into fitness at the time, so we saved one of the five bedrooms for workout equipment. There was the guest bedroom, and then there was the room closest to ours, with large bay windows and a beautiful view of the sunset at night.

It became my library.

It used to be one of my favorite places in the house. I’d come up after a morning of gardening and relax in the little reading nook Cameron had built me under the window. I’d re-read old favorites and discover new ones, too. One bookshelf grew to two, which quickly multiplied into four, and before I knew it, every wall was lined with books.

I thought there was nothing I could want more in the world.

And then, I got pregnant.

My stomach dropped at the memory, and I placed the brown cloth-covered book between my well-kept editions of Wuthering Heights and The Scarlet Letter. My eyes flicked to the closet in the corner, right near the window I used to sit under, and then back to the worn spine. It didn’t feel right, that it was so beat up and yet it sat next to two practically brand new books. So, I pulled it out again, running my fingers over the gold lettering as I surveyed other options.

Cameron and I weren’t trying to get pregnant when it happened, but we weren’t trying not to, either. We were just young and happy and in love. And in the blink of an eye, we were parents-to-be.

The morning sickness and my ultra-tender breasts were my first clues, but I’d kept quiet until two little lines on a store-bought pregnancy test confirmed my suspicion. That night, I’d cooked dinner for Cameron, and served the results on our good china right next to dessert. I still remembered everything about the way he looked the moment it hit him — the pinch of his brows, his mouth falling open, and finally, his wide eyes finding mine as tears filled them to the brim.

He fell to his knees and hugged me to him, pressing his ear to my stomach, and we both laughed.

Then, we wept.

It wasn’t too long after that night that the doctor confirmed what the test had said, and then when we went to find out what the sex was, we discovered we weren’t just having one baby, but two. Twins.

Both boys.

The euphoria that existed in our home after that day was inexplainable. We’d packed up all my books and moved them into his study, transforming the room closest to ours into a nursery most would dream of. There were two high-end cribs, ones Cameron had shopped around for months for to find the best of the best, and a rocking chair in the corner with a plush rug at the feet. We had a diaper changing station, a dresser for clothes and blankets, a high-tech stereo system with baby monitor controls, and more unnecessary baby gadgets than we needed.

Cameron wanted everything to be perfect for our boys. It was like he’d finally heard his calling, like he was born with the sole purpose of being my husband, and eventually, being their dad.

I read every single baby book I could get my puffy little hands on. They taught me how to eat properly when I was pregnant, and how to breathe during the birth. There were guidelines for how to nurse, when to expect first smiles and laughs and words, and what ages to start teaching colors and numbers. I discovered the science of childbirth, the signs of postpartum depression, and the small indicators that would alert me when our babies were sick or in need.

Those books taught me everything.

Except how to live my life when the babies we were so ready for never came home.

I sniffed, tucking my new book on the far-right edge of the shelf I stood in front of, right next to Great Expectations. That was one I’d read time and time again, and its spine had the same loving wear and tear as my new addition. I stepped back to admire them together, but my eyes drifted back to the closet over time, back to the place that hid thousands of dollars in baby furniture that we no longer needed.

Cameron had rebuilt my library a few months after the day we came home empty-handed. He was always so caring like that, showing me he loved me through his actions. He wanted to bring back some of the happiness I’d lost by rebuilding the place that was once my pride and joy. But my library wasn’t the same, not after I’d seen how that room had the potential to be so much more than a home for my books.

My library wasn’t the same. But then again, neither we were.

After one last longing look at the closet, I decided Anna Karenina was right where she belonged. I straightened the spines on my science fiction shelf and let my fingers linger there, remembering when it had once been a rocking chair that stood in its place. Then, I clicked off the reading lamp, stepped out of the darkness into the glow from the hall light, and shut the door behind me.
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Charlie

 

“So,” I said to Cameron over dinner that Friday night. We were at our small dining table, the one not reserved for entertaining guests. “I was thinking.”

His eyes were on the steak I’d cooked for him as he sliced off another bite. I waited for him to look up at me, but when he didn’t, I continued.

“It’s Friday night, and it’s been so long since we’ve gone on a date. A real date, like we used to.”

He popped the next bite of steak into his mouth, hand reaching for his water, ready to wash it down.

“I heard on the radio that there’s a wine festival going on in the city this weekend. You can buy tickets for the whole thing or just for certain events, and tonight, there’s a special tasting event featuring a bunch of the local wineries. I was thinking… maybe we could go. You know, get all dressed up and wine drunk, come home and run a hot bath together? Doesn’t that sound nice?”

I was asking my husband on a date, but you would think I was telling him I was leaving him for the way I had to swallow past the knot in my throat. I’d barely touched my meal, too nervous to eat much before asking him. Now that the question was out in the open, all I could do was take a sip of my water as I waited.

He looked so handsome that night, his strong jaw lined with a hint of stubble, his eyes a bit crinkled at the edges. He’d grown older in the years we’d been together, and it only made me want him more, getting to watch time change him, the same way it’d changed me.

We were aging together, and that was a beautiful thing to me.

“It does,” he said after a moment, and I sat up straighter, my eyes wide with hope. “It really does, Charlie. But we have that huge merger call on Monday.”

The hope inside me deflated like a pin-pricked balloon. “It’s Friday.”

“I understand that, but we’ll all be working the entire weekend to prepare. I’ve got a list of things I still have to wrap up before I can even sleep tonight, and I’ll likely be in the study most of the weekend.” He shook his head, sticking a few green beans with his fork. “I just can’t take the night off, and I can’t be hungover tomorrow, either.”

“We can go easy,” I tried. “You can drive, and I’ll get tipsy and tear your clothes off later.”

“I’m sorry, I can’t tonight. This is a really important call.”

I pursed my lips, tongue poking into my cheek to try to stop me from reacting the way I wanted to. But it was no use. I dropped my fork to my plate, bringing my napkin to my mouth before letting it fall, too. “Is Natalia on this call?”

He paused at that, fork hovering over his plate as his eyes finally found mine. There were a million words flitting through those dark eyes of his, but he didn’t say a single one of them.

“It’s fine,” I conceded with a sigh, knowing bringing her up was unfair of me. I’d promised both myself and him that I wouldn’t do that, but sometimes it was too difficult not to. “Work is work, right?”

“I really am sorry,” he said, voice lower now. His eyes begged me for understanding, and mine begged him for love. “Maybe next weekend.”

“Yeah. Maybe.”

For a while I just sat there, watching him eat the dinner I’d cooked for him, foot shaking where it hung over my opposite leg under the table. I couldn’t remember the last time we went on a date. I couldn’t remember the last time we’d done anything more than exist together, and for the first time in years, it didn’t just make me sad.

It made me angry.

The longer I sat there and watched him chew, the more silence that passed between us — the more I realized I didn’t want to be silent any longer. And I didn’t want to sit still, either.

“Well,” I said when he’d finished his steak. “Since you’ll be working, I guess you wouldn’t mind if I went to this happy hour thing some of the teachers are going to, would you?”

Cameron wiped his mouth with his napkin before dropping it on his own plate to mirror mine. “Happy hour?”

I nodded. “I know it’s not really my thing, but there are a bunch of teachers going. It’d be a good chance for me to network. You know, make some friends with the faculty.”

He considered me as he stood, gathering his plate and utensils first before reaching for mine. “I don’t see why not. Like you said, would be a good opportunity for you.”

“Great,” I clipped. I stood, too, ready to storm upstairs to change, but I stopped myself, closing my eyes and forcing a breath as Cameron finished picking up my mess. “Thank you.”

“Of course,” he said easily. “You cook, I clean. We’re a team, remember?” He leaned forward to press a kiss to my forehead. “I’m going to wash up and head into the study. Have fun with the other teachers. Give me a call if you need a ride home, okay?”

“Okay.”

I stood rooted to that spot until he disappeared into the kitchen. When I was alone, the anger I’d felt morphed back into sadness, and suddenly I didn’t even want to go to the stupid happy hour. But what else was I supposed to do? Sit around and watch TV? Teach Jane and Edward a new song? I shook my head, dragging myself up the stairs to change.

Maybe getting out of the house would make me feel better.

I guessed I didn’t really have any other choice but to find out.
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Reese

 

Blake laughed at the tail end of my story as I took another swig of beer, eyes focused on the sports highlights sprawling across the TV in front of me. I didn’t keep up with sports, but it was something to watch now that I was alone in a bar. The Westchester faculty happy hour had lasted for, literally, one hour, before everyone made excuses to leave.

So, I’d picked up the phone to call my old roommate.

I’d been avoiding the phone call long enough, I figured I might as well get it out of the way with a little booze in my system.

“Well, you’re missed around here,” Blake said, still laughing. “But it sounds like you’re getting settled in just fine.”

“I am. It’s kind of weird. Feels a little like coming home and a little like starting over fresh at the same time,” I said. I went to tell another story, this time about old Mrs. Garrett who wouldn’t stop pinching my ass in the break room, but my voice faded off when I saw Charlie.

She was standing just inside the door of the bar, looking around with pinched brows as she unwrapped her scarf. Her eyes finally landed on me, and she smiled, though I would have sworn she’d been crying just moments before.

“Sorry, Blake, I have to go. I’ll text you later.”

I didn’t wait for a response before I ended the call, sliding my phone into my back pocket as I stood to wave Charlie over.

Her hair was still pulled up into a tight bun, just like it had been earlier that day when we’d had lunch together. But she’d changed into a tight pair of dark jeans and a classy, long sleeve blouse that peeked out under her ivory pea coat. Her smile was wide as she shrugged it off her shoulders, slinging it over the back of the bar stool next to mine before leaning in to hug me.

Lemonade. How did she smell like summer in the middle of January?

“You made it,” I mused, pulling her chair out for her.

“Looks like I’m the only one.” She chuckled, looking around the mostly empty bar. “Where is everyone?”

“Well, apparently I’m the only poor sucker who doesn’t have a family to rush home to on Friday night,” I teased. “Shortest happy hour in history.”

“Doesn’t surprise me with the guest list.”

This time I laughed. “Fair point. You drinking?”

Charlie eyed the bottles behind the bar, sucking her thumbnail between her teeth for just a second before she tucked her hands between her thighs with a shrug. “Oh, why not. What are you having?”

“An IPA. It’s hoppy, kind of bitter.”

“That sounds fine.”

I cocked a brow. “You sure? You could get wine, or a martini or something.”

“I can handle a beer, Reese. I did survive a Wild Walker just seven days ago.”

I threw my hands up with a grin. “Alright, alright. I was just saying you could get whatever you want and that you didn’t have to drink what I was drinking. So sassy tonight.”

She blushed. “Not sassy, just thirsty.”

“Well, we can fix that.”

I tapped my knuckles on the bar, nodding to the bartender down at the other end of the bar. “Another one when you get a sec, Walt.”

The old man saluted me, tossing a wink in Charlie’s direction as he pulled a fresh glass from the shelf. We watched him fill it from the tap, though my eyes were mostly on her rather than the beer. Once it was in front of her, I thanked Walt and held my glass up.

“Happy Friday,” I said, clinking my glass to hers.

I watched her face as she took the first sip, expecting her to grimace at the bitter hops, but she just licked the drops that were left on her lips and sat the glass down in front of her, one hand hooked around it.

“You like it?”

“It’s bitter, like you said, but I like the flavor.”

“Charlie Reid, an IPA lover. I never would have guessed.”

“Pierce,” she corrected. “You know, you’re lucky we don’t have a wrong last name jar like we have a swear jar at school. You’d be broke by now.”

Shit.

I ran a hand through my hair, shaking my head. “Sorry. Old habits die hard, I suppose.”

“It’s okay,” she assured me with a smile.

I couldn’t get over the fact that she was in jeans. It was the first time I’d seen her not wearing a skirt since the first day of school. I tried not to check her out, to notice the way the denim hugged her thighs, or the way her blouse dipped down to show her modest cleavage with the way her posture was on the bar stool.

The woman just reminded me she was married, and I couldn’t stop staring at her like she was coming home with me. It was the kind of thoughts I’d fought against when we were younger, when her bare legs swung from where she sat on my piano, her young eyes wide as they watched me with adoration. She’d always made me feel like I was worth more than I really was, like I was the only boy to ever catch her eye at all.

I cleared my throat, shaking the memory away. “Speaking of which, I thought you had a date tonight.”

Charlie had started to take another drink when I mentioned the date, and once the words were out of my mouth, she tilted the glass up farther, chugging down more than half her beer in one fell swoop.

There was the grimace I’d expected earlier.

She sucked a breath through her teeth, shaking out the burn from chugging as she placed her glass back on the bar. “Yeah, well, so did I.”

A strand of her hair that had been tucked into the top of her bun fell forward, and she swept it back behind her ear, not bothering to pin it up again as her eyes focused on the glass in her hand. I ached to reach for her, but reminded myself it wasn’t my place.

“I’m sorry,” I said after a moment. I wasn’t sure what else there was to say. I didn’t need to know what happened to see that whatever it was, she’d been hurt by it. And I hated seeing her that way. “Want to talk about it?”

“Honestly, I really don’t. Can you talk, instead?”

I scoffed. “Come on, don’t you know who you’re sitting next to? Can I talk…” I joked.

Charlie smiled as I jumped right into the story I was going to tell Blake about Mrs. Garrett, and before she’d even finished that first beer, I had her laughing. We ordered another round as soon as she’d polished off the one in her hand, this time opting for a citrus wheat ale from a brewery in Georgia. It went down even easier than the first beer, and before I knew it, we were four beers in. I switched to water after that, knowing I’d need to drive eventually, but Charlie ordered another round.

There was something different about her that night, and it wasn’t just her jeans. I could feel her slowly opening up to me, slowly letting me in, and the more she gave me, the more I wanted. If she offered me a smile, I begged her for a laugh. When she gave me a sentence, I pried for a paragraph.

I’d always been greedy when it came to Charlie.

“That’s so disgusting,” she said as I lit my second cigarette. Her nose wrinkled when I inhaled the first hit, blowing out a big puff of white smoke with a wink in her direction. “I thought for sure you’d have given up that habit by now.”

“Nah. It’s like my dad used to say. Something has to kill me eventually, might as well be something I enjoy.”

“You don’t have to speed up the process. You’re going to have lung cancer at forty.”

“That’s still five more years of good cigarettes, great beer, and even better sex.”

Charlie laughed, her cheeks flushing a deep pink. “It’s like trying to argue with a five year old.”

“You would know better than I would,” I told her, taking another pull from my cigarette. I was careful not to blow the smoke in her direction, though my eyes stayed on her. “You’re drunk.”

“Maybe.” She giggled the word, picking up her beer to take another drink, anyway. “It’s been so long since I’ve had beer. I forgot how it makes you feel all… swimmy.”

“Swimmy?”

“You know,” she said, extending her arms to the side and doing a weird version of the wave. “Floaty. High. Free.” Her smile settled into a lazy smirk, her glazed eyes finding mine. “You were responsible for my first beer, you know.”

“Ohhh, no,” I corrected, holding up my right pointer finger. “Don’t even try to pull that. You begged me for your first beer. I said no. You threatened to tell my parents about the porn stash you and Mallory had found under my bed. And then I gave you a Stella, which you couldn’t even finish because you hated the taste so much.”

“Is that how it went?” she asked, feigning innocence.

“It was. You were such a brat for being a quiet little pigtail-wearing bookworm.”

She threw her head back in a laugh. “Oh, my God. I still can’t believe my mother let me wear those things for as long as she did. What sixteen-year-old still braids her hair into pigtails?”

I swallowed, not wanting to admit the answer to that question — at least not out loud. The truth was, Charlie had been unlike any other sixteen-year-old girl I’d ever met. She was smart, quiet, witty, and way too sexy for her own good. Charlie didn’t even have to try to look sexy, either. She had this innocent school-girl thing going for her — no makeup, petite frame, pink lips and rosy cheeks. It was even worse when she wore her glasses, which I noted she’d traded in for contacts sometime in the years we’d been apart.

At sixteen, she knew more about the world than most of the kids I hung out with at college parties. Hell, she knew way more than I did, and I was five years older. I used to love just talking to Charlie, even though I’d fake that she and Mallory both annoyed me. Sometimes I’d even complain when I’d come home from a party and Charlie was there in the kitchen, the only other person still awake in my house. I’d pretend I didn’t want her to be awake, that I didn’t want to hang out with her, didn’t want to spend the entire night playing music for her and listening to the thoughts inside her head — but it was always just that. An act.

Charlie had always been different. Special. She just never saw it herself.

Taking one last drag of my cigarette, I pulled up the sleeve of my cardigan, checking the time on my watch. It was half past ten, and as I drove what was left of my cigarette into the ashtray to extinguish it, I eyed Charlie with words I didn’t want to say balancing on my tongue.

“It’s getting kind of late,” I unwillingly pointed out. “Are you… do you have to go soon?”

Charlie’s eyes grew sad again, and she stared at the amber liquid in her glass before tilting it to her lips, finishing what was left. She wiped the corners of her mouth with a shrug.

“Go where? Home to go to bed alone while he works?” Her fingertips skated the top of her empty glass. “Not exactly in a hurry for that.”

My brows bent together, hand twitching to reach for her again. I gripped my glass of water to keep from reacting the way I wanted to. “So, that’s what happened to date night,” I mused. “He works with your dad, right? I remember him working long nights and weekends when we were younger, too.”

Charlie sighed, running her hands back through her hair before she realized it was still in a bun. She messed it up with the drag of her nails, but instead of fixing it, she just tore the hair tie out and shook out her long brown hair, letting it fall over her shoulders.

I couldn’t help but stare as the strands fell over her shoulders. I was almost positive it was the first time I’d ever seen her hair down, and I had to fight the urge to reach forward and run my fingers through it.

She was so damn beautiful.

“Yeah, he works with Dad,” she said. “And I know he wouldn’t be working if he didn’t have to. I didn’t mean to sound like such a brat.”

“You didn’t.”

“I did,” she argued. “But, it’s not just tonight. It’s not just work.”

I swallowed, feeling like my next words needed to be the right ones. “What is it?”

Charlie looked a little like the young girl who used to read books on my porch in that moment, her eyes a little softer, skin a little younger. The way her hair surrounded her face like a halo took at least five years off her appearance.

She closed her eyes tight, shaking her head before she opened them again and found mine. “Can we go somewhere?”

“Where?”

“Anywhere. I just… I don’t want to go home yet.”

I understood what she didn’t even have to say. I knew all too well what she was feeling — that terrible, sickening realization that home wasn’t really home anymore. That what once made it home was now missing. My family had always been home to me, not the place where we lived.

Now that they were gone, I was convinced home was a thing of the past, something I’d marvel at in the museum of my memories and wish I could relive.

I didn’t know why Charlie felt the way she did that night, or what was now missing in her home that had been there at some point before I’d moved back to Mount Lebanon. I didn’t know exactly what to say to make her feel better, or if there even was anything I could say that would comfort her. I didn’t know who she was five years ago, or even five months ago — didn’t know what had changed her since the last time we’d stood together in the garage of my old house.

But I did know exactly where to take her to clear her head.
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Reese

 

The Duquesne Incline was a historic staple in Pittsburgh.

When we were younger, our parents used to bring all of us kids out to ride the old rickety cable car up Mt. Washington to the historic outlook over the city. It had been so magical as a kid, all of our faces pressed against the glass as we rode up, the pizza we’d stuff our faces with once we got to the top. But tonight, as Charlie and I rode the eleven o’clock cable car up to the top, it was beyond magical.

It was surreal.

I watched her profile as her eyes skated the lights in the distance, the car creaking and groaning as it pushed us up the incline, and she was no longer the little girl I’d known. Her long, dark hair was still down, curtained around her small, pale face. Her eyes were heavy and tired, from the alcohol and from something else I wished I could reach inside her and pull out to inspect, to fix.

The guilt I’d once felt for looking at her that way because she was too young had faded, but it was replaced by the fact that she was a married woman. I had to keep repeating it to myself, had to have those thoughts on replay so I wouldn’t forget. Because looking at her this way, in this light, in the cold — it was easy to forget.

“I haven’t done this in years,” Charlie confessed when we reached the top of the incline. We climbed out of the car, skipping the little museum at the top and opting for the scenic overlook that was just outside the old building, instead. She slid her arms over the railing, her dainty wrists hanging over the edge as her eyes swept the view. “In a decade, actually. Gosh, I feel old saying that.”

I chuckled, twisting the top off the hot spiced cider I’d whipped up at my place while Charlie waited in the car. “You’re not old,” I said.

“I feel like it sometimes.” Her voice was soft, almost like the song of a bird. “I feel tired.”

“I think we all do.”

I passed her the lid of the Thermos, filled with cider, and took my own sip straight from the bottle. It was hard to take my eyes off her in that moment, to not stare at the flush of her cheeks, at her dark eyes, wider and brighter now that we were looking out over the city. Those eyes stayed on mine for a moment before she turned back to watch the spot where the two rivers met at The Point.

A shiver wracked through her, and I shrugged off my coat, draping it over her shoulders.

“Are you nuts?” she scolded, but she pulled the coat around her tighter. “You’ll freeze.”

“I’ll live.”

She smiled, a lazy, drunken smile that curled softly on her lips like the tips of a warm flame. “Thank you,” she said, nudging her shoulder into my rib. “Always such a gentleman, even when you were a rule-breaking piano prodigy.”

I always waved her off when she referred to me that way, but inside, I beamed. There weren’t many people in my life I’d ever really wanted to impress, but Charlie was one of them, along with my father. I still remembered the first time he heard my audition for Juilliard, and he told me that even though I was a little shit, he was proud of me. Those were his exact words.

I missed him.

For a long while, Charlie and I just stood there, both of us leaning over the railing and pointing out different things here and there as we drank the cider. We found the stadium where the Steelers played, and the field belonging to the Pirates — those were both easy staples to spot. We joked about our parents and their long nights at the country club we spotted off in the distance, or how we used to play in the water down at The Point. We told ghost stories about the old historic buildings downtown, and even tried to point out our old houses, which was mostly from memory of our parents pointing them out as kids. We couldn’t actually see them, but we could imagine them, the two yards touching, two families sewn together by proximity and later by love.

Every now and then, a sadness would sweep over every inch of her, from her tired eyes to her small hands cupped around the mug of cider. And though I knew Cameron was the one responsible for that sadness, I couldn’t deny that I was happy he’d been too busy for their date.

If it meant I got to have this night with her, I’d wish for him to screw up time and time again.

“He is my favorite,” Charlie spoke after a long period of silence.

She took a tentative sip of her cider, her eyes focused on the lights below us, and I frowned, wondering if she’d read my mind about Cameron. But her next words steered the conversation in a completely different direction.

“The little boy you saw me with earlier this week,” she clarified. “Jeremiah.”

I opened my mouth to ask a question, to ask why he’s her favorite, but something told me she already knew what she wanted to say. So I just stood beside her, our arms touching, and I kept my eyes off in the distance to give her space to feel out her words.

“I had a son,” she said, her voice cracking.

It was the last thing I expected her to say, and the words hit me like a shot gun bullet, piercing me at different depths. It was the first time she’d mentioned her son, and I knew she hadn’t brought him to dinner with her parents. There was no way Gloria would ever miss out on the opportunity to see her grandson.

My stomach churned, already sensing the direction the conversation was going.

Had. Past tense.

“Actually, I had two. Twins.” In my peripheral, I saw her smile, her pink lips turned up in a sad kind of joy. “We’d been so happy to find out we were having two. It was the best eight months of my life, being pregnant with them. But Derrick, he was stillborn.”

A pained breath escaped my nose, and I closed my eyes tight, wishing I’d heard something else out of those sweet lips of hers. I put my arm around her shoulders, pulling her into me, just letting her know I was there, but she wasn’t finished yet.

“The other, though,” she said, her voice shaky, and I didn’t have to pull back and look at her to know there were tears in her eyes. “He was a fighter. I held him for less than a minute before he was rushed off to the NICU, where he lived for the next nine days.” She shook her head. “The only nine days of his life.”

“Charlie, God, I am so sorry,” I whispered, tucking her closer to me. I wrapped my other arm around her as her head fell against my chest, and I was thankful I’d abandoned the empty Thermos on the ground. I had both hands to hold her, to embrace her, to stroke her hair and rub her back. “That’s… I don’t even have the words. It’s heartbreaking.”

“It was,” she choked. “They would have been five this year, starting kindergarten, probably in my class. Derrick, he would have been the oldest, even if just by a few minutes, and I imagine he would have had the same strong build as his father. But Jeremiah,” she said, and my heart cracked with the realization.

He had the same name as the child in her class, and he would have been the same age.

“I think he would have favored me. Just from those forty-eight seconds of holding him, of feeling him against me, I think he would have been the small, timid bookworm like his mom.”

“Shit, Charlie…”

“When Jeremiah — the one you saw me with — when he walked into the classroom on the first day of school this past August, my breath caught at the sight of him. I can’t explain it, but before I even knew his name, I just felt this pull to him. And then when I called roll…” She paused, shaking her head where it was buried in my chest. “Oh Reese, my knees buckled. They nearly gave out. It was like my own son was there, in some way, not completely, but in a way that told me he’s still with me somehow. In my heart, in spirit. I don’t know. It sounds silly.”

“It doesn’t.”

“It feels silly,” she confessed. “But, I’ve had this connection with him ever since. And he’s just like I imagined my little Jeremiah would have been. Quiet, shy, but so, so smart. And kind. His heart is as big as the world, and I know when he’s older, he will do amazing things. I just know it.”

I didn’t have any of the right words that I needed to comfort Charlie in that moment. I didn’t even have words for myself, to ease the ache that had built heavier in my chest with every word she’d spoken. All this time, I thought I’d seen a woman who used to be a girl, broken by a marriage that didn’t make her happy.

How wrong I’d been.

How devastatingly naïve and stupid I’d been.

“Sometimes, I have entire days go by where I don’t think of either of them,” she said softly. “On a weekend day, a Saturday or a Sunday, when I play in my garden or clean around the house or lose myself in a new recipe. And then when I think of them again, I feel terrible for ever forgetting, even if just for twenty-four hours.”

“It’s okay to keep living,” I assured her, still rubbing her back with a warm, hopefully comforting hand. “You know they would have wanted you to. They’d want you to be happy.”

“I know,” she said, but she shook her head. “It’s easier to say that, though, than to actually believe it. To actually do it.”

Charlie let me hold her, both of us silent, both of us moved in our own ways.

I wanted to crawl inside her and hold the most tender parts of her. I wanted to wrap her heart in my arms, soothe her bruised and aching soul with my touch. But, then again, hadn’t her husband wanted to do the same? How had he handled all of this? Was this the reason they were so distant, that she was so sad, or was it something more?

After a moment, Charlie breathed a long, heavy sigh into my chest. “I still have stretch marks from them, you know,” she whispered. “Marks from a birth that barely happened, from children I never got to raise.”

I squeezed my eyes shut tight, fighting back the emotion threatening to overcome me in that moment, at those words. Then, I placed my hands around her thin arms, pulling her back from me to look into her eyes.

“Show me.”

Her eyes were wet and wide with confusion as she looked up at me, the lights from Pittsburgh shining in their gloss. “What?”

“Your stretch marks. Show me.”

Charlie’s brows bent together, her hands hesitant as they moved to her stomach. She opened my coat she wore first, then unbuttoned her own beneath it. Her hands finally found her thin blouse and she yanked it from where it was tucked into her jeans, lifting it along with the tank top she wore underneath.

Chills broke against the pale skin of her bare midriff, and I dropped to my knees, leaning in closer to find the shiny pink marks that ran across that white skin like tiny roads on a map. I pulled one glove off, reaching forward with warm fingertips that made her shudder when I pressed them against those marks. My fingers skated the lines, the thick bottoms of them that faded off into thin tips. A tear fell from where Charlie watched above me, hitting my wrist, and I cast my gaze upward to find hers.

“Charlie, they’re beautiful.”

And then, she broke.

Charlie’s face warped, emotion taking over her, and she collapsed into me. Her arms wrapped around my head, pulling me into her bare stomach, and I wrapped my own around her, too. I caught her as her knees gave out, as tears ripped through her. Her tiny shoulders shook and small cries left her lips in sounds I knew would haunt me forever.

My little tadpole, no longer innocent, no longer untouched by the cruelty of life.

I waited until her sobs had subsided, all the while holding her tighter and tighter, letting her know I was there to bear the weight she could no longer hold. Then, when she was quiet, I stood, lifting her chin with me so her eyes would find mine.

“You are an amazing mother already, Charlie, and I know you will make your future children happier than you can even imagine now.”

Her face warped again, but she fought against it, nodding into my hand that had found her cheek.

“And you are the best teacher I have ever had the pleasure of knowing. You are touching lives daily, Jeremiah’s included. Those marks on your stomach, while they are forever a part of you, they do not define you. They are not a sign of your weakness or of your failure.” I smiled then, rubbing the pad of my thumb along her cheek. “They are a reminder of your strength, of your love, and of the miracle of life.”

Charlie choked out a laugh, and a smile broke on her face, her eyes still glistening in the soft light of the city. She nodded, and then without even a second of hesitation, she pressed a kiss into my palm.

At that, both of our smiles fell.

She watched me, her eyes flicking between mine before they fell to my lips, and damn if that didn’t send a jolt of electricity right between my legs. I stepped into her, thumb still brushing her cheek, her jaw, and when she lifted her eyes to mine again, a new kind of presence fell over us.

“Why didn’t you kiss me that night?” she asked, her voice a broken whisper.

I swallowed, my free hand coming to her waist, pulling her into me. Charlie lifted onto her toes, and my fingers wrapped around the back of her neck, capturing her fallen hair between our skin. If we had lit a match in that moment, the entire Duquesne Incline would have gone up in flames, along with every shred of morality we both tried so desperately to hold onto.

“You were sixteen, Charlie. I was leaving.”

“So, then, why would it have mattered? Why not just kiss me?”

She was so small in my hands, but so largely present in every other part of me. She always had been.

“For the same reason you don’t hold your hand in a fire just because it’s warm,” I answered. “Because it burns.”

Her eyes were still on my lips, as if she were watching each word I said leave them in finely written script. Charlie’s chest hit my ribs as she stepped farther into me, and I bent to meet her forehead with mine. We both took a breath, long and deep, inhaled in a moment of torture and longing, and then Charlie let it go with the sigh of reality.

“I can’t drive,” she said, her fists tightening in my sweater. “Can you… will you take me home?”

She pulled back then, and I let her go, squeezing my eyes shut tight until I knew she could see them again.

“Of course, Tadpole. Whatever you need.”

On the way back down the Incline, Charlie’s eyes watched the city again, and just like before, mine watched her.

But it was a completely new woman I saw this time.

A beautiful, strong, broken shell of a woman.

A beautiful, strong, broken shell of a woman whom I wanted so desperately to save.
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Charlie

 

My eyes were puffy and tired as I dragged myself up my driveway, tossing a wave back at Reese. He waited until I unlocked my front door and slipped inside before he pulled away, and I sighed, tossing my keys into the dish by the door and shrugging off my coat.

For a moment I just stood there, my back to the front door, eyes closed and head cast upward. I didn’t know if I was sending up a prayer of thanks or one asking for forgiveness. Maybe both. The evening’s events blurred behind my vision, and I couldn’t make sense of anything — least of all the fact that I’d asked Reese why he hadn’t kissed me fourteen years ago.

The entire house was dark, save for the kitchen light, which was just enough to light my way as I kicked off my boots and padded in to make a cup of hot tea. I needed to sober up a little before bed, and my throat was raw from telling Reese about the boys.

I still couldn’t believe I’d told him at all.

The way he’d listened, the way he’d held me as I broke completely in his arms, it was enough to move me to tears again as I put the tea kettle on the stove. Once the water was heating, I leaned against the kitchen counter beside it, pinching the bridge of my nose with a sigh.

How long had I wanted Cameron to hold me that way, to fall to his knees and kiss the scars left by our children? How long had I silently begged him to talk about it, to acknowledge it, to let me know it was real? With Cameron, it was as if those months, that day, those roughly two-hundred-and-sixteen hours, as if none of it had happened at all. He was able to pack away the nursery — out of sight, out of mind — while I lived with the scars they left behind.

For Cameron, there was before, a big blank, empty space, and then after. But we never talked about the catalyst that propelled us from the first to the latter.

Still, I felt guilty for finding comfort in another man, in another person, period. It felt weak and inexcusable that I’d done so. I wanted to blame it on the alcohol, on the nostalgia of being back on the Incline, but I wasn’t sure I truthfully could.

Had I been aware of Reese ever since he’d come back into town? Had I secretly wondered what it would be like if he had never left at all?

It was impossible to say, and it only made my head hurt more as I stood in my kitchen, wishing for answers that wouldn’t come.

“Fun night?”

Cameron’s deep voice startled me, and I jumped, pressing a cold hand to my chest before I let out a relieved sigh at the sight of him.

“I’m sorry, did I wake you?”

“I wasn’t going to sleep before you got home, Charlie. I’m your husband.”

His tone set me on edge, my defenses rising of their own accord as I stood to pull out the jar of tea packets. I filtered through them, not meeting his gaze. “You say that like you think I’ve forgotten.”

“It’s late.”

I glanced up at the time on the microwave as the tea pot began to scream. I moved it gently off to the side, clicking off the burner and ripping open the packet of tea I’d chosen. “It’s only one.”

“Thirty. It’s one-thirty, and you didn’t think to call your husband or even send a text to let him know you were okay?”

“Did you call or text?” I threw back at him, turning long enough to watch his face as I said the words.

His jaw tightened, and I noticed how tired his eyes were, how his hair had been mussed like his hands hadn’t left it all night. His beard was growing in again, dark stubble now that he would tame as it grew longer.

“That’s right,” I said. “You didn’t. And I’m home now, so what does it matter, anyway? You had to work, I didn’t want to disturb you.”

“Don’t pull the work card.”

“Why not? It’s your favorite one to pull.”

Cameron’s head snapped back as if I’d slapped him, and I couldn’t find it in me to apologize as I turned back to the stove. I couldn’t believe I’d said it either, but at the same time, I was glad it was finally out. I never wanted to push Cameron, never wanted to fight with him or make him feel bad for working so hard to provide for us.

But I needed him. I’d needed him for five years now, and it was like he didn’t have a single clue.

I filled one mug with the steaming water, dropping a bag of chamomile into it and noting the steep time.

“Want some?” I asked over my shoulder.

Cameron didn’t answer, so I shut the cabinet that housed our mugs and dunked the tea bag as the silence stretched between us.

“Where have you been?” he asked after a moment. He still stood in the opening where the kitchen met our dining area, his arms crossed over his chest, checkered sleep pants hanging on his hips.

“Happy hour. I told you that.”

“You stayed at a bar until one in the morning.” It was a statement — one he didn’t seem to believe.

“I did.” The lie came so easily from my lips, I almost shocked myself. But the alcohol had softened me, or maybe hardened me. I just didn’t care anymore. “Is that so hard to believe?”

Cameron watched me in that moment like he didn’t know who I was at all. “And how did you get home if you had been drinking that long?”

I swallowed, turning back to the stove to pull the bag from my tea and lifting it to my lips. I blew on the hot liquid, the steam warming my cold nose. “Reese drove me.”

“Reese,” he repeated, tone flat.

I nodded. “Yes, you remember him, right? From dinner at my parents’?”

“I know who he is, yes. Was he sober?”

I shrugged. “Sober enough.”

Cameron smacked his hand against the wall, snapping my attention back to him. “Damn it, Charlie. Stop being nonchalant about this. It’s almost two in the morning and you don’t seem the least bit apologetic about the fact that I’ve been worrying about you all night. And then you tell me that Reese drove you home, and not even completely sober?” He shook his head. “I told you to call me if you needed a ride.”

“You were working,” I reminded him, abandoning my steaming tea on the counter as the anger and defensiveness steaming up from inside me took precedence. “And the phone works two ways. If you were so worried, why didn’t you check in?”

My blood was boiling, and in the back of my mind, I realized this was what I’d wanted — a fight. I wanted a reaction out of Cameron — any kind of reaction. He was finally noticing me, finally looking at me and feeling something after so long of feeling nothing at all. But now that I had it, that reaction I’d been so desperately seeking, I didn’t even care.

I was indifferent to how I’d made him feel tonight. Maybe because he’d been indifferent to how I’d felt since we lost our sons.

Guilt flooded me as I toiled with the thought that, perhaps, I didn’t care because someone else had given me attention. Someone else had looked at me first, had asked me how I felt, had wanted to make the hurt disappear.

Reese had beat him to it, and now, Cameron’s attention didn’t feel warranted.

“I’m tired,” I said when Cameron didn’t have anything else to say. I dumped my untouched tea into the sink, but when I went to move past Cameron, his arm shot out to block the door frame.

“We’re not finished.”

“I want to go to bed,” I threw back, louder, my eyes finding his. “It’s late.”

He scoffed. “Oh, now it’s late.”

“Whatever. Goodnight.” I ducked under his arm, but before I could reach the stairs, one strong hand wrapped around my forearm and ripped me backward. I opened my mouth to protest, to scream, to cry, but nothing came.

Because in the next instant, Cameron’s mouth covered my own — hot and angry and needy.

I pushed against him, my hands pressed into the middle of his chest as I tried to break free, but he only wrapped me in his arms tighter. His mouth opened and without hesitation, mine opened, too — letting him in, letting him taste, and in that instant, I was his again.

In that instant, everything I’d wanted for so long came to fruition, and all the confusion and anger melted away.

He possessed me with that kiss, one I hadn’t felt from his lips in years. He’d kissed me, sure. We’d had sex, yes. But the passion had been absent — the want, the need, the look in his eyes that he finally had again, one that said he couldn’t live another second without his hands on me.

He wanted me. My husband still wanted me.

I sighed, melting into him, my hands wrapping around him and sliding up to grip his messy hair. I tugged on it as his fingers yanked my blouse and tank top from my jeans. Cameron broke our kiss long enough to strip them over my head, letting them fall to our feet as his mouth found mine again, his hands squeezing my exposed breasts with enough force to make me wince.

He kissed me so hard I thought he might draw blood, or leave a bruise in his wake, but I didn’t care. Maybe a part of me wanted him to mark me, to remind me I was his, to obliterate any other feelings I thought I’d had earlier in the night in the arms of another man.

I ripped at his cotton t-shirt, pushing it up over his ribs with my hands before he reached behind his neck to pull it the rest of the way off. He lifted me then, my legs wrapping around his waist, and he moved us up the stairs as his mouth devoured the skin of my neck, my collarbone, my breasts.

It was all consuming, the way he kissed me, like he’d sat on his hands for years watching me and unable to touch me. It was as if access had been granted for the first time, even though he’d had me for years. I closed my eyes and saw the man who’d taken me on our wedding night, felt the man who’d stolen my heart on our very first date. As his passion mixed with the alcohol floating through my system, he was all I could see, all I could feel, all I could care about.

And even still, I couldn’t feel him close enough, couldn’t see all that I wanted, couldn’t ever tire of hearing the way he groaned in appreciation as his hands roamed my body. It had been untouched for so long, but with every kiss and squeeze and moan, it came to life at his command.

Our moans echoed off the walls as he carried me through the hall to our bedroom, and before I registered what was happening, my back hit the down comforter of our bed, the soft gray fabric puffing up around me.

Shakily, I pushed up on my elbows, watching with appreciation as Cameron yanked his pants and briefs to the floor in one fell swoop. He sprang forward, hard and ready, and I bit my lip at the sight.

His eyes were hooded and dark, his jaw set with the intention to bring me back to him. The want rolling off him in that moment was the most intoxicating drug, one I’d craved for so long. And though it was the same drug, it was a new high, one much more powerful than I remembered.

He tugged on my jeans next, pulling me to the edge of the bed, and then his hands flew over the button and zipper. The denim I wore was so tight, almost like it had been painted on me, yet Cameron was able to peel it off of me as if his hands were liquid heat and the denim was butter. My simple nude panties came off next, the lift of my hips the only help he needed.

And there was no body worship, no soft kisses on my thighs or at my core, no time spent working me up to his touch. That was how he touched me on our wedding night, how he made love to me the night we’d moved into our new home. But tonight, he was claiming me.

So once I was naked beneath him, Cameron gripped my hips with passionate force and yanked until my hips hung slightly off the edge of the bed. He positioned my ankles on his shoulders, himself at my entrance, and with his eyes hot and needy on mine, he flexed his hips with a groan, filling me to the brim.

I arched off the bed, the thickness of him stretching me all at once after so long of being empty. I was overcome with a searing pain that faded quickly into an electrifying pleasure as he pumped in and out of me, fast and quick, taking what was his. My hands gripped his strong forearms, nails digging into the skin, and he bit the tender hollow of my ankle before kissing that same spot.

There were no words. There never were with Cameron.

It was only his lips on my skin, his eyes capturing mine, his hands tightening around where he held me, as if one loosened grip would let me slip right through his fingers like sand. I lived inside that moment with everything I desired. My husband wanted me, he loved me, I was his and he was mine.

For that hot moment of passion, I was the woman I once was, and Cameron was the man I remembered.

I hoped we’d both stay.

Cameron bit the skin at my ankle, snapping my attention back to him as he used both hands to spread my legs wide. His fingertips trailed down the inside of my ankles, calves, knees, thighs, until one hand wrapped around my hip and the other moved to work my clit. He wasn’t easy, wasn’t slow. No, he worked my clit like he hated it, like he hated me, and my orgasm didn’t build like a slow tide but like an earthquake.

I arched up off the bed, reaching for his neck and pulling him down into me as he bent to fill me even deeper. I climbed him like a tree, and he never stopped moving, never stopped flexing, pushing my climax to last longer than it ever had before.

“Oh God, Cam,” I moaned, biting his neck to keep from screaming. He growled at the sensation, and just as my orgasm receded, he found his own, pumping into me with force before stilling completely. Cameron held me there in his arms, our bodies hot and slick and stuck together as he moaned. I felt him emptying inside me as I kissed all over him — his neck, his chest, his jaw — before finally claiming his mouth with my own.

When he was finished, he trembled, falling to the bed with me still in his arms, with him still inside me. We both panted until our breathing evened out, his hand sweeping through my hair, my fingertips tracing the soft hair in the middle of his chest.

It was what I’d wanted. I’d gotten exactly what I’d wanted.

And as I came down from the orgasm my husband had given me, I saw the face of another man I’d given a piece of me tonight, too. The apathy I’d had downstairs vanished, replaced by a painful guilt.

I couldn’t deny I’d done something wrong. If I hadn’t, the guilt wouldn’t be there. If I was innocent, I wouldn’t have felt dirty in the clean bed I shared with the man who put a ring on my finger eight years earlier.

I cringed, curling into Cameron’s arms and burying my head into his chest in a mixture of shame and apology. Of course, Cameron didn’t know I even had anything to apologize for.

As he pressed a loving kiss to my forehead, I knew only one thing.

I had to stay away from Reese Walker.
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Reese

 

I skipped into the halls of Westchester bright and early Monday morning, two piping hot cups of coffee in hand. Thoughts of my Friday night with Charlie filled my head as I whistled, nodding a hello to the few other teachers who were already unlocking the doors to their classrooms. I knew she would be doing the same — she always came in earlier than I did.

I’d spent the weekend overthinking every second of that night we shared together. Sure, she and I had both been drinking, but something had been different about Charlie that night. From the very first moment she walked through the bar doors until the last wave over her shoulder when I dropped her off early the next morning, she wasn’t wearing the same mask she’d had on since I’d been back. All this time, I knew she was hiding something, I just didn’t know what.

I couldn’t have imagined what.

Charlie finally let me see inside again, she let the sixteen-year-old girl out that I used to know.

But she also let me see the broken woman she was now, and that was the woman I wanted more of.

I recognized, very distantly, that I was playing with fire. She was still very much married, and I would have been lying to myself if I said my intentions with her were completely innocent. But, it wasn’t that they were completely not innocent, either. I wanted to be there for her, to be someone she could talk to, someone she could lean on.

I wanted to make her realize that she deserved the world.

Past that, I knew I wanted more, but I wasn’t ready to admit those things to myself. Not just yet, maybe not ever.

A friend. That was all I wanted to be.

Or at least, that’s what I told myself.

When I turned the corner rounding into her classroom, I stopped mid-whistle, confusion sweeping over me at the sight of Mr. Henderson writing on the white board behind her desk.

“Ah! Good morning, Mr. Walker. How was your weekend?”

I surveyed the room, but there was no sign of Charlie, not even a purse or coat hung over the back of her chair.

“It was just fine, Mr. Henderson. And yours?”

“Oh, I’ve had better. Betty insisted on me cleaning out our fireplace. She’s so sure we’re going to get a bad snow storm here in the next few weeks.” He shook his head with a grin. “The old back doesn’t bend the way it used to.”

“Well, she’s probably right about the snow. I’m surprised we haven’t had anything more than an inch or two since I’ve been home.”

“It’s surely been cold enough to blizzard, hasn’t it?” He hung his hands on his hips with an even wider grin, which I returned as much as I could.

I was done talking about the weather.

“Is, uh… Is Mrs. Pierce running late or something?”

“Oh! Of course, you’re probably looking for her in her classroom, huh? That would make sense.” Mr. Henderson chuckled. “Poor thing, she’s ill. Called me right as my alarm went off this morning. I’m just filling in until the sub can get up here.”

“She’s sick?”

“Appears so,” he answered, and this time his face bent with concern. “Doesn’t surprise me, honestly. The woman hasn’t had a sick day off in the eight years she’s been teaching with us. Probably caught up with her.”

“She’s never called out sick?” I raised a brow, suspicion settling low and unwelcome in my stomach.

“Never.”

“Huh,” I mused. “Well, I picked up an extra coffee this morning. Would you like it?”

“Life saver!” He clapped his hands together before crossing the room to take the extra cup from my hand. “Much obliged, Mr. Walker. I’ll swing by your room later to discuss the spring concert?”

“Sure,” I answered distantly, but my wheels spun, wondering if Charlie was okay.

Maybe she really was sick, it wasn’t like people didn’t get colds or even the flu in late January. Still, the fact that she hadn’t called out sick in eight years and she just so happened to do so for the first time the Monday after we spent a late night together wasn’t lost on me.

My fingers itched to reach into my pocket for a cigarette as I walked the halls back to my classroom, but since I couldn’t find relief that way just yet, I pulled out my cell phone, instead. A friend would check on someone if they were sick, wouldn’t they?

Before I could talk myself out of it, I shot out a text to Charlie.

 

- Mr. Henderson told me someone’s under the weather this morning. Maybe you couldn’t handle that beer, after all. -

 

I sent it quickly, cringing a bit at my lame attempt at teasing her. If she really was sick, she might smile. But if she wasn’t, would bringing up that night only upset her? Was she regretting it, spending that long with me, opening up to me the way she did?

Was she feeling guilty?

The thought had crossed my mind. She’d asked me about a night that passed between us so long ago, and we’d been close enough to kiss, close enough to do so much more. But neither of us had crossed a line… had we?

There was no answer from Charlie before first period started, and when I checked my phone again at lunch, I was disappointed that her name hadn’t lit up my screen. By the end of the day, I’d given up.

I hoped, selfishly, that she really was sick. Maybe she was buried under the covers of her bed, doped up on cold medicine and not looking at her phone at all.

It was an awful thing to wish, but the alternative would have been worse. It would have meant she was avoiding me, the way the sickening lurch in my stomach wanted me to believe. Charlie had let me in, but was she closing me out again, before I even had the chance to get more than one foot through the door?

I could only wait to find out.
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Charlie didn’t show on Tuesday.

I ate lunch alone that day, staring at the text I’d sent her and wondering how crazy it would be to show up on her doorstep with soup and a get well soon balloon. She never got sick, right? Maybe I could say the thoughtful gifts were from the entire faculty.

When her classroom was void of her again Wednesday, I nearly tore my hair out from frustration. I was driving myself crazy with the possibility of what might be going through her head, even though I technically didn’t know for sure anything even was. She was probably just sick. She was probably just resting and doing everything she could to get better, to get back to her kids. That was the kind of teacher she was.

It’s not always about you, I chastised myself as I left Westchester that afternoon. It was classic me to be so self-absorbed that I would make her illness about our night together. I spent that evening doing everything I could to push it out of my mind, blaring Arvo Part’s Da Pacem as loudly as I could as I finally unpacked the boxes littering my house. When my belongings were partly organized and I’d built up a sweat working around the house, I felt marginally better, settling in for a smoke by my sliding glass door as my thoughts calmed.

She was just sick. Everything was fine.

I called Blake to catch up, feeling guilty that it had taken me so long to get back in touch after ending our call so abruptly Friday night. But Blake was busy, too, and long conversations on the phone never were our thing. We talked for a long while, longer than we had since I left, before I finally felt tired enough to sleep, to actually sleep.

And finally, on Thursday morning, Charlie was back at Westchester.

A sigh of relief found me when I leaned against the door frame of her classroom and saw her standing there, back to me, dark hair smoothed into a high bun. She was writing the day’s agenda on the white board, and for a moment I just watched her, checking her profile for signs of weariness. Her eyes were bright, a small smile etched onto her face, and her cheeks held more color than I’d seen in all the other mornings since I’d been at Westchester.

“She’s alive,” I said in my best Dr. Frankenstein voice. I slipped my hands into my pockets as Charlie smiled, her eyes still on the board. “Welcome back, Tadpole.”

“Thank you.”

Her voice was soft, but not hoarse, and she didn’t turn to look at me as she continued writing.

“Feeling better?”

“Much,” she said. “Just needed a bit of rest, I suppose.”

“Did you have the flu?”

Charlie capped the marker she’d been writing with, turning to me then with a worried expression.

I saw it then, the lie, the one she’d been able to pull off until the moment her eyes met mine.

I’d always been able to tell when she was lying. Her eyes gave her away, the gentle crease of her forehead above her brows, the way her pupils dilated quickly as she moved them around the room.

“No, just a cold, I think.”

I nodded.

Westchester was particularly quiet that morning, and the silence surrounded us like a dark, wet blanket, suffocating in its heaviness. Charlie cleared her throat, clasping her hands together at her waist, and I glanced down the hallway before moving into her classroom.

“You sure you’re okay?”

Her eyes widened as I moved into her space, and she took a step back, her hip hitting the silver ledge under the white board. “I’m fine.”

“You’re fine,” I repeated, moving in closer.

She was doing everything not to look at me — picking at lint on her skirt, moving markers around under the white board, tucking a loose strand of hair behind her ear.

“You’re sure you were sick, that this has nothing to do with Friday night?”

“I was sick,” she insisted, but her breath caught when my hand reached forward for her elbow. I held it softly, just enough to let her feel me as I stared down at her, willing her to return my gaze.

“Don’t lie to me.”

Her eyes fluttered, closing as a long exhale left her chest. Her tiny, cold hand wrapped around my wrist that held her, and she pulled me away. “Reese…”

“Charlie.”

And there it was, there she was, the girl I’d spent hours with on Friday night. Her eyes were wide and soft when she opened them again, the chocolate irises taking on a golden hue as they traveled their way up my chest, over my face, finally falling on my own eyes. She swallowed.

“I’m married.”

“I know.”

Charlie chewed her thumbnail, shaking her head like I hadn’t heard her. “No, truly, I’m married. And I know you don’t know him, but Cameron loves me. He does. And he needs me right now, we need each other. He opened up to me Friday night when I got home…”

Her words hit me like a sucker punch right to the chest. I felt my breath leave with them, a sickening tide rolling through at what they meant.

He opened up to her.

I wasn’t so blind as to not know that meant that he had her that night. She’d given me a piece of herself, shown me her scars, the ones hidden from everyone else — and yet he had taken her to bed. He had watched her melt for him, touched her fair skin, kissed her soft lips.

As her friend, I was happy for her.

As Reese Walker, the true version, I was enraged with jealousy.

“And I just… I really need to focus on him right now. On us.”

My throat was raw, dry, the act of swallowing damn near impossible, but I nodded despite the thickness I felt there. “Okay.”

“Okay,” she breathed, and all of the breath she’d been holding left her with that word.

“But hey, I’m here for you, okay? If you ever… I don’t know, if you ever need me, I guess. A friend to talk to, a distraction from work, or hell, even just a Wild Walker,” I said, and Charlie smirked, her lashes sweeping across her high cheeks. “Just say the word.”

“Thanks, Reese.”

I finally found the will to swallow as I stepped back, my hands finding my pockets once more. “Always. See you at lunch?”

Charlie smoothed her hands over her skirt. “I think I’m going to grab lunch on my own today, do some reading. But another time.”

She smiled, but that simple curve of her lips killed me.

Charlie was pushing me away.

I’d thought I was going at her pace, giving her the space to tell me what she wanted, when she wanted. But somehow, I’d crossed a line. Somehow, I’d lost her — before I’d even had the chance to have her at all.

She’s married, I reminded myself. What other way was there to have her, other than the friendship that already existed?

There wasn’t.

That was all there was to it.

“Sounds good,” I finally said, forcing a smile in return. “See you around, Charlie.”

I only hoped I actually would.
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Charlie

 

Sundays were always my favorite day of the week.

Cameron and I usually spent our Saturdays being productive, working around the house or in the garden, volunteering in the community, attending work events for him or school events for me. But Sundays?

Sundays were always for us.

At first, in the beginning of our marriage, we almost never left the bed on Sunday. One of us would jump up long enough to use the bathroom or bring back a plate of food and water, but other than that, between the sheets we stayed. Of course, as the years went on, we began using the day to do other things, too.

We’d go shopping together, or binge watch movies from dawn until bedtime. We’d learn a new recipe together, or put on an old favorite album and dance in the kitchen. Whatever it was, no matter what, Sundays were always for me and Cameron.

I sighed contently, curling up into Cameron’s side as Sunday morning slowly made its way through our window. Jane and Edward were starting to rustle, but they could wait.

It had been a long week, even though I’d taken three days off. I’d faked sick for the first time in my life, taking those days just to be with myself — to reconnect. I’d had so many questions when I woke up that morning after happy hour, questions about how I’d acted with Reese, about what I’d felt with him, and, more pressingly, what I’d felt with Cameron when I’d gotten home. So, I took the first half of the week to think, to figure out what all of it meant.

Cameron had been worried at first, but I assured him I was fine. I think part of him knew, too, that I was feeling a bit lost, a bit out of touch. Spending those days in the garden, in my library, cleaning and going through items on our to-do list that I’d ignored for so long — it was exactly what I needed. And now, on Sunday morning, on the brink of a new week, I felt refreshed.

And warm. I was so warm with Cameron’s arm around me, my head on his chest, his fingertips drawing lazy circles on my shoulder.

For the first time in a long time, it seemed like everything would be okay.

“Can we dance today?” I asked, leaning up on one elbow to look at Cameron. It was a cloudy, gray day, the sun struggling to break through. The way it filtered through our window cast us both in a cool light, and it was one of those days I didn’t want to leave the bed at all.

“I have to work, sweetheart,” he said, but his voice was tender, his eyes soft. He swept my hair back from my face, thumb tracing the line of my jaw. “But, tonight. Let me get this done and we can dance tonight.”

“Promise?”

“Would it make you happy?” he asked. “To dance with me tonight?”

“It would.”

Cameron gave me a lazy smile, leaning up long enough to kiss my nose. “Then we’ll dance.”

And that right there — that was why Sundays were my favorite.

I left Cameron to his work for the rest of the day, spending most of mine by the fire with a new book I’d picked up at the local bookstore the day before. I paused only long enough to fix us lunch, and to take Jane and Edward out of their cages for a while. I let them fly around our bedroom, all the doors and windows locked, and they’d always fly right back to me, chirping away their thanks for the chance to spread their wings. It always made me laugh to watch them fly, the two of them always intertwined in some way, zooming in and out of each other’s paths.

They were in love, and even given the chance to fly in opposite directions, to put space between them, they always chose to stay together.

When evening started to fall, I slipped inside my library to put my newly finished book on the shelf. My eyes caught on the copy of Anna Karenina, the sight of it making my stomach flip just as my phone buzzed in my pocket. My brother’s name and smiling face lit up the screen, and I smiled, dropping down into my reading chaise before answering.

“Well, isn’t this a nice Sunday surprise?”

“Hey, sis,” Graham said, and my heart sighed with happiness at the sound of his voice. “Got some time to catch up with your knucklehead brother who really sucks at making phone calls?”

We hadn’t spoken in a few weeks, not since he and Christina had been down for Christmas and New Year’s, and I didn’t realize how much I’d missed him until that exact moment I heard his voice again.

I chuckled, kicking my feet up on the cushion in front of me. “Always. Tell me everything. How have you been? How’s Christina?”

“I’ve been fine, and other than having to deal with my annoying ass, Christina seems to be surviving, too.”

“Barely, I’m sure.”

“Oh, she’s just skating by,” Graham agreed. “How’s school?”

“It’s good,” I said, eyes trailing over the books lining my shelves. “There’s a new teacher in town, which I’m sure you’ve heard about.”

“I did! He called me after the night he had dinner with you guys at Mom and Dad’s. That’s so crazy that he’s back in Mount Lebanon.” Graham paused. “Never thought I’d see that day.”

“That makes two of us.”

“Is he… is he okay? I mean, does he seem any different? Since everything happened?”

There were so many loaded questions behind the ones he asked, and for the first time since I left school Friday afternoon, I was forced to think about the one person I was trying not to.

Avoiding Reese had been easy when I’d just stayed home from school, but once I was back, it was impossible. I could still close my eyes and feel his hand on my elbow, see his eyes begging mine not to push him away.

But I’d spent all weekend with Cameron, and then the rest of the week with myself, reconnecting and dissecting every single thought and feeling. All of that led back to the fact that I couldn’t be close with Reese — not without feeling like I was doing something wrong. Besides, Cameron and I had talked that Saturday morning after happy hour, had agreed to spend more time together and work on getting back to the way we used to be.

Before.

Graham asking me if Reese was okay almost made me laugh, because the answer was too complicated to convey in one word. The truth was, I wasn’t really sure if he was okay — with being back in Mount Lebanon, with the loss of his family, with starting his new job.

With me.

It felt dangerous to be his friend, and so I hadn’t been. I’d let him in just marginally before I’d slammed the door again, putting that wall between us.

“He seems fine,” I lied to my brother after a long pause. “You know Reese. He’s drowning half his sorrows in beer and cigarettes, the other half in long piano tutoring sessions after school.”

“A little different from the old way he used to drown sorrows at the piano,” Graham noted. “I was surprised when I talked to him that you hadn’t been over there to listen to him play at his place. You were always listening to him when we were younger.”

“I was a bored pre-teen,” I lied again. Each lie came easier than the first, it seemed. “But I have watched him after school a few times. He’s actually pretty good with the kids.”

“That’s just so weird to me. I can’t imagine my old best friend being a good influence on any kind of child.”

I chuckled. “It’s weird, for sure, but he does a great job.”

My stomach turned again at the thought of Reese. I realized I never asked him if he was okay after our night out last weekend, if he had any questions or thoughts plaguing him the way I did. But it didn’t seem safe to ask, as if I already knew the answer.

Distance. That was my solution to everything I’d felt since he came back into town.

Graham and I talked for over an hour, catching up on Christina’s dental practice as well as his new place of employment. He was a computer engineer, garnering his intelligence from Dad, no doubt. When he was in Pennsylvania, he’d worked for a private computer systems company, but now he was in a government position. Listening to him tell me the details of it made about as much sense as the time Cameron tried to give me a solid understanding of hockey, but it was nice just to hear about that part of his life.

We dived into Cameron a little, to school and the fundraiser coming up that Mom and Dad hosted every year. And just like every time I talked to my brother, time seemed to fly, never enough of it to talk about all we wanted to.

The sun had already set by the time I told Graham I should probably get started on dinner.

“Okay, sis,” he said, but there was a long pause after. “Are you alright? I mean, are you happy?”

My stomach knotted. “Of course. Why?”

There was a sigh. “No reason. I just… Reese asked me that the night we talked, and I couldn’t really answer. It’s been a long time since I asked you.”

My eyes flashed to the copy of Anna Karenina again, and I frowned. Reese had been so fixated on that since he’d come back into town — on my happiness. I realized then that I hadn’t even thought to ask about his.

“Well, I’m happy.”

I paused when the words were out, weighing them, measuring how they felt once they were out. It didn’t feel like a lie, especially not with a dance waiting downstairs. Cameron hadn’t exactly acted much different that week, not outside of making love to me after that Friday night. But still, that alone had given me hope, had given me something to hold onto that I hadn’t had for a long time.

“Good. You deserve to be happy, sis.”

“Thank you,” I said. “So do you.”

“Well, on that note, there’s one more thing I wanted to tell you on our call,” Graham said. “Christina and I… we’re pregnant.”

He should have been excited.

My big brother should have been so excited to tell me that. It should have been the first thing he told me when we got on the phone. But he and I both knew that hearing those words come from his mouth would elicit something from deep inside me, something bad.

It was a monster, a mixture of jealousy and pain, of sadness and utter joy. I would be an aunt. My brother would be a father. He would make our parents grandparents.

Just like I was supposed to.

“Oh, Graham,” I forced after a moment, my eyes welling with tears. “That’s… incredible. Congratulations. Please, tell Christina I said congratulations. Wow.”

“Thank you,” he said, and I could hear a pinch of relief in the breath that left him next. “I was a little worried to tell you…”

“Oh, don’t be silly.” I waved my hand, as if he could see me. “I’m overjoyed. I’ll be an aunt!”

“And you’ll be the best one,” he said.

“Do Mom and Dad know?”

“I just told them, right before I called you.”

“Do you know the due date?”

It was all I could do — ask questions.

“July twenty-fourth as of now.”

I sniffed, the first true smile breaking my face as the tears spilled over.

My brother was having a child.

It hit me like a cloud of glitter and a bucket of ice water all at once.

“Well, I better get off here and call Mom. I’m sure she’ll be dying to gush about all things baby-related,” I spoke through my tears, sniffing and laughing, likely sounding like a maniac. “I’m so happy for you, Graham.”

“Thanks, sis. Let’s talk again soon, okay?”

I agreed, and then the call was ended.

I didn’t pick it back up to call Mom.

Instead, I sat in the chair, in the library, my eyes drifting over the books to the closet that hid the furniture that would have made this room a nursery. And for just one split second, I let myself be sad. I let myself be selfish and angry for just that one, lonely moment.

Then, I stood, letting my feet numbly carry me to the kitchen to start dinner.

I worked through the task of cooking, trying to keep my focus there, but it wandered like a dandelion seed in the wind. I’d land on a thought, one of Reese, perhaps, or of my future niece or nephew. Then, the thought would be swept away again, momentarily floating until it landed on Cameron, or on our sons.

They would have been cousins-to-be, if they were alive. I would have rushed into their room to tell them. We would have gone to the hospital to see their new baby cousin when he or she arrived. They would have spent holidays together — Christmases unwrapping gifts on Mom and Dad’s Persian rug under the tree, Easters hunting eggs behind the church.

When dinner was finished, I ate alone. Cameron took his in his study, trying to finish up the work he had to do. I left him alone, all the while waiting for our dance later. I’d tell him then, when he had me in his arms, the soft music swaying around us. I’d tell him that he would be an uncle soon.

Just like I’d once told him he’d be a dad.

Keeping myself busy for the next couple of hours was nearly impossible. I tried watching television, tried starting a new book, but mostly I just stared at walls, my thoughts running away with me.

Around eight, I slipped inside Cameron’s office with a gentle knock at the door, wearing only a lavender silk camisole he’d bought me for Christmas one year. He glanced up at me when I entered, reading glasses low on his nose, and then his eyes were back on the numbers he was crunching.

I expected him to do a double take, but it didn’t bother me when he didn’t.

That was my man — always hard at work.

“Someone still owes me a dance,” I said, coming up behind his chair with one fingertip running the length of his bicep up to his shoulder. My hands massaged him next, and he groaned at the touch, leaning back in his chair long enough to kiss my knuckles.

“I’m still not finished here,” he answered reluctantly. “We might have to postpone that dance.”

He pulled his glasses off, pinching the bridge of his nose, and disappointment seeped into my bloodstream. My hands had stilled on his shoulders.

“You can’t slip away for just one dance?” I tried.

Cameron turned in his chair, pulling me into his lap as he sighed. His tired eyes searched mine, and I wondered if he could see it — the pain. Could he see that I was hurting? Would he ask me what was wrong?

“I’m sorry, sweetheart. I just can’t tonight. But I want to,” he said quickly. “Will you give me a raincheck?”

My heart sank again, but I just leaned forward, pressing my forehead to Cameron’s. Just one week ago he’d made love to me like he was coming back to me, and now I was face to face with that distant man again.

But, changes didn’t happen overnight, and I tried to comfort myself with that fact as I answered.

“Okay.”

Once he was back to work, I let myself out of his study as quietly as I could.

It was fine that he had to work. So, he’d spent one Sunday locked away — there were plenty of Sundays. Just one week before, we’d spent almost the entire day on the couch together, me reading and him looking over his week’s plans. He had worked a little, but he’d also been there with me — holding me, watching the television at times, rubbing my feet when they rested in his lap.

Marriage was about compromise. He promised me a dance, and I knew I’d get it. Just not tonight.

I padded into the kitchen, clicking on the speaker and swaying my hips to John Legend as I fixed a mug of hot chocolate. And I smiled, because it was Sunday, after all.

Everything is just fine.

The chocolate seemed to help, along with a movie, and I felt marginally better by the time Cameron and I finally crawled into bed that night.

Just before he clicked off the lamp, I told Cameron about the news from Graham.

He stilled, the moment stretching between us for a long second before he pulled the sheets up to this chest.

“That’s wonderful,” he finally said.

“It is, right?”

I willed Cameron to pull me into him, to ask me how I felt, to ask if I was okay with it all. He had to know. He had to feel it, too — the mixture of joy and pain. Did he have a hole in his heart, too? Was it aching with this news the same way mine had?

But I couldn’t be sure, because he didn’t hold me or ask me anything, at all. He just rolled over, his back to me, and said his last words of the night with absolute nonchalance.

“We’ll have to send them a gift.”

He fell asleep just moments later, his breaths evening out, and I laid with my eyes on the ceiling.

That was just Cameron — he never had many words, and I was one of the few people in his life who knew the reason why. An abusive father who punished you every time you spoke will do that to you, make you careful with your words. When Cameron did speak, it was purposeful, and always after he’d thought on those words for a long time.

He’d come around. He’d ask me how I felt, and we’d work through this new journey together — just like we always did.

So, as I rolled onto my side, slipping one arm around his middle and curling my knees into the back of his legs, I repeated what I’d told myself in the kitchen earlier.

Everything is just fine.

And I think I really believed it, too.
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Reese

 

It wasn’t the first time I’d woken up in sheets drenched with sweat, but it was the first time in the new house.

I shot up out of bed, the faces from my dream just as vivid in the dark of my room, so much so that I almost reached out to touch them. My chest heaved, drops of sweat beading across my pecs as realization slowly came to me. With every blink of my eyes, my skin cooled. My fear subsided in a slow trickle, the images that had woken me fading to black like they were drowning in a silent river.

It had been a night terror, one I should have been used to having by now, but wasn’t. It was the day of the shooting, my family’s faces, the screams ringing out around me as I watched my father cover my mother and sister. They looked at me with absolute panic in their eyes, but their screams, their pleas — they were muted.

I couldn’t hear them, couldn’t reach them, couldn’t save them.

And it was me holding the gun.

I scrubbed a hand over my face, wiping sweat away as a frustrated breath left my lips. Swinging the sheets back, I let the cold air assault my slick, hot skin, my feet already carrying me to the shower. I turned the faucet and let the water warm, stripping out of my damp clothes before finally facing myself in the mirror.

I looked as awful as I felt.

Blake had convinced me to see a therapist after the third time I’d had the same night terror in New York City. It’s your guilt, an old man who knew nothing about me had said. You’re holding the gun in the dream as a symbol of the responsibility you feel for not being there with them that day.

At the time, I thought it was bullshit. But now, I wasn’t so sure.

Once the water was hot, I stepped inside, letting it run over my hair and down my back. I swept my hair back from my face, forcing a breath as my eyes focused on the tile my hand was splayed on in front of me.

It’d been a rough couple of weeks, January fading easily into February, everything picking up speed just like I knew it would.

I was tutoring a dozen students after school now, one on Saturdays, and all that on top of teaching my normal classes during the day. I’d mostly unpacked, save for a few boxes with personal items I wasn’t sure what to do with yet, and I’d officially caught up with everyone who still lived in Mount Lebanon whom I used to know at one point in my life. I’d been working long days, spending my evenings with people who annoyed me more than entertained me, and more than anything, trying to ignore the fact that I missed her.

Charlie hadn’t talked to me since the day she came back to Westchester. And that had been two weeks ago.

Sure, she’d spoken to me. She’d said hello when we passed in the hallways, told me about the book she was reading when I asked, even referred one of her students’ older brothers to me for afterschool sessions. She’d offered to help me set up the spring concert if I needed anything, but all that aside — she hadn’t talked to me.

Charlie was keeping her distance at all costs.

We didn’t have lunch together, didn’t walk longer than a few steps side by side before she was jetting off in another direction. What was more, she seemed happier than when I first arrived at Westchester. Maybe she was fine. Maybe she was happy.

But something under my skin told me otherwise.

I saw her smiling. I watched her laughing each and every day. But her eyes… there was something there, something I’d seen immediately the first day we’d reconnected — something she was hiding now, or at least, trying to. When I’d first come back, it was almost as if she were a zombie, and then she’d let me in that night we went up the Incline.

Now, she wasn’t a zombie, but rather an actress. She told me everything was fine with her words, but her eyes betrayed that lie.

Then again, maybe I was crazy. Maybe I didn’t have any fucking idea how to tell if she was lying or not.

Maybe, deep down, I wanted it to be a lie — that she was perfectly fine without me.

The water cooled a bit, so I turned the faucet more, watching as the steam filled the four walls of my standing shower. One hand kept me steady on the tile while the other rubbed my back muscles, sore from lifting and unpacking boxes all week. I rubbed out the tension in my lower back, still thinking of Charlie, and that’s when another muscle woke up, too.

It was just past three in the morning, and I knew I needed more sleep to face the busy Friday I had ahead. The more I thought about how a nice release would help me fall back asleep, the more my cock ached under the hot water. Every flash of Charlie’s doe eyes made me grow another inch, longer and harder, every nerve waking up at the thought of having her in that shower with me.

“This is so fucked up,” I groaned, but my hand was already moving from the muscles on my back, fingers wrapping around my shaft with a slow pump. I thought if I spoke it out loud, it would stop me. “Think of someone else. Anyone else.”

My resolve was weak, but I tried. I closed my eyes tight, fist curling over my crown before sliding down to my base as I paged through my mental stash of porn. I saw foreign tits bouncing, but then it was Charlie’s soft lips as she sucked yogurt off a spoon. I shook them away, remembering a hot anal video I’d found just before my move, but it was quickly shoved out and replaced with the image of Charlie’s thumb between her teeth, her eyes on my mouth, her small body pressed into mine.

“Fuck,” I grunted, surrendering to the need. I was already working myself faster, flexing my hips into my hand, the water providing a hot, slick lubricant. I pictured Charlie there with me, her small body bent beneath me, knees on the cold tile as her eyes locked on mine.

And then, my hand shot up, turning the faucet all the way right until the water was ice and all visions of Charlie disappeared along with the steam.

All the want drained from me in an instant, the cold water zapping my nervous system as I forced myself to stand under it. It felt like punishment, which was what I needed. Charlie deserved more than me thinking about her while I beat off.

She deserved more than me, period.

I ran a bar of soap over my entire body quickly, rinsing off in the still icy water, not allowing myself any more warmth. Once a fresh towel was scrubbed over my long, wet hair and tied around my waist, I ran my hand over the foggy mirror, meeting my eyes in the reflection.

I remembered a time when I could stare at myself for hours, getting ready for a party or a night out on the town. I would listen to my music too loud, spend too long on my hair, shave and joke with Graham or, later, my roommates at Juilliard. I’d been confident and sure, the world my oyster.

Now, I could barely look for more than a few seconds.

The man I used to be had died along with my family, and now all that was left was a wanderer. I searched for home, for happiness, for something — anything — to make me feel like life was still worth living.

I’d found that in Charlie.

The only question was whether I could keep that feeling with her only being my friend — and not in the way I wanted her to be, but in the way she was. Naturally.

Maybe we wouldn’t talk every day. Maybe we wouldn’t spend time together outside of school. Maybe this was it, and I had to ask myself if it was enough.

If it wasn’t, I needed to keep searching for something to feel like home, and not in her. It wasn’t Charlie’s job to save me.

Even if I wished she would.
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Reese

 

Even though I’d only been awake a half hour in the middle of the night, I felt the restlessness of my lack of sleep that next morning. It was Friday, the day before Valentine’s Day, which meant the entire school was painted red and pink, and every single child was hopped up on sugar.

I’d already had three cups of coffee by lunch, but I rounded the corner into the teachers’ café to fill up again, anyway.

“I don’t know, I think it’s nice to see her so smiley again,” Sierra Maggert said as she mashed the buttons on the microwave with her pudgy fingers. She was a younger teacher, round in every way from her cheeks to her ankles, and one of the kindest members on the faculty in my opinion. She’d offered to sit with me every day that I’d been alone at lunch, and we’d spent quite a few afternoons talking about her dog, Buster, that she’d had to put on a diet last month.

“Oh, it is,” the man next to her agreed. I didn’t recognize him. “I’m just saying it’s not like before. It’s not genuine, you know? It’s like that crazy kind of smiley you see from people who are faking that everything is fine before they crack and go on a killing spree.”

She chuckled as the man continued.

“But I mean, after what happened to her, I don’t know how she’s kept it together. While I still think she was getting her rocks off on an island somewhere, maybe those three days were spent in a mental hospital. Girl needed a breakdown.”

Sierra clucked her tongue, but then her eyes found mine and she gave me a wide grin. “Hey there, Reese. Back for more coffee?”

The man beside her sipped his own coffee, watching me over the top of his mug like I couldn’t be trusted. He’d mentioned someone being gone for three days, and Charlie shot immediately to the forefront of my mind. I wasn’t one for getting caught up in teacher gossip, but if they were talking about her, I wanted in.

“Can’t get enough of it today,” I said, holding up my empty Thermos with a forced smile. I reached for the coffee pot to fill it, my eyes skirting from Sierra to her counterpart. “I’m Reese Walker.”

Once my coffee was refilled, I extended a hand toward him, and he eyed it for a moment before tentatively reaching forward to grip it in a limp handshake. “Sheldon Mackabee. You’re the new music teacher, right? Piano guy.”

“That’s me,” I said, fastening the top back on my Thermos. “Sorry to eavesdrop, but I overheard a bit of your conversation before I came in.” I shifted, debating my options on what to say next. I wanted them to trust me enough to tell me what they’d been talking about. “Care to fill the new guy in on the hottest gossip?”

Sheldon narrowed his eyes, but Sierra lit up like I’d pressed all the right buttons for her at once.

“Charlie Pierce,” she whispered, pulling her leftover container from the microwave and scooting closer to us. She swiped a plastic fork from the dispenser on the counter and stuck her freshly heated roast beef with it, dipping it in gravy and lifting it to her lips. “Sweet little kindergarten teacher. Know who she is?”

The hair on the back of my neck stood at attention, but I feigned disinterest, leaning a hip against the counter. “I’m familiar.”

“Well,” Sierra continued. “She was out for a few days back in January, and ever since then, she’s been all happy go lucky. She hasn’t been that way with anyone other than her students in so long, it’s freaking everyone out a little. She’s almost back to being the person she was when she first started here.”

Sheldon snorted. “No, she’s not. She’s faking like she’s happy. That said, she does have a little more of a pep in her step.” He pointed at Sierra. “I’m telling you, she got laid.”

My jaw clenched at Sheldon’s remark, and even more at the fact that he was just as aware of the fact she was faking her happiness as I was.

I forced a tight laugh. “Well, she’s married, isn’t she? I don’t think getting laid would constitute as a catalyst for a mood change.”

Sheldon and Sierra exchanged a look.

“I don’t know, that’s just my guess,” Sheldon said. “But after what happened to her, she deserves to get the sadness banged out of her.”

I hated Sheldon.

Sierra giggled, but then shook her head with a sigh. “It really is so sad, the poor thing.”

I cleared my throat, debating if I should let on that I knew what they were talking about. About her loss. But then I realized she would have been very, very pregnant if she’d lasted eight months carrying twins — and then she’d come back after the summer no longer pregnant, and also without children.

Of course, they all knew about what had happened.

“It is sad,” I finally said. “I mean, I heard she lost them both…” I shook my head. “I can’t even imagine.”

They both watched me then, exchanging another odd glance before Sheldon leaned in closer. “We’re not talking about her pregnancy, Reese. It’s what happened after.”

“After?”

Sheldon looked over his shoulder at a table of other teachers, lowering his voice to a whisper. “Her husband cheated on her about a year after it happened.”

My eyes must have bulged out of my head, because both Sierra and Sheldon nodded with I know, right expressions.

“Exactly,” Sheldon added, leaning back a bit and taking a sip of his coffee. “Some spicy blonde vixen he works with is what I heard. And hey, I don’t know that I could blame the guy. After Charlie became such a shell? And come on, that innocent school girl thing has to get old fast.” He shrugged. “I would want some tight bossy tail after going through what he did, too.”

I ran my hand over my mouth, scrubbing the rough hair on my jaw and trying with every ounce of willpower I had not to show that I cared.

And not to lodge my fist straight into Sheldon’s giant nose.

“Anyway, I think she got laid. Revenge cheating. She ran away with some hot, young, single dad or something for a long weekend and came back freshly fucked.” Sheldon smiled, tilting his coffee toward me. “And to that I say, good for her.”

Sierra finished chewing a large bite, washing it down with soda before changing the subject to her dog. I took the opportunity to politely excuse myself, and then my feet were moving me fast down the hall toward Charlie’s classroom.

I had no idea why I was going there, or what I would say once I saw her. My thoughts were jumbled in a tangled mess of anger and confusion, and I was desperate to put the pieces together.

But when I rounded the corner into her room and saw her there, thumbnail pinned between her teeth, book balanced in the other hand as her eyes devoured the page, all I could do was stop and watch her.

How?

How could he do that to her, to the woman he vowed to love forever, to the woman who vowed the same to him? More than that, more than just the promise of marriage, it was Charlie. She was broken and hurting, she’d lost their children — and he’d run out on her.

I’m going to murder him.

Then again, was it even true? Could I trust Sierra and douchebag Sheldon as reliable sources for anything? How did they even know about it, anyway — who was their source?

There was a very distant part of me that realized how irrational I was being, that Charlie and I had perhaps tiptoed on that line of what was appropriate and what was not the night we went up the Incline. But I couldn’t see past the fact that whether I had proof or not, there was a possibility Cameron had stepped out on her. There was a possibility he’d hurt her and still got to keep her, anyway.

And that made me see red.

“Oh,” Charlie’s soft voice snapped me back to the present moment. “Hi, Reese. What are you doing down this way?”

I blinked.

“Reese?”

“I was just wondering if you would be helping your mom with the fundraiser this weekend,” I lied. Well, technically it wasn’t a complete lie. I had been wondering if she would be around after I’d agreed earlier in the week to help Gloria, but it wasn’t the reason I’d stormed down the hall to her room.

“The Valentine’s Day silent auction? I’m helping with the bidding items and I’ll be in attendance.” Her brows bent together then. “Will you be there, too?”

I sniffed, running a hand back through my hair. I needed to get away from her. I needed to calm the fuck down. Every second I stood there looking at her soft, innocent face and thinking about what her husband possibly did to break the smile that once existed there drove me closer to certifiable insanity.

“I’m helping out. I’ll be at your parents’ later tonight.”

“Oh,” she said. “Me, too. I guess I’ll see you there.”

“Yeah. See you.”

I turned without looking at her again, gritting my teeth against the urge to slam a hand into one of the lockers as I passed. I didn’t even know if I had my facts straight.

Calm down, I begged myself as I made my way back to my own classroom, but it was no use. I couldn’t stop seeing red. I couldn’t stop wishing Cameron’s neck was trapped between my fists.

Once I was back in my room, I pulled the door shut behind me, falling into my chair and slamming my Thermos on the desk. I ran both hands through my hair, forcing a long exhale as my eyes lost focus.

For a long while I just sat there, breathing, finding the resolve to not leave school right then and find Cameron to ask him myself.

But this wasn’t about him. Not really.

It was about Charlie.

And I’d see her tonight.

At that, I leaned back in my chair, resting my hands on top of my head as my wheels turned. Before now, I’d realized I needed to stay away from her, to give her the space she desired to focus on her and Cameron. But I couldn’t do that anymore. Not when I knew she deserved better.

Whether it was completely true or not, Cameron’s infidelity, I didn’t know. But those rumors had stemmed from somewhere, and that was enough fuel to drive my fire. I couldn’t ask him, couldn’t make him pay for what he’d done, or take away the scar it’d undoubtedly left on Charlie’s heart, but there was something I could do.

I could be there for her. I could bring that smile back to her face, bring the joy back to her heart. There was a time when I knew every corner of her mind, every fear she housed, every dream she wished. I knew the girl under the glasses and the braids, and I knew she couldn’t be far from the woman who existed now.

I would make Charlie happy again.

That was a promise I’d keep.
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Charlie

 

There was a loud bang from upstairs when I walked through our front door Friday afternoon.

“Cameron?” I called out, dropping my keys in the bowl by the door before stripping out of my coat and scarf. I hung them on the rack just as another bang came, this time followed closely by a loud curse.

“Don’t come upstairs!”

“Are you okay?”

“I’m fine! Just…” There was a muffled groan, and then the sound of a door shutting. Cameron appeared at the top of our stairs in the next instant, his dark hair damp and falling over his forehead a bit, bare chest slick with a sheen of sweat. “You’re home early.”

My stomach dropped.

“What’s going on?”

“Nothing, I just, please just stay down there for a second.”

My hand was already on the railing, feet carrying me toward him while my stomach twisted into the most tangled knots of my life. I couldn’t swallow, couldn’t breathe, couldn’t listen to any of the words coming out of his mouth.

“Please, Charlie.” He tried to grab for my arm as I passed him, but I slipped by, heading for our bedroom. The door was open, so I swung inside it, eyes ready to shoot laser beams at whoever was in there.

But it was empty.

“Charlie, what are you doing?”

“Where is she?”

Jane and Edward cooed their warm hellos to me, but I zoomed past them, flicking on the light in the bathroom and checking behind the door. I crossed the room to our closet next, and briefly glanced at Cameron’s confused expression.

“She? What are you talking about?”

“WHERE IS SHE, CAMERON?”

I ripped open the door to our closet, but there was no one inside. When I whipped around to face him again, Cameron was saying something, but I couldn’t hear it — because I noticed the door to my library was closed.

And there was a shadow inside it — a shadow where there shouldn’t have been anything but light coming from the bay window.

I stomped past Cameron, my entire body trembling as I reached for the door knob.

“Wait, Charlie, please just listen to me a second!”

I shoved it open, chest heaving as I prepared my heart for the worst. I would murder her. I would murder both of them. This was it, the moment when I snapped — the moment when I went to jail for the rest of my life.

But when the door swung open, I didn’t find a woman I recognized inside it.

In fact, I didn’t find anything I recognized, at all.

Everything was gone.

My bookshelves, half of my books, the bed by the bay window. All the pictures on the walls. They’d all been removed.

And replaced.

Instead of the bed, there was a reading hammock. The netting was a soft yellow that reminded me of Jane’s feathers, and it was covered with a plush gray and white chevron cushion. At least a half-dozen little pillows sat in the middle of it, and there was a hand-built table that swung out from the wall to rest next to the hammock, though it could be tucked back into the wall to be out of the way, too.

My old shelves, ones that were simple white wood, were completely gone. Instead, three new ones were built, two more still in boxes, and they were modern glass with stainless steel legs that gave off the appearance that the shelves curved up the wall and hung slightly over at the top. Some of my books had been replaced on the new shelves, the rest of them laid carefully in the corner of the room in boxes.

There was a step ladder and Cameron’s tool box, our little portable speaker playing Angus and Julia Stone, and a large gallon of water that was half empty. The photos that had once hung on the walls were laying in the corner, and my eyes scanned the beautiful paintings leaning against them — the ones I assumed were new.

I clapped a hand over my mouth, tears flooding my eyes. “Oh, my God.”

There was a loud sigh behind me, but Cameron’s arms wrapped around me, anyway. His hands pulled me into him, his chin resting on my shoulder, body bending low to meet mine. “I was trying to surprise you.”

“I’m such a dirtbag.”

Cameron chuckled, pressing a kiss into my neck. His body was still slick, but I didn’t mind. “You are not. I was trying to finish before you got home, but it was more work putting these shelves together than I expected.”

“You didn’t go to work today.”

I spun in his arms, looking up at him just as one tear leaked out of my left eye. Cameron thumbed it away, bending to kiss my lips softly, his smile genuine and true. “I didn’t. It’s why I’ve been working so hard lately, and such long days. I knew I would need to take an entire day off to get this built.”

“And you did all of this,” I said, sweeping my arm over the room. “For me?”

Cameron’s caramel eyes softened then, his hands folding together at the small of my back. “I know it hurts to come in here now, Charlie. You haven’t read a book in here in… years. But you used to love it in here, before…”

“You can say it,” I whispered. Part of me needed to hear him say it.

“Before we lost the boys.” His own eyes flooded then, and that only made me cry harder. “I wanted to make it a place you loved again, a place you could go to find happiness.”

I swallowed past the knot in my throat, and my eyes flicked to the closet — the one that hid thousands of dollars of baby gear.

“It’s gone,” Cameron said. “Not gone gone, but put away. This room is yours again, Charlie. Truly yours. I just… I hope you like it.” He chuckled then. “When it’s all done, of course.”

I laughed a little, too, leaning into his chest to let him hold me.

I didn’t know how to feel in that moment.

Happiness and thankfulness were the first two emotions I grasped. It was just like Cameron to do something so thoughtful, something so selfless, just to see me smile. He never missed work, and he’d planned a day off just so he could redo my library and make it a place I would love again.

I squeezed him harder.

There was another part of me, perhaps the largest part, that felt relieved. I hadn’t found another woman in our bed or in our shower. It wasn’t that I expected to, not before I walked in to the scene I had, but I realized in that moment that those scars still existed, too. The bruises were still tender.

Then, there was love and adoration. This was Cameron’s MO, it was how he always showed his love. He didn’t sit me down and tell me I was beautiful, or reminisce on times past. He used his hands to show me, he used his actions. It was so thoughtful, bringing my library back to life, so much so that I nearly collapsed in his arms at the emotions surging through me.

But underneath that happiness, underneath that appreciation, I was angry.

I would never tell him that, would never reveal that little part of me that flared red, and I hated that it was true. I wished I didn’t feel it, that stab of betrayal and disappointment, but it was just as real as the love and thankfulness.

The truth was that I wished he would have asked me, first.

I didn’t want to hide our son’s furniture and clothes away. I didn’t want to pretend like it never happened, like they never happened. And though the furniture had changed and the books sat on different shelves, it was still a room meant to be a nursery.

It was still a reminder of what we’d lost, what we’d never spoken of again.

I stamped that anger and sadness down with a firm foot, reminding myself that this was Cameron showing me his love. It was him coming back to me, slowly but surely. That was what mattered. I would sit right on top of that anger and sadness as I read my books in that hammock every weekend, just to show Cameron how much I appreciated the gesture — how much I appreciated him.

“Thank you,” I whispered finally as he pressed a kiss to my forehead. I looked up at him then, my husband, the man I would spend forever with. “It’s beautiful.”

“I’m glad you like it.”

He paused, his eyes searching mine. And I knew he wanted to ask me if I was okay, that he wanted to know why my brain went where it did when I opened our front door just minutes before. Why had I assumed there was someone here who shouldn’t be? But we both knew the answer.

I saw apologies right beside those questions in his eyes, and I only smiled to answer them, leaning my head against his chest again.

Cameron held me for a moment as my eyes took in the new shelves and surroundings. Then, he patted my butt playfully, finally letting me go.

“I’m going to hop in the shower, if you want to get ready, too. Then I’ll drop you off at your mom’s on my way to the game?”

My eyes were stuck on the book that stood out among the classics Cameron had arranged for me. Anna Karenina. She was too worn next to my other classics, those spines so gently handled and perfectly kept. I’d have to move her again.

I blinked.

“Yes, I’d love that.”

“Be right out.”

Cameron kissed my hair once more before he disappeared, and a few seconds later, I heard the shower running in the other room. But I just stood and stared at the half-finished library, at all my familiar books shelved in a completely unfamiliar room.

I finally stepped inside, fingers reaching for Tolstoy first. I ran them over the spine, taking in the feel of the brown cloth before I pulled it from its place. I sat it on the table next to the hammock, deciding I would read it over the weekend. It would be my first read — an old book in a new library.

I was careful not to step on any tools or bolts as I made my way out of the room. Before I shut the door, I cast one last glance over my shoulder at the closet — the one that was empty now.

It would never be empty to me.
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Later that night, I found myself surrounded by red and pink everything.

Each year, my parents hosted a Valentine’s Day fundraiser. It was a formal dinner with dancing and a silent auction held at the country club in their development. Mom had been the host of it since before I was born, and every year she somehow seemed to outdo herself.

Really, it was Mom who took on most of it. Dad would just show up the night of the event, run the microphone for the welcome and the farewell, and cruise the room talking to all of the guests. But Mom was in charge of getting everything in order for the event — from the invitations to the auction items.

I still remembered when she used to plan the menu and cook with the other chefs for the event. Somewhere down the line, the fundraiser became too large, and she eventually had to start delegating.

Delegating, I had found over the years, was very difficult for my mother to do.

“Make sure the ribbon ties around this way,” she said to me, demonstrating as she spoke. “And tucks in here, and then you’ll want the flowers to sit exactly like this, okay? And for any of them that need cellophane, make sure it’s not bunched up in a way that the guests won’t be able to see what’s inside.”

“Mom.”

“And if you have any questions, just flag me down. I’m serious. I have to make some phone calls but I’m around.” She chewed her lip. “Oh gosh, should I just stay and help with this?”

“Mom,” I said again, grabbing her upper arms with a smile. It was like grabbing a slightly older version of myself. She was practically a mirror. “I’ve got this, okay? I think I can handle wrapping up the donated items for the auction.”

Her brows bent together before she finally released her lip with a sigh. “Oh, I know you’re right. You’ve been my best little helper all your life.”

“And I’ve been a part of this auction since I could walk,” I reminded her. “I’ve got this. Go do whatever it is you need to do.”

“Okay. But if you need me—“

“I won’t. Go. And Mom?”

She was chewing her lip again.

“The fundraiser will be wonderful, just like it always is. Stop worrying. You’re an amazing hostess.”

At that, she smiled, rubbing my hand over her arm just as her cell phone rang. She answered it with a wink in my direction before flurrying off down the hall.

I shook my head, crossing my arms over my chest as I took in the two long tables piled high with donations that I needed to sort into baskets to be bid on.

“This thing just gets bigger every year, doesn’t it?”

I wished there was a warning signal for when Reese was around me, wished my brain could somehow alert me before my body had the chance to react. But as it was, he’d just slid up right beside me, silently and without warning, and now all the hairs on my arms were standing tall. A chill swept through me, so quickly I wondered if I even really felt it.

That used to happen when we were younger, that buzz of electricity, especially when I’d hear the door open from his parents’ kitchen late at night. I’d sit there, pretending that I was still reading my book, that I hadn’t heard him come in. But then he’d be there, in the kitchen with me, messing up my braids with a rub of his hand and cracking open one of his dad’s beers.

And then, just like I’d secretly hoped all night, we’d end up at his piano.

“It is my mother,” I reminded him. “Can’t imagine her ever not wanting to outdo herself.”

“I remember when it was just ten items to bid on,” Reese said, his eyes surveying the tables. I took a moment to look at him then, to take in his long hair, his tired eyes. He looked like he hadn’t slept in weeks.

“Me, too.”

Reese shook his head with a lazy smile, tucking his hands in his pockets. Then, he looked at me.

I never knew so much could be said with a look.

Sure, I was in tune with Cameron, or at least, I had been. We could share a look and communicate a hundred different things. But with Reese, there were no words behind the gaze. There were feelings. There was heat, and concern — want and denial. And I was like a moth drawn to that flame, wanting so badly to see inside it, to figure out how it burns, to live within its warmth.

But I knew to touch it was to die.

I’d been avoiding him since the night we’d gone up Mt. Washington on the Incline, barely saying more than a few words to him each day. And earlier that afternoon, he’d burst into my room like he was angry, like he was about to demand I speak to him — but then he just left.

I’d nearly forgotten about that, especially after going home to everything Cameron had surprised me with. That had been the thought taking up the most space in my head. But now that Reese stood before me again, his face tired and worn, I wondered how he’d been. I wondered how he felt, what he’d been thinking.

But I couldn’t ask.

The distance I’d placed between us was a safety net, and it was one I intended to keep in place.

“Thanks for helping out, by the way,” I said, breaking the spell and putting space between us. “What does she have you working on?”

“I’m writing out the tags for the bidding items,” he answered with a grin. “I knew that whole calligraphy hobby I’d gotten into would be good for something someday.”

I swallowed. “Oh, so you’ll be here with me?”

“All night.”

Forcing a smile, I pulled out the first basket, eyeing the items on the table to figure out which I would pair together first. “Awesome. Guess we should get to work.”

And that’s exactly what we did.

Other than the music Reese had put on for us, we worked in silence. I would pile the baskets high and neat, wrapping them with cellophane and ribbon and flowers in a way I knew Mom would approve of. Then, Reese would take his time writing out a description card and a bidding starting amount. We worked in tandem, in perfect rhythm and timing. As soon as I could finish bundling up a new basket, Reese would put the final touches on the card he’d been writing, and then I’d pass the new basket over.

Reese tried to start conversation a few times, and I’d answer his questions or listen to his stories, but then the words would die down and only the music existed again. I assumed it was the music on his phone, played on shuffle, because none of it tied together. One minute we would be listening to a classical symphony, and the next, a metal band.

The minutes turned to an hour easily, and I found myself lost in the methodical task of it all. This was easy for me — using my mind and my hands to accomplish a goal. It was what I lived for, like ticking items off a to-do list or flipping through the pages of a book until the very end.

Mom loved the people part of hosting, I loved the event planning.

“You’re quiet tonight,” Reese mused after a while, his eyes glancing up at me briefly from where he was writing out a new card.

I untied the bow I’d just fastened, wrapping it again until the loops were perfectly symmetrical. “Just working.”

“Can’t talk while you work?”

“The music is good,” I said, shrugging. “Sometimes it’s nice to just work and zone in.”

“You always have loved projects.”

Reese watched me then, his hand hovering above the ink like there was more to that sentence than just what I’d heard.

“Where’s Cameron tonight?”

I paused, thanking the timing of that question. It looked like I was just inspecting the ribbon again, not like I was wishing I wasn’t alone in a room with Reese Walker.

I tugged at the end of the ribbon, loosening it again.

“Penguins game.”

“Ah, that’s right,” he said. “Hockey.”

“Yep.”

I retied the ribbon for a third time, finally satisfied, and slid the basket toward Reese. His fingers overlapped mine for just a second before I pulled them away, reaching for a few of the gift cards we had left to pair with a swag bag from the local golf shop.

“How are you guys?” Reese asked after a moment.

His question shocked me, so much so that I stopped to look at him, but he only continued his careful script on the new card.

“What do you mean? We’re fine, of course.”

“Fine?” He paused, meeting my eyes with a cocked brow.

I lowered mine.

“Yes, we’re fine. We’re wonderful. Today, he surprised me by redoing my library for me for Valentine’s Day,” I added, smiling as I wrapped the basket with cellophane. “It’s beautiful. And our anniversary is coming up soon, which is always exciting. I’m sure he has something planned. He always does.”

“That’s pretty amazing, that he redid your library for you. Was it in need of an update?”

“Not exactly, but he wanted to do something special for me. He wanted to make it a place I loved again.”

“Why did you stop loving it?”

I scratched my neck, not happy with the bow I’d just tied. I ripped the ribbon loose again. “I don’t know, I just did. Why are you asking so many questions?”

Reese looked at me then, stopping his script mid-word. “Just making conversation.”

“Well, we have a lot of work to do. Maybe we should just focus on that.”

I wouldn’t look at him again, not with his eyes searching me for something. I didn’t even know what he was looking for, but something told me that I needed to hide it. Something told me that if I even so much as met his gaze, he’d find what he was looking for.

This was why I’d been put on alert by him saying he’d be here, why my nerves had kicked in on the car ride over to the club. It was why I’d avoided time alone with Reese since the night we went up the Incline. Last time we’d spoken — truly spoken — I’d reminded him I was married. I’d put distance between us, whether he wanted me to or not.

It wasn’t that I didn’t trust him, or that I didn’t want to be friends with him.

It was that I was too confused, too lost to be around someone who brought back so many emotions for me — emotions I’d long forgotten, and ones I never expected to feel again. I was trying to gain my balance with my husband, to find what we’d lost, to bring our love back to life.

That was my main priority.

I could still feel Reese’s eyes hot on my neck as the song changed, and when it did, he finally looked away. I took a breath at the relief of not being under his stare, but when he reached forward for the portable speaker we had, I followed his hand.

And that’s when I heard the song.

“Reese,” I warned. “Don’t you dare.”

He wore a crooked grin as his index finger tapped the plus volume button over and over, Billy Joel’s voice growing louder and louder as it echoed off the walls around us. We were alone in the room, but the entire country club was full with volunteers for the event as well as members enjoying their dinners just down the hall.

“Reese!” I scolded, trying to grab the speaker from his hands, but he stood, holding it high over his head as I jumped up trying to reach it.

Mom flew in the door in the next moment, her eyes wild and confused.

“What on earth is going on? Reese, turn that down!”

“Not before we dance!”

Reese flitted across the room to Mom next, placing the speaker high on one of the shelves in the corner before sweeping her up in his arms. I raced to the corner, hopping up and down trying to reach the speaker on the shelf, but it was no use.

Piano Man blared at the highest volume setting as Reese did some sort of attempt at a two-step with my mother.

“Reese, let me go! We have so much to do! I have to call the catering company to triple check the menu and I have to go check on the linens and make sure the tables are set correctly and that the centerpieces are the right height and, and…”

Reese spun her out, twirling her back into his arms just in time for the first chorus to start. He sang at the top of his lungs, off key and too loud, and suddenly, Mom smiled.

And she started singing, too.

My jaw dropped at the sight of it, Mom and Reese floating around the messy tables piled high with prizes still to be bundled and baskets and ribbon and cards and ink. I couldn’t believe Mom was dancing, that she wasn’t completely freaked out.

And then I realized this was exactly what she needed.

A laugh shot through me as they twirled in my direction, a few of the other volunteers gathering in the door frame to watch and sing along. Reese and Mom threw their hands out toward all of us just in time to sing the famous question the bar had for the piano man in the song.

It was like being in a piano bar, just like the ones I’d gotten too drunk in during my college years. Before I knew it, I was swaying along and singing out loud, too. And suddenly all the stress and tension from the night melted away, all at the hands of the boy next door.

“Alright, alright,” Mom finally said through her laughter, pushing at Reese’s chest with her tiny hands. “I’ve got to get back to work. Take over, Charlie.”

My eyes bulged. “What?”

But before I could protest, Mom was out of Reese’s arms and I was in them, being swept away from my safe little corner as Mom gathered up the rest of the volunteers and headed back to their respective stations.

It was just me and Reese then, dancing to the end of the song, but Reese wasn’t singing anymore.

He was just watching me with a small, victorious smile.

“Oh, you just think you’re so smooth, don’t you, Reese Walker?”

He laughed, spinning me out before twirling me back into his arms again. I missed his hand on the come back, palm landing against his chest, instead. Reese covered my hand there, slowing our steps as the music faded out.

“Had to lighten this place up,” he said softly. “Your mom needed that.”

“She did,” I agreed, and we slowed even more, our hips just barely swaying as we held each other.

“So did you.”

My teeth worked at the inside of my cheek as I trailed my eyes up his chest, finally finding his gaze. “Listen, Reese…”

“Hey,” he said, cutting me off. His knuckles found my chin and he lifted it to keep my eyes on his. “It’s okay, Charlie. I know what you’re going to say, and it’s okay. That night was intense, and we were both drinking. But just because it got a little out of hand doesn’t mean you have to ignore me now.” His brows bent together then. “We’re friends, right?”

Friends.

The word was a perfect description of our relationship. It was right, it fit, it worked.

Why did it feel so inadequate?

“Of course we are, Reese. But—”

“No buts.” He raised both eyebrows, as if he wanted to be sure I was listening before he continued. “I’ve missed you, Charlie. I’ve missed you more than I can even say. It’s been over a decade since we were last together, and now I’m back. Now, we can be friends again.” He swallowed. “I don’t have many of those nowadays. Please. Be my friend.”

My heart broke for him, for that young boy who used to live next door, now a grown man without a family to go home to. My parents were the closest thing he had to that now, and I realized distantly that I fell in that same category.

For Reese, I was a piece of home.

And, truthfully, he was a piece of home for me, too. I thought that was a bad thing, something I needed to distance myself from, but why couldn’t we be friends? Why couldn’t I have him in my life again?

I cared about Reese. I always would. And just as he needed a friend, so did I.

So, I pushed my fears aside, packing them into a box and shelving them away. Because the truth was, I wasn’t afraid of Reese.

And I’d missed him, too.

“I’ll always be your friend,” I finally whispered, and we both stopped dancing, standing perfectly still in the middle of the room.

Reese smiled, the corners of his mouth lifting in unison before they fell flat again. His eyes searched mine, his hand tightening over where it held my waist. We were so close, maybe a little too close, so I cleared my throat, stepping away as the song changed.

“Okay, trouble maker. Can you turn the music down now so we can get back to work?”

I was already making my way back to my station as Reese grabbed the speaker from the shelf he’d placed it on. He changed the song before lowering the volume and setting the speaker next to us again. Then, he took his seat, picking up where he’d left off on the card.

I tied the first knot on the ribbon I’d abandoned, but then my fingers stilled, and I glanced at Reese.

“Thank you,” I said. “For being here. And for the dance. You’re right — Mom needed that.”

He smiled, nodding his you’re welcome before his eyes were on the script he was writing again. And I knew I didn’t have to say the other half of that sentence for him to hear it.

I needed it, too.
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Reese

 

In my brain, there was always music.

It had been that way since I was born, or at least, ever since I could remember. I saw the world in music notes, heard every bird and passing car and laugh on the street as a beautiful symphony. I was, in my opinion, way too in tune with the sound of voices, with the noises made by inanimate objects when they were shuffled around by human hands.

When I was younger, I would often zone out during class to write a piece of music, instead. Or wake up from a dream only to frantically scramble for a notepad and pen to write down the music living inside me.

Music was everything — my release, my kryptonite, my pain and my pleasure all in one.

When I heard certain songs, they transported me to another time, to another place, and sometimes, to another person. There were songs that reminded me of my move to New York City, songs that took me back to the first time I drank alcohol, and, sometimes, songs that took me back to my family. To Mom. To Dad. To Mallory.

Winter: Ghosts of a Future Lost by Clint Mansell always took me back to them.

It was the song I’d been playing at the piano, the one at Mom and Dad’s in Manhattan, when I’d received the call from the hospital. The call. The one that told me the absolute last thing I’d ever expected to hear.

They were gone.

So, when the first few notes played at the Reid’s Valentine’s Day fundraiser Saturday night, they hit me like a brick to the chest.

I was just standing there in the middle of the grand ballroom, watching from a distance as Gloria talked to each of the guests surveying the silent auction table. Maxwell was flirting with the crowd, jumping from group to group to ensure everyone had made it over to check out the items up for bid.

They were a team, just like my parents had been.

Sometimes when I looked at them, I saw my parents, instead. It was easy to merge them, especially since our families had been so close. We’d gone on summer camping trips together, spent days out at the lake, and way too many evenings we’d end up in each other’s back yards or living rooms. We were one giant family unit before, but now, it was just me.

I pulled at the collar of my dress shirt, loosening the tie just a bit. Wearing a suit and tie felt like punishment to me. It always had. The only time I’d ever even marginally enjoyed it was when I wore one for high school graduation and Charlie told me I looked “dapper.” I’d teased her for using the word, but inside, I’d made note of the colors I’d worn and the way I’d styled my hair.

I liked it when she noticed me.

And she always did. I was aware of her crush from a young age, from the way her eyes widened when I was in the room, the way her cheeks flushed, the way she shied away from any conversation I initiated with her. She grew more confident with age, waiting up for me when I’d go out to parties with her brother. But even sitting on top of my piano, Charlie had a hard time meeting my eyes.

She’d always watch me when I was playing, when my eyes had to focus on the keys.

And then she’d look away when I looked up.

That’s what I was thinking about when the first notes of Clint Mansell’s song played. At first, I didn’t really notice them. The song starts out so slowly, so softly, that I convinced myself it couldn’t possibly be what I was hearing. But as the notes stretched and morphed, as the song grew to life, I knew I wasn’t imagining it.

And I was instantly transported back in time, back to that day, to that piano, to that call.

“Hi.”

The voice was sweet and smooth, just like the song, but I jumped at the sound of it. I hadn’t noticed the woman who’d slid up next to me just as the song of my nightmare began to play.

Long, slender fingers wrapped around my bicep, and she smiled up at me with sultry eyes. She was strikingly beautiful — long blonde hair that curled down and over her shoulders, crystal blue eyes glowing in the soft light from the chandeliers above, and lips that could have put Angelina Jolie to shame. There was an indent right in the middle of the bottom one, and I watched a smile curl on those sexy lips as the hand around my bicep tightened.

“You’re Reese Walker, right?” she asked, and I just nodded, eyes still fixed on her lips while my brain was fixed on the music.

It felt like a dream, the way the music zapped me back to another memory even though I was standing in a ballroom so far removed.

A flash of my father’s face hit me subtly, quickly, and then it faded away.

“I’m Jennifer Stinson, family friend of the Reid’s,” she said. I tried to focus on her. “Gloria was just raving about you, and I knew I needed to come over and introduce myself.”

I thought I heard Mallory’s laugh, and I looked over my shoulder, but there was no one there. She wasn’t there.

She’s not here.

“Nice to meet you, Jennifer,” I said, forcing the words out through my cotton mouth, trying to clear my mind of the memories set to attack me. I was an ant, and the song was the magnifying glass, setting the sun’s aim directly on me to burn me alive from the inside out.

“Dance with me?” Jennifer asked, but she was already tugging on my arm before I could answer.

I followed her a moment, the song still assaulting my senses, but before we could reach the floor, I came to a halt.

“I’m sorry,” I said, shaking my head and pinching the bridge of my nose. “I just… I have a bit of a headache.”

Jennifer’s eyes bounced between mine, the sultry smile on her lips never wavering. “Maybe dancing will help.”

I wanted air.

I needed out.

But just as I opened my mouth to tell Jennifer that, Charlie walked by behind her.

Cameron held her hand in his.

She glanced briefly at me before her eyes flicked to Jennifer, and her cheeks shaded just a tinge of pink. Neither look lasted longer than a split second, but I’d felt each of them like the slow, burning singe of a branding iron.

Cameron pulled her to the far-left side of the dance floor, wrapping her in his arms as they began to sway to the music. She looked up at him like that dance was everything she’d ever waited for, and he looked down at her with what I saw as a patronizing smile. Maybe it was sincere, but it didn’t look that way from where I stood.

Maybe I was tainted by the rumors I’d heard, or by my love for Charlie that still burned bright behind my eyelids — the same ones blinding me with memories of my family at the current moment. Either way, one thing was sure.

I hated him.

“You know,” I finally said to Jennifer, covering her hand around my bicep with my own. “Maybe you’re right. Let’s give it a try.”

A wide smile split her face. “Excellent.”

I wanted to blame the song for making me crazy enough to pull Jennifer into my arms right next to Charlie and Cameron. I smiled at both of them, earning me a timid return smile and a swallow from Charlie, and only a nod of acknowledgement from Cameron.

Jennifer fit nicely in my arms, her chest pressed against me as we moved in time with the music. I tried to keep space between us, especially because it was easier to dance with her that way, but she was hell bent on sealing us like a seam from hip to chest.

She wasn’t subtle about what she wanted, and on any other night, with any other song, she likely would have gotten it.

But I was dancing next to Charlie. To a song that reminded me of my family.

And with that realization, a flash of my mother crying on the day I graduated from Juilliard slapped me like a tree branch.

I squeezed my eyes shut tight, fumbling the steps of our dance a bit before I bounced back.

Jennifer just giggled, holding onto me tighter, and I forced a breath and a smile in return.

Charlie’s eyes caught mine over Jennifer’s shoulder.

She watched me like she knew what I wasn’t telling anyone, like the song somehow showed her the same things it showed me. Her brows bent together, her lips parting, but I tore my gaze away and back to Jennifer.

“Ready for a spin?” I asked, twirling her out before she could reply.

Her hands wrapped low around my waist on her return, her laugh soft and melodic, hair swinging over one shoulder. She wet her lips, finding the timing of our steps again. “That was smooth. I’m so glad we met tonight, Reese Walker.”

“Likewise,” I assured her, but the song was getting to me.

The more it played, the more I remembered how bored I’d been that evening. I was just sitting there, smoking inside my mom’s house, knowing she’d hate it. I played that song just to pass the time, never knowing it would soon be branded in my brain forever — a constant memory, an imprint that would never let me forget.

I kept fumbling as I tried to dance, which earned me jokes about having already drank too much from Jennifer. I didn’t have the energy to tell her I hadn’t had a drop. And I realized quickly that I also didn’t have the energy to keep trying to dance with her, not when my chest was splitting with an unhealable loss, not even when Charlie’s attention had somehow shifted from Cameron to me.

“I’m sorry, Jennifer,” I said when the song was nearly finished. “You’ll have to excuse me. I need a bit of air.”

She pouted, still gripping at my arms as I peeled her off me and made my way off the dance floor.

“I can come with you!” she called out, but I was already several feet away, and I didn’t give her permission to follow.

I pulled at my tie as I weaved through the crowd, eyes set on the doors that led to the outdoor garden across the room. Gloria tried to get me to stop as I passed her, to speak with whomever it was she was talking to, but one look at my pale face must have clued her into the fact that I couldn’t converse at the moment.

I kept pushing and weaving, the song growing louder and louder with every step even though I knew it was ending. When I finally pushed through the doors and the icy cold Pennsylvania air hit my face, I choked out an exhale, hands wrapping around the first railing I could reach.

It was freezing, the forecast calling for the possibility of sleet and snow that evening, and even though there were gas-heated lanterns littering the veranda, I was the only person outside.

I was thankful for that — for the silence.

Even with the cool whip of the wind, I was still too hot. I shrugged off my tuxedo jacket, tossing it over the railing before placing my hands on it again. I hung my head with the song still echoing inside it, trying desperately to pull my focus to my breaths.

In and out. In and out. Breathe, Reese. It’s just a song.

I faintly heard the doors open behind me, the rambunctious laughter and a new song from inside filling the silent space on the veranda before it was muted again.

Charlie’s shoulder brushed my arm as she slid up beside me. She was bundled in Cameron’s gray tuxedo jacket, a shawl the same lavender color of her dress wrapped around her neck like a scarf. I swallowed at the feel of her near me, my entire body reacting to her presence like she was a warm sip of whiskey. My breaths evened out, the song finally fading from my mind, and I reveled in the silence it left behind.

“It’s freezing out here,” I said after a moment. “You should go back inside.”

Please don’t go back inside.

“I’m okay, needed a bit of fresh air,” she lied. I knew it was a lie, because she was shivering already.

Charlie’s hair was down and curled at the ends, her makeup done unlike I’d ever seen it done before. I wondered if she’d worn makeup like that on her wedding day, if she learned how to do it herself or if someone had done it for her. She didn’t need makeup — not with the classic beauty she possessed naturally. But the way she’d lined her lids and darkened her lashes made her eyes pop even more against her fair skin as she glanced over at me.

“You okay?”

I nodded. “Yeah… yeah, I’m okay.”

“I knew Jennifer was a lot to handle, but I’ve never seen her chase a guy away so fast before.”

“Oh, she’s a man eater, that one. I can tell,” I said with a chuckle. My grip on the railing in front of us loosened, and I stretched my hands, the knuckles still white from holding on so tight. “She seems fine, though. Just caught me at a bad time.”

Charlie swallowed, lifting her thumbnail to fit between her teeth. She kept her eyes focused in the darkness ahead of us. “She’s a great girl. Beautiful. I met her at Garrick, but I think she’s always gotten along with my parents more than me.”

I couldn’t help but notice the tinge of jealousy in Charlie’s voice when she’d called Jennifer beautiful.

“I’ll have to get to know her a little better.”

Charlie smiled, but it wavered quickly. “You definitely should.”

We were both quiet then, and Charlie cleared her throat after a moment, turning to face me. She leaned her hip against the railing just as another shiver shot through her.

“What happened in there?” she asked at the same time I said, “You should go get warm.”

We smiled.

“I’m fine,” she assured me, and she stepped a little closer, her eyes begging mine to find them. “Reese, what happened?”

For a moment, we were kids again. Charlie was my little sister’s friend finding me sulking on the back porch, smoking a cigarette I’d snuck out to inhale. She was young and innocent, an easy person to lean on, to talk to, to let in. I was the fucked-up teenager, lost and confused, and she was the one person who somehow still saw some speck of good in me.

“Nothing, I just… my parents would have been here tonight, you know. If we still lived here, if we’d never moved to New York. They went to this thing every year…” I paused. “And that song… it was what I was playing on the piano in my parents’ house in New York on that day.”

Charlie clasped her hand over mine.

“I was waiting for them to come home for dinner that night. I didn’t even know they’d been in the park, or that Mallory had been with them.” I choked out a laugh. “And I was just sitting there, smoking a cigarette and playing that song. I don’t even know why I was playing it. I was bored, it was the first thing that came to me. I think I heard it the first time at some point when I was at Juilliard, but I don’t even remember. I was just smoking and playing, waiting for them to come home.” I paused. “I was there to ask them for money.”

Charlie didn’t speak, just kept her hand over mine, letting me work through the thoughts in my head. I didn’t squeeze her hand in mine or meet her eyes. I just stared at where her fingers overlapped mine.

“I didn’t even know the shooting had happened. I was so immersed in myself, in my own selfish wants. It was three years ago. I mean, I was thirty-two. It’s not like I was a child or like I was young. I was just immature. I treated my girlfriend like a substitute for my mother, and I blew my paychecks on gambling and partying because I knew my parents would always be there. They’d always give me whatever I needed. They never even asked why.”

I blinked, and a flash of the television sparked behind my lids.

“The hospital called me. That’s how I found out. They called my cell phone, told me they believed they’d identified my sister as one of the shooting victims.” I sniffed. “I just said, ‘What shooting?’”

Charlie did squeeze my hand then, and I covered her thumb with my own, but I still couldn’t look at her.

“I was such a piece of shit,” I whispered, shaking my head. “It should have been me who died that day. Not them.”

“Don’t say that.”

“Why not?” I challenged, looking at where our hands touched. “It’s how I feel.”

Charlie was quiet, but her fingers ran over the back of my hand in a soothing line before she squeezed gently again. “I know how it feels,” she said. “That loss, that unfillable void left behind when someone you love is inexplicably ripped from the earth.”

A burst of air swept through the veranda then, brushing her hair back as if it’d heard her.

“It never gets easier, no matter how many days or months or years pass. Some days are quieter than others, but on the loud days, on the days when everything you see and hear and do and feel reminds you of their absence…” She squeezed my hand once more before tucking her arms tight over her middle. “Those days are brutal.”

Charlie used to be the unbroken one.

She used to be the positive voice of optimism to balance out my angsty teenage depression. So many nights she had brought me some kind of hope, even if I’d laughed at it in the moment she’d given it to me. But tonight, she didn’t attempt to fix the splitting of my soul. She only crawled into the fault line with me, giving me company in the hollow loneliness of it all.

“I know you hate your stretch marks, but I’m jealous of them.”

Charlie frowned. “I don’t understand.”

“They’re a memory forever etched into your body,” I explained. “They’re proof of existence, proof that those boys lived inside you, that they were a part of you and, even if only briefly, a part of this world. A part of your life.”

She touched her stomach carefully, her hands disappearing under Cameron’s jacket as her eyes lost focus somewhere off in the distance.

“I don’t have that,” I confessed. “Sure, I’ve got pictures. And I’ve got an old house that someone else lives in now. I’ve got three small things I kept from each of them, little tokens I hoped would bring me comfort down the line. But they don’t, you know? Nothing ever does. And really, all I have is music. I have songs that bring me back to holidays spent in our living rooms and road trips in Mom’s van.” I swallowed. “And some that bring me back to that day, to that immediate emptiness that seeped into my bones like a cold flood the moment I realized they were gone.”

Charlie let out a long exhale, closing the small bit of space between us. “You have years and years of memories with your family, Reese. I only have nine days.” Her eyes glossed. “And that’s only with Jeremiah. With Derrick, I have nothing.”

I blew out a frustrated breath. “God, I’m sorry. You’re right. I should be thankful, and I am. I didn’t mean that I was jealous of your scars, I guess I just meant that I think they’re beautiful.”

“It’s okay,” she assured me quickly with a smile, her hand rubbing over her belly again. “I think I’m starting to see the beauty in them, too.”

We were both silent for a moment, eyes balanced in the distance.

“Not that I think there should be any comparison,” she said after a while. “Or that one loss is more than the other, or that we can measure a loss in the scars and memories left behind — but you have them, too. You have scars.” She pressed a cold, tiny hand over my heart, and I felt the beat of it through her palm. “They’re just not where you can see them. But you can feel them.” She shrugged. “You always will.”

“It hurts,” I admitted, voice breaking, and Charlie hugged me in an instant, wrapping her petite arms around me. It took every ounce of manhood I had left not to give into the urge to cry in that instant. I hadn’t cried since the day my family died, and I’d never cried in front of Charlie. I didn’t want to break that streak now.

But she felt like home. That hug, it felt like the only thing I had left in the world, like the missing piece to a puzzle I didn’t know was incomplete.

“I know. I’m sorry.” Her voice was just a whisper. “I wish I could say that hurt goes away, but I know you know as much as I do that it doesn’t. And I know it’s hard to hear, that it’s easier to just put the blame on yourself and wish it was you in their shoes, but there’s a reason you’re still living, Reese. And they would want you to live happily.”

I didn’t dare say another word, not when I had her in my arms like that. The comfort I felt just from her being there, from her warmth pressed against mine, from her being tucked into my chest like that — it was more than I deserved. It was more than I knew I was allowed to have from a woman who wasn’t mine, but I took it greedily, like a hot meal offered to a starving man.

“And you?” I asked after a moment, pulling back only enough to capture her gaze with my own. “Are you living happily?”

“I am.”

“Don’t lie.”

She blinked, taking another step back — enough to break our hug. She crossed her arms again. “I didn’t come out here to talk about me, Reese. Tonight isn’t about me.”

“It could be,” I countered. “You made me feel better, maybe I could do the same.”

“I feel great,” she said with a smile that was almost convincing. To anyone else, it would have sealed her lie with a perfect little bow — but it didn’t fool me.

The doors flew open then, and Mr. Reid’s voice bellowed my name. He had his arm around a guy my age, and he immediately launched into his name and role at Westchester and why I needed to know him.

I barely registered any of it, because my eyes were still locked on Charlie.

She kissed her dad’s cheek, clueing into the conversation well before I did, then she offered me one last smile and flash of those doe eyes before she slipped back inside.

The rest of the night was a blur of handshakes and dances, of stories shared over dinner and jokes shared over bourbon. Charlie and I did a sort of dance around each other, never existing within the same space for long before one of us was swept off somewhere else. But I was aware of her, and she of me, just like we always had been.

I wondered, distantly, if I would ever find a woman to make me feel the way Charlie made me feel. Would my future wife know what to say on the hard nights, how to bring me comfort only by existing. Charlie didn’t even have to have the right words that night — she just needed to be there. To exist.

With her, with the way I felt for her — that was enough.

She’d always been enough for me, even when I’d had to sit on my hands to keep from touching her when we were younger. Five years had separated us then — five long, cruel, forbidden years. I didn’t have the power to change those years, to warp time, to make it okay for a twenty-one-year-old to fall for a girl still in high school.

But as Charlie and Cameron said goodnight to everyone, I realized those years weren’t what separated us any longer. I held her a beat longer than normal when she leaned in for a hug, thanking her for what she’d given me that night, and then I shook Cameron’s hand, all the while wondering if what I’d heard about him was true.

And I realized it then.

He was what separated us now.

And he was only a man.
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Charlie

 

The following Tuesday, my parents hosted all of us for game night.

It had been a tradition when Graham and I were younger, one we’d included the Walkers in on once our families had become close. We’d all sit around the big coffee table in our living room, playing different board and card games for hours on end. Eventually, the parents would filter off into the kitchen to drink wine and bourbon and talk about more adult things, but with the kids, we were always caught up in the competitive nature of the night.

It was the first game night for Cameron.

We were kickstarting the tradition up again, and I wondered how he felt about it.

His hand was on my knee on the car ride over, but he seemed distant, lost in a thought somewhere down the road where his eyes rested. I thought about asking him what was on his mind, but the truth was I needed the silence, too.

Reese and I had shared such a powerful moment at the fundraiser, one where he let me in the way I had let him in the night on the Incline. I realized that night that he needed my friendship even more than I realized, and that he was hurting in the same way I had been for years.

Death changes us. It takes everything we thought we knew about our lives and fast pitches it out the window, shattering the glass in the process. Wind whips in, hard and cold, and throws everything we’d had neatly in place flying around the room.

No one is the same once they lose someone they love.

They just have to learn to exist in the new world, no matter how messy it is.

It took that night at the fundraiser for me to realize that having Reese’s friendship again would be a good thing — for both of us. Talking to him about Jeremiah and Derrick was easy. It was effortless. And if I could be there for him, too — if I could be one little piece of home, and someone he could talk to? Well, that’s exactly what I would be.

My parents already had the first game set up when we arrived, the coffee table littered with Monopoly pieces and money. Reese was there, too, and they all stood to greet Cameron and me. We hugged Mom and Dad first, and I watched Reese carefully as he and Cameron shook hands.

He didn’t seem as tired tonight, his eyes not as heavy as before. Maybe he was feeling better after the fundraiser. Maybe I had helped.

“How are you?” I asked when he leaned in to hug me. He smelled like bourbon and cigars, likely a result of starting the night in Dad’s study.

“You know,” he said, catching my eyes when he pulled back. “I’m feeling pretty great tonight. How are you?”

I smiled. “I’m pretty great, too.”

Cameron gently placed his arm around me, walking us over to the coffee table with a squeeze on my shoulder. He seemed a little stiff, like he didn’t want to be there at all, and I didn’t have to guess to know he was thinking about work.

He always was.

“I’m so excited for this!” Mom said once we were all seated. She brought over a homemade pitcher of sangria, pouring each of us a glass as she beamed. “We used to have game nights all the time when the kids were younger, Cameron. It was just so fun. Did you ever have game nights?”

Cameron smiled, but he still seemed distant, like he was in another world altogether that evening. “Unfortunately not. You guys will have to go easy on me.”

“Well, it won’t be us you have to worry about,” Dad said. “Reese and Charlie here will be the ones giving you a run for your money. Always were so competitive.”

“It’s okay, babe,” I said, patting Cameron’s leg. We were all sitting on the floor, and his knee touched mine. “I won’t rub it in too bad on the way home.”

“Pshhh,” Reese chimed in. “Keep dreaming, Tadpole. You’re going down.”

I stuck my tongue out at him, and Mom and Dad laughed, but Cameron just stared at Reese.

“Tadpole?”

Reese paused where he was distributing money to each of us, his eyes flicking to mine before he shrugged. “Yeah. Just an old nickname I gave Charlie when we were kids.”

“Oh, I remember that!” Dad said. “That was the day we couldn’t pay her to get out of your new pool. Remember that, Gloria?”

“She spent nearly thirteen hours in there. Her fingers were wrinkled for days,” Mom added with a laugh.

I smiled, but I watched Cameron curiously, wondering why his brows were set in a scowl, his mouth in a thin line. He didn’t laugh or smile at the story. He almost seemed annoyed by it.

“Well, let’s get this started, shall we?” Reese said, and he rolled the dice to see who would go first.

Just like it always did, time flew once the game had begun. We were all snatching up properties as fast as we could, making under-the-table deals that were technically illegal in the game, and just like always, Mom and Dad seemed more excited to watch us play than to actually have any stake in the game, themselves.

Conversation flowed easily, too — especially when Reese told us he’d picked up a gig at one of the nicest restaurants in downtown Pittsburgh. Mom insisted we all go see him play soon, and Dad made a comment about how proud his parents would have been.

Reese’s eyes caught mine when they were mentioned, and I just offered a small smile. I knew the pain in his chest that had been ignited just by the mention of their names.

The game ticked by, the sangria drained down, and it didn’t take long for me to learn that Cameron was competitive, too.

He growled with frustration as he landed on another one of Reese’s properties about an hour into the game, this one stacked with a hotel, and Reese rubbed his hands together with an evil grin.

“Indiana Ave. That’s $1,050 with a hotel.”

I clucked my tongue, nudging Cameron playfully as Mom and Dad noted that it could mean the end of the game for him. Dad even high-fived Reese, which was the last thing I saw before the game went flying.

“Bullshit.”

Cameron stood as he tossed the money at Reese, the paper hitting our game pieces still on the board and losing everyone’s place. Mom gasped, and I reached for Cameron’s wrist to calm him, but he shrugged me off.

“He’s cheating.”

“What?” I asked incredulously, looking to Reese apologetically as I stood to join Cameron. I lowered my voice, offering him a smile. “Babe, it’s just a game. Reese is playing by the rules just like all of us.”

“No, it’s bullshit. He’s been sliding himself money every time he goes to the bank to pay himself. And how many times did you pass Go without him noticing and giving you the $200?”

Cameron was fuming, his fists at his sides as he stared down at Reese. That look couldn’t just kill, it could torture and maim.

We all looked to Reese, and my stomach turned at the possibility of this blowing into something more. But he just smiled, holding up his hands from where he sat on the floor.

“Hey, man, I promise — no cheating. I just got lucky this game.”

Mom looked at Dad with eyes that begged him to do something, and I just tried to pull Cameron away, but he wouldn’t let me touch him.

“Whatever. I don’t even care. It’s just a stupid game, doesn’t actually amount to anything.”

“Why don’t we go to my study,” Dad said quickly, standing to join Cameron. He clapped him on the shoulder, both as a friendly gesture and a warning to calm down. “We can have a cigar, catch up a little.”

Cameron was still staring Reese down, nose flaring, but Reese just smiled up at him.

“I think that’s a great idea,” I said firmly, and Cameron’s eyes finally met mine.

He softened a little then, and I saw the disappointment in himself creep over his features like a slow flood. He closed his eyes, forcing a breath, and Dad clapped him on the shoulder once more before leading him back to the study.

“Well,” Mom said. “I think I’m going to make more sangria.”

“Sounds like a good idea,” Reese agreed. “Charlie and I can clean this up.”

She smiled at him, collecting all of our glasses before disappearing, and then it was just the two of us.

For a moment it was quiet, Reese organizing the money back into its respective containers while I sorted the houses and hotels. I shook my head, wondering what in the world had gotten into Cameron, embarrassment heating my cheeks the longer the silence stretched between us.

“I’m sorry about that,” I said. “Cameron didn’t have the best home life growing up, I don’t think he ever played games like this.”

“It’s okay.”

“He gets like this in hockey, too. I don’t think he can separate it all. He just gets so caught up.”

“Charlie, it’s okay.”

“He’s not like that. Usually. He’s really so sweet and kind, and—”

“Hey.” Reese stopped counting the money, his hand folding over my forearm until I looked up at him. He gave me a small smile, squeezing my arm with understanding. “I’m not judging him, and it’s okay. He got a little worked up. I’ve been there before, many times with game night. I’m sure you remember.”

“Yes, but you were also seventeen at the time.”

“And?” He shrugged. “Competitiveness gets the best of all of us. It’s fine. Really.”

I let out a breath, nodding and thanking him with a smile. Reese let go of my arm and moved the conversation to school stuff as we finished cleaning up the game. Once it was packed away, we made our way to the kitchen.

Mom was nowhere to be found, but the fresh pitcher of sangria sat in the middle of the kitchen island. Reese poured us both a glass, handing me mine before lifting his own to his lips.

“I wanted to thank you,” he said after his first drink. “For the other night at the fundraiser. It’s been a long time since I had a moment like that.” His eyes were on his hands, and he shook his head. “I’m just glad you were there.”

I smiled. “Me, too. And hey, I was just returning the favor. Remember the Incline?” I chuckled. “That was my breaking moment.”

“I remember.”

Reese’s eyes found mine, and I let him hold my gaze a moment before I took another drink.

“Congratulations on your new gig, by the way,” I said. “I’m excited to come see you play.”

“Thank you.” Reese smiled, but it was weak. “I love teaching, don’t get me wrong, but I miss playing for me. I’m hoping this will get me back to that.”

He opened his mouth to say something more, but Cameron and Dad joined us in the kitchen before he could.

“I think I’d like to go home, if it’s okay with you,” Cameron said softly, and I could tell by the heaviness in his eyes that my dad had forced him to talk. Cameron hated to talk, and my heart ached for him, my hand reaching out for his.

“Of course. I’ll grab our coats.”

He leaned into me, wrapping me in a hug before he let me go, and I slipped into the foyer. Mom was coming down the stairs after taking a phone call, and I let her know we were leaving just as everyone else joined us from the kitchen.

We all hugged goodbye, Dad and Reese lightening the mood with jokes as we did. Cameron was quiet, but he did shake Reese’s hand with a spoken apology before we left.

“It’s all good, man. Rematch sometime.” Reese smiled, shaking Cameron’s hand firmly with a wink. “This time, you can be banker.”

Cameron forced a smile, but I knew he was tired and desperate to get out of there. I promised Mom we’d set a date for dinner soon, and with that, Cameron and I were out the door and on the road home.

The first few miles were silent, but once we were on the highway, I reached over and squeezed Cameron’s knee.

“You okay over there?”

“I’m fine.”

I nodded, knowing he wouldn’t want to talk more than what he’d already had to do with Dad. So instead, I slid my hand up the inside of his thigh, slowly trailing my fingers up until they brushed over the zipper of his jeans.

He inhaled a stiff breath, his eyes flashing to mine before they were on the road again.

I rubbed the bulge there, and Cameron groaned, squirming under my hand. I wanted him to take me again, the way he had the night after happy hour. It’d been weeks, and I knew that release would help alleviate the pressure he felt from the night.

So, when we finally made it home, I crawled on top of Cameron in the driver seat. I kissed him hard, letting him know I was there, that I wanted to take whatever it was he needed to give. He worked me to a release with his fingers under my dress, but when I was done, he wouldn’t let me do the same for him.

“I just want to go to sleep,” he said softly, kissing my lips with a gentle need. I grinded my hips, rolling against him, but his hands gripped me a little tighter. “Please.”

After a quick shower, we both laid down in bed, and Cameron finally seemed to be feeling a little better. His fingers drew circles on my shoulder and mine skated lightly over his bare chest.

“I love you,” I whispered after a moment.

He sighed, kissing my hair, and with a gentle squeeze of where he held my shoulder, he said, “I love you, too.”

He was right there, my husband, and yet he was nowhere near me at all.

I wondered if we’d ever really be in the same room ever again.
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Reese

 

That night when I’d made it home, I propped myself up by the sliding glass door and lit a cigarette, my mind on Charlie.

It was my first real interaction with Cameron, and I’d studied him the way I used to study music as a kid. I wanted to know what made him tick, what made him falter — and both answers seemed to lie within Charlie.

He was so tuned into her, into her every move and word, but in a way that made me think he was unsure how he felt about her anymore. I couldn’t quite figure him out, but one thing was sure — I’d gotten under his skin.

Charlie couldn’t see it yet, but I already knew her feelings for Cameron were muddled. She loved him, that was a fact, but he didn’t love her the same way he used to. It bothered her. She was trying to reach him, but it was like being on the inside of a black mirror. She could see him, but he couldn’t see her — couldn’t hear her as she tried to break through to him.

Neither one of them was happy, least of all Charlie, but it wasn’t my place to show her that.

No, it was my place to be her friend, to bring her happiness in any way I could.

So, that’s what I vowed to do. I would be her friend, her best friend, and I would sit back and let her see what it could be like to be heard again, to be loved again — the way she deserved to be.

I inhaled a long drag from my cigarette, watching the smoke filter from my mouth and out the sliding glass door.

I wished I could leave her alone. I wished I cared that she was married.

But after just one night with Cameron, there was no use pretending.

I simply didn’t care.

I wanted her, and it was clear to me that Cameron didn’t — not anymore. I didn’t know how long it would take before Charlie would wake up, before she’d see she deserved more, but I knew it didn’t matter.

I would wait for her.

I would wait forever.
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Charlie

 

That Sunday, I woke to the sound of Jane and Edward tittering in their cage. And I should have known then that it would be a bad day.

It wasn’t that my Budgies getting anxious for me to take their cover off and welcome a new day was out of the ordinary, but on that Sunday morning, they weren’t supposed to be what woke me up. I shouldn’t have stirred to the morning sun warming the bed too much, causing me to kick the covers back and peel off my socks. Jane and Edward should have been woken up by me that morning, not the other way around.

It was our eight-year wedding anniversary, and that meant I should have been woken up by the smell of cinnamon.

I rubbed my eyes with warm hands, letting my feet drop down over the edge of the bed. A yawn broke through me as I checked the time on the alarm clock right next to my favorite framed wedding photo of me and Cameron.

It was just past nine.

Jane and Edward were even more excited now that they heard me moving. I whistled along with their chirps as I padded over to pull their cover off, and as soon as it was gone, Jane sprang to life. She hopped from swing to swing inside the cage, feathers a blur as she chirped her good morning. Edward looked like he was as sleepy as I was.

“Good morning, my lovelies,” I sang. Their food and water was still good from the day before, though their cage needed a cleaning. I mentally added it to my to-do list for the week. Once they were both bathing in the morning sun, I inhaled a deep breath, wondering if I’d somehow missed it before.

But still, no cinnamon.

Well, it is still early. Maybe he’s just getting started, I thought, as I wrapped myself in a robe and made my way down the hall. I didn’t spot Cameron in the kitchen as I crossed over the bridge, my hand trailing the wooden rail, and he was still out of sight by the time my feet hit the bottom stair.

I checked his study first, but it was empty, and the house was suddenly entirely too quiet. Every step of my bare feet on the hardwood floors seemed to echo, every breath felt too loud. Desperate to break the silence, I flipped on the stereo in the kitchen as I entered, finding a little bit of ease as Adele slowly crooned in through the speakers.

A pot of coffee was already made, though it’d gone cold, and there was a note written on a torn off piece of notebook paper beside it.

 

Client called this morning — emergency with a litigation case. Ran into the office to work through it. Didn’t want to wake you. Be back for dinner. Love you.

 

I stared so long at Cameron’s neat handwriting on that torn off sheet of paper, the letters blurred together. Soon, the words didn’t make sense anymore — not that they had in the first place. Before I realized it, I was standing in front of the calendar hanging on our refrigerator, and I triple checked the date. I must have been wrong. I must have had the days mixed up.

But I wasn’t, and I didn’t.

It was February twenty-second.

Eight years ago today, Cameron and I were married in a small church in Pittsburgh — the same one my parents had been married at decades before. Every year on this day since then, Cameron had woken me up with one of two things: cinnamon pancakes — my favorite breakfast — or his face between my thighs — his favorite breakfast, as he’d always playfully reminded me.

An anchor dropped in my stomach as it dawned on me.

He forgot.

It had to be the only explanation. After all, he wouldn’t have run into the office on our wedding anniversary. He would have called someone else who could handle it — there were plenty of people there who could. And he wouldn’t have just suddenly, out of nowhere, broken a tradition he started with such excitement and love only eight years ago. Would he?

I paused.

Maybe, he’s doing this on purpose. He’d started waking me with breakfast as a surprise, as a treat for me. Maybe he realized that I’d gotten used to it, that I expected it, and he wanted to keep me on my toes.

I smiled, leaning against the cabinet as I realized it was exactly what he would do. He’d find a new way to celebrate our anniversary, a new way to make me smile and feel special — it was exactly like him to do that. Cameron was probably out shopping for something or putting together some elaborate surprise plan for when he got home. I shook my head, chewing my thumbnail with a stupid grin plastered on my face.

And maybe I was being a bit naïve, maybe I was making excuses, but in my heart, I truly believed the best. It just didn’t make sense, and I knew deep down it just wasn’t possible.

Cameron would never forget.

Once the thought was pushed from my mind, I cranked the music louder, turning the coffee pot back on to reheat as I flipped over Cameron’s note to make a plan for the day. I’d already spent Saturday cleaning the house in anticipation of us spending a day inside it, so I decided I would focus my energy on a new, elaborate recipe for dinner. Cameron would come home to the home-cooked meal of a lifetime, I’d give him his gift and he’d give me mine, and then we’d pop open the champagne I’d stuck in the refrigerator to chill over night and make love until the sun came up.

I giggled at the perfectness of it all, skipping up the stairs to get dressed.
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Reese called when I was in the middle of grocery shopping a couple hours later, and we laughed at the drama that blew up during Wednesday’s Happy Hour the night after game night. It’d been nice, being friends with Reese, and a lot less tension-filled since the night before Mom’s fundraiser. After he’d opened up to me about his family, it felt like we somehow unlocked a door to our past selves. Talking was easier, conversations were lighter — we were just a boy and a girl who lived next door to each other.

I’d been helping Reese with the spring concert, and he’d been pulling me out on the nights Cameron worked late to hang out with some of our colleagues. I’d worked there for eight years and never made as many friends as I had in just one week. It was nice, actually, to have the teachers greeting me as we passed by each other in the hall. I’d always been viewed as headmaster Henderson’s pet before, but they were starting to get to know the real me, now.

Maybe, in a way, I was, too.

“So, I’m not sure I said it this week, but I had a lot of fun at game night,” Reese said as I thanked the butcher for two beautiful racks of lamb.

I was planning a decadent cherry glaze to finish them with, excitement flooding through me at the thought of Cameron coming home to one of his favorites.

“We should do it again sometime.”

“We should. I’m sorry again about Cameron, he apologized the next day and told me he had just been tired.”

“Hey, we talked about this. Remember? It’s all good. Seriously.”

I smiled, making my way to the produce department. “Okay. But anyway, I’m glad you had fun, and that you got to spend a little time with Cameron.”

“Me, too. Glad there wasn’t a Penguins game,” Reese said. “It was nice to get to know him a little more. He’s kind of quiet, but he’s smart. And very in tune with you.”

I smiled, a flash of memory from Cameron fingering me in our driveway hitting me out of nowhere. I was already wet again thinking about round two tonight, and I blushed as I passed a mother and her kids in the baking aisle.

“He really is. And, to be fair, everyone is quiet in comparison to you.”

“You calling me a loud mouth?”

“Just saying that a room is never void of conversation when you’re in it.”

I chuckled as Reese feigned offense with a dramatic gasp.

“I’ve got to keep you away from Sierra. You’re getting so sassy.”

“Speaking of Miss Maggert, I think she has the hots for you.”

Reese scoffed. “Yeah. Me and every other teacher with a penis.”

“You have a penis?”

There was a pause.

“Wow. You really are getting sassy. That’s it, no more ciders at happy hour. Water only.”

I laughed. “I’m in a good mood today, okay? Leave me alone. Also, you should ask her out.”

“No offense, Charlie, but if you think Sierra is in any way my type, then you have no idea who I am at all.”

I pulled a fresh bag of cherries from the produce section, inspecting them carefully before setting them in my basket. “Okay, I’ll bite. What’s your type then?”

“I don’t have one. But if I did, it would not be someone whose entire life centers around a fat dog named Buster.”

I snorted.

“Got to go, I’m checking out now and then I’ll be elbow deep in this recipe until dinner.”

“Alright alright, I guess I’ll go pester someone else. And hey, happy anniversary. I hope it’s a great night.” His voice was warm, and I smiled, thankful to have my friend back — a friend I didn’t even realize I’d missed so much.

“Thanks, Reese. It will be.”
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Our entire house smelled like cherries by the time I finished making dinner.

The glaze was set on low on the stovetop, the lamb being kept warm in the oven until Cameron walked through the door. I’d fixed up deliciously seasoned asparagus and garlic mashed potatoes for the sides, and pulled out an old bottle of red wine we received as a gift on the night of our wedding. We’d been saving it for something special, and although eight years wasn’t a milestone anniversary per se, it felt like the right night to open it.

Even though they killed my feet, I’d strapped on my sexiest pair of red high heels, the ones that matched the lingerie I wore beneath my simple black dress and apron. My hair was down and curled, lips painted a soft pink, and I couldn’t stop myself from bouncing as I waited at the kitchen island for Cameron.

His gift sat wrapped in simple silver wrapping paper in the middle of our small dining table, the one not reserved for guests. It was nestled right beside the two candles I’d lit to set the mood. Inside, there were tickets for a meet and greet with the entire Penguins team before the game with seats in a reserved suite, with food and drinks included for up to twenty people.

At a little after five, I decided to make a playlist while I waited.

At five-twenty-two, I stirred the glaze and checked that the lamb was still warm.

When six rolled around, I sent him the first text of the day, asking what his ETA was with a smiley face.

He didn’t answer, not even when the clock hit seven. The dinner I’d worked so hard on was losing more life with every passing minute.

At seven-thirty, I decided that bottle of wine needed to be opened. I poured a glass that would have made my mother cluck her tongue at me.

And finally, at two minutes until eight, I heard the key wiggling into our front door lock.

I took another sip of my wine as Cameron dropped his keys in the bowl by the door. I listened as he sighed, likely taking off his jacket and hanging it on the rack. He walked right past the kitchen at first, well on his way upstairs, but when he saw me in his peripheral, he paused.

His eyes were tired as they took me in. I was sitting at the table set for two, the candles burned to their ends, music still softly playing from the speakers in the kitchen. He didn’t have a tie on, just a polo and dress slacks — a casual Sunday work attire. And he wasn’t holding flowers, or a gift, or even a smile as he moved slowly into the room.

“Something smells delicious.”

“Lamb,” I answered, taking another sip of wine before setting my glass down carefully. I trailed my fingertip over the wet rim. “And a cherry glaze.”

“That sounds amazing,” he said, tentatively, with his brows bending together in a way that told me he had bad news. “I actually already ate… we ended up ordering in at the office since we had been there all day. But hey, give me an hour or so and I’m sure I can make room for more.”

He smiled. I didn’t.

“You said you’d be home for dinner.”

“I know, I—”

“It’s fine,” I clipped, cutting him off. I was already standing, clearing the dishes from the table. “I’ll just put it all in the fridge. We can eat it as leftovers tomorrow.”

Cameron moved to help me with the dishes but I stopped him, assuring that I had it. I told him to go upstairs and get changed, take a shower, whatever.

I was checked out.

The wine was already flowing steadily through my bloodstream, and nothing else really mattered. Because I was right.

He’d forgotten.

“You opened the Bodegas Roda Cirsion,” Cameron mused, holding up the half-empty bottle of wine as I dropped the still-clean dishes in the sink. I knew I was being louder than necessary as I wrapped up the food to put in the fridge. I thought seriously about throwing it all in the garbage.

“I did.”

“I thought we were saving it for a special occasion.”

I just snorted, ignoring his assessment as I slammed the refrigerator door shut. He didn’t say anything while I finished cleaning up, and when I turned to face him again, stripping my apron off and hanging it over the hook inside our pantry door, he was staring at his gift on the table.

“What’s that?”

“Open it and find out,” I answered. Then, I swiped my glass of wine from the table and went upstairs.

It was half an hour later before Cameron slipped inside our bedroom. I was already in bed and pretending to be asleep. He sighed, sitting on the edge of my side of the bed, his warm hand reaching out to rub my back.

“I forgot,” he admitted. Hearing him say it out loud should have made me cry, it should have made me scream and throw a fit and ask him how he could possibly forget. But I just laid there.

“It’s fine.”

“It’s not fine. I’m sorry, Charlie. Work has just been…” He paused then, blowing out a breath like he realized as much as I did that nothing he could say, no excuse he had, would make it better. “I’ll make it up to you. I promise.”

Part of me wanted to cry. Part of me just wanted him to go away.

“Okay.”

I’m not sure how long Cameron sat there before he finally kissed my forehead and made his way to the bathroom to shower. He didn’t come to bed right away, but I didn’t care. The wine was pulling me into a deep sleep by the time he’d started running the water, anyway.

A little after midnight, he finally crawled into bed, curling into me from behind. He wrapped his arms around me and kissed the back of my neck, but I pretended to still be asleep. He held me so long I began to sweat. Once he started snoring softly, I rolled away from him.

And sometime later that night, when we were both fast asleep, Edward died.
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Reese

 

It was just a normal Monday.

I was hopped up after two cups of coffee and a cigarette on my drive into school. It was surprisingly warm for late February, so much so that I was able to walk across campus to the main hall with my coat hanging over my arm. It wouldn’t last long, they were already calling for more snow in the coming week, but I’d take what I could get.

A few students were playing card games by the flag pole out front, Sierra and Sheldon were whispering to each other as I passed them in the hall, and Mr. Henderson was biting his tongue as a parent yelled at him outside his office. I gave him a sympathetic smile as I passed, to which he responded with a slight widening of his eyes before he zeroed back in on the parent. I chuckled, stopping by the teachers’ café to refill my Thermos.

Mondays often required three or more cups of coffee.

Instead of heading straight to my classroom, I veered right, making my way down to Charlie’s room with one hand in the pocket of my slacks. I whistled the tune of a song I’d been practicing with my Saturday tutoring student, my stomach flipping a bit at the thought of seeing Charlie. I knew I’d have to hear about her anniversary, that she’d probably be glowing and happy. That alone should have made me happy — but it only made me sick with want.

We’d fallen into an easy friendship ever since the fundraiser, but it didn’t change the fact that I wanted her. I thought maybe I’d wake up that next morning after game night with a realization that I was being stupid. I thought maybe I’d realize that the best thing I could do for her would be to leave her alone.

But one night of sleep only solidified how I’d felt that night. It only took that one full night with Cameron for me to determine that he didn’t deserve her, that he didn’t make her happy, and that he hadn’t for a while.

I did also determine that the likelihood of him cheating on Charlie was slim.

I still believed the rumors I’d heard from Sheldon and Sierra had to have come from somewhere, that they must have held some amount of truth, but Cameron was smart. He was quiet and calculated, and very aware of Charlie when he was with her. It was like he was fine-tuned to be in sync with her, but somewhere along the line, a screw had come loose. Now, he watched her in a way that made me think she drove him mad just as much as she made him love her.

It just didn’t make sense that he would cheat on her, that he would do something so brash — not when he reacted the way he did to me just being in the same proximity of her.

Then again — was that his guilty conscience? Was that him seeing the signs of infidelity, or what he thought were the signs?

Regardless of if he cheated on her or not, I knew Cameron didn’t make Charlie happy. Not anymore. She could deny it all she wanted to me, and she could get as giddy as she wanted on the anniversary of their wedding — but the truth was in every touch they shared in front of me, in every look she gave him that went completely unnoticed. Charlie was desperate for Cameron to love her the way he used to, and he was oblivious.

Just a man.

A stupid, unassuming man.

But he wasn’t the only one. I was just the same, a stupid, unassuming man — especially on that particular Monday morning. I was so convinced that all I wanted was to see Charlie happy. I thought I could sit back and be patient, let it all play out, and maybe even be okay with the fact that she’d never be mine, if that’s what it came down to.

Maybe, in a sick way, it was a game to me. I knew I was under her skin, that I had her attention, but she was fighting it. Cameron knew it, too. Maybe that’s all I thought it ever would be. A game.

Until I rounded the corner into her classroom that morning and saw her sobbing.

Not crying, not sniffling, but completely broken down to her very core.

Her tiny face was crumpled in devastation, tissues balled up in each of her fists, back rounded and hair hanging all around her red, blotchy face as she stared at a photo on her desk.

Suddenly, it wasn’t about me or Cameron. It wasn’t about who would win. It wasn’t about marriage or infidelity or sex or love or betrayal or anything I thought before.

It was about her.

It had always been about her.

My chest split in two at the sight of her like that, and I made my way carefully to her desk, bending on one knee next to her. I didn’t ask her what was wrong. Instead, I placed one hand on her lower back and smoothed my thumb over the thick fabric of her dress. She closed her eyes at my touch, face twisting as if my tenderness had caused her even more pain.

“The kids are going to be here in less than twenty minutes,” she said in a weak, broken voice. “And I can’t… I can’t pull it together.”

“Robin can handle the kids for a while if you need time. Do you want to go to the library? Your car?”

She shook her head, using the tissue in one hand to wipe at her raw nose. “No, no I want to be here with them. I just… I need a minute to calm down.”

“Okay,” I said, still smoothing her back with my hand. “Wanna talk about it?”

Charlie sucked her lips between her teeth, fighting against another wave of tears. “Edward died last night.”

“Edward?”

“One of my birds.”

Her Budgies. She’d told me all about them, and I realized that was the photo on her desk she had been staring at when I walked in — one of the two birds in their cage with a beautiful sepia tone light coming in through the window behind them.

“Shit, Charlie. I’m so sorry. Last night?”

She nodded.

I chewed the inside of my cheek, searching my brain for the right words to make her feel better. Words never made me feel anything but more pain. Music had always been my healer.

I swallowed.

“Hey, why don’t you come by my place after school? I’ve got a dozen bottles of wine collecting dust — housewarming presents from neighbors and such. And I’ve been working on this new piece, an ode to my family. I was thinking it could maybe be the first original piece I played at my new gig. I’d love you to take a listen and tell me what you think.”

Charlie was already shaking her head before I’d even gotten the first sentence out. “I just want to go home.”

“To be alone?” I asked. “I know there’s a home game for the Penguins tonight. Sitting at the house by yourself is just going to make you feel worse.”

“But I need to be there for Jane.”

The other bird, I thought. “Bring her, too. Maybe she can give me some pointers.”

Charlie almost smiled, but then her face broke again, and she buried her eyes in her hands.

Shit. I was just making it worse.

“Look,” I said, brushing her hair out of her face so I could meet her eyes with mine. “The offer stands if you want to take it. Otherwise, lay in bed all night and eat ice cream or whatever else it is that might make you feel a little better. It’s okay to be sad, I was just offering a little bit of distraction and company. Okay?”

She sniffed. “Okay.”

“Okay. I’m going to get out of here so I stop making you cry more,” I said with a smile. “And I’m going to ask Robin to play a game with the kids in the hallway before class. Just to buy you a few more minutes. Alright?”

Charlie nodded, and I had to fight against every nerve in my body not to lean in and kiss her forehead in that moment. I stood instead, rubbing my hand over her back once more before I made my way toward the door.

“He forgot.”

She said the words when my hand was on the door frame, ready to swing me around and into the hallway, but I stopped cold in my tracks.

“Cameron…” she clarified. “He forgot yesterday was our anniversary.”

Son of a bitch.

I turned slowly, taking in the look on her face as I debated what to say. Sorry felt cheap and insufficient, and everything I really wanted to say would only upset her more.

“He’s been so busy with work, I guess the days must have gotten away from him,” I said after a moment. I held her gaze, pinning her with my eyes, hoping she heard what I really meant.

He’s an asshole. He doesn’t deserve you. You could be happier.

I could make you happier.

“I’m sure he feels terrible,” I added, just for good measure.

Charlie forced a small smile. “Yeah. He said he’ll make it up to me.”

And maybe I was just making it up in my head, but I thought her eyes said more than her words in that moment, too.

I’m so hurt. He doesn’t appreciate me. I feel stupid.

I want you.

“I’m sure he will.”

I watched her for a moment longer, wishing I could just take her out of school and hold her in my arms for the rest of the afternoon. I’d never longed so much for time — time to be with her, time to hear the dark thoughts that kept her up at night, time to tell her my own.

Time to love her.

I didn’t see Charlie at lunch, nor did she stick around long enough after school for me to make sure she’d made it through the day okay. Robin said she’d left as soon as the kids had, and I wondered if she was already curled up in her bed for the evening.

I smoked three cigarettes on the way home, all the while considering turning my car around and driving into Pittsburgh. I wondered what Cameron’s face would look like if I just showed up, bought a ticket to get into his section, and laid him the fuck out in front of the entire complex.

Part of Charlie’s sorrow that morning had been from her bird, but part of it had also been from his blatant disregard for her.

He didn’t deserve her, and it killed me that he still got to have her, anyway.

I took a steaming hot shower once I was home, settling in on the couch afterward with a beer and mindless television. I thought numbing my brain would help to ease the anger stewing underneath my concern for Charlie, but it only made it worse. So, I abandoned the TV and made my way to my piano, flipping the black wood up to reveal the keys underneath.

My hands moved over the keys automatically, finding their home in the notes that echoed through the room. I closed my eyes and found a sigh of relief as I began to play an old favorite song, one from my youth. Sometimes it made me think of my mom, of her sneaking in when I wasn’t paying attention and listening to me practice in our old house. She’d bring me food occasionally, but mostly she just sat there and listened. Sometimes I’d move her to tears, other times she’d get up and dance.

I missed her.

Each song took me further from my aggression, my hands bringing music to life in a slow, adagio tempo. I started with playing songs I knew, and eventually drifted into playing music I’d only heard in my mind before that evening. Sometimes I would stop to write it all down, to capture it and create — but other times, like tonight, I just played. I just existed within the keys, within the notes, within the music.

It was almost eight when I took my first break from playing, stopping only to throw a frozen dinner in the microwave. But before I could open the packaging, there was a knock at my door.

Through the window at the top, I saw Charlie bundled in a coat with a snow cap pulled over her ears.

My heart picked up speed as I crossed my living room, staring at the little ball of yarn on top of her hat. I opened the door slowly, watching her through the screen door still between us.

She held a takeout bag from the taco place down the street in one hand, and a small bird cage with a yellow Budgie inside it in the other. It sat perched on the little swing inside, chirping softly, and I could hear the heartbreak in its song.

Jane.

My eyes swept over Charlie, taking in her messy hair, her tired, puffy eyes, her chapped lips. I almost forgot I’d invited her, almost asked her what she was doing here. My stomach flipped at the realization that she was on my front porch, that she had come to me to make her feel better. And in that soft light from my front porch, she looked just like the sixteen-year-old girl I’d left behind on a cold night just like this one fourteen years ago.

She looked like my Charlie.

“I brought Jane.” She shrugged, her shoulders falling heavily back into place in the saddest sign of defeat.

I wanted to kiss her so bad it hurt.

But I just laughed instead, pushing the screen door open to take the cage from her hand.

“A tadpole and a bird, just what I ordered. Come on, let’s get you both warm.”

It was just a normal Monday. Until it wasn’t.
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Charlie

 

I knew the entire drive over to Reese’s house that it was a bad idea to go.

Part of me knew it before I’d even started getting dressed, before I’d moved Jane to her travel cage, before I put the car in drive. When he’d asked me to come over earlier that morning, it was the absolute last thing I wanted. But then I got home, and just like Reese had said, Cameron wasn’t there. He worked all day and went immediately to the Penguins game after.

I thought maybe he would come home. Maybe just this once, for one night, he’d sell his tickets and come home. He’d been the one to find Edward that morning, after all. I knew they weren’t his birds, but was he not hurting?

If anything, did he not realize how much I was?

Between him forgetting our anniversary and Edward passing away, I was a complete mess. I hadn’t been able to keep myself under control all day at school, which affected my kids’ moods, too. My eyes were puffy and red from the constant crying, and all I wanted was a little relief from the pain.

So, even though I knew it was a bad idea, I’d gotten in the car and driven to Reese’s house, anyway. And now I was here, and Reese was placing Jane’s cage on top of his coffee table while I peeled off my coat, hat, and scarf.

“I’m sorry I just showed up,” I said, looking around for somewhere to put my coat. Reese crossed the room to take it from me, hanging it over the back of his sofa. “I should have called.”

“You didn’t need to call. I invited you, remember?”

“Yes, but I never said I was coming.” I eyed his pajama pants, simple navy sweats that hung low on his hips.

He wasn’t wearing a shirt.

That had been the first thing I’d noticed when he opened the door.

His chest and stomach were so familiar to me, even now with the new patches of hair below his belly button and in the center of his pecs. I’d seen Reese shirtless so many times growing up, back when it was just normal for a teenage boy to be without a shirt in the summer or in the comfort of his own home where my best friend lived.

He had a moon-shaped scar underneath the right side of his ribcage from a bottle rocket fight he and my brother got into when they were sixteen.

I’d always loved that scar.

“You didn’t have to,” Reese said, running a hand through his long, disheveled hair. He watched me for a moment like he couldn’t believe I was in his house, like he had no idea what to do next.  “I was drinking beer earlier, but I can open up one of those bottles of wine I told you about? If you want.”

“Wine would be nice.”

I followed Reese into his kitchen, taking in his home as we walked through it. It was a modest bachelor pad, a few unpacked boxes still lining the back wall of his living room and absolutely nothing hanging on the walls. His furniture was neutral, simple and cohesive, and his kitchen housed only the necessities from what I could see. He had a coffee pot that I assumed was the most-used appliance he owned, and there was a chair and an empty box flipped upside down near his sliding glass door.

Reese followed my eyes to that spot as he pulled a bottle of red wine from a rack on his counter. I wondered who’d bought that wine rack for him, because I knew he wouldn’t have bought it himself.

“Isn’t my little smoking corner so sophisticated?” he asked, corking the bottle. “Sure as hell beats freezing my balls off on the back porch.”

“You know, the easier solution would be to stop smoking,” I challenged, setting the bag of tacos I’d brought on the kitchen island. He handed me a fresh glass of wine, and I had a feeling none of those tacos were going to be eaten.

It was a liquid dinner kind of night.

“Nah. Sounds healthy and smart. Not my style.” Once he had a glass filled for himself, he lifted it in the air toward me. “Cheers.”

“Cheers.”

We both took a sip, and I looked around his kitchen as he watched me, both of us silent.

I waited for him to ask me about Cameron, but I really hoped he wouldn’t. I’d come to his place to get away from my problems for a while, not to talk about them.

Relief washed over me when he walked back into the living room to Jane’s cage, bending at the waist to get a better look at her.

“Should we pour a glass of wine for her, too?” he teased, and I smiled, sidling up beside him with my wine in hand.

“Honestly, it couldn’t hurt. Poor girl hasn’t been herself all day.”

“Can you blame her?” he asked. “You and I both know what that kind of loss does to you. She probably won’t ever be the same.”

A cold chill swept through me, and I shivered.

He was right.

Jane never would be the same.

Reese eyed me, standing up straight again. “Do you remember that one summer when me, you, Graham, and Mallory made a giant fort in the den with all of your mom’s clean guest sheets?”

I smiled at the memory, a flash of my young best friend helping me hang sheets hitting me so strong it was like she was still there. I hadn’t given myself much time to think about her, not since she’d left all those years ago.

She was just two years older than I was. I’d already lived a longer life than she was allowed to.

“My mom was so mad when she came home to that.”

“Yeah,” Reese agreed. “But then she made us sandwiches and snacks and helped us put together a sign for the front of it. Remember? She bought glitter for you and Mallory to use and everything.”

I chuckled, shaking my head. “We stayed in that thing all weekend.”

“Would have stayed longer if me and Graham wouldn’t have had football camp that Monday.”

“Maybe. But it was starting to smell in there.” I scrunched my nose, and Reese laughed.

Already, my chest felt lighter. The pain that had been vibrating through it all day like a train through a tunnel finally receded, and for the first time that day, I could breathe.

This was what I loved most about Reese being back in town.

I didn’t know how it was possible, that he knew just what to say, just what to do to turn my entire day around. He’d done it that first dinner night at my parents’ house, and again that afternoon he’d given me the Tolstoy book, and yet again the night we went up the Incline. He just knew me, even though we’d been apart for so many years.

I didn’t understand it, but I loved it.

“That was before Graham decided he was too cool to hang out with his little sister anymore. He didn’t come out of that phase until we were both out of college,” I said.

“He loved you. But yeah, I guess it wasn’t really cool for anyone to hang out with their little sister once high school hit.”

I nodded, still smiling, thinking of nights that Reese hung out with me when Graham was off doing his own thing.

Graham had always been more of the party animal, and though Reese was his partner in crime, he would often slip out early on the nights when he didn’t have a potential girl hanging on his arm. I was almost always at Mallory’s on the weekends, and she went to sleep early so she could wake up for gymnastics practice.

I lost count of the nights I’d be sitting in a dimly lit corner of their kitchen with a snack and a book when Reese came home, and then we’d stay up late just talking.

I couldn’t lie — there were many nights when I stayed up past the time I was tired on purpose, just in case I could spend a couple hours with him.

“Do you ever talk to him anymore?” I asked after a moment. “Graham?”

Reese sighed, nodding his head toward his couch for us to both take a seat. He took the far-left side and I took the far-right, sitting with my legs crossed and angling toward him. Once we were settled, he took a long drink of wine before he answered the question.

“We kept in touch for a while when I first left, but just like you and I talked about that night at your parents’ house — life happened, you know? He was in college and so was I, we lived in different cities, and then he met Christina and they moved to Arizona before I moved back here.” He shrugged. “I called him that night after I left dinner with your family and we caught up for a while, but nothing crazy. He said he’ll come see me next time he’s in town.”

“Probably won’t be until the holidays. That’s the only time we ever count on seeing him.”

“Do you talk to him much?”

It was my turn to shrug. “Every other week or so, but sometimes we go longer. I did talk to him recently though…” My eyes found Jane, and I watched her sitting almost completely still in her cage, no song to sing that night. “Christina is pregnant.”

I couldn’t look at Reese then, but I knew his eyes were wide, his mind racing for what to say.

“How do you feel about that?”

My heart squeezed, and I lifted my glass to my lips, taking a small sip of wine as I thought on it.

It was the first time anyone had asked me.

Cameron had suggested we buy them a gift, and that’s just what he’d done. He even got the card. All I had to do was sign my name on it before he mailed it out. And Mom and Dad, they were too excited to ask how I felt — as they should be. They were finally going to be grandparents.

They should have already been.

“I don’t know,” I answered honestly. “I mean, obviously, I’m ecstatic. I’m so happy for Graham, and Christina, too. They’ll be amazing parents. And of course, I know Mom and Dad are thrilled. I can’t wait to be an aunt.” I paused. “And Cameron, he’ll be the best uncle.”

He would have been the best dad.

Reese eyed me for a moment, propping one arm over the back of the couch. “Okay. But how do you feel.”

“I told you, happy,” I said again, but when my eyes met his, I knew it wasn’t the truth.

He knew it, too.

I sighed. “And… heartbroken. It was supposed to be me, you know? I had been pregnant first. I should have five-year-old twin boys right now. Graham’s child should have older cousins.” I skated the rim of my wine glass with my index finger. “I should be a mom first, and an aunt second. But I’ll just be an aunt. Period.”

“You’re still a mom,” Reese said tenderly. “You always will be. And it’s okay to not only feel happy. It’s okay that you have real, tangible, painful feelings toward this. It doesn’t make you a bad person.”

“I feel like it does.”

“It doesn’t,” he said quickly. “Can I ask you something?”

I just looked at him in answer, waiting.

“Did you and Cameron ever… are you guys trying again?”

My throat tightened at the mention of him, and I shook my head, taking another, larger drink of wine. “New topic.”

He nodded, taking a sip of wine as I watched Jane swing sadly inside her cage. “Okay. I’m sorry.”

“It’s okay. I just don’t want to talk about that.”

The truth was that we hadn’t tried again, Cameron and I. We hadn’t even talked about the possibility. It wasn’t that we weren’t trying, either, but it had never been a conversation between us — not even when we’d become pregnant with the twins. It just happened.

Cameron didn’t like to talk about anything. He never did. Why would losing our sons change that?

Reese must have sensed my heartache, the cloud hanging over me, because he immediately launched into some stupid drama Sheldon and Sierra had gotten themselves into earlier that day.

I never kept up with any of the school gossip, but it was a distraction, and Reese kept the conversation moving easily from topic to topic as we refilled our glasses throughout the evening. We reminisced on old times, caught up on stories from college and the years since, made plans for the spring concert — we talked about any and everything other than what, or rather who, had made me cry all day.

I was thankful to Reese for that.

Somewhere around ten, we ended up at his piano.

He played the piece he’d been working on, a slow and heartbreaking melody in honor of his family. Watching as he settled in behind the piano brought back a flood of memories.

So many mornings I’d woken up at his house to the sound of him playing, tiptoeing my way into their dining room to spy on him. He always knew I was there, though — and he’d stop after a song or two and put the lid down on the piano, tapping it with his hand so I’d hop on top to listen.

Reese always put so much emotion into his music, so much heart — it was absolutely captivating to watch.

That hadn’t changed, I realized, as he began the first few notes of the new song. His eyes were closed for most of the song, his fingers feeling along the keys, brows furrowed in a mixture of concentration and what felt like an insurmountable amount of pain. It was as if he’d taken on the task of writing the theme song for loss. It was so beautiful, so touching, and so real that I started crying again.

“I’m sorry,” he whispered when he finished, his eyes finding mine from where I sat on top of his piano. I knew having the lid down would warp the sound a little, but I wanted to watch his face as he played — just like I used to.

“Don’t be.” I swiped the tears from my cheeks, laughing at my ridiculousness. “It’s just beautiful, that’s all. You’ve always had such a gift.”

Reese smiled, but shrugged modestly. “I’m nothing special, just another guy pouring his heart into music. More wine?”

“Please.”

I should have said no, seeing as how we’d already gone through one bottle and opened a second. But the wine was helping the ache in my chest, and Reese was making me smile.

I didn’t want either to stop.

I followed Reese into the kitchen this time, raiding his cabinets until I found a bag of pretzels. I popped one in my mouth as he poured another glass of wine for each of us.

“Want me to heat up those tacos? Are you hungry?”

I shook my head, tossing another pretzel in my mouth. “No, just wanted a little snack.”

“Are you tired?”

“Not even close. You?”

“No.” He took a sip of his wine, sliding my glass toward me. “Let’s make a fort.”

“What?”

“A fort. Like the one we made when we were kids. I’ve got a shit ton of sheets my old roommate sent with me.”

I laughed, shaking my head and opening my mouth to list off reasons why building a fort was an absolutely ludicrous idea. But then I realized I didn’t have one. Reese watched my wheels turn, a lazy grin on his face.

It reminded me of the last night we’d spent together at his old house, of the way he’d looked at me in those final hours of the going away party.

There was something behind his eyes, something unspoken that called to me in a way I couldn’t explain. We were like two magnets in a constant pull, fighting the urge to connect.

“We’re in our thirties,” I tried, but it only made Reese laugh at the sad attempt.

“Who cares? That only means we can fasten the sheets to higher places. Come on.”

Reese grabbed my hand not wrapped around my wine glass and pulled me back to the living room. I couldn’t protest, couldn’t do anything other than laugh and try to ignore the warmth that spread through me at the feel of his hand in mine.

He left me standing in the middle of his living room as he disappeared down the hall, and seconds later, he emerged with an arm full of mismatched sheets. He threw them at me, knocking a bit of my wine out of the glass as they fluttered open, and then he was gone again. This time, he returned with pillows from his bed and an old sleeping bag. He tossed those to my feet next.

“You made me spill my wine.”

“It’ll wash. Come on, grab a sheet. This fort won’t build itself.”

We laid down the sleeping bag and pillows in the middle of the floor first, building the fort up and around them. We spread the sheets from the top of the couch to the top of the TV, from the corner of his coffee table to one of the kitchen bar stools we’d pulled in, and from the top of his recliner chair to the mantle of the electric fireplace. Reese grabbed two standing lamps from his bedroom to hold up the middle section of sheets, creating a circus-type ceiling over the sleeping bag. Once it was complete, we grabbed our wine and crawled inside, both lying back with our sock-covered feet close to the fireplace, heads on the pillows, eyes on the sheets above.

I leaned up long enough to take a big gulp of wine before I sat it carefully to the side, lying down next to Reese again. I didn’t realize how tipsy I was until we’d leaned back the first time. The wine was buzzing low and warm in my stomach, mixing with the heat from the fireplace and lulling me into a comfortable stupor.

Reese’s home turned out to be the perfect escape.

“I love this,” I said, smiling and pressing a cold hand to my warm cheeks. I was flushed, but I didn’t mind.

“Makes you think of easier times, huh? Simpler days.”

“When the only thing that mattered was whether my Barbie dolls had enough shoes.”

“And what shirt to wear to Drew Castelberry’s party.”

I snorted. “You and Graham both always took forever to get dressed for parties. I remember Mallory and I making fun of you.”

“You were, like, eleven when I started going to parties,” Reese argued. “You didn’t understand the importance of spin the bottle yet.”

“In my defense, I still didn’t at sixteen.”

At that, Reese leaned up to take a drink of his wine, all the while shaking his head. “That literally makes no sense to me. I thought Graham would be kicking every guy’s ass in that high school trying to keep them off you.”

“You’re joking, right?” I rolled over to face him as he laid back down. “Do you not remember? Pig tails, glasses, fresh out of braces, nose always stuck in a book. Not exactly girlfriend material.”

Reese leaned up on one elbow to mirror me, his eyes low and glossy as they found mine. “Trust me, I remember.”

He said the words slowly and purposefully, like there was a hidden message underneath them meant for me to decipher. And suddenly, the energy in the fort changed. It was too warm. He was too close.

He was too familiar.

I pulled my hair from my neck, letting it fall behind my shoulders. “Why are you looking at me like that?”

“I’m just looking at you.”

“No one else looks at me that way.”

He swallowed, but his gaze didn’t waver. His eyes flashed between mine, and when they fell to my lips, he ripped them away so fast I thought I imagined it.

“I’m sorry about your anniversary.”

A sickening wave rolled through me, and I shook my head. “It’s fine. It’s my fault, you know… I’m the reason he’s like this now.”

“Like what?”

“I don’t know, forgetful. Apathetic. He didn’t used to be like this.” I leaned up to finish off my wine, settling back down with my eyes on the sheets above us. I don’t think I realized I felt that way about Cameron until the second the words left my mouth. “He used to be romantic, and caring. He loved me so much, more than I loved him, I think. He was perfect.”

“No one is perfect.”

“He was.”

“And now it’s your fault he’s not anymore?” Reese asked.

I shrugged. “I failed him. I couldn’t carry our babies into a healthy birth, couldn’t give our children the strength to make it to life. Something changed after we lost them.” My chin quivered, but I blew out a breath to stop more tears from coming. “Something changed in both of us.”

“Charlie…” Reese breathed my name like the truth I’d given him in my words was poison to his system. “You can’t really believe that. It’s not your fault, what happened.”

“Ugh,” I groaned, blinking my eyes several times to clear the blur. “New topic. I don’t want to talk about this.”

He watched me for a long moment, and I glanced at him briefly before reiterating.

“Please. New topic.”

“New topic?”

“Yes.”

“Fine. Do you ever think about me?”

My heart stopped, kicking back to life with enough force to hitch my breath. “What?”

“Do you ever think about me when we’re not together?”

I blinked, trying to think straight through the buzz of the wine. I wanted to lie. I wanted to laugh. But I couldn’t do anything but tell the truth with his eyes on me like that.

“Sometimes.”

Reese’s fingers walked their way over to me slowly, his eyes still locked on mine as they traveled up and over my knee, my thigh, hooking into the belt loop of my jeans. A chill broke through my body from the point of contact.

“Do you ever think about me?” I asked, voice barely a breath.

“Only every minute I’m not with you.”

“Reese…”

“That night before I left for New York,” he said, cutting me off. “I wanted to kiss you, Charlie. But I couldn’t.”

“Because I was too young?”

“Because I loved you.”

He said the words so effortlessly, like they wouldn’t knock the breath from my chest once they were said, like they wouldn’t change everything I thought I knew about my life — about us.

“Sometimes,” he continued, fingers pulling at where they were still hooked on my jeans. My body leaned into him automatically, my eyes searching his before they fell to the hollow point of his throat as he swallowed. “I don’t think I ever stopped.”

Time warped then, fourteen years surrounding us like a living, breathing energy in that fort. It sparked to life with his words, and when he tugged hard on my jeans, I traveled through that energy like a ship on the blackest of nights being guided only by instinct.

My eyes closed, my lips parted, and in the next instant, time stopped altogether with one simple, passionate, all-consuming kiss.

I felt his hand in my hair, the other still on my hip as he pressed me down into the sleeping bag with a roll of his body against mine. I gasped for air, capturing only one breath before Reese’s mouth was on mine again. His warm, wet lips savored mine, years and years of want pouring through every cell of his body straight into mine.

I whimpered at the feel of him, at the overwhelming need to be closer, to have more. I couldn’t breathe as he settled between my legs, his lips traveling down over my jaw, my neck, sucking the skin there before they made their way back up again.

When I finally opened my eyes, I only saw his emerald ones in return, glowing almost golden in hue by the light of the fireplace. He brushed my hair away from my face, fingers curling in the strands and tugging until my neck was exposed for him. He bit the tender flesh softly, sucking it sweetly in the next instant, and we both moaned when his hips rolled into mine.

Reese was so hard already, every single inch of him — his arms that encompassed me, his bare shoulders and back that I raked my nails down, his cock beneath the thin fabric of his sweat pants as he caught friction between us again. Every roll of his hips sent a jolt from where my jeans brushed my clit, and my breaths grew more erratic, my heart racing right out of my chest.

So long I’d waited for that kiss.

So many years, I’d wondered what it would be like to have his lips, to taste his tongue, to feel his hands on the most sensitive parts of me. And it wasn’t anything like I expected. It was more. It was everything I never knew existed. I couldn’t have imagined what it would feel like because I didn’t know feelings like that could even be.

I didn’t know a kiss could wake up every sleeping cell, that a bite could send me into space, that a moan of want from a man could make me see galaxies.

Before I could stop myself, I slid one hand between us, traveling over the ridges and valleys of his abdomen and slipping easily under the band of his sweatpants. He inhaled a stiff breath, cursing out loud when I grabbed him over the fabric of his briefs and squeezed, rolling my hips with the touch.

“Jesus Christ,” he breathed, pressing his forehead into mine with his eyes closed tight.

I rolled my hand over the tip of him and down to his base, need scorching a hot, blazing fire through every inch of me at the feel of him hardening at my touch.

Reese wanted me so badly it hurt him, and I loved watching him take the pain.

His hand ripped at the button of my jeans, tearing the zipper down in one full thrust, but just as his fingers gently swept over my lace panties, a loud buzzing came from the table outside the fort.

That energy around us popped like a bubble, evaporating all at once, and I opened my eyes to the cold reality of where I was, of what I was doing.

“Fuck.”

I shoved my hands hard into Reese’s chest, crawling quickly out of the fort as he caught his balance behind me. My hands scrambled for my phone on the table next to his couch, and when I found it, I swiped over the screen to answer the call before I’d even seen the name.

I knew who it was without looking, anyway.

“Hello?”

“Hey, babe,” Cameron said tentatively. “Are you okay? I just got home from the game and you aren’t here… and Jane is gone.”

“I’m fine, just went for a drive,” I lied. “I’m about to head back to the house now.”

“Oh, okay.” He paused, and guilt flooded me from the inside out, cooling my hot skin in a crashing wave. “Had to get out to clear your head for a while, huh?”

“Yeah…” I didn’t know what else to say. I wondered if he knew I was lying.

I wondered if he cared.

“I’m sorry. I should have skipped the game tonight. I won’t go to the one tomorrow, okay? We can… I don’t know. I’ll make dinner, and we can watch movies or something.”

“I have to go, don’t want to be on the phone while I’m driving,” I said quickly. “I’ll be home soon.”

I hung up before he could respond, the urge to vomit hitting me so strong I scrambled to my feet and ran to Reese’s bathroom. I slammed the door shut behind me, grappling at the toilet with clammy hands, but I only dry heaved.

Nothing came out, my body’s punishment for what I’d done. I’d have to sit with all of it — the guilt, the betrayal, the utter despair of wanting Reese, even still.

He knocked on the bathroom door and I shook my head violently, flushing the toilet even though nothing was in it before I stood and ripped the door open again.

“I have to go.”

“Charlie.”

Reese followed me through the house as I zipped up my pants and pulled my hair into a low bun at the nape of my neck. I swiped my coat off the back of his couch, releasing one corner of our fort in the process. I pulled my coat on hastily, wrapping my scarf without care around my neck and holding my hat in one hand as I ripped one of the sheets from the fort to find Jane’s cage beneath it.

“Please, just wait a second. Talk to me.”

“I can’t. I have to go.” My hand was already on the door knob when Reese slid between me and the exit, bare chest heaving, eyes wild as he forced me to look at him.

“Damn it, Charlie. Don’t do this. Don’t just walk out of here like you regret everything.”

I needed to throw up. I needed to leave.

“I’m married.”

“I know. I know, and I’m sorry, but —”

“This was a mistake, Reese!” I screamed the words louder than I meant to, and I clapped the hand holding my hat hard over my mouth, shaking my head as tears flooded my eyes.

He just watched me, eyes flicking between mine as the pain from what I’d said marred his face.

“You don’t mean that.”

“Please,” I screamed again, the sound of my voice muffled through the tears. “Let me go. Please. I have to go. Let me go.”

I yanked the door knob and Reese stepped aside, letting me through. I didn’t look back. Not when a sob choked through me in his front yard, or when I placed Jane in the passenger seat, or when I slid behind the wheel, swiping at my face frantically and telling myself on repeat to just breathe.

I threw my car into reverse as soon as it started, peeling out of his driveway with my heart pounding against the confines of my rib cage. I could barely see through the tears. I could barely hear myself think.

What have I done?

What have I done?

What have I done?

When I pulled out of Reese’s development, I yanked the car over to the side of the road, shoved my door open, and puked.
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Reese

 

There were only a few nights in my life that I wished for sleep so badly, only because I knew whatever I dreamed would be better than my reality.

One of those nights had been after my family passed, and that constant ache, that persistent desire to be anywhere else and anyone else was exactly what I felt as I laid in the broken-down fort Charlie and I had built.

My eyes lost focus on the ceiling above, the small part of it I could see from where one sheet had fallen down in Charlie’s haste to leave. I’d abandoned the wine and pulled out an old bottle of bourbon, sipping straight from the bottle until almost three in the morning when I realized I needed to try to sober up. I had to teach in four hours.

I had to see her in four hours.

See her, and not touch her. And look into those torturous eyes of hers knowing she regretted kissing me.

I made a pot of coffee somewhere around four and force-fed myself eight pieces of toast in an effort to soak up the night’s damages — both the booze and the energy. I debated calling out, but I couldn’t. Even if I knew it would hurt, I had to see her.

I had to try to talk to her.

My drive to school was slow as I ticked through what I would say to her in my mind. I wanted so desperately to make her understand, to make her open her eyes and see that what she felt with me was real. But it was like trying to solve a math equation with half of the numbers missing — I could argue our points, our history, the chemistry between us, but I couldn’t account for the years she’d given herself to Cameron.

He was the variable, and I didn’t know what weight he truly held.

By the time I made it to Westchester, I was so anxious to see Charlie I practically bolted from my car and sprinted across campus to her room. I didn’t have long before we’d be separated by hallways and students for the rest of the day, and the thought of not being able to talk to her beforehand was enough to drive me mad.

I couldn’t get a grip on any of the thoughts flying through my head. Part of me realized I was being selfish, that I was hurting her by touching her, by opening her up to the possibility of me. She was fine before I showed up in her life again. She was happy.

But the bigger part of me knew that was complete bullshit.

Charlie had been a shell of herself the morning I’d started at Westchester. She hadn’t expected me, just as I hadn’t even thought of the possibility of her coming back into my life again. I’d assumed she was married and moved away, and though one part of that assumption was true, it didn’t change how I felt for her.

With every minute I spent with her, with every passing day, I saw a bit of the old Charlie come back. And maybe it was selfish, maybe it was wrong — but I wanted all of her back again. I wanted all of her to be mine.

Still, everything I thought I knew, everything I thought I’d say slipped from me like sand between my fingers when I rounded the corner into Charlie’s classroom and saw her standing there.

She was looking over a stack of lesson plans in her hands, and she looked up slowly when she noticed me at her door, like she already knew I was coming. Her eyes were even puffier than the day before, all the crying and lack of sleep shading the skin beneath them a dark purple.

She nearly broke at the sight of me, her face crumpling, shoulders slouching forward as if I’d disappointed her by showing up.

“Charlie,” I started, moving into her classroom without a second thought. I rushed straight up to her, my hands reaching for hers, but she stepped back just as quick, nearly falling over the small trashcan next to her desk.

I went to steady her, but she held up her hands to warn me not to touch her.

“Don’t. Reese, damn it, why are you here?”

“We have to talk about last night.”

“No, we don’t,” she argued, slapping the papers down on her desk with a frustrated sigh. “I told you, it was a mistake. I was tired and drunk and—”

“Please, don’t do that.” I shook my head, sniffing back my emotions. “I know you don’t mean it.”

“I do,” she lied, her voice cracking. “I do, okay? Please, you need to go. You have to stay away from me.”

“I can’t. Don’t you see that? I’m sorry, I shouldn’t have…” my voice faded off and my fists tightened at my sides as I tried to find the right words.

What was I sorry for? What did I do that I wouldn’t do again right now, if she just gave me the green light?

“Exactly. You shouldn’t have. We shouldn’t have. Can’t you see that I’m drowning in guilt right now?” Her eyes flooded with tears, but she wouldn’t blink to let them loose. “I’m married, Reese. That’s all there is to it. I don’t get to run out on him and find comfort in you, and you don’t get to have me.”

Something about the way she said those words, about the finality of them, about the way she wouldn’t look me in the eyes snapped what little resolve I had left. My desperate need to make her understand went up in smoke, leaving only a charred anger underneath it.

She had kissed me, too. She had touched me, had moaned my name, had pressed her nails into my skin like she wanted to make a permanent mark.

And she had.

She didn’t get to just walk away from me now.

“You know what?” I said, bending to meet her eyes with mine. I pressed my hands flat on her desk, forcing her to look at me. “I’m not sorry. Not even a little bit. I’ve wanted you for years. Decades. And did I ever think I’d have you? No. But then life brought me here, back to you, and you were fucking miserable the day I came back. You still are. You can open that pretty mouth of yours and tell me every lie you’ve told yourself but I’ll never believe them. I see you, Charlie.”

I pushed off the desk to stand again as two tears slipped from her eyes, falling in parallel lines down to her jaw.

“You can push me away, and you can tell yourself you feel nothing for me, but I know it’s bullshit. And you do, too.”

I held her gaze for a moment, hammering that point home before I turned and made my way out the door at the same speed I’d made my way in. My stomach churned, the voice inside me calling me an asshole like I didn’t already know. But I didn’t regret a single thing I’d said.

It was all true — every word of it.

And if I had to lose sleep at night drowning in the truth of it all, then she would, too.
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Charlie

 

The first day of March fell on a Saturday, a little less than a week after my night with Reese. It was that day that we received the first warnings of a possible blizzard that week, of more snow than we’d had all year.

It wasn’t that the forecast calling for snow was a big deal in Pennsylvania — we’d had plenty of it already. Some days it would fall and melt away just as fast, other days it would stick on the ground for a while, but up until that point, we hadn’t had any reason to think we would have any chance at a snow day, much less a blizzard that could close the school for multiple days.

It usually took at least five inches for the school board in the Pittsburgh area to even bat an eye at the possibility, and we hadn’t come close. If the plow trucks could get through and the roads were kept in a drivable condition, there really was no reason to call a snow day.

But that Saturday, they predicted at least eight inches to fall Monday night, and that meant there was a chance.

It was also that Saturday that Cameron decided to make up for our anniversary.

“This is nice,” he said that afternoon when we were cuddled up on the couch under one of my favorite blankets. I was tucked comfortably under his arm, his fingers drawing circles on my shoulder as we settled in for the third movie in our marathon.

He’d made breakfast for us that morning, cinnamon French toast, but for some reason it hadn’t tasted the same to me. The toast had a burnt taste to it, the cinnamon too strong, making my mouth dryer with every bite.

Still, I’d cleaned my plate, and then Cameron had given me a full body massage during our first movie. He’d held me close all day, kissing me sweetly, and for all intents and purposes, it should have felt perfect to me.

But I didn’t feel anything at all.

I was staring at the television screen pretending to watch the movie when he repeated himself.

“Right? This is nice.”

I blinked, snapping myself back into the moment and cuddling closer to him. “Mm-hmm, you know movie days are my favorite.”

“We don’t get to have them very often.”

“That’s why they’re my favorite.”

It was true. There were very few days in the ten years we’d been together that we’d ever had the time to just lounge around and watch movies. We were both always so busy in college, and once we were married, we filled every weekend with house projects, trips, and exploring Pittsburgh. If there ever was a day when I had the time to watch movies, it was usually when Cameron was stuck working in his office.

“I know I keep saying it,” he said, sweeping my hair back from my forehead to plant a kiss there. “But I’m truly sorry for missing our anniversary. I hope this helps make up for it a little bit, but I know it doesn’t make everything better.”

“It’s okay.”

Cameron sat up straighter then, pulling me back away from him until our eyes met. “It’s not. Look… I know things have been…” He swallowed. We both knew he didn’t have to finish that sentence for me to know how things had been. “I haven’t been a good husband to you lately, and I’m sorry. You deserve more than that.”

My heart ached so powerfully I pressed a hand to my chest to soothe it. Cameron was looking at me with absolute agony in his eyes, like he was the disappointing one.

It was me who kissed another man less than a week before.

Guilt was eating way at me like a parasite, killing me from the inside. All I wanted was to be able to focus on Cameron, to give him all of me again, but it was too late.

I’d given a part of myself to Reese, a part I didn’t realize still existed. And now I was split into two perfectly even, jagged halves. I wasn’t whole, and therefore I couldn’t feel whole — couldn’t feel complete.

But I had to try.

I’d made a vow to Cameron, one I never intended to break.

“You’re an amazing husband,” I countered, though my voice was soft. “And I love you.”

“I love you, too. More than you know.” He tilted my chin up with his knuckles, kissing me almost as if he knew my lips had belonged to someone else that week. “I hope we get a snow day. It would be nice to just waste a Tuesday away under the covers, wouldn’t it?”

I smiled. “That would be perfect.”

“Well, I’ll pray for it, then.”

We spent the rest of the evening on the couch, too, ordering pizza to be delivered somewhere around six. Later that night, Cameron carried me up the stairs to our bedroom and made love to me softly and sweetly, kissing every inch of my body like he only had his lips and his hands to tell me how much he loved me.

And how sorry he was.

I faked an orgasm early, and once Cameron was sated and falling asleep, I snuck into our bathroom and sobbed.
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Reese hadn’t so much as looked at me since the morning after what happened.

He’d been very tactful about avoiding me, staying out of the café around lunch time and steering clear of the kindergarten wing at all costs. He’d even told Mr. Henderson that he didn’t require my help on the spring concert project any longer, which meant there was really no reason for us to see each other at all.

So when I walked into our very loud and lively teachers’ café Monday morning and saw him laughing with Jennifer Stinson in the corner, I stopped dead in my tracks.

“I’m telling you, there is no way we’ll get a snow day tomorrow. Mr. Henderson would rather go on a diet than give us a day off,” Sheldon said, and a few of the teachers laughed and nodded their agreement. “Remember last year? We had seven inches over night and half the students didn’t show, but we still had to be here.”

“Yeah, but they’re calling for eight inches at least tonight,” another teacher said.

“One inch can make quite the difference,” Jennifer chimed in, and the way she looked at Reese when she said it made my fingers curl into fists at my side.

She sipped from the coffee mug in front of her and Reese smiled back, but when his eyes flicked to me, the smile fell.

“I say we take bets,” Sierra said from the table where she was eating a large slice of coffee cake without any coffee to accompany it. “Who thinks we’re going to be here tomorrow?”

Everyone started debating again while Sheldon pulled out a paper and pen to write down bets, but Reese just held me with his gaze, both of us ignoring the fuss and watching each other, instead. After a moment, he murmured something to Jennifer and stood, walking over to the coffee pot at the counter. I followed.

I stood at his side for longer than I should have without saying a single word. I just watched him unscrew the top from his Thermos and refill it.

“What do you think?” I asked after a while. “Snow day or no snow day?”

Reese scoffed, shoving the coffee pot under the faucet to rinse it before refilling it with water. He’d drained the last of it, so he worked on making a fresh pot while I stood there wishing he’d look at me.

“Does it matter? We’ll have to make the day up at the end of the year if they do call it.”

“True,” I whispered. “But, it might be fun to have a day off.”

He shrugged. “I guess. I’d just sit at home, so I’d rather work, to be honest.”

Reese was so cold, so shut off from me, and I realized I’d never been in that position before. I’d always been the one to light him up when I walked into the room, and now I couldn’t even get a smile.

“What is Jennifer doing here?”

“She’s donating some flowers for the concert and asked to meet to talk about it over coffee this morning.” He shoved the pot of water back under the filter and flipped the button to brew, then he finally looked at me. “Is this what you wanted to talk to me about? The possibility of a snow day and Jennifer Stinson?”

I swallowed. “I don’t know, I just wanted to talk to you.”

“Why?”

He hated me, and I couldn’t blame him.

“Because I miss you… I miss my friend.”

Reese stuck his tongue to the inside of his cheek, shaking his head like I’d just said the most offensive word in the English language. “Wow. No.”

“No?”

“No. You don’t get to say that to me. You don’t get to tell me that you miss me, and you definitely do not get to say that it’s our friendship that you miss.”

“But it is,” I tried to argue, but he cut me short.

“You want to talk, Charlie? Fine. Let’s talk.” He stepped into me, lowering his voice so that only I could hear him. Not that it mattered — everyone else was still arguing about the snow day, anyway. “Why don’t you look me in the eyes, right now, right here, and tell me that you feel nothing for me. That’s what you wanted to talk about last time we had a conversation, right? So, here. Hammer it home.”

He took another step, his chest brushing mine, his eyes hard where they watched me over the bridge of his nose.

“Tell me that kiss only made you feel guilty. Tell me it only made you realize you’re completely happy in your marriage and Cameron is who you want and I mean nothing to you. Tell me that night was a mistake. That’s your favorite word for it, right? So, go ahead. Tell me.”

I couldn’t speak.

His eyes flicked between mine, his jaw set, brows furrowed in a deep resolve.

“Oh, that’s right,” he said after a moment, taking only a small step back. “You can’t.”

“I love him, Reese,” I whispered, the words cutting me like a dull razor blade as they left my lips. I knew they penetrated him just the same.

“Doesn’t change the fact that you love me, too.”

A loud roar of laughter broke out around us, and Reese held my eyes with his own for a long moment before he turned and rejoined Jennifer at their table. He smiled brightly at her once he’d sat back down, as if nothing had happened, as if he hadn’t nailed me to the spot with the truth of his words.

He glanced at me briefly when I didn’t move, his Adam’s apple bobbing in his throat once before he tore his eyes away and focused on Jennifer again. She reached forward to cover his hand with hers, laughing at something he’d said, and it was that laugh that snapped me back to reality.

I blinked, hastily pouring the fresh coffee into my Thermos before I turned and left the room.

That night, it snowed nine inches, and Mr. Henderson called the first snow day of the year.
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Charlie

 

Something strange happens when you spend too much time alone.

The relaxation you feel from those first few hours of solitary morphs somewhere along the way, transforming into awareness of your subconscious, awareness of the thoughts you didn’t even know you were hiding from. Time blurs, stretching and sprinting all at once, exposing the loneliness in your soul along the way.

Though Mr. Henderson had called a snow day for Westchester not only on Tuesday, but on Wednesday, too — Cameron still had to go to work. They’d let him work from home for the first couple of hours Tuesday morning, but then he had to go in. And on Wednesday, they didn’t even let him start the morning at home.

The roads were bad enough that I didn’t want to chance driving on them, not even to go to Mom’s, so I just stayed at home with Jane. Alone.

There was a brief moment on Tuesday morning when I was grateful I got to stay under the warm, cozy sheets of our bed when Cameron left for work. I couldn’t remember the last time I’d slept in that late, and when Cameron was out the door, I sighed contently and burrowed under the covers more.

I only slept for another thirty minutes, and that half hour was spent dreaming of Reese.

We were back at his house on that last night before he moved to New York, only this time, he kissed me. The dream felt so real, like he was in that room with me still when I woke. When I came all the way to, I realized my hand was under my boy shorts, my fingers wet.

I got out of bed then, and so began my two days of being completely alone with my thoughts.

When I was younger, I used to sit in my dad’s office and watch one of the little trinkets on his desk while he worked. It was a row of silver balls hanging from a bar, and Dad would pull the end one back, letting it smack the side of the ball next to it. This would set up a chain reaction in which the ball on the opposite end would swing out and back again, and so it would go, on and on and on all afternoon.

Dad said it was “Newton’s Cradle,” a sort of moving art that was meant to bring comfort and serenity. He loved that it was reliable, that it was always there, always moving, always making the same sounds.

One afternoon, my old cat, Heathcliff, jumped up onto Dad’s desk while he was working. Dad had shooed him off, and in Heathcliff’s haste to get off the desk, he’d slipped on papers and run straight into Newton’s Cradle, throwing everything off balance. The balls clacked too fast before losing their rhythm altogether and then crashing to the ground.

But when Dad picked them back up, he pulled one ball at the far end back, and once he let it go, everything returned to normal.

That’s exactly how I felt those two days I spent alone in the home I’d built with Cameron.

I was always reliable. I was the “yes” girl. I was the hostess, the soft-spoken, compliant friend, coworker, daughter, and wife. And I was perfectly content being in a routine, providing comfort to those around me by being the one constant they could rely on.

Reese had thrown me.

He had swung into my life unannounced, just like Heathcliff, throwing everything off balance in the process. And though I was back in my rhythm again, swinging along like nothing had happened, the truth was I would never be the same. Now that I knew what it was like to swing recklessly, to feel his hands slipping between the crevices of normality — I didn’t know how to just go back to what I’d been before.

I was spiraling.

Reese’s questions spun in my head like cotton candy, thickening and thickening with every pass, leaving behind a sticky residue I couldn’t escape. Was he right? Was I miserable? I surely wasn’t happy. But did that mean he could be the one to change that? Did I not owe it to Cameron to try to find that happiness again with him?

But I had already tried. And he’d found happiness in someone else.

Why had that gone away so quickly, so easily, for him? For us?

The more time I spent alone, the more I questioned everything. I’d driven myself so insane Wednesday that by the time Cameron got home, I’d convinced myself I hated him. I’d stared at him from across our dining room table with murder in my eyes, debating seriously about telling him right then and there that I wanted a divorce. But then he stood, bringing his plate with him, and sat in the chair next to me instead of the one across. He pulled me close, kissed my lips, and told me he’d missed me while he’d been at work that day.

It was like that kiss had snapped me out of the spell being alone had put me in, and I was right back to sitting uncomfortably in my home of confusion.

By the time Thursday morning rolled around, I was so desperate to get out of the house and away from my thoughts that I went into work a full hour before I needed to. I spent the morning cleaning up my classroom, drawing a new picture on the white board, and adjusting my lesson plans for the week.

And I thought things were going to be fine.

I slipped right back into my routine, thankful for the distraction and familiarity of teaching, and I convinced myself that what I’d felt over the snow days was simply cabin fever.

Everything was going to be okay.

Reese and I would be friends again someday, once we’d both had some time and space, and Cameron and I would work together on our marriage. He was already trying harder, and what I’d done was behind us.

Everything would be fine.

But just like before, I was a methodically swinging pendulum, and one little touch was all it would take to send me spiraling again.
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Jeremiah wasn’t at school the morning we came back from the snow days.

I’d just assumed his parents had decided to keep him out an extra day out of caution, as some parents did once the roads were deemed drivable. I didn’t even bat an eye at him being gone that Thursday we returned to school, but when I saw him bright and early Friday morning, his little eyes puffy and swollen, his shoulders hunched over his desk, I knew something was wrong.

“Hey, buddy,” I said, leaning down on one knee so I was at his level. He was the first one in the classroom, the rest of the kids still conversation in the halls waiting for the first bell to ring. “You okay?”

He shook his head, eyes on where his little boots were swinging snow onto the carpet under his chair. He had his hands tucked under his thighs and he hadn’t taken off his coat or hat yet. Both were a little damp from the cold.

“Why don’t we take these off and get you warmed up?” I asked, tugging at this coat.

Jeremiah allowed me to help him out of it, along with his hat, and I ruffled up his dark hair before smoothing it out and tucking it behind his ears. He still wouldn’t look at me, and my heart ached for him.

“You can talk to me, you know,” I whispered. “I know I’m an icky adult, but I’m a pretty good listener.”

“You’re not icky, Mrs. Pierce,” he said softly.

I waited for him to continue, hoping he might tell me what was on his mind, but he wouldn’t. I pulled an apple juice from my mini fridge and a little snack pack of powdered donuts that I kept for emergencies just like this one. But Jeremiah wouldn’t eat or drink, either.

He was like that all day.

Though Jeremiah was always kind of quiet, he was even more so that Friday, and he wouldn’t participate in any of the group activities. He stayed silent, working in his notebook when instructed, just getting through the day the best he could. When lunch and recess rolled around, he begged me to let him stay in the classroom.

“Only if you eat,” I told him. “If Miss Robin brings you back a peanut butter and jelly sandwich, will you eat that? And drink some milk?”

He looked devastated that he had to eat, but he nodded. “I’ll try.”

Jeremiah made it through half a sandwich and took a few sips of milk before I allowed him to lie his head down on his desk for the rest of recess. I watched him resting there, his little eyes finally at peace for the first time since that morning, and couldn’t help but think of my Jeremiah.

I wondered if he would have had bad days, too. How would I have helped him? Would he have come to me when he was sad, or would it have been Cameron who would have comforted him?

I wondered if he’d know how to write his name by now, and if he’d still be okay with me holding his hand to cross the street. Would he be into little race cars, or Disney characters, or maybe science — the way Jeremiah in my class was?

Would he like to ride his bike, or would he prefer video games?

My thoughts ran wild with questions like that until the end of the school day.

It made me think of the nightmares I’d sometimes have where I’d wake up screaming.

Cameron was always there when I woke up, soothing me, holding me, telling me it was okay. But in my dream, and in reality, both — it was a lie. The dream was always me holding Jeremiah and Derrick in my arms at the hospital, happy and content, both of them alive and breathing and nuzzling into me with their warmth. But then the doors would fly open and nurses would rush in, ripping them from my arms as alarms went off. My body always felt heavy then. I couldn’t reach out for them, couldn’t scream — not until I woke up in my own bed, anyway.

I never told Cameron what the dream was. Then again, he never asked.

I wondered if he ever dreamed about them, too.

Fridays were always a rush out at the car loop, the energy of the weekend buzzing through the students and teachers, both. But I held back that day, helping Jeremiah pack up his bag before slowly walking him out to the loop with his hand in mine.

“I hope you have a good weekend,” I told him when I noticed his mom’s car at the front of the line.

“I won’t.”

I frowned, bending to his level. I motioned discreetly to his mother in the car, hoping she’d join me.

“Why do you say that, Jeremiah? You’ve always told me you love Fridays because you get to stay up past your bedtime and watch movies with your mom and dad.”

“We don’t have anywhere to watch movies anymore.”

His little lip quivered just as his mom reached us, and he buried his face in her side. I stood as she hugged him into her, and that’s when I realized her face was just as worn, her eyes just as puffy and tired as his.

“Did he have a rough day?” she asked, and her voice was thick and raw, like she’d been crying for weeks. “Oh, I wondered if it was too soon to have him back, but we just wanted him to escape it all for a while and have a little fun.”

“It was a tough day, but he made it. What happened, is everything okay, Laura?”

Her brows bent together. “He didn’t tell you?”

When I shook my head in response, she bent to kiss Jeremiah’s forehead, asking him to go wait in the car while she talked with me. We both turned to watch him, and once he was settled into the back seat, Laura spoke.

“Our house burned down on Tuesday night.”

My eyes were still on Jeremiah in the car, but my heart had fallen through my stomach to the ground at Laura’s words. I covered my mouth with one shaky hand, eyes filling with tears as I turned to face her.

“All of it?”

Her lip trembled, and she nodded as tears gathered in her eyes, too. “We lost everything. We’ve been staying at my parents’ house, but it’s across town, and there isn’t much room for all of us.” She choked out a sob. “We were with them the night it happened, thank God. It was Jeremiah’s birthday, so we had cake and presents at their house.”

It happened on his birthday.

Bile rose in my throat.

“It was an accident. My husband had gone back to the house to get a gift we’d left behind, and smoke was coming from the garage when he pulled up. He opened the door and saw the flames, called 9-1-1, but the roads were still pretty bad. It took them so long to get out there.” She sniffed, rubbing her raw nose with the back of her coat sleeve. “We have propane in there, you know? And gasoline we use for the chainsaws. Rob sells firewood every winter. The insurance company is claiming arson after the fire brigade said they can’t deem it accidental.”

“You’re kidding. They can’t do that, can they?”

She shrugged. “I don’t know. We’re fighting it, but it’s not looking good. If they think we did this on purpose, they don’t have to cover it. It’s considered arson fraud.” Her eyes welled up more then as she looked at me with absolute hopelessness. “Why on earth would we ever do that? Why would we set fire to everything we own, everything we know and love?”

I didn’t know what else to do but reach over and pull Laura into my arms. She was taller than me and at least fifty pounds heavier, but I held her anyway, rocking her as she cried.

I felt as helpless as she did.

“I don’t know what we’re going to do,” she said after a moment, pulling back from my hold. “We have to find a new home. And tuition payments for Westchester are coming up soon.” Laura shook her head. “I don’t know how we’re going to swing it. We worked so hard to get him here, and now he might not even be able to stay. And he’s devastated. He won’t play, he won’t eat.”

“He ate a little at lunch today,” I said, trying to ease her, but I was falling apart on the inside, too. “It’ll be okay. I’m sure the insurance company will come around. And if you guys need somewhere bigger to stay, please let me know. My house is…” Empty. Sad. “I have plenty of room.”

“Oh, you’re so kind, Mrs. Pierce,” she said, squeezing the top of my arm. “I appreciate that. We’re just taking it one day at a time for now. Jeremiah has been so excited for the spring concert, so we are hoping to just use that as our little ray of happiness right now.” She forced a smile before excusing herself, and I just stood there on the sidewalk, watching until she was buckled in and pulling away.

Jeremiah stared out the window the entire time, his eyes as heavy as my heart.

He’d lost everything, and now I might lose him, too.

What if he couldn’t come back to Westchester in the fall?

It started slow at first, my heartbeat picking up speed, but by the time I’d reached my classroom, it was a race car with two flat tires, beating haphazardly against my rib cage. I couldn’t calm my breaths, my hands shaking terribly as I pulled on my coat and scrambled for my phone.

“Hey, sweetheart,” Cameron answered.

“I need you to come home. Please. I’m leaving now, and I need you to…” I forced a few breaths, my chest aching. I didn’t know if I could even drive, but I had to. I had to get home. I had to get to Cameron. “Something happened and I need… I need…”

“Charlie, it’s okay. I’m already home. I got off early. I’m here. Can you drive?”

No.

I slipped on hardened snow as I crossed the parking lot too fast toward my car, catching my balance with another strained breath. “Yes, I can drive. I’m on my way. Just please don’t leave.”

“Are you okay? Are you sure you don’t want me to come get you?”

I pushed the start button on my SUV and threw it into drive. “I’m on my way. I’m on my way. Please don’t leave, Cam.”

“I’m not going anywhere.”

And though hearing him say that should have comforted me, it only made me cry harder.
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“Cameron?”

I dropped my bag by the door, not even stripping out of my coat before I was flying up the stairs. The panic attack that had been slowly creeping in as I left school had assaulted me more and more with every mile, and I couldn’t catch a steady breath as I searched for Cameron.

He wasn’t in the bedroom or the library. I called his name again, heading for the study.

Nothing.

Panic flared like a wild flame and I screamed his name again, running my hands back through my hair. Darkness invaded my vision from the edges, creeping inward like a poisonous ink until I had to lean against the banister not to fall to the floor.

“Charlie?”

He emerged from the bedroom with a towel around his waist. I hadn’t even checked our bathroom, and I didn’t care as I ran with what little vision I had left down the hall toward him. He caught me in his arms easily, whispering into my hair as he moved me to our bed and sat us both down. My chest burned with the need for oxygen, but I couldn’t get a big enough breath. I couldn’t think, couldn’t see, couldn’t do anything other than let Cameron rock me in his arms.

He’d lost everything. My poor, sweet boy. He’d lost it all.

It wasn’t fair. Jeremiah was too young to have his innocence ripped away from him like that. And on his birthday? The truth of it all weighed on me like a heated bag of bricks, crushing my chest with the force. I couldn’t wrap my mind around any of it.

And I couldn’t do anything about it, either.

It wasn’t fair.

“Talk to me,” Cameron said after a while, once my breaths were a little more steady. He peeled my coat off, tossing it to the floor before wrapping me in his arms again. “What happened?”

“Jeremiah,” I choked out, and Cameron immediately stiffened.

I hadn’t told Cameron about this Jeremiah, and I didn’t realize that fact until he reacted the way he did.

“This boy in my class,” I clarified, squeezing him tighter. I needed him to rock me again. “He just… he reminds me so much of our Jeremiah, and I’ve really connected with him this year. He’s so smart, Cam. And so sweet. And he…”

My heart ripped open with the burn of reality again.

“He lost his home to a fire this week. And his mom said insurance isn’t covering it, and they don’t know how they’re going to afford a new home, let alone his tuition. And he just, he deserves to be there, Cameron. At Westchester. He doesn’t deserve to know this kind of pain. Not yet.” I shook my head, more tears pouring from my eyes onto Cameron’s bare chest. “He was a completely different boy today. He was so miserable. I have to do something, but I don’t know what.”

“Shhh,” Cameron soothed into my hair, rocking me again. “It’s going to be okay.”

“I don’t know what to do,” I cried harder, and he kissed my hair, holding me tighter. “There has to be something, I just don’t know what.”

“They’ll handle it,” Cameron said. “Their insurance will come around, and Jer—” He cleared his throat. “He’ll be okay once some time has passed. We all go through tough stuff when we’re kids, and he’ll be stronger for it in the long run.”

I pulled away from him just enough so I could look in his eyes. Cameron had been through more in his childhood than I had in my entire life, so I understood why he saw it that way. But this was just a child, not even six years old yet. This wouldn’t make him stronger.

It would break him.

“This isn’t a childhood pet dying or falling off a bike, Cameron. He lost his entire home to a fire. All of his toys, all of their family photos, every memory he’s ever had — gone. And now, he might not even be able to come back to the only school he’s known.”

“It’s only kindergarten. If he does have to transfer schools, he probably won’t even notice the difference after a few days.”

My hands froze at his side.

“Only kindergarten. What is that supposed to mean? Are you saying what I do doesn’t matter?”

Cameron’s eyes grew to the size of silver dollars. “What? No, of course not. I’m just saying that this… kid, he will be okay.”

“Jeremiah. His name is Jeremiah.”

Cameron swallowed. “Yes, I know. And I understand why his name might make you feel closer to him, but this isn’t your mess to solve, babe. They’re a family, and they’ll get through it. But you’re his teacher. Your job is to help him stay focused in school through all this, you know?”

A foreign feeling rolled through me as he talked, one I wasn’t sure I’d ever felt before. It was like the final thread holding my life in place was being stretched taut, as if one end of it were being singed slowly by a cool fire. Words weren’t Cameron’s thing, and now that he was using them, they were only making things worse.

I stared at him like I didn’t know him at all.

And that’s when I realized that I didn’t. Not anymore.

“Wow. Thanks for telling me my job responsibilities. I’m not sure how I would have ever known that without you saying it out loud.” I stood from the bed, swiping at the tears on my face as I moved toward the bathroom. “I’m going to take a bath.”

“Wait,” Cameron said, jumping up to grab my wrist. “What’s wrong? I’m just trying to help.”

“Well you’re doing a shit job!”

My hands slapped over my mouth in unison, and I shook my head, eyes flooding with tears.

“I’m sorry. I just… I feel like you don’t understand.”

“But I do. I get it. He’s the same age… and has the same name. I can’t imagine how hard that must be some days, and how confusing it can get.” Cameron pulled me into him again, framing my face with his hands. “But he’s not our Jeremiah, Charlie.” His voice broke a little when he said the name, but he pushed through it. “He’s not our son.”

“I know that, but—”

“Do you?” Cameron searched my eyes, like he was trying to find a woman who hadn’t existed for five years. “If this would have happened to any other kid in your class, would you have felt the same way? Would you have called me like a mad woman and sped home and cried and felt a need to fix it?”

“Mad woman?”

“He’s got the same name, sweetheart, but he’s not the same boy.”

My mouth popped open, heart picking up speed like it had before. “I can’t believe you would say that to me. I know he’s not the same boy. But I care about him and I’m concerned and hurt. Why are you making it out like I’m crazy for feeling that way?”

“You’re not crazy,” he said, his voice softer. He pulled me into him again, soothing a hand over my back.

For a long while he just held me there, and the anger I’d felt started to fade. It was like when he had his arms around me like that, I could feel the part of him he never showed me, the part he never said out loud. I thought I felt his heart break under his chest just like mine had.

He let out a shaky breath, holding me tighter, and in that embrace I knew he had to feel it, too.

Cameron had always been quiet. He’d always been reserved. He showed me he loved me with his hands, with his eyes, more than he ever showed me with his words.

But I needed to hear them in that moment. I needed him to tell me what to do.

I needed him to understand.

“I’m sorry,” I said into his chest. “I didn’t mean to worry you. I just don’t know what to do.”

“I’m sorry, too.”

I waited, hoping he was searching for the right words to say. He held me tighter, lips pressed against my forehead, and then he pulled back to look into my eyes.

“Listen. Why don’t I run you a hot bath and bring you some wine. Take your time, just relax and try to process, okay? And when you get out, I know exactly how to fix this.”

“You do?”

He smiled, sweeping a fallen strand of hair behind my ear. “Let’s go get you another bird.”

I blinked.

In that moment, I swore I heard the façade we’d built for years crack in half.

“What?”

“I know you’ve been hurting since Edward passed, and with me forgetting our anniversary… I’m still trying to make up for that. So, after your bath, let’s go get Jane a friend.”

I stepped back from him, crossing my arms over my middle, eyes on the floor. “You’re kidding, right?”

Cameron didn’t answer me, and a powerful silence fell over the room, like a vacuum had stolen every other sound apart from our breathing.

I lifted my eyes to his, nose flaring. “A bird? You think going to get another bird is going to make everything better?”

“I… I just know you loved Edward, and Jane has been sad. I thought it would make you happy.”

“You thought it would make me happy,” I repeated, laughing at the ridiculousness of it.

And that was it.

The final thread of that string anchoring me to the ground snapped in two, and everything I’d tried to hold together on my own for years went up in flames with the last of it.

I stormed across the room, tugging hard on the window handle until it unlatched and swung open. Then, I grabbed the door of Jane’s cage, ripping it open just the same. For a moment she just stood there on her swing, her feathers fluttering out like she wanted to fly but then she thought better of it.

“You think she wants another bird?” I screamed, rage blending with my tears as I stared through them at Cameron. “That I want another bird? That’s your solution to all this?” I put my hand in the cage, letting Jane hop onto my first finger, and then I held her outside the window.

In a flash, she was gone.

“Charlie!” Cameron rushed toward me, but it was too late. Jane was already halfway across our yard, and I was already completely unglued.

“This isn’t something a bird can fix, Cameron. Or a garden, or a library, or whatever else you think you need to buy or build for me. Is this really how little you know me? Is this really how far we’ve grown apart?”

“I know you better than anyone,” he tried, grabbing for my hands, but I ripped them away.

“YOU KNOW NOTHING ABOUT ME!”

My chest heaved as I watched him hold up his hands. I’d surprised him, maybe even scared him, and I was glad.

Maybe now he’d wake up.

“Please,” he said, taking a tentative step toward me again. “You said before that I don’t understand, but I’m trying to. You have to help me, Charlie. Help me understand.”

“But that’s just it, isn’t it?” I challenged, stepping right into him. I met his chest with my own, burning his eyes with a gaze so strong I felt it in every nerve of my body. “You don’t want to understand. You want to forget.”

Cameron’s jaw clenched, his nose flaring. “I’m trying.”

“You’re trying?!” I laughed the words as another tear fell down my cheek. “Hiding the baby stuff, that’s trying? Huh? Never saying their names, that’s trying, too? Going right back to work, right back to our normal routine, never asking me if I was okay or if I needed you or if I needed anything at all — that was all trying to you?”

I trembled as emotion surged through me like a tidal wave, pummeling every rational thought out of my head.

“Let me guess — cheating on me? Finding comfort in another woman while your wife had night terrors in the bed you shared with her, was that trying, too?”

Cameron broke at that, tears welling in his eyes as he reached for my hand, but I tore it away, storming to the bed for my coat.

“Charlie, I never—”

“Don’t!” I warned, spinning on my heel. “Don’t you dare finish that sentence, not when you know it’s a lie.”

He clamped his mouth shut again, and I saw the flash of helplessness in his eyes.

Good. Now he knew how it felt.

“I’m leaving.”

“Where are you going?”

“Out.”

He lunged for me, wrapping his hand around my wrist and whipping me back around to face him. His eyes searched mine, his jaw set.

“Please, don’t do this.”

“Do what?”

“Don’t go to him.”

He pinned me with his pleading gaze, and a cold flood of guilt soaked me to the bones.

I tried to find my husband in the man who stood before me, in the eyes glossed over with unshed tears, in the hand wrapped around my wrist. I tried to find the boy who had shook the first time he took me to bed, who had danced with me in the rain the night he asked me to marry him, who had held my hand through every beautiful, agonizing minute of the birth of our children.

But I couldn’t see him.

I only saw a stranger, one I didn’t want to pretend with any longer.

“I’m sorry,” I whispered.

And with those two words, we both knew it was over.

I pulled until he let my hand go free, along with the tears he’d been holding back.
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Reese

 

I needed to get out of the house.

That thought had been on repeat ever since I’d walked in the door after school.

Through every cigarette, every beer, and every timeless minute that ticked by, I had that thought in the back of my mind.

But I still had her in the front.

Between the snow days and my slow burn of longing for Charlie, the last thing I needed to be doing was sitting by myself, alone with my thoughts, a twelve-pack, and two packs of cigarettes. I’d been destroying my body for almost two weeks now, ever since she walked out my front door. Blake was the only one who’d thought to check on me, and I’d ignored the call, opting for misery, instead.

I played cold around Charlie.

It was the only way I knew how to guard what was left of my heart. I’d always worn that fucker like a peeling patch on my sleeve, had always been more in touch with my feelings than any other man I’d ever known or called a friend. I wished, in a way, that I had the gene that made me shut down and close off.

But I didn’t.

I could fake it around her, could pretend like I didn’t die a little every time I saw her, every time she looked at me and asked me to be her friend, but it was all a lie.

The truth was that she went home to Cameron every night, and that would never change.

I needed to get out of the house.

Snuffing the end of my cigarette in the ashtray on the box by my feet, I finally stood sometime around eight o’clock. I sucked down the rest of my beer, and though I probably shouldn’t have even considered driving, I swiped my keys off the kitchen counter, anyway. I didn’t know where to go to get my mind off her, off him, but I knew I had to get out of the place that I’d last touched her in.

My eyes caught on the fort still set up in my living room as I shrugged on my coat. I’d fixed the edges of it torn down in her haste to leave that night, and when I really wanted to torture myself, I’d lay in there with a beer and look up at the same sloping sheets we’d watched together.

I’d close my eyes and remember the feel of her under my hands, the softness of her lips against mine, the sweetness of her voice as she whispered my name.

Fucking masochist. That’s what I was.

I ran a hand over my face, shaking off the memory as I opened my front door. But as soon as I did, I was face to face with the ghost that had haunted me for weeks.

And for the first full minute, I thought she wasn’t real.

It had to be the beer. It had to be my imagination playing tricks on me, casting Charlie in a soft glow there on my front porch. She was wrapped in a light pink pea coat and a white scarf, her hair in a messy bun, her eyes wide like she was just as shocked as I was that she was on my porch.

I pushed through the screen door still between us, my fingers numb on the cold metal, and when we were standing toe to toe, when the steam from her breath touched my neck — that’s when I knew she was real.

She stood there with her eyes on mine, gaze as steady and sure as a river, though she looked like she might float away in the current of it. In those eyes, I saw the girl who used to read late at night in my kitchen, the girl who used to cry when fictional characters broke each others’ hearts. I saw the woman she’d become in my absence, the woman who wore her scars like a dainty necklace beneath her blouse, the woman who cared for every child as if they were her own.

On that porch, in that moment, I saw all of her.

Every aching piece.

I took one, small step toward her, opening my mouth to ask her why she was there, but Charlie flew into my arms in the next second.

And then, she kissed me, and every other thought was carried away on the next breeze.

Charlie wrapped her arms around my neck, hands tugging at my hair as I backed us into my house and blindly shut the doors behind us. My hands were back on her in an instant, pulling her into me, a sweet euphoria bleeding from her lips into mine with every kiss.

It wasn’t like the night we shared before. There was no hesitation, no trembling, no second guessing — no, there was only her, and me, and what we had always been destined to be.

Charlie started to cry, shaking her head as she kissed me harder, as if she needed to bruise my lips in order to truly taste them. I framed her cheeks in my hands, wiping the tears away just as quickly as they fell, returning the pressure of her kisses with all the fervor she gave me.

“I drove around for hours,” she croaked out, breaking our kiss long enough to get the words out before her lips were on mine again. “I tried not to come. I tried to stay away. But you’re right, I do love you. I love you, Reese.” She choked on a sob, squeezing her eyes shut as she fisted her hands in my coat. “I always have.”

My fingers were already unfastening her coat and sliding it off her shoulders as I kissed down her neck. I let her coat fall in a puddle on the floor, tugging the hair tie from her soft curls next, and then I ran my hands through the silky strands and pulled her mouth to mine.

“I would have waited forever,” I said on a breath. “But my God, I’m so glad you came tonight.”

Something between a laugh and a cry bubbled out of her as I took her in my arms, lifting her completely. She wrapped her legs around my waist and fused her lips with mine. Her hands shifting grip from my shoulders, to my hair, to my arms, and back again. It was as if she’d been dying from pain for years, and I was her morphine.

She needed me like she needed air in her lungs, like she needed books in her hands, like she needed to feel whole again.

I was her escape.

And I’d gladly take her anywhere.

I slammed her back against the wall harder than I meant to, but she didn’t seem to mind. Charlie sucked my bottom lip between her teeth and let it go with a pop, kissing me again in the instant that lip was free from her grasp. Something about that kiss, about that bite, about her hands in my hair set me on fire — and not one that started with a spark or a flash or a slow, flickering flame. No, every ounce of control I’d ever possessed when it came to Charlie went up in a loud and blazing inferno in an instant, leaving us searching for oxygen in its wake only to find it in each other.

Pinning her hips against the wall with my own, I shrugged my jacket off, tossing it to the side as Charlie ripped at my sweater next. She tugged at the back collar, pulling it over my head, and I crossed my arms to catch the bottom of it and strip the rest away. Once my head was free again, she crushed her mouth on mine, and I palmed her breasts, hard and needy.

She cried out, letting her head drop to the wall behind her, and I took advantage of the new access to her neck. She wore the same mustard yellow blouse she’d worn at school all day, and my deft fingers fumbled with the petite buttons. I’d only made it to the bottom of her bra when Charlie slid her hands between the two sections of fabric and ripped.

Buttons scattered on my hardwood floor, and I let out a hungry growl, sucking the exposed swell of her breast. She raked her nails down my bare back, awakening a beast I’d tamed for far too long, one I wasn’t sure I could restrain for much longer.

Once I’d made quick work of her bra, I dropped her feet to the ground long enough for us to both strip out of our shoes and pants. I beat her to it, which granted me the remarkable view of watching her hook her thumbs into the sides of her nude, lace panties before she slid them slowly down over her thighs, her knees, letting them fall from her calves to the floor.

Charlie Reid was completely naked, standing less than three inches away from me.

And no, I didn’t give a fuck that I’d used the wrong last name.

Her breath caught when she glanced down at my shaft, hard as marble and angling toward her with a desire that had existed before either of us even dared to admit it. She hopped into my arms again, and this time when she wrapped her legs around my backside, I slid against the wetness of her core, and we both moaned in unison.

“Oh God, I need you. Now, Reese,” she cried, digging her heels into my backside.

My crown slipped between her lips only to dive out again, and I gripped her ass hard in my hands, biting the tendon of her shoulder with a satisfying gasp leaving her dainty mouth. I couldn’t think of anything else as I reached between us, positioning myself at her entrance, and in one smooth, hard thrust, I was inside her.

We both saw stars.

Not the soft, sweet, majestic kind that sparkle in the distance on a dark night. No, we saw the black holes — we became them — two blazing suns burning up in each other’s atmosphere. That feeling, that moment when I was finally inside her after years of both of us wanting it, there was nothing comparable to that pleasure — to that pure, unabashed bliss.

That wedding ring on her finger didn’t mean a goddamn thing.

She was mine.

I pumped my hips once, filling her to the brim as my fingers sank into the soft skin of her hips. I swore she tore through the flesh of my back with her nails when I pumped again, but she only cried more, and I was all to eager to deliver.

“Fuck,” I groaned into her ear, sucking the lobe between my teeth as I flexed again. It was all too much — the feel of her, the years of waiting, the forbidden warnings hanging around us like electric wires cut loose from our storm. They sparked and buzzed just inches from our skin, ready to sting if only we gave them the chance, but we carefully maneuvered them like we were in a perfectly orchestrated dance.

And that’s when my self control came back in a whoosh.

I’d waited for so long to have her, and the truth was — I didn’t know how long she’d be mine. She was here now, she was in my arms, she was kissing my lips, but I didn’t have any promise that I’d get to keep her.

If this was all I got, if tonight was my only chance, I sure as hell wasn’t going to waste it.

I slowed my thrusts, pressing my forehead to hers until I slipped all the way out. We both visibly ached at the loss, and she pulled at my hair, the heels of her feet digging into my backside with fervor.

“Don’t stop,” she moaned. “Please. More. I need this. I need you.”

“Fuck,” I repeated, dragging the word out as I tried to remember why I’d stopped at all. “Just… wait.”

But I forced a breath, running the pad of my thumb over her lip before I kissed it gently. I waited until her rich coffee eyes connected with mine, needing to know she heard the next words I said.

“I’ve waited so long to touch you, Charlie,” I breathed, nose flaring. “Too long. And I want to take my time. I don’t want to miss a single inch of your body or a single second of whatever time I get to have you for my own.”

Her eyes searched mine, her tongue darting out to wet her lips.

“I don’t know if this is the only night I get to see you like this, to touch you, to have my hands on your body. But if it is,” I said, forcing a swallow as my fingers brushed the sensitive peak of her nipple. “Then I’m going to spend all night long worshiping it.”

I shifted until she was cradled in my arms, her legs hanging over one forearm while my other supported her back. She looped her arms around my neck and watched me like she didn’t believe I truly existed as I carried her across my living room.

I could have taken her to my bed, but it didn’t feel right — not when the fort we’d built was still waiting for us to finish what we’d started.

Lowering us carefully under the front sheet, I sat with her in my lap, slowing everything down with one long breath. My fingertips slipped over her pale skin like paintbrushes, purposeful and sure, and I kissed her lips in tandem as she wove her own hands into my hair. When my fingers skated the lines of her stretch marks, Charlie’s face broke a little, and her eyes found mine.

“Is this okay?” I asked, feeling the scarred skin under my fingers.

She nodded, moving until she was straddling me, and time seemed to stop altogether under the protection of those sheets.

“I’ve waited a long time, too,” she breathed, kissing along the line of my jaw. “And it’s already more than I ever imagined.”

I smirked, capturing her lips with mine as she went to move to the other side of my jaw.

“I’m only getting started.”

Pinning her arms at her sides, I laid back into the pile of sleeping bags and blankets, and then I guided her up my body until her hips straddled my face. It was ridiculous how good she smelled, how fresh and wet she was with her thighs on either side of my head. I released her arms, running my hands down the front of her perfect body before running them behind to grip her ass firmly. One hand slid lower, between her cheeks and lower still until I grazed her wet center. I slipped one finger inside with my eyes locked on hers, and she moaned, reaching forward for something to hold onto.

I snapped up to grab her wrists again.

“Don’t you fucking tear down these sheets,” I warned, and she whimpered, hands flying to her breasts, instead.

I smacked them away again.

“And these are mine.”

Licking my lips, I held her gaze as I met her clit with my tongue, dragging it up and over before my entire mouth suctioned on. Charlie bucked her hips against my mouth as I resumed the position I’d held her in before, one hand still holding her chest while the other slipped over her ass and down below. I slid one finger deep inside her tight, wet pussy in one fluid motion, and she arched her back with an insatiable moan.

She still didn’t know where to put her hands, so she covered mine at her chest first before they ran up through her hair. She gripped tight, hips rocking against my tongue, eyes falling up to the big top ceiling the sheets made above us.

This, I thought. This was worth the wait.

I took my time teasing her, working her clit with my tongue like it was a candy mint in my mouth. I’d suck and lick, swirling my tongue over the skin before I’d pull back and softly blow. She hated that the most — when I’d pull my fingers out, blow on her clit and leave her writhing above me — but I knew the payoff would be worth it.

“Such a tease,” she breathed, squeezing her eyes shut and grinding into me when I finally resumed my slow torture. She leaned back, and before I realized her intention, she wrapped her hand firmly around my shaft and pumped me in time with my fingers inside her.

“Jesus Christ,” I cursed between her thighs, and she smiled down at me, leaning back a bit farther for more leverage.

Every pump had me closer to release, every squeeze of her small fingers over my shaft had me aching to come in her hands.

I shot up, holding her waist steady as I slid her thighs down over my biceps, my forearms, until she was in my lap again.

Charlie kissed me breathlessly, tasting me on her lips like it was the sweet nectar of life.

“Is this what you want?” I asked, gripping myself hard and pressing the tip of me between her soaked lips.

She moaned, rolling her body into me, coating me in her wetness. I’d never felt so wanted in my life, and for a split second, I wondered why she was here. I wondered why she’d shown up at my house on a Friday night, why she’d suddenly decided she couldn’t stand to be without me.

But I pushed those thoughts aside, and without wasting another second, I slipped my crown inside her, lowering her down slowly, inch by blissful inch.

Her breaths picked up speed as she slid over me, and once I was all the way in, I wrapped my arms around her, holding her to my chest as she adjusted to me. I kissed her lips, her nose, her forehead, running my fingers through her hair and over her lips. Once her eyes opened and found mine again, I gripped her waist in my hands, lifting her up to the tip of me before lowering her back down.

“Yes,” she exhaled, the word a plea for more just as much as it was a cry of disbelief.

She steadied herself with her hands on my shoulders, taking control as she moved against me. Every time I flexed my hips up into her, brushing her clit and hitting her with a new depth, she would whimper and shake and pick up speed.

“You’re close.”

“Yes,” she cried again.

I pulled her flush against me, one hand at the small of her back while the other cupped her ass. I moved her faster, using that hand to grind her clit against me with every thrust.

“Come,” I commanded, sucking her lobe between my teeth again. I held it there as her moans intensified, and when she held her breath a moment before completely losing it, I moved to kiss and bite down her neck, still rocking her hard against me. She was so wet, slipping and sliding over me as she came undone, and I reveled in the feel of her finding ecstasy with my name rolling off her lips.

When she was spent, she collapsed a little, folding into me like a rag doll as I kissed her shoulder. I rolled us gently until she was on her back, and when I slipped inside her again in one of the oldest positions of time, I realized why missionary was a tried and true favorite.

The fucking view.

Her bright pink lips, swollen and parted as her breath picked up again with the flex of my hips. Her wild hair, tangled from my hands and surrounding her face like a halo. Her perfect, supple breasts, creamy white with two hard nipples bouncing with every thrust. My eyes flicked from one to the other, over and over again in a torturous circle of aesthetic magic.

When her nails dug into my back, I pumped harder, faster, watching her breasts bounce wildly, and her begging me to come for her was the last conscious thought I had before I unloaded inside her. I kept thrusting as long as I could before the sensation overcame me and I stilled, releasing inside her with the pent-up energy of fourteen years of desire.

My arms gave out when the rush seceded, and Charlie caught me in her arms, kissing my hair and smoothing her hands over my back as our breaths evened out. I kissed her breasts in return, wrapping my arms under the small of her back and pulling her into me like I couldn’t get close enough.

Words didn’t exist in that moment — none that mattered, anyway. I listened to the thump of Charlie’s heart under her ribs, counting the beats and trying to match mine with hers as the moment settled.

It seemed as though the sheets floating around us prevented true reality from invading the night, like we existed in a different universe altogether. There was no Cameron, no marriage, no age difference that had once seemed like such a barrier. In that fort, under the thin, sloping sheets, we were Reese and Charlie. We were together. We were happy.

I only hoped we could stay that way.
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Charlie

 

I didn’t realize I’d fallen asleep until I woke to the soft, beautiful sound of Reese playing the piano.

My eyes fluttered open slowly, the dimly lit sheets coming into view first. It was still dark, the only light coming from a candle lit on the table outside the fort. I traced the slope of the sheets with heavy eyes, watching the candlelight flicker as I stretched my arms up over my head and pointed my toes.

Every muscle ached in the best way, in a way they hadn’t ached in so long I’d nearly forgotten what it felt like. I could still feel his hands on me as I laid there listening to him play.

I should have felt guilty.

That thought assaulted me out of nowhere, and I did a pulse check, trying to find that guilt that I’d felt so easily the first night we had kissed. I pressed a hand to my chest, but there was no weight there. I closed my eyes again, searching for that sinking gut feeling, for the dread of what I’d done — but it was nonexistent.

It was like I’d been swimming upstream for years and years, exhausting myself, and finally I’d let go and floated where the river wanted to take me. I didn’t feel guilty or sad or angry with myself.

I felt relieved.

Happiness surrounded me in that little fort of sheets, so similar to ones I’d built in my youth. Maybe that was part of it. I couldn’t be sure. All I did know is that the small ounce of guilt I did feel was only there because I didn’t feel guilty over what I’d done. It was a forced feeling, one that was born out of obligation rather than actual, organic existence.

Still, guilt-ridden or not, I’d made a choice that would change everything about my life.

And I knew, in the back of my mind, that I’d hurt Cameron. That killed me more than I could admit to myself in that moment — that sated moment in the house of another man. Maybe I wasn’t in love with Cameron any longer, but that didn’t mean I didn’t love him, and it didn’t mean I ever wanted to hurt him.

Somewhere along the way, we’d been broken down. I’d thought for years that we’d come back from it, that our love was strong enough to survive, but it wasn’t. And I didn’t want to live an unhappy life any longer trying to make something work that wouldn’t.

I picked up the quilt Reese had placed over me and tucked it around my shoulders, padding my way into the room where his baby grand piano was. He wore only a loose pair of sweat pants that hugged his hips, and I watched the muscles in his back ebb and flow with every sweep of his fingers over the ebony and ivory keys. The melody was one I’d never heard before, a sweet and passionate one with just a hint of sadness. He finished a dramatic crescendo as I entered the room, and he slowed the keys again at the sight of me, picking up the sweet, light and airy notes from before.

The lid was already down, which I knew had probably been done on purpose just in case I joined him. I used the bench to climb up on top, sitting with my legs crossed and blanket wrapped all the way around me as I watched him play. His eyes were on his hands mostly, but every now and then they’d trail their way up my bare leg that was exposed by the blanket, lock on my eyes, and hold my gaze before they’d find their way back down to the piano.

Time slipped away like a silk thread through the eye of a needle as Reese played, one song drifting easily into another. I watched his arms, his fingers, sometimes letting myself focus on the crease between his brows. Every note seemed to pain him in a way, like he had to peel away a layer of skin each time he discovered a new string of chords that fit perfectly together. I loved how he gave himself to his music, how he felt it from the inside out.

He was beautiful.

After a while, his fingers stilled, and an overwhelming silence fell over us. Reese eyed me for a moment before he reached up for my hips, sliding me over until I was dead center in front of him. With his arms around me, he bent forward, his head to my chest, and I held him there.

So many questions existed between us in that moment, but he only asked one.

“Why did you come tonight?”

I blew out a long, pensive breath, debating how to answer that question. There was more than one answer, or rather, one long, tangled web of answers that somehow made one full picture. It hadn’t just been one reason, and the pieces on their own wouldn’t have made sense.

“Jeremiah’s house burned down this week.”

Reese stilled in my arms, and he pulled back enough to lift his eyes to mine. “Oh, Charlie. I’m so sorry. Is he okay?”

Already, my heart ached at how he reacted to the news. It was such a contrast to Cameron.

“He’s hurting,” I said honestly, lacing my arms around Reese’s neck. “So is his family. And I didn’t take the news well. Jeremiah was just so sad all day, you know? He wasn’t himself. And then when his mom told me what happened, I just felt helpless. He might not be able to come back to Westchester.”

Reese’s brows bent together, but he simply rubbed my lower back, encouraging me to keep talking. He was listening intently, hanging on my ever word.

“I just… I freaked out, Reese. I called Cameron and begged him to come home.” Reese’s jaw ticked a little at that. “He was already there, thank God, and I just ran to him. I needed him. And I know that’s hard for you to hear, but he’s been my partner for ten years. I needed him in that moment.”

“No, it’s okay. I understand.”

“But the thing is,” I said quickly, catching his eyes with mine. “Cameron was there. Physically. But he wasn’t there in the way that counted most. He said I was acting crazy, and he kept reminding me that Jeremiah wasn’t our son, and that it wasn’t my job to fix any of it.”

Reese’s expression hardened. “It doesn’t matter if he’s your son, he’s important to you. And you care about him. And you treat all your kids in your class as if they were your own. It’s who you are, it’s how your heart works.”

I sniffed, my eyes blurring a little.

He gets it.

Just hearing those words out of his mouth assured me that I’d made the right choice coming to him, that it wasn’t some fantasy all in my head. Reese Walker understood me — maybe more than I understood myself. And he loved me.

How long had I yearned to be loved and understood?

“Cameron said he knew how to fix it all,” I said after a moment. “And his solution? To buy me another bird.”

“No…”

I nodded.

“Edward just died,” he pointed out. “And anyway, what does a new bird have to do with Jeremiah? Yes, it might have been a distraction, but it’s not a solution to what’s hurting you.”

“I know. It’s how he shows his love,” I tried, defending Cameron. “Or at least, how he tries to. He doesn’t understand, you know? He doesn’t get where my hurt is coming from. So he just thinks about what he can control, what he can do. And he can buy me a bird.”

Reese just shook his head. “I’m sorry.”

“It seems silly, now that I think about it, that this was my breaking point. But I was just sitting there in his arms, not feeling comforted at all, only feeling crazy and like I couldn’t be myself with him anymore. And when he suggested buying a new bird, I just… Reese, I snapped. Maybe I was a little crazy in that moment.”

I paused, a chill sweeping through me.

“Everything has just been compiling, you know? For so long. And I’ve tried to convince myself I was fine, tried to tell myself that I was happy and okay. Every couple has their problems, right?” A soft, sad laugh left my lips as I dropped my gaze to Reese’s chest. “It’s hard to admit you’ve failed, especially at a marriage. But I have. And so has he. We have.” My eyes found his again. “But I didn’t come to you because he failed me.”

Reese searched my eyes, and his next words were barely a whisper. “Then why?”

“It’s hard to explain…”

“Try.”

I brought one thumb to my mouth, slipping the nail between my teeth as I combed through my mind for the right words.

“I didn’t come to you because it made sense, or because it was the right thing to do. I didn’t come because it was easy. That’s just it — me being here, us being together, it’s going to be everything but easy. It will be messy and hard, and it will hurt,” I admitted. “But, the simple truth is that I can’t not be with you anymore. I came to you because you made me forget I have a choice. I came to you because it’s always been you, Reese. Even when you were gone, even when there was Cameron. When you came back, I felt it. And I know you did, too.” I shrugged, eyes watering again. “If I am a river, you are the ocean. It all comes back to you in the end.”

Reese offered a crooked smile, shaking his head as if he didn’t believe me — or maybe as if he’d believed the words long before I’d spoken them. He wrapped his arms around me again, his head buried in my chest, and I folded over him under a wave of emotion.

It was one of those moments, one of those life-defining snapshots of time I’d never forget.

“What do we do now?” I asked, voice barely a whisper.

“We don’t have to figure that all out tonight.”

“I have to go home,” I said, breaking a little with the words. “At least, to grab some things. But, I could come back… if you want me to.”

Reese pulled back again, sweeping my hair behind my ear. “You want to come back?”

“If you’ll have me.”

He smiled then. “You’re kidding, right?” But the smile fell just as fast as it had come. “What about Cameron?”

Hearing his name come from Reese’s lips pained me, a sick ache hitting me square in the chest. Maybe guilt was still out to get me, yet.

“He’ll be in the office tomorrow, or should I say, today.” I smiled a little, knowing it was well past midnight now. “I just want to go home in the morning to grab some of my things, then I’ll come back. At least for the weekend. Monday night is the spring concert,” I reminded him. “After that, I’ll go home. I’ll go home to talk to Cameron.” I swallowed. “At least that gives us a few days to figure things out.”

Reese nodded, hands sliding down my arms until his fingers found mine. He intertwined them, kissing my knuckles with his eyes still on me.

“Are you sure? Is this… Am I what you want?”

I squeezed his hands, never more sure of anything in my entire life.

“Yes.”

He let out a breath, possibly a laugh of disbelief, possibly a sigh of relief, most likely a combination of the two. Then, he kissed my hands again before letting them go. His grip moved to my hips, and he slid his hands down the crease between my legs, gently pushing my knees apart.

I sat on the piano in front of him, legs wide and trembling, blanket gathering at my hips. My toes banged out a clumsy note on the keys, but I couldn’t find it in me to laugh — not with Reese looking at me the way he was.

Reese kept my gaze as he bent to kiss my left knee first, and then the right. His lips moved upward still, caressing my inner thighs, and when he swept his tongue over my still swollen clit, I arched into the touch with a raspy moan.

There were still so many questions, so many things to figure out, but we shared an unspoken vow not to think about any of it that night. Until the sun came up, Reese and I only spoke through our fingertips, through our lips and our sighs and our trembling legs. He told me he loved me, and I echoed my love for him. I told him I was sorry, and he apologized just the same.

He asked me to stay, to make a promise in the candlelight, and I answered his request with a silent vow.

But if I was a river, and he was the ocean, then Cameron was the storm that raged over the point where we met.

And lightning was about to strike.
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Cameron

 

I knew my wife was cheating on me.

I’d known for longer than I’d admit — to her or to myself. Maybe it was because I should have seen it coming. I should have known it the first night I’d met the man who would steal her away from me. It was me, after all, who had shown my wife the dance, the moves, the steps and turns of infidelity.

It was me who’d betrayed her first.

And it was my fault she was in his bed right now.

I rarely drank, but it seemed like the right thing to do as I ordered my third scotch of the night at a bar not five minutes from our home.

Our home. It felt strange to refer to it that way when it hadn’t been a home for years. It was merely a house, a building with a roof and walls and floors and material things that we once thought would make us happy. It was the shelter for a man and a woman who once loved each other so fiercely they were blind to all other things.

It was a house that was once a home, one where my wife and I would end every night together — no matter how good or bad the day had been.

Until now.

I’d been at the bar all night, ever since she left. I’d sat there at the very last bar stool, staring at my hands, fighting the urge to call her phone, knowing she wouldn’t answer — knowing I wouldn’t have the right words to say even if she did.

I never had the right words.

My voice had been stolen by an abusive father before I hit middle school, and I’d struggled my entire life trying to find it again. Sometimes I wondered how many times my father had hit me before he beat the words out of me completely, before the idea of telling him — or anyone — how I felt seemed so pointless I couldn’t fathom it any longer.

Charlie had been the one — the only one — to ever understand that about me.

She’d let me love her with my actions, with my hands, with early morning breakfasts and bookshelves built in her honor. She read between the lines, finding the words I could never speak aloud, and for so long, it’d been enough for her.

How stupid I was to believe it always would be.

Charlie and I used to be completely in sync. I could read her mind with one look, could feel her sadness or joy with a simple touch, could heal her by just existing.

When she got pregnant, that connection only intensified.

What we had was rare, it was special, it was unlike any kind of love I’d ever seen in my life. I sure as hell never saw it with my parents, and even my grandparents had a strained relationship. But me and Charlie? We were magic. We were made for each other, plain and simple.

And all I ever wanted, for the rest of my life, was to be her husband — and to be the father to the boys growing inside her.

Losing them changed everything.

Suddenly, I couldn’t read Charlie with just one look, or heal her with a touch. I didn’t know how to touch her anymore, or what to do to make her feel okay. I didn’t know the right questions to ask, or the right words to offer, and no matter how I tried to show her I cared, I always fell short.

I brought back her library, hoping it’d bring back her happiness — but in the process, I’d hidden away evidence that our boys had once existed. I’d done the same thing with offering to buy another bird when Edward died. But it wasn’t that I didn’t understand that those things didn’t fix what had happened. I did know that. But I also knew Charlie better than she knew herself.

I knew that she could get lost in books for entire days, that her eyes would light up at dinner that night as she told me about the adventures she’d been on between the pages. I knew that those birds meant more to her than anything else other than me. I saw her smile when she sang with them. I heard her laugh when she taught them new words. And whether she knew it right now or not, I knew a part of her would be missing without them now that she’d freed Jane, too.

I knew Charlie, but I couldn’t reach her.

When our sons died, the hardest part of all of it was that Charlie didn’t realize that she wasn’t the only one who lost them. I may not have cried the way she did, and I may not have spent weeks in bed, and I may not have had the right words to tell her how I was feeling — but I was hurting, too.

I lost them, too.

And I’d be damned if I’d lost Charlie.

I knew Reese was a problem the first night I met him. It’s one of those things you’re tuned into with your significant other. I knew when a guy sees her with respect and as a friend and when a guy wants more from her, when they desire her.

Reese was the latter.

But I tried to trust, tried to give Charlie space. The last thing I wanted to do was demand her not to be friends with someone she grew up with, someone close with her family, someone in the picture way before I ever was.

I tried to play it cool, and it backfired.

“Another one?”

The bartender who had been taking care of me all night interrupted my thoughts, the ones that had been torturing me all night like a horror movie on repeat.

I simply nodded, sliding my empty glass toward her. She topped it off with a sympathetic smile.

“Want to talk about it? You know, bartenders do have a reputation for also being therapists.”

I couldn’t even find it in me to chuckle. If I had words, I would give them to Charlie.

“No, thanks. I’ll take my check when you have a second.”

She smiled again, this time tapping her knuckles on the bar. “I’ll grab it for you now.”

I sipped the amber liquid she’d just poured, letting it take me back into the spiral of doubt, the spiral of truth. It’d been too long that I’d ignored it, too long that I’d let myself pretend everything was okay.

I hadn’t been a good husband.

I’d buried myself in work to try to forget about our boys instead of remembering them the way I should have. In turn, I’d found myself with more responsibilities at work than ever before, simply because I never said no. I’d left my wife at home to grieve alone, without her partner, without the one who loves her more than anyone. I’d been forgetful and selfish.

And now, she’d found comfort in someone who gave her what I used to.

But I knew Charlie. I loved her — truly loved her — not for who she used to be or whatever fantasy Reese had of her in his head. I’d seen her sick. I’d danced with her on her best days and helped her stand on the days she couldn’t bear the thought of it. I’d built a home with her, built a life with her, and neither hell nor high water could keep me from keeping the vows I’d made to her the day we were married.

I just had to bring her back to me.

Reese had his chance to woo her, to weave his spell, to make her feel like he was the answer. He’d had her alone, had her vulnerable, had me out of the picture, leaving him her full attention.

She gave him this dance.

Now, I could only hope she’d give me the last one.

One thing I knew for sure, I wasn’t going down without a fight. If I truly lost her, if he was to have her, he’d have to beat me in a fair fight.

So, as the bartender slid me my check and I made my way back into the cold night, I cracked my knuckles and prepared for war.`
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Charlie

 

It finally hit me halfway through that following Monday that I’d let Jane go free.

Maybe it was that I’d been distracted at Reese’s all weekend, therefore leaving little to no room for anxious thoughts, or maybe it was that there were two little birds on the shirt of one of my students that day. Whatever the reason, it hit me just after lunch that she was out in the world somewhere, flying free, and I wondered how she was.

I wondered if she was free, if she felt free, if she was soaring high and singing her favorite songs as the sunshine warmed her feathers. I wondered, too, if she was scared, if her little heart beat faster than before, if she was afraid of her future now that it was so far from what she’d always imagined. I wondered if it was a mixture of the two — of excitement and fear.

I wondered if she was okay.

I wondered if she knew I still loved her.

And, more than anything, I wondered if she missed Edward.

Edward had been her partner in everything. They’d been brought together as young little birds, all because of me, and I’d watch them grow in love over the years. They were best friends — no, they were more. They were one in the same, two halves that made a whole.

I understood that, because I’d felt the same way about Cameron.

He’d been gone the morning I’d returned to get my stuff from the house, packing a weekend getaway bag and not staying a second longer. Then, Reese and I had spent the weekend together, exploring each other and avoiding any kind of serious conversations — especially the ones we both knew needed to take place.

But the weekend was over.

It was Monday, and the night of the spring concert. I was watching one of Reese’s fifth graders play Beethoven’s Für Elise from backstage when Reese slid up easily beside me. I felt his energy before I even saw him, that little charge of electricity I felt each time he was near. He stood to my left, his pinky finger brushing mine where our hands hung between us.

“Hi.”

I smiled at the sound of his voice, but didn’t take my eyes off the stage.

“Hi.”

His finger curled around mine for just a moment before letting it loose.

“Benjamin lost his bowtie. Think you could come with me to the costume room to see if we can find a spare?”

My cheeks flamed. “Benjamin already performed.”

At that, Reese turned to me, his voice lower than a whisper when it met my ear.

“Costume room. Now.”

He left before I could answer, and I bit my lip against the smile threatening to break loose. It was easy to forget everything when he was around, when his breath hit my skin, when his fingers touched mine. Reese was sweet amnesia.

I waited a few moments before I quietly excused myself from where a few other teachers watched backstage, my feet carrying me slowly toward the costume room while my heart raced with the speed of a leopard. As soon as I nudged the door open, I was quickly pulled through it with one hand around my wrist, and my back was to the cool metal in the next instant.

“I couldn’t wait any longer to touch you.”

It was completely dark in the small room, but I didn’t need sight, anyway. Touch was the only sense necessary as Reese pinned me against the door, his hands framing my hips first before they slid up my ribcage, palming me through the thin fabric of my dress.

My mouth fell open with a gasp at the overwhelming sensation, but Reese captured that sigh with his own mouth, kissing me like I hadn’t spent all weekend in his bed — like it was the first time he’d touched me all over again.

“You’re insatiable,” I said with a laugh against his bruising kisses.

“You don’t seem mad about it.”

His hand slipped up under my dress, under the tights beneath it, sweeping between my aching thighs with an ease that made my breath catch. My hand flew to his wrist, stopping him.

“We could get caught.”

He grinned against the skin of my neck, sucking it between his teeth in the next instant.

“Guess you’ll just have to be quiet, then.”

He slid his hand higher between my thighs, fingers skating under the lace of my panties before one finger slid easily inside me. I fought the urge to moan, releasing my grasp on his wrist and opting to find grip on the door behind me, instead. My head fell back when Reese added another finger, and it took every ounce of concentration I had to stay quiet.

The more he worked me with his fingers, the harder his lips were on my neck, the closer I was to finding the release I craved. I reached forward for him, but as soon as my hands wrapped around his belt, he jerked away.

“Not now. Just you right now.”

His fingers continued their assault as I whimpered, and he kissed me quickly, muting the sound.

With his lips fused to mine and his fingers picking up speed between my legs, I came for him.

Miraculously, I didn’t make a peep.

He slowed, gently removing his fingers, and as soon as they slipped out I shuddered at the loss. Reese just grinned, his eyes still on mine as he brought his fingers to his lips and sucked them clean.

“You,” I breathed, shaking my head. “Are so, so bad.”

He chuckled, leaning in to kiss me softer, and this time the passion I’d felt before was replaced with a longing, with a disbelief that I was in his arms.

When he pulled away, his forehead stayed pressed against mine, and he let out a long sigh.

“What happens now, Charlie?”

My hands threaded around the back of his neck, and I mirrored his sigh. “I don’t know. I have to talk to him,” I said softly. “We both know that.”

Reese nodded, pulling me closer. “So, you’ll go home tonight?”

“I have to.”

He blew out a more frustrating breath, squeezing his eyes closed. “I know. I know, but I hate it.”

Something about the casual way we talked about Cameron in that moment, about the nonchalant way I discussed throwing away everything I’d cherished for the past decade of my life — it stirred a poison that had been stagnant inside me. I felt it spring to life, crawling through my veins, and my chest ached with the attempt to beat through the grip of it.

“There’s so much more to think about, Reese. Cameron… he’s my husband. This isn’t just going to hurt him, it’s going to kill him. And then there are our families, and the vows we made.” I paused, knowing just hearing the words alone were hurting Reese. “I just need some time, okay? I need a little time.”

His grip tightened around me again, and he pulled me into his chest, resting his chin on my head. The emotion that poured out of his body into mine with that grasp was enough to make my knees hit the ground.

“I’ll wait. I’d wait forever for you.”

Mr. Henderson’s muffled voice coming from the stage brought me back to reality, and I kissed Reese’s chest before putting distance between us. “We should get back out there.”

“Yeah,” he agreed, but he didn’t let me go for a moment. “You first. I’ll wait a few minutes.”

I slipped back out the door, smoothing my hands over my dress and tucking the fallen strands of my hair behind my ears as I made my way back to the stage. They’d be inviting the teachers out soon who helped organize the event, so I took my place behind Miss Maggert, hoping like hell I didn’t look like I’d just been finger-banged in the costume room.

I was in the process of calming my racing heart when it stopped altogether at the sight of an unexpected guest on stage with Mr. Henderson.

“Now, before we bring out the staff who helped plan this amazing concert for you tonight, I have the distinct honor of introducing you to a very special surprise guest this evening,” Mr. Henderson said, his cheeks rosy and high on his face as he squeezed Cameron’s shoulder.

No one would have noticed other than me, but I could tell Cameron hadn’t slept all weekend. To the untrained eye, he looked dapper in his beige suit with baby blue and dark brown accents. But I saw the faint bags under his eyes, the downturn in his smile, the crease between his brows.

It was then that I realized it didn’t matter how angry I was, or how much I knew we weren’t meant to be together anymore — I still didn’t want to hurt him.

It was going to kill me to do it.

But I couldn’t focus on that for long before the more pressing question forced its way to the forefront of my mind.

Why is he here?

“Please join me in welcoming Senior Project Manager at Reid’s Energy Solutions and husband to our very own Mrs. Charlie Pierce. Here with a very special announcement that I know will end this beautiful concert on the highest of notes.” He paused there, hoping the crowd would catch his intentional pun, and though he only earned a few chuckles, he seemed proud. “Ladies and gentlemen, Mr. Cameron Pierce.”

There was a warm welcome of applause as Mr. Henderson shook Cameron’s hand and exited the stage, joining the rest of us behind the curtain at stage left. He smiled at me with a raise of his eyebrows, as if I was in on the secret, but I had no idea why my husband was on stage, or what his “special announcement” was.

Reese reached my side as soon as Cameron started talking, casting a questioning glance in my direction. His eyes asked me why Cameron was there, and I could only answer with a blink.

“Thank you, Mr. Henderson,” Cameron said as the crowd quieted. “And thank you, parents, faculty, staff, and students of Westchester for allowing me to interrupt the end of your much anticipated spring concert. You’ll have to forgive me for my nerves, public speaking is far from my forte.”

He smiled a little then.

“My wife is almost as shy as I am, but she still manages to talk to a crowd full of people like they’re her best friends. I’ve always envied that about her. And no, don’t worry, I’m not picturing anyone in their underwear — although I did have a nightmare last night that you all would see me in mine.”

The crowd laughed, and under my aching chest, my heart surged with an unwelcome warmth.

“Speaking of my wife, I’m not sure if all of you know her personally, but for those of you who do, you know that she’s the most kind-hearted woman who ever existed.” There were smiles and nods of encouragement from the crowd, and Cameron kept their attention as he continued. “She’s taught some of your children, and from what I’ve gathered, many of them remember her long after they leave kindergarten — which speaks more highly of her than I ever could.”

“We love you, Mrs. Pierce!” a student yelled from the crowd, and everyone laughed and clapped to mirror his sentiment, which made Cameron’s smile grow even wider.

“Yes, she’s pretty amazing, which is why I have to tell you that my heart was broken when she came home from school last Friday with tears streaming down her face. As I’m sure you can agree, when we see those we love the most hurting, all we want to do is make whatever the source of that pain is go away. We want to make everything better.” He swallowed. “I have to admit to you all that I failed at that, but I’m here to try again.”

The crowd was silent, completely rapt, hanging on to every word Cameron said.

I hung on with them.

“You see, there is a student in her class this semester who she has really connected with. We all know that a teacher doesn’t become everyone’s favorite and stay in the hearts of students without being more than just their teacher. Charlie is a friend to her students, and I know she has been a very good friend to one student in particular this year.” He paused. “Jeremiah Lawrence.”

My heart kicked, the force of it so hard that my hand found my chest as if to stop it from escaping altogether.

“Some of you may already know, but Jeremiah and his family suffered a horrible tragedy last week during the snow days. While the rest of us were thankful for mornings spent sleeping in and afternoons building snowmen, they were struggling to find hope after they lost their home and all the belongings inside it to a fire.”

There was a wave of gasps and sympathetic whispers from the crowd, and Cameron shook his head, his hands gripping the edge of the podium where he stood.

“I can’t imagine what they’ve gone through over the past week, and I know there is no way to ever truly replace all that they lost — not just their sentimental belongings and the home where so many memories had been made, but their sense of peace and comfort, too. To have something you love so much ripped away from you like that,” he said, and I heard the underlying implications behind it. “It’s something no one should have to live through.”

I swallowed, my eyes filling with tears. Reese glanced at me but I couldn’t meet his gaze, couldn’t look anywhere but at my husband as he poured his heart out on stage.

“But, one thing I’ve come to learn the past eight years that I’ve been married to one of the finest teachers at Westchester is that this isn’t just a school,” Cameron said. “This is a family. We all go through challenges that hurt us, but they strengthen us, too. Sometimes we get hurt.” His voice caught, and for the first time, he found my eyes backstage. He held my gaze as his own eyes glossed over. “And sometimes we even hurt each other. But at the end of the day, we’re a family — and that will never change.”

Someone started a slow clap in the crowd, and everyone joined in slowly. I didn’t have to look to know mine and Cameron’s eyes weren’t the only wet ones in the house.

He tore his gaze away from mine and sniffed, shaking the emotion from his features as he addressed the crowd again. “And so, as a part of the Westchester family, I’d like to invite Jeremiah and his family up to the stage at this time.”

It was quiet a moment before the crowd began clapping again, and slowly, Jeremiah, his mother, his father, and his grandparents emerged, slowly parting the sea as they made their way to the stage. They stood next to Cameron, all of them wearing sad, worn smiles and eyes heavy with exhaustion just like Cameron’s.

Cameron pulled the microphone from the podium and bent to Jeremiah’s level, squeezing his shoulder. “Jeremiah, I’m so sorry for everything you’ve been through. And I know how scary it’s been, losing your home, and then hearing the possibility that you might lose your school, too. But, Reid’s Energy Solutions isn’t going to let that happen.”

Jeremiah’s eyes widened as his parents looked to each other in confusion, questioning Cameron in their next glance.

“I’m so honored to be the one to tell you that we are going to sponsor a new home being built for you and your family, right on the same lot where your old one existed. You can have it built the way it was or with whatever upgrades you want — just say the word. And,” he added over the commotion of the crowd. “The next three years of your tuition is on us, too.” His eyes found the parents then. “We hope this will help you find comfort again, and allow you plenty of time to get back on your feet without any worry that Westchester won’t be your home anymore. Once a family, always a family.”

He went to say something else, but was cut off by Jeremiah throwing his little arms around his neck and hugging him tight as he sobbed. The crowd erupted into a thunderous applause, everyone coming to their feet, but I couldn’t tear my eyes from Cameron’s face as Jeremiah hugged him.

Because I knew he was thinking about our son.

I blinked, opening the floodgates on the tears I’d been holding back as my hands covered my mouth. I couldn’t swallow, couldn’t breathe, couldn’t do anything but stand there in the eye of the emotional tornado sweeping through everything I thought I knew and completely destroying it.

Reese wouldn’t take his eyes off me, and when I finally allowed myself to return his gaze, I knew he’d ask the question I couldn’t answer.

“Charlie.”

His hand reached for me but he stopped himself, letting it fall back to his side as the crowd continued to cheer. He glanced at Cameron on stage, and when his eyes found mine again, I saw the absolute terror behind them. I saw the same fear I felt, the same shock and confusion.

“Charlie,” he repeated. “Don’t look at me like that. Don’t… you can’t…” He shook his head, stepping just an inch closer. “You have to tell me. I have to know. What does this mean? What are you thinking?”

But I couldn’t answer.

The crowd’s cheers morphed into a loud siren, the stage lights blinding me in a flash before everything went dark.
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Reese

 

I’d never been so sick in my entire life.

I couldn’t eat, couldn’t even drink a damn beer as I paced my house and waited to hear from Charlie. Catching her in my arms when she fainted back stage should have brought me comfort. The ambulance was called, and she was cleared as being okay before I’d even left the school.

But I didn’t feel comforted, because though I’d been the one to catch her when she fell, it was Cameron who was holding her when she woke up.

I didn’t even bother to crack the door in my house as I lit up the fifth consecutive cigarette and smoked it aggressively as I paced. Back and forth, back and forth, from the kitchen to the door, my eyes catching on the fort Charlie and I spent the entire weekend in each time I passed it.

We should be together under those sheets right now, but instead, she was halfway across town with him.

I’d been so naïve when the morning had started, comforted by a false assurance that everything would be okay and she would be mine now. It’d been so easy to feel that way after three nights of having her to myself, after hours spent talking and touching and sealing what I’d always felt for her, and what I’d known she’d always felt for me.

Even at the concert, when I held her in the dark costume room, I only halfway felt the fear I knew my words portrayed. I was scared, sure, but at the same time I was confident. I told her I’d wait forever, knowing in my heart that I wouldn’t have to wait long.

That was, until Cameron showed up.

The second I saw him on stage, my stomach twisted into the most horrid knot of my life. Watching Charlie’s emotions as he talked, as he spoke directly to her heart — it killed me. I couldn’t touch her, couldn’t pull her into me, couldn’t force her to look at me instead of him and remember everything she’d felt the past few days.

I could only watch, helplessly, as my opponent rolled up his sleeves to fight back.

It was the last thing I expected him to do.

Now, I didn’t know what Charlie was feeling. I didn’t know where her head was at as she talked to her husband in their home after being in mine all weekend. Would she still tell him about us? And even if she did, would she tell him I was her choice, or had tonight changed everything?

I sucked my cigarette down to the butt before cursing and snuffing it out in the ashtray on the counter, raking my hands back through my hair. I was going to go mad in the hours that stretched between now and when I would see her at school the next morning, and there was nothing I could do about it.

A timid knock at the door stopped me dead in my tracks before I could light another cigarette. It balanced between my lips, hanging there limply as I stared at the door as if I’d imagined the knock.

But then it came again.

The cigarette dropped to the floor as I sprinted for the door, tearing it open as I sent a prayer up to whatever God was listening to find Charlie on the other side of it. My heart pounded with the force of a cannon, but at the sight of the literal last person I expected, it stopped altogether.

“Surprise!”

Blake smiled at me from the other side of the screen door, suitcase in hand. My hand was frozen on the door knob. I blinked, wondering if the image would clear, if it was just a hallucination or my worst nightmare coming to fruition.

But nothing changed when I opened my eyes again.

Blake was there, pulling the door open since I couldn’t do a single thing but stare.

“Guess my surprise really worked,” Blake said with a chuckle. “You’re speechless.”

I still couldn’t believe it. Nothing would register. My heart wouldn’t start again, my hands wouldn’t move, my breath wouldn’t pull the much needed oxygen to my lungs — because it wasn’t Charlie on my doorstep. It was Blake.

Blake, my ex-roommate.

And, technically, my girlfriend.
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Charlie

 

Jane’s cage door was still wide open, the two swings within it empty, and I stared at the gold-plated bars of that little prison as I waited for Cameron to return.

He’d helped me into bed after my episode at the concert, and though I was lucky I hadn’t cracked my head like an egg backstage, I still somewhat wished I could just pass out again to skip whatever conversation was about to happen.

I missed Jane.

If she was in her cage, I could open the door and tickle her feathers while she nudged her little head into my hand and sang me a song assuring me everything would be fine. Then again, not even her comforting song could change the fact that my life was a royal mess at the moment.

Still, I couldn’t stop staring at her empty cage, longing for her company.

The sun had set long ago, well before the spring concert even started, and our room was illuminated only by the soft white glow coming from my bedside lamp. I heard Cameron’s footsteps coming up the stairs and down the hallway before he even appeared, but I still blinked when he entered, as if he’d shaken me from a dream.

“Here,” he said, taking a seat at the foot of our bed near my ankles.

I kept my eyes on the cage as he handed me a steaming cup of tea on a small porcelain plate. The floral aroma of it hit my nose first, and I finally glanced down at the hot liquid, letting the steam warm my face. It was a white berry tea, one of my favorites, and I hated that Cameron knew it would bring me comfort.

I sat it on the bedside table.

“You need to try to eat something soon,” he said softly, placing a small bowl of tea biscuits next to where I’d placed the mug. “I know you don’t want to, but you should try.”

I nodded as my only acknowledgement, leaning back against the fort of pillows against our headboard with my eyes resting on that damn cage again.

“Why?”

My voice cracked a little at the first word I’d spoken all night. I tore my gaze from the cage, and Cameron’s eyes were waiting for me, steady as ever.

“Why did you do it?”

“Because I love you,” he answered easily, as if the answer was obvious. “And I’m not losing you.”

I stared at him, willing myself to believe the words he’d said, to feel something when he said them — but I only found rage.

“Damn it, Cameron!” I threw the covers back, kicking them the rest of the way off until I could climb out of bed. I needed to walk, needed to be away from him.

My hands ran back through my tangled hair, and I squeezed my eyes tight once I’d reached the far end of our room, standing right next to the cage with the door still open. I wanted to crawl out of my skin, out of the house, out of my life. It was too hard to breathe, my head swimming again like it had at the school, and I blindly felt for the handle on our window before throwing it open and letting in the freezing cold breeze.

The shock of it stole my breath, but then it came back in a slow, comforting exhale, and I braced my hands on the windowsill, letting the cold consume me.

“I know about you and Reese.”

His words should have shocked me, should have crippled me with guilt and sorrow, but they only elicited a snarky laugh that had never left my lips before in my entire life. I shook my head where it hung between my shoulders, fingers still curled around the white wood of our window sill.

“Oh, yeah?”

“Yes.”

And what does it matter?

That’s what I wanted to ask, but I simply leaned against the corner of the window, letting the frame take my weight.

“Well, then I guess there’s really nothing more to say. If you know about him, then you know what happens next.”

Cameron was still sitting at the foot of the bed, the only change in his stance being that he’d shifted so he was looking at me instead of the pillows where I’d sat before. He was calm and collected, seemingly unfazed by the fact that his wife had slept with another man.

“Enlighten me,” he challenged.

I stared at my hands, folding them over one another in my lap. “It’s over, Cameron. I’m done. I’m done with the pain, with being ignored, with this sham of a relationship we call marriage.” I shook my head, finally feeling the sinking in my gut again.

Admitting that we’d failed was the hardest part.

“I love him,” I whispered, sealing our fate, and I closed my eyes hard with the admission.

“No, you don’t.”

I frowned, opening my eyes again and finally looking at Cameron. It bothered me how calm he was, how sure he seemed.

“You don’t love him,” he repeated, his gaze hard. “You love the idea of him, the idea of what he used to be to you, and of what he never was.”

If I wasn’t clenching my jaw so hard, it would have been on the floor.

“You don’t know anything,” I spat, standing straight again. A black fog crept into the edges of my vision but I ignored it, floating on the adrenaline set loose by his words. “You haven’t known anything about me since we lost the boys. You haven’t even cared to know.”

“I was trying to give you space and let you heal, Charlie.”

“I DIDN’T NEED SPACE,” I screamed, flying toward him. I stopped just a few feet away as tears pricked the corners of my eyes. My hand flew to my chest, fisting over my heart as my face twisted with the emotion I couldn’t hold back anymore. “I needed you.”

He flinched at that, his face finally falling from the stoic expression he’d worn since he walked in the room. His eyes fell to the floor and I shook my head, turning my back on him again. A rush of cold air from the window shocked a loud breath from my chest, and I swiped at the tears I’d let escape.

“I know,” he said after a moment, voice low. “I realize that now, and I’m sorry. But I’m your husband, and you’re my wife. You love me, Charlie. Not him.”

I choked out something between a laugh and a sob, spinning on my heels to face him. “I’m leaving you.”

“No, you’re not.”

“Are you deaf?” I asked, incredulous. “I’m leaving you, Cameron. I’m done. It’s over. I want a divorce.”

“Two months,” he said loudly, his voice booming over mine as I said the dreaded d-word. His eyes snapped to mine, the crease between his brows deep and serious.

“What?”

“That’s how long he’s been back in your life, right?” he probed, jaw clenched. “That’s how long it took you to realize that you love him, that you don’t want to be my wife anymore, that you want to turn your back on everything we’ve built, on everything we’ve been through, to be with him?”

I just stared at him, mouth open to fight back, but I didn’t have words.

“The least you can do is give me a fair playing field,” he continued, and he straightened his shoulders with his next request. “Give me two months.”

I scoffed, pacing the room, my eyes flicking from the cage to the window to him and back again. “You’re kidding, right? There’s nothing you can do, Cameron. You’ve had the past five years,” I reminded him. “Five years since we lost our sons. Five years since you turned your back on me and left me alone in this marriage. What could you possibly do to change my mind now?”

“Two months, Charlie.”

A scream ripped from my throat, and I grabbed the open door of the bird cage, throwing it to the floor in a thunderous crash. I dragged my hands through my hair once it was at my feet, squeezing my eyes shut as more tears broke free.

“I just don’t understand,” I cried. “Nothing makes sense. Why now? Why did it take losing me for you to care?”

My hands fell to my side, exasperated, and I met his eyes with my own. Emotion tore through me like a razor blade to a healing wound, and I didn’t bother fighting against the tears anymore as I begged my husband for mercy.

“You waited too long,” I croaked. “And now, it’s too late. You don’t even love me, Cameron. You haven’t for years. You know you don’t love me anymore. Why can’t you let me go?” I choked on another sob, shaking my head as my vision blurred. “Please, please, just let me go.”

I broke in the middle of our bedroom.

My shoulders caved, knees giving out next, and I reached blindly for our bedpost to keep me standing upright as I succumbed to the flood of emotions soaring through me.

Guilt.

Desperation.

Pain.

Sorrow.

Loss.

All of it swirled inside me like the deadliest tornado, and all I wanted was to escape it. To escape him.

“Come here.”

Cameron’s voice was low, and in my peripheral, I saw his hand outstretched toward where I stood.

“Please, come here and let me hold you.”

“No.”

“Just…” He sighed, hand falling to the bed before he held it up again, this time curling his fingers. “Come here.”

I shook my head, annoyed that he wouldn’t just leave me be as I gave in to his ridiculous request. I didn’t understand why he wanted to hold me, why he wanted to comfort me only now that he’d lost me.

But when my hand slipped into his, he tightened his grip, pulling me gently until I was in his lap. He framed my face with one hand as the other wrapped around me, pulling me flush against him, and his eyes searched mine.

And I saw him.

In that brief, lightning flash of a moment, I saw the man I’d married.

I saw lazy afternoons on the beach during our honeymoon, and laughter shared over candlelit dinners, and comfort in the form of hugs after long, hard days. He brushed my cheek with his thumb, wiping away a tear, and I couldn’t fight against the urge to melt into him.

I collapsed in his arms as he pulled me in closer, one arm pulling my legs up until I was cradled in his lap like a child. He rocked me, soothing me with his hands over my hair, my arms, my back as his lips pressed against my forehead. He didn’t kiss me, though — he just let his lips rest against the warm skin as a sigh left his chest.

“Two months,” he whispered, still rocking me, and a new wave of tears broke loose at the sound of his voice so close to my ears. “That’s all I’m asking. Two months to prove to you that the vows I made to you still hold true, and that it’s me you’re meant to be with — not him. Please,” he begged, and emotion robbed his next words as his own tears met mine.

I hadn’t ever seen him cry. Ever.

Not even when we lost the boys.

He was quiet a moment, battling against his emotion’s betrayal of the calmness he’d tried so hard to contain. When he finally found his voice again, it was quiet and raw. “Please. Just give me a chance.”

I swallowed, closing my eyes as I leaned into his warm chest.

“Two months?” I asked.

“Two months.”

Reese flashed into my mind, but he was erased in an instant with a gentle sweep of Cameron’s hand over my lower back. My husband was asking me for a chance to keep me, for a chance to fight for our love. Was he too late? Maybe. Did I think he could change my mind? If I was being honest with myself, no.

But I owed him the chance to try.

They say there are two sides to every story, and it was in that moment, in that dark, desperate snapshot of my life that I realized I hadn’t asked him for his.

So, I opened my eyes again, leaning back in his arms until our eyes connected, and I offered the only word I could.

“Okay.”




 

 

 

 

TO BE CONTINUED…

 

Read What He Always Knew, the epic finale in the What He Doesn’t Know Duet, here:

Buy on Amazon (FREE with Kindle Unlimited)

 

 

I know, I know — YOU HAVE TO WAIT. You have two whole weeks until book 2 is live in this duet (if you're reading on release day of book 1). BUT, there is good news. Claire Contreras just released an angsty duet, too — and both books are LIVE right now! So, while you wait, grab this emotional duet and cure that angst craving. Trust me, you'll love it!

 

Grab book one here and start the journey (FREE with Kindle Unlimited).
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On the Way to You

It was only supposed to be a road trip, but when Cooper discovers the journal of the boy driving the getaway car, everything changes. An emotional, angsty road trip romance.

 

A Love Letter to Whiskey

An angsty, emotional romance between two lovers fighting the curse of bad timing.

 

Weightless

Young Natalie finds self-love and romance with her personal trainer, along with a slew of secrets that tie them together in ways she never thought possible.

 

Revelry

Recently divorced, Wren searches for clarity in a summer cabin outside of Seattle, where she makes an unforgettable connection with the broody, small town recluse next door.

 

Black Number Four

A college, Greek-life romance of a hot young poker star and the boy sent to take her down.

 

The Palm South University Serial

Written like your favorite drama television show, PSU has been called “a mix of Greek meets Gossip Girl with a dash of Friends.” Follow six college students as they maneuver the heartbreaks and triumphs of love, life, and friendship.

PSU Season 1

PSU Season 2

PSU Season 3

 

The Chaser Series

Tag Chaser

She made a bet that she could stop chasing military men, which seemed easy — until her knight in shining armor and latest client at work showed up in Army ACUs.

 

Song Chaser

Tanner and Kellee are perfect for each other. They frequent the same bars, love the same music, and have the same desire to rip each other’s clothes off. Only problem? Tanner is still in love with his best friend.

 

Straight, No Chaser

Tag Catcher

A bachelor party gone wrong and a “meet the parents” nightmare. Two short stories bringing you more shenanigans from the characters you fell in love with in Tag Chaser and Song Chaser.
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Kandi Steiner is a bestselling author and whiskey connoisseur living in Tampa, FL. Best known for writing “emotional rollercoaster” stories, she loves bringing flawed characters to life and writing about real, raw romance — in all its forms. No two Kandi Steiner books are the same, and if you’re a lover of angsty, emotional, and inspirational reads, she’s your gal.

An alumna of the University of Central Florida, Kandi graduated with a double major in Creative Writing and Advertising/PR with a minor in Women’s Studies. She started writing back in the 4th grade after reading the first Harry Potter installment. In 6th grade, she wrote and edited her own newspaper and distributed to her classmates. Eventually, the principal caught on and the newspaper was quickly halted, though Kandi tried fighting for her “freedom of press.” She took particular interest in writing romance after college, as she has always been a die hard hopeless romantic, and likes to highlight all the challenges of love as well as the triumphs.

When Kandi isn’t writing, you can find her reading books of all kinds, talking with her extremely vocal cat, and spending time with her friends and family. She enjoys live music, traveling, anything heavy in carbs, beach days, movie marathons, craft beer and sweet wine — not necessarily in that order.

 

CONNECT WITH KANDI:

 

➜ NEWSLETTER: bit.ly/NewsletterKS

➜ FACEBOOK: facebook.com/kandisteiner

➜ FACEBOOK READER GROUP (Kandiland): facebook.com/groups/kandischasers

➜ INSTAGRAM: Instagram.com/kandisteiner

➜ TWITTER: twitter.com/kandisteiner

➜ PINTEREST: pinterest.com/kandicoffman

➜ WEBSITE: www.kandisteiner.com

 

Kandi Steiner may be coming to a city near you! Check out her “events” tab to see all the signings she’s attending in the near future:

 

➜ www.kandisteiner.com/events
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