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 PROLOGUE 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    June  
 
      
 
    “Well… that happened,” I say in a low voice as I turn my head to look at Charlie.  
 
    Sitting on the beach as the surf washes in and back out always brings me balance and a calmness of mind. But not today. I’m not sure anything can calm my chaotic mind today. I so want to know what she’s thinking and feeling right now. Finally, after several seconds of silence and her refusal to look my way, I give up and shift my gaze back to the vastness of the ocean in front of me. I watch the rhythmic movements of the waves, praying I’ll soon find some semblance of calm.  
 
    My thoughts keep crashing into one another like waves against the sand. So many thoughts. So many feelings. It’s a kind of chaos like I have never felt before. If I’m honest with myself, I have two thoughts I haven’t been able to shake since waking up this morning. What the fuck have I done? And the more dominant thought of the two, Oh my god, that was amazing!  
 
    I’m trying so hard to understand how we got to this point in our friendship. But more than that, I want to know if I’m alone in these crazy feelings or if Charlie is feeling them too. Finally, after what seems like hours but is only a couple of minutes, Charlie turns to me with that cute half-smile of hers and says, “Yes. Yes, that happened. And how do you feel about it?” 
 
    I stare out across the blue water, still a bit shocked that I’m even having this conversation with my friend. “Well, I’m not sorry it happened if that’s what you’re asking. But to be honest, I am a little mind blown.” Turning back to Charlie with a slight smirk. “A lot mind blown, actually.”  
 
    “Yeah, I get that. So am I.” Charlie agrees with a chuckle.  
 
    I shake my head, aware she probably won’t have any answers, but I still ask. “What about you? What are you thinking? How do you feel about what happened?”  
 
    Charlie pushes her sunglasses up to hold her long auburn hair out of her face and looks at me thoughtfully. Then after a moment passes, in a quiet voice, she admits, “I’m not sure what to think or how I feel about it. But what I’m positive of is that I’m not sorry it happened either.”  
 
    I reach over and lay my hand on Charlie’s arm, ensuring I have her complete attention before speaking, gesturing between us. “I’m not sure what this is. But I would like to find out. I need to know if you feel the same.”  
 
      
 
    

  

  
  
   
   
 Chapter 1  
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    4 Months Earlier 
 
      
 
    Laughing till I cry is genuinely one of my favorite things in life. I don’t understand people that don’t laugh. They’re just repressed and weird, in my opinion. Laughter is the ultimate elixir for the soul. As Charlie and I continue laughing at the poor guy who, for reasons beyond me, decided he could sing and thought Marvin Gaye’s “Let’s Get It On” was the way to go, I suddenly have an overwhelming need to touch her.  
 
    Thankfully I stop myself before I reach out and touch her. A bit shaken, I wonder where in the hell that particular need had come from. Looking to escape whatever that was, I quickly stood. “I’m going to the bar to get another drink. Want me to get you one?” 
 
    Charlie glances up at me with an odd look in her hazel eyes. “That sounds great. Thanks”  
 
    Going to the bar allows me to put a little distance between us, take a much-needed deep breath and think about what just happened. I smile at the bartender as she walks over. “Hey, Nicole. Two more of the same and put them on my tab, please.”  
 
    “Sure, Jamie. Just give me a few. It’s slammed in here tonight. Must be the rock star karaoke singers bringing in the business.”  
 
    We both giggle because, in reality, tonight’s karaoke has been ear-bleedingly bad. Friday night karaoke at the Lighthouse is always entertaining, if nothing else. Some of the people that are brave enough, and sometimes simply drunk enough, to get on stage are decent. Others, like the Marvin Gaye wanna-be, not so much. 
 
    Nicole heads to the other end of the bar to grab my drinks, so I take the opportunity to think about Charlie while I wait. It feels like I’ve known Charlie forever, but I’ve only known her for two years. Our daughters are friends, but until recently, Charlie and I were nothing more than acquaintances. However, in the last few months, we’ve spent more time together and have grown closer.  
 
    But wanting to reach out and touch her… I don’t know what that’s about or where the thought came from. I don’t recall ever wanting to reach out and touch Charlie like I did. Sure, we’ve hugged hello and goodbye many times, so it’s not like I’ve never touched her. But that need I just felt… I’ve never felt that for anyone, much less my friend, Charlotte Moss. Charlie is the mom of my daughter’s best friend. What the hell? She’s married and a woman, for god’s sake!  
 
    Just as the thought that Charlie is a married woman crosses my mind, Nicole returns with the drinks. While reaching for the two beer bottles, it hits me - It’s alcohol! It has to be the alcohol. That’s the only thing that makes sense. I mean, why else would I suddenly have this overwhelming need to touch her? Yep, it’s the beer.  
 
    I’m feeling a little better because now I can place all the blame on Michelob Ultra. Walking past the karaoke stage as I make my way back to the patio, I admit that in the way back corners of my mind, there’s a niggling thought, What if it’s not the alcohol? 
 
    ••••••• 
 
    Lying on my bed, snuggled in my down comforter and a nest of fluffy pillows, watching the ceiling fan spin above me is as far as I’ve gotten today. My mind has been going down twenty-seven different random ass tracks as I try in vain to figure out my life. The main question is, do I even want to be married anymore? This isn’t the first time I’ve contemplated the realities of my marriage. However, I’ve known for several years that I’m just going along to get along. My marriage isn’t horrible, but it’s not exactly happy. 
 
    Matt being his typical woe-is-me self this morning and complaining about the same work stuff he’s always complaining about, got on my last nerve. I’ve been as supportive as I know how to be. Still, at some point, my desire to listen and to support him has become more irritation with him than anything else. I want to look at him and say, ‘Then do something about it or stop complaining. I don’t care which, but pick one.’ But that seems rather mean, so I hold my tongue, which is increasingly more challenging. It goes without saying that contemplating my marriage is not the happiest of ways to spend a day. I hear, “Hey, Mom! Mom!” being yelled across the house a few seconds before Olivia comes running into the room. I’m happy for the distraction. 
 
    “What is it, O? Wait! Don’t tell me you finally realized I’m the best mom ever, and you think we should get matching tattoos.” 
 
    Olivia rolls her eyes and shakes her head. “Mom! No! I’m twelve. We are not getting matching tats.” 
 
    Sitting up, I give Olivia, my beautifully quirky and amazing daughter, my full attention, “I guess you’re right. We’ll wait till you’re eighteen before we get tats. Anyway, what’s up?” 
 
    “I was talking to Ava. She and Charlie are going shopping and want to know if we want to meet them. Can we please, Mom? I’m bored, and shopping sounds fun.” 
 
    “Sure, sounds better than lying here staring at the ceiling. Let me change clothes, and I’ll meet you downstairs in ten.” Olivia jumps on the bed and gives me a huge hug. I’m well aware the hug is probably more about the excitement to see her bestie and what I might buy her than her vast love for me. But preteens can be super moody, so I’ll take what I can get. 
 
      
 
    Olivia steps out of the dressing room and does a quick turn. “Olivia! Girl, those jeans in no way look good on you. They’re a good length, but that’s all. Remember, no one wants to see the Sahara.” Charlie leans into me, laughing, and smacks my shoulder. 
 
    Ava calls over the dressing room door, “Jamie, I don’t get it. What’s a Sahara?” 
 
    I start giggling. “Well, Ava, it’s a more lady-like way of saying camel toe. You know that camels live in the desert, and the Sahara is one of the world’s largest deserts. So basically, it’s my nice way of telling O that I don’t want to see her camel toe.” 
 
    Ava bursts out laughing. “No one wants to see your Sahara.” 
 
    I grab Charlie’s sleeve, tugging her along with me. “You girls let us know if you need us for anything. We’re going to look around while you finish trying on clothes.” 
 
    Charlie walks over to a rack of shirts and starts flipping through them. “Jamie, come look at this shirt. I think it would look great on you.” Charlie takes the shirt off the rack and holds it up to me. “I was right. This color looks pretty on you. You should buy it and wear it the next time we go out.” Then, smiling at me, she adds, “It matches the blue of your eyes perfectly.” 
 
    I can’t seem to tear my gaze away from Charlie’s, and an odd feeling settles around us. The feeling is hard to describe. It’s like tension or maybe more nervousness. What’s happening here?  
 
    Charlie hangs the shirt back on the rack. She lightly rubs my arm and makes her way back to the dressing rooms, leaving me standing there, watching her walk away. I shake myself when I realize I’m not just watching her walk away, and I am, in fact, checking out her ass, as does it. But Seriously! What is going on with me? 
 
      
 
    The afternoon shopping has been fun. Olivia ended up with a cute top and jeans, so she’s happy. As much as I dread returning to my depressing house, I know it’s time to head in that direction. Standing between the cars, we say our goodbyes with the girls promising to call one another. 
 
    After the girls hop in and close their doors, Charlie takes a step closer to me. “Jamie, are you okay? You’ve been quiet today, even more so since we left American Eagle.”  
 
    “I’m good. Just tired, I guess. Shopping with Olivia can wear a person out.” I laugh and hope the deflection works. 
 
    Charlie reaches over and takes my hand. Squeezing it to get my attention, she looks at me thoughtfully. “If you say so, but remember, I’m here if you need to talk. I got you. Okay?” 
 
    I squeeze her hand back and let it go, instantly feeling the loss. “I know. I’m good. Promise.” 
 
    “Okay. Call me if you change your mind.” Charlie turns and opens her door, glancing back at me before getting in. There’s a look in her eyes that’s hard to decipher. It’s not a look I’ve seen from her before and feels like more than a simple ‘See ya later.’ 
 
    I open my door, hop in the driver’s seat and look at Olivia. “You ready to head home? It’s getting late, so we need to figure out what we’re doing for dinner.” 
 
    I just made the decision that the best course of action is to put thoughts of my marriage and these new thoughts of Charlie out of my mind. Truth be told, I’m afraid if I start thinking too hard about Charlie, I might end up down a rabbit hole and be unable to find my way out. 
 
    

  

  
  
   
     
 
      
 
    CHAPTER 2 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    I put the dirty coffee mug in the dishwasher, toss in a detergent pod, close the door, and push the start button. I don’t know how people survived before the modern convenience of a dishwasher. Well, yes, I do. They spent way more time cleaning kitchens and doing dishes than I do. If I had to put my hands in nasty dishwater and scrub dishes, I would drink from plastic cups and eat off paper plates at every meal. Doing dishes and laundry are two tasks that I truly despise. Thank God for dishwashers and washing machines. Shaking my head, I chuckle at myself. I’m happy I can push a few buttons and walk away, even if it does make me a bit entitled.  
 
      I pick up my phone to check my work email when it starts ringing. It always freaks me out when that happens. “Hey, Charlie! Guess what. I just pushed the dishwasher's start button, and now I feel super productive. So what’s up?” 
 
    Charlie giggles, “Pushing the start button on the dishwasher is a low bar when measuring productivity. Fold four loads of laundry and put it all away, and then come talk to me.” 
 
    “I hear ya, but it doesn’t change the fact that I just marked something off my to-do list. So, what are you doing today? I’m off work. Want to grab lunch with me?” I hope she says yes since I haven’t seen her in a few days. 
 
    “Yes! I need a break. I have to get out of this house, or I’m going to lose my mind. Rick has been a complete ass all morning. Want to meet at The Spotted Owl in an hour? They have pretty decent food.” 
 
    “Sure. I like that place. It’s far enough off the beaten path that we won’t run into anyone we know. I’ll see you there.” I hang up and head upstairs to change into something more appropriate than yoga pants, an old ratty T-shirt, and fuzzy slippers.  
 
    Pulling into the parking lot, I see that Charlie has beaten me there. I’m fifteen minutes early, and she’s already here? Wow. I guess she wasn’t joking about needing out of the house. 
 
    Pulling the door open and stepping inside, I pause, giving my eyes time to adjust to the lighting. The Spotted Owl has that dive bar feel that I love. Back in the day, I closed this bar down many a night. Some of my favorite times during my single days happened in this bar. 
 
    When my eyes finally adjust, I spot Charlie sitting at a table in the back. After stopping at the bar to grab a beer and a menu, I make my way over. “Hey.” Setting my glass and menu on the table, “Hanging out in the back of a bar in the middle of the day doesn’t give off the best vibes. What’s going on?”  
 
    Charlie looks up, and I can see she’s been crying. “Well, Jamie, it’s been a shit day. So the back of the bar seemed like the best place to go when I walked in.” 
 
    I sit down, reach for my beer, and wait for her to continue. Charlie takes a drink, sets her glass down, and turns toward me. “Jaime, tell me something. And I need you to be honest with me. Am I attractive? I know I’m not a super-model or anything, but am I decent looking?” 
 
    Tilting my head just a bit, I give Charlie a confused look. “What? Why would you ask me that? But, of course, you’re attractive.” I attempt to lighten the mood, “A bit on the short side, but you can’t help that. We can’t all be a super tall 5’4” like me.”  
 
    “Because Rick told me I need bigger boobs and should bleach my hair blonde. He said I’m too plain, and maybe if I had bigger boobs, I would look better.” 
 
    “What the actual fuck! Are you serious? Did he actually say that to you?” 
 
    “Yes. And it’s not the first time, either. He said it as I was getting out of the shower this morning. I guess he wanted to start my day off with some constructive criticism. Like I said, it’s not the first time he’s said something like that. But it is the first time he’s told me I was dumb if I couldn’t see that I was plain and needed to do something to fix it.” Charlie wipes a couple of tears from her cheek and reaches for her drink. 
 
    I’m not sure exactly what to say or do. I know what I want to do is hug her. If anyone ever needed a hug, it would be Charlie. Instead of hugging my friend, I reach over, put my hand on her knee, and squeeze it. When she finally looks up, and I know I have her full attention, I smile kindly at her. “I’m sorry. I don’t know how that must’ve made you feel. To hear something like that from someone that’s supposed to love you. But… What I do know is you are one of the most attractive people I know. You have an amazing heart and are one of the funniest people I’ve ever met. You’re incredibly smart, and you’re a great mother. For what it’s worth, I like your dark hair, especially when you leave it naturally curly. And this is probably not something one friend should say to another, but I also think you have great breasts. They are perfect for your body.” 
 
    I sense something shift as we continue to stare at one another. Like the energy around us has changed somehow. I look away, squeeze her knee again, lightly pat it, sit back, and reach for my drink. I’m not sure what just passed between us, but I felt it. I thought the need to touch Charlie the other night was bad. How my hand was on her knee just now and what I just said to her, well, that takes it to a different level. Guess I’ll be analyzing that one later. 
 
     Charlie leans over and, in a shaky voice, says, “Thank you, Jamie. And just so you know, I think you are pretty amazing too. And this is probably not something one friend should say to another, but I like that you think I have great breasts. It makes us even since I think the same about you.”    
 
    I laugh, hoping to take some of the heaviness out of the air. “Well, now we need shots. I mean, we have to toast how amazing we both are! It would be a sin not to. In fact, let’s toss a few back and just Uber home later. What do you say, my friend?” 
 
    “Yes! But wait, there’s one problem. What about the kids? How will they get home from school?” 
 
    “Don’t you remember? They leave straight from school for camp. So the girls won’t be home till Sunday.” 
 
    Charlie leaps up from her chair. “Tequila shots work for you?” she calls over her shoulder as she quickly makes her way to the bar.  
 
    Shaking my head, I have a feeling I will be a little hungover when the morning comes. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
   


 
 

 CHAPTER 3 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    It’s Saturday evening, and what am I doing? I’m sitting at my kitchen table, staring out the window, watching the neighborhood cat stroll along the top of my fence. Super exciting stuff, for sure.  
 
    Since Olivia and Matt are out doing something fun, the house is silent. While I usually relish the silence, right now, all it’s making me feel is incredibly bored. I thought of calling Laura earlier but then remembered her brother is in town, and they’re having a big family dinner.  
 
    So here I sit, watching a slightly feral cat stalk an innocent bird. The bluebird must have felt the imminent threat because it suddenly takes flight leaving behind the murderous cat. Good for you little bird. Screw that cat. 
 
    Watching the bird fly away inspires me to get up and get moving. Reaching for my phone, I dial Charlie’s number. 
 
    Charlie must be bored too because she answers on the first ring. “Hey, Jamie. What’s up?” 
 
    “Nothing exciting. That’s why I’m calling you.” 
 
    Charlie snorts and sarcastically replies. “Gee, thanks for thinking of me, I guess.” 
 
    “Whatever. Matt is doing a guys’ poker night thing, and Olivia is staying the night with a friend. I needed out of the house and wondered if you wanted to see a movie.” 
 
    “You know what? That sounds like fun. Definitely more fun than cleaning my bathroom. What’s playing?” 
 
    “No idea, but if you can be ready in the next thirty minutes, I’ll pick you up, and we can be at the theater around 7 o’clock. I’m sure there’s something decent showing around that time.”  
 
    “I can do that. See you in a few.” 
 
    I hang up with Charlie and jog up the stairs to change clothes. My current look of ratty jean shorts and a stained tank top is nowhere near presentable enough to wear out in public.  
 
    A pair of jeans, the blue shirt that Charlie talked me into buying, and my flip-flops are as much work as I’m willing to put in. However, I’ll admit I chose the shirt specifically because Charlie liked it. So I guess I did put in a little effort. Not sure why it matters to me if she likes what I’m wearing or not. Maybe it’s just a case of me being vain because she said it looked good on me. 
 
    I quickly run a brush through my hair, apply a touch of makeup, grab my phone and keys, and I’m out the door.  
 
    The drive to Charlie’s house takes half the average time because the traffic light gods smiled down on me. Charlie is waiting outside when I pull up, opening the door and getting in before I can put it in park. “How is it you look so great? I thought you said you were cleaning your bathroom when I called.” 
 
    “I was. Well, I was just about to start when you called. So you saved me from doing something I loathe. So as a thank you for saving me, I’ll buy the popcorn, and we can share.”  
 
    “I won’t ever turn down movie popcorn. Especially if you let me drown the popcorn in butter.” 
 
    “Some butter, yes. Too much, and I’ll never get it all off my fingers.” 
 
    “That’s what your tongue is for, to lick off all that yumminess.” I lick the tips of my fingers to demonstrate my point.  
 
    Charlie looks at me with a teasing smile and asks, “Tell me, Ms. Murphy, do you often enjoy licking yumminess?” 
 
    I feel the heat rising in my cheeks. Of course, I hadn’t meant anything sexual by what I said, but that’s precisely where Charlie just took it. Her smile and flirty tone don’t leave much room for misunderstanding, but I can’t be sure.  
 
    On the off chance she is being flirty, I throw her a wink. “Of course I do. Don’t you agree that there’s nothing quite as satisfying as licking up every last drop?”  
 
    Charlie clears her throat, and in a low voice, she responds. “I’m beginning to. I’m certainly beginning to.” 
 
      
 
    Either the movie we picked sucks, or it’s been out for a long time. At least, that’s all I can come up with because we’re the only two people in the entire theater. I’m not complaining, mind you, because there not being anyone else in here allows us to talk and laugh without worrying about disturbing people around us.  
 
    Charlie reaches over and pushes the armrest between our seats out of the way. “Is that okay? I thought getting it out of the way would make it easier to share the tub of popcorn.” 
 
    “That’s fine. It’s more comfortable without the armrest.” 
 
    Charlie shifts closer to me and sits the tub between us. “Great. Go ahead and dig in. I know you’re dying to grab a handful of butter with your popcorn.”  
 
    Sharing popcorn with someone other than my daughter is new for me. I never worry about good manners or taking turns with Olivia before reaching for each bite. Actually, we fight over which section of popcorn to eat first. Of course, the first to go is always the one covered in the most butter. 
 
    When my hand brushes Charlie’s for the umpteenth time, I feel compelled to apologize for my apparent rudeness. “I’m sorry I keep hitting your hand. Swear I’m not trying to steal all the popcorn. But I did warn you that I love me some buttered popcorn.”   
 
    A small chuckle escapes Charlie. “It’s okay. I don’t mind you aggressively going after every buttery kernel. It’s cute. Since it’s almost gone and you don’t have any napkins, I’m guessing you’ll be licking your fingers clean in a few minutes.” 
 
    Giving her a side eye, “Indeed I will. Unless you feel sorry for me and share your stack of napkins.” 
 
    Charlie gives me a playful smile, “I would rather watch you work your magic with your tongue than share my napkins.” 
 
    Okay! What the hell? Is Charlie flirting with me? Because that’s sure as hell what it felt like. I mean, maybe I should test it and see. 
 
    “I do have a magical way about myself.” 
 
    “So I’ve noticed. I look forward to finding out exactly how magical you are.” 
 
    This new dynamic between Charlie and me is interesting. I’ve never purposefully flirted with another woman. I’ve never wanted to. I’ve flirted with men who aren’t my husband. But that’s all it was, harmless flirting. So why do I find myself wanting to flirt with Charlie?  
 
    And more importantly, what in the hell is this giddy feeling I get when it seems like she’s flirting back?  
 
    ••••••• 
 
      
 
    I had to get out of the house. Matt was driving me crazy with his multitasking. Multitasking isn’t a bad thing. However, when multitasking entails a soccer game on the 60” flat screen, a different game playing on the laptop, topped off with Matt holding his phone so he can tweet about each in real-time, it’s a bit much.  
 
    Thankfully it’s gorgeous out today, giving me the perfect excuse to spend the afternoon at the park. Plus, walking a few miles is always good, particularly when it keeps me sane.  
 
    As I approach, the soccer field sounds of cheering grow louder, like a stadium full of people watching a college football game kind of loud. There’s no way a kid's soccer game could is that exciting unless the parents are tailgating before the match, that is. 
 
    To appease my curiosity, I stroll toward the field to check it out for myself. I get to the stands just in time to see a cute little blonde girl with the number eleven on her jersey streaking down the field, kicking the ball. She bolts right past a boy double her size and kicks a goal. I don’t know anything about soccer, but even I can see that little girl is a soccer badass in the making. You go, girl!  
 
    The goal prompts louder cheering. Kids run over to congratulate the little girl with high fives and hugs. Pretty sure I even saw one kid try to do the whole chest bump thing. The fans, primarily parents, would be my guess, are high-fiving and hugging just like the kids are. I wish I had someone to high-five. That goal will be the highlight of that little girl’s day and probably the highlight of her parents’ whole month.  
 
    Walking back to the greenway, I feel my phone vibrate. When I see it’s a text from Charlie, I get giddy. Wait! Giddy? What the heck?  
 
    Rolling my eyes. As much as I hate to admit it, I think it might be time to acknowledge that my feelings for Charlie aren’t something I can continue to push down.  
 
    The most confusing part of all of it is that I’m straight. I’ve never had thoughts about another woman before. Over the years, I’ve had great women friends, but I’ve never thought of them in a romantic way. I’ve never been attracted to them physically. So why is Charlie different? What is it about her that keeps drawing me in and making me think and feel things I shouldn’t? I wish I understood and could explain it. Explain it to me. I’m straight. Always have been straight? Right? Right. 
 
  
 
 

 CHAPTER 4 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Some time has passed since that weird night I spent with Charlie at the Lighthouse. I wish I could say that in the past four months, the inclination to touch Charlie had disappeared, but it hasn’t. On the contrary, it has gotten a bit worse. But unlike a few months ago, I’m not trying to stop myself. Instead, I’m looking for reasons to be physically close enough to her to touch her. I still don’t understand what in the hell is going on with me, and I’m tired of thinking about it. Thankfully, Victoria is in town for a visit. So I know I can talk to her about any and everything. We’ve been best friends for a decade, and while she may not always agree with me, she has never judged me.  
 
    It’s a perfect sunny day to sit on a patio, have lunch and catch up. After chatting about all the mundane things we each have going on, I finally get the nerve to bring up the one thing weighing the heaviest on me. I’m unsure how to broach the topic, so I blurt it out. “Hey, question for you. Is it weird that I keep touching Charlie? I’ve never really been a touchy person. But for some crazy reason, when we’re around one another, I end up purposefully making contact somehow, like brushing my hand against hers.”  
 
    “Wait. What?” Victoria sits her glass down, pushes her sunglasses on her head, and gives me her full attention. “I need you to repeat the question because I’m not sure I understand. Are you talking about Charlie, as in one of your best friends, Charlotte Moss, or is there another Charlie I don’t know about? Have you met some guy at work named Charlie?”  
 
    Anxiety about saying anything suddenly grabs hold, “I don’t know. Never mind. I’ve had too much to drink. Just ignore me.” 
 
    “You haven’t even had half of a beer. So that excuse doesn’t fly. I want to talk about this, and so do you, or you wouldn’t have brought it up. What did you mean when you said you can’t stop yourself from touching her? Like, touch her how exactly?” Victoria waits a few seconds for me to respond, but I remain silent. “Jamie, talk to me.” 
 
    Shaking my head, I look away from Victoria. “Give me a minute. I’m not sure where to start.” 
 
    “Wherever you want.” With a sympathetic tone, “Jamie, I’m not going to judge. Just talk to me.” 
 
    I turn to Victoria, exhaling a breath I didn’t realize I had been holding. “Okay. First, nothing has happened. So don’t think the worst of me. But Vic, I don’t know… This feeling or need, or whatever you want to call it, started a few months ago, and it’s evolved into me looking for excuses to be near her. Not only that, but I’ve started missing her when we haven’t seen one another for a few days. I think about her all the time. At the most random times, she pops into my mind. I can be throwing the ball for my dog, cooking dinner, or stopped at a traffic light, and boom, I start thinking about Charlie.”  
 
    I give a self-deprecating chuckle and push my hair back off my face, taking a moment to gather my thoughts before continuing. “The other day, I realized I look for reasons to be close enough to her so that I can touch her. I swear I’m not doing anything crazy like grabbing her boob or trying to lick her neck. And stop looking at me like that! I know those are weird examples, but that’s what came to mind. Anyway, one day, we talked about something that her asshole husband had said, and I put my hand on her knee to comfort her. Vic, there was no valid reason for me to do that. If I’m honest, I left my hand there for way longer than is appropriate behavior between friends. Neither of us moved, and it felt like a moment passed between us. The knee thing and the fact that we flirt with one another… I have finally had to admit to myself that something is up.” I take a deep breath and shake my head. “I’ve been trying to figure out what in the hell is going on with me because I feel a little crazy. Vic, be honest. What do you think?” 
 
    “Girl! Are you seriously asking me that question? Wait! Don’t answer. Let me ask you another question instead. Don’t think about the answer. Just say the first thing that pops into your mind. Are you in love with Charlie?” 
 
    “Victoria! Keep your damn voice down. And no! I’m not in love with Charlie. I’m married to a man, for fucks sake.”  
 
    Victoria gives me a condescending eye roll, reaches for her glass, and takes a drink. Then, after several moments of silence, she leans forward, grabbing her phone. Victoria is waiting me out. We’ve been friends so long that she knows I’ll eventually crack. 
 
    After several more minutes of silence, I started talking, just as she knew I would. In a low, barely-there voice, I say, “Vic, I don’t know what to think. I feel lost right now. I’ve never felt anything like what I’m feeling for Charlie. Never felt like this for anyone. Man or woman.” Exhaling loudly and closing my eyes, “I’ve always thought I was straight. Hell, I’ve been married for what feels like forever. Have a kid, a dog, a mortgage…” I can feel tears gathering, threatening to spill over. 
 
    Victoria’s face shows nothing but kindness, “And what do you think now?” 
 
    “I don’t know. I don’t know. But… At the same time, I think I do know.” 
 
    Victoria clears her throat before whispering her next question. “Are you sexually attracted to Charlie?” 
 
    Staring down at the floor, I whisper my reply to the one question I don’t want to answer but know I have to. “Yes.” 
 
    “Okay. Say more.” 
 
    I brush away a couple of tears. “There’s nothing more to say, Vic. I would never act on it. I would never. I’m married. Charlie is married. We have kids. I need to find a way to move past whatever is happening. Move past what I’m feeling.” 
 
    Victoria leans forward, places her glass and phone on the table, and takes both of my hands. “Jamie, I need you to look at me.” 
 
    “I don’t need you telling me anything I already know. Please don’t. Don’t make me feel worse than I already do.” 
 
    “Come on, Jamie. Really? You know I would never intentionally make you feel bad. You need to talk about this, and I want to listen.” Squeezing my hands, “Because ignoring what you’re feeling isn’t the answer.”  
 
    “I’ll be fine. I’m probably overthinking all of this anyway.” I check the time on my phone and push myself out of my chair. “I need to get home before Matt decides to turn into Mr. Pissy-Pants because I’m enjoying the day, and he’s at home with Olivia. I seriously can’t take another one of his pouty and yet somehow still aggressive, silent moods. We leave for the beach next weekend, and I need to be on my best behavior because the last thing I want to deal with is him being an ass all of vacation. So anyway, I’m going to pay the tab. I’ll meet you at the car.” 
 
           “Aren’t Laura and her family going with you guys? I’m sure having a buffer will help.” 
 
    “Yeah, Laura and her fam-bam are going.” I look at Victoria with a devilish smile, “Charlie and her family are meeting us there. It was a last-minute decision to ask them to join us. Actually, it was Laura’s idea, but I can’t say I hated it.” 
 
    Victoria takes another drink and stands up. “Just be careful, Jamie. This trip could be a great vacation or a complete shit show. Be smart is all I’m saying.”  
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
  
 
   
 
   
   



 

 CHAPTER 5 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    June 
 
      
 
    It’s nice to finally be out of the car and standing on the balcony of our vacation house. I take a deep breath and start to relax. It’s funny how I don’t even have to put my feet in the sand before I feel the energy of the ocean and my worries start slipping away. There’s something to be said for taking a much-needed vacation. 
 
    The breeze is blowing my hair all around my face, and normally hair all over my face would drive me crazy, but not today. “This house is great. I love the pool and this view! Plus, it’s big enough that we won’t be tripping over each other while we’re here.”  
 
    Turning to Matt and Olivia, “You guys want to put on suits and hang out in the pool while we wait on everyone to get here? Last I heard from Laura, they’ll be another couple of hours.” 
 
    “Yes!” Olivia practically screams as she runs off to get changed. 
 
    Matt glances back as he slides the patio door open, “I’m going check my email and have a snack. Probably charge my phone too. I’ll meet you guys outside later. ” 
 
    I step inside and walk past Matt. “I would think your phone would be fully charged since it was plugged in the whole way here. Can’t you check your email in a bit? Don’t you want to relax? Maybe drink a beer? I mean, we are on vacation, after all.” Calling over my shoulder as I walk toward the bedroom, “You know what, Matt? Never mind. You do you. We’ll be in the pool if you decide to join us.” 
 
    ••••••• 
 
      
 
    “Olivia, it’s time for more sunblock. You don’t want to get a sunburn on our first day here. It would suck not to be able to hang out in the pool or at the beach.” I toss the sunblock bottle over to Olivia, “Here, put this on your face, and I’ll get your back.” 
 
    After getting Olivia slathered with sunblock, I take time to apply some to my face and chest. I’m trying to be more responsible this vacation than I was the last few days. Unfortunately, my natural state is on the casper-white side, and there’s been a few occasions I’ve gotten a bit too deep into my cups and not remembered to reapply. Then my buzz wears off, and I realize I’ve once again gotten the typical tourist sunburn. So, this is me, doing my best to be a big girl and not end up looking like a lobster. 
 
     I know he will tell me he’s good, but I should be a good wife and ask anyway. “Hey, Matt? I know there’s not a lot of sun hitting you under the umbrella, but do you want sunblock? Happy to toss it to you.” Besides walking to the poolside to hand me a drink, he hasn’t left his coveted spot under the umbrella. 
 
    Without even looking up, “I’m fine. Thanks. Just sit it by the steps. I’ll grab it if I change my mind.” 
 
    I wish I knew what was so interesting on that damn phone of his. The fact that he can’t find it within himself to put it down and join us for a few minutes is baffling. But everyone takes vacations differently. I choose to enjoy the surroundings, and apparently, my husband chooses to play on his phone. To each their own, I guess. 
 
    “Mom, I hear your phone ringing. I’ll get it for you.” Olivia is already climbing out of the pool and heading towards the far side of the patio. “Hello. Oh! Hey, Charlie! Where are you guys? You need to hurry!” Olivia pauses for a minute, then says, “Me and Mom are just chillin in the pool.” 
 
    I smile to myself. It's funny how I was just thinking about Charlie, wondering where she was, and like magic, she calls. As for Laura, it’s been close to three hours since we touched base. Guess that stop for lunch didn’t go as quickly as she had hoped.  
 
    So far, it’s just been me and Olivia hanging in the pool. Which I’ve enjoyed, but I’m positive she’s ready to trade her mom in for her bestie. I continue smiling as I listen to Olivia talk to Charlie. Not sure if I’m smiling because I know that soon I will have another adult to talk to or because I know that adult will be Charlie. Sure, Matt’s here physically, but that’s about it.  
 
    “Okay, I’ll tell her. See you guys in a few.” Olivia ends the call and sets my phone on the table. “Charlie said they would be here in about ten minutes. I’m going to get the extra float for Ava. Be back in a minute.”  
 
    I take the last drink of my beer and paddle over to the cooler to grab another. My friends will have to play catch up when they finally get here. I snicker to myself as I dig around in the ice. It’s going to be a long night.  
 
    ••••••• 
 
      
 
    I adore vacations of any kind, especially ones with a beach involved. This vacation is, by far, one of the best I’ve taken in a long time. Hanging out with my favorite people is so much fun. I honestly don’t know the last time I laughed this much. The weather has been phenomenal, with clear skies and beautiful sunsets every night. Hell, even Matt seems to be having a decent time. He’s still constantly staring at his phone, but at least he isn’t complaining or moping around for a change. 
 
    Charlie is the one thing that’s different about this vacation from previous trips. At first, I was a little apprehensive about Charlie and her family tagging along, but I didn’t need to be. The worry I had surrounding my growing feelings for Charlie has slipped away. I’m unsure if it’s because I decided to let it go and not worry or that I finally realized it is what it is. Charlie is my friend. That’s it.  
 
    “Charlie! Good lord, woman! Stop! My side hurts from laughing! Give me a minute to catch my breath.” Then, pressing a hand to my side, “It hurts like when I was a kid, and my coach made me run extra for being late to practice.”  
 
    “Come on, Jamie. You know I’m right. We both saw the same thing. That old man definitely had a boner. It was super hard, pardon the pun, to miss. That bright orange speedo he was wearing made it look like he was smuggling a traffic cone or something.” Charlie says as she wipes tears of laughter from her eyes.  
 
    Still trying to catch my breath, I touched Charlie’s leg and playfully pushed her. “Stop! I’m not saying you’re wrong, but I don’t want that image stuck in my head.”  
 
    Charlie has gone silent and is looking at me intently. Looking down, I realize my hand is still on her leg and quickly pull it back. “What? Why are you looking at me like that?” Charlie continues to stare. “I’m sorry. Did I hurt you when I pushed your leg? I didn’t mean to if I did. Was totally invading your personal space anyway.” 
 
    Our eyes are locked, and it’s evident that neither of us intends to be the first to look away. That feeling I’ve ignored for the past several days comes crashing in around me. And for what feels like the millionth time, it hits me how very drawn to Charlie I am. Don’t even get me started on that bikini she had on yesterday. She looked good enough that even a nun would’ve checked her out. Maybe the nun thing only applies if the nun is gay.  
 
    Charlie shakes her head slowly, the corners of her mouth rising just a little. Then without warning, she leans in, and her lips are on mine. My head is screaming Wait! What is happening? My body… Well, it’s screaming something else entirely.  
 
    Just as I begin to return her kiss, she abruptly pulls back. “I’m so sorry, Jamie. I shouldn’t have done that. I don’t know what I was thinking. I am so, so, so sorry. If you’re mad or never want to speak to me again, I’ll understand.”  
 
    Taking a deep breath and exhaling slowly, I turn and gaze up at the stars blanketing the night sky. Oh! My! God! Charlie just kissed me!  
 
    I’m speechless, my hands are shaking, and my heart feels like it’s about burst out of my chest. Okay, I know what this is. I’m in shock. Either that or what just happened was earth-shattering. Hell, maybe both of those things are true, I’m in shock, and my world just tilted on its axis. 
 
    “I… Umm… What…” I know I sound crazy, but I can’t find words for what just happened.  
 
    At that moment, I decided to throw caution to the wind and do something I never thought I would do. I stand and hold out my hand, helping Charlie to her feet. As we silently face one another, there’s a desire in her eyes reflecting back at me. I cup her cheek and lean in, brushing my lips across hers. The softness of her lips against mine is like nothing I’ve ever felt. Just the feel of her lips makes me want more. Moving my hand to her neck, I pull her in closer. Tentatively I run my tongue across her bottom lip, and they instantly part in answer to my silent request. As our tongues begin to dance with one another, she moans softly and steps in closer, pressing her body against mine. My hand glides down, stopping at the small of her back. As the kiss deepens, I slip my hand under her shirt, caressing her bare skin. There’s an intensity to this kiss that words cannot convey. This is by far the sexiest thing that has ever happened to me.  
 
    All at once, the thought that anyone could walk out the door and catch us crossed my mind. I stop the kiss and pull back just enough to meet Charlie’s gaze. I’ve never kissed someone and immediately felt a connection like I just did. The knowing smile on our faces makes it clear there are no second thoughts about what just happened.  
 
    Charlie steps back, reaches for my hand, and leads me around the corner of the house. Then, with a mischievous look, she whispers,  “This side of the house doesn’t have doors or windows. Plus, the fence will hide us from the neighbors.”  
 
    She slowly walks me backward till my back is pressed against the wall. Charlie bites her bottom lip and gives me a look that practically screams I want you. Seconds later, her body is crashing back into mine.  
 
    There are no words for how fucking sexy making out with Charlie is.  
 
    ••••••• 
 
    Charlie and I are quietly tucked into the sofa by the pool. We were both seemingly lost in our own thoughts. Turning, I reach out to brush back long strands of her hair. “Can I ask you a question?”  
 
    “Yes. I may not answer, but you can ask.” 
 
    Feeling my cheeks heat with embarrassment, “Did you enjoy that as much as I did?” 
 
    Charlie gives me a side glance and chuckles. “The fact that I had my hands on your ass and my tongue in your mouth should answer that question.” 
 
    “Yeah, I guess you’re right. Hands rubbing an ass is a pretty good indication of enjoyment.” 
 
    Leaning forward, I grab my beer bottle from the table and take a long drink. All of this is so surreal. All I’m capable of doing now is sitting here beside Charlie and watching a random leaf float around in the pool's deep end. Funnily enough, I feel a kinship with that leaf because, like it, I’m pretty damn sure I’m floating in the deep end.  
 
    Charlie bumps me with her shoulder. “Hey, talk to me. What’s going on in that head of yours?”  
 
    “Actually, I don’t have a single thought in my head. I’ve resigned myself to the fact that I’ve lost the ability to form an intelligible thought.” Chuckling, “Why do you ask?” 
 
    “Seriously? Jamie, it wasn’t even twenty minutes ago I had you pressed against the side of the house, and we were making out like horny teenagers.” 
 
    A huge smile breaks out across my face. “Oh! Trust me when I say I am well aware of what we were doing. In fact, I don’t think I’ve ever needed a cold shower more than I do at this very moment. But, I mean, wow, Charlie. Just… Wow.” 
 
     Charlie gives me a knowing smile and starts to say something but is interrupted by the door flying open. Turning around, I see Rick walking our way and roll my eyes at his timing. It’s hard to be mad at him for interrupting our conversation when my hand was cupping his wife’s breast just minutes ago. But, realistically, his timing could’ve been so, so much worse. 
 
    “Charlie, what the hell are you doing? It’s almost 2am. It’s time to go. You can sit by the pool with your friend some other time. I’m tired and want to leave. Ava says she’s staying here with Olivia.” Rick’s frustration is coming through loud and clear in his tone. But again, I realize it could be worse. 
 
    “Okay. Just let me get my shoes. You go ahead, and I’ll meet you out front.” 
 
    Charlie waits until Rick is back inside and then turns to me. “I’m sorry. I have to go. Jamie… I… I have to go. Talk soon?” 
 
    And with that, Charlie grabs her flip-flops and heads off in the same direction her husband just went. I take another long drink from the bottle in my hand and go back to watching my new friend, Leafy, float around in the deep end. 
 
    ••••••• 
 
    For me, ocean waves can be described in one word, hypnotic. I love watching them wash in and back out, leaving no trace they were ever there. I can usually find a peacefulness to their ebb and flow, but peace is nowhere around this morning.  
 
    As each new wave comes ashore, it’s as if I can hear it whispering, ‘Hey girl, I saw what you did. Need to talk about it?’  Obviously, the ocean isn’t actually whispering to me. That would just be crazy. And I’m not crazy, at least not yet. However, there’s no doubt I need to talk. But even if I had someone I could talk to, it wouldn’t matter because I wouldn’t have a clue where to start. I am beyond confused. Yet at the same time, I feel more alive than I have in a very long time.  
 
    In all honestly, I’m still not sure how last night happened. We were hanging out, laughing, and drinking, and the next thing I know, Charlie is leaning in to kiss me, and… That’s it! It was the alcohol! That’s what happened! Wait! Hold on! It wasn’t the beer. It was us. Plain and simple. All of that… Yep, that was all us.  
 
    Rolling my eyes at myself because I wanted to use alcohol as an excuse months ago, and it didn’t fly then either. We kissed. Hell! Let’s be honest here, we had made out for a couple of hours while hiding around the side of the house. The same house where our friends and families were sitting inside just three feet away! Okay, maybe more than three feet, but still, not the most brilliant location for us to do something like that. 
 
    I have no doubt we were putting on quite a show. What in the hell had we been thinking?  
 
    When it comes down to it, we hadn’t been thinking, and that was the problem. My god, I cannot imagine the shit show that would’ve ensued had anyone caught us.  
 
    Movement catches my eye, and I glance to see Charlie walking up. “Hey. Mind if I join you?” She doesn’t wait for me to reply before taking the seat beside me.  
 
    We sit beside one another in uncomfortable silence. It’s like neither of us knows what to say. Do we address the big-ass pink elephant in the room or completely ignore it?  
 
    I finally decide to put on my metaphorical big-girl panties and break the awkwardness. “Well… That happened,” I say in a low voice as I turn my head to look at Charlie.  
 
    

  

 
   
   
 CHAPTER 6 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Out of nowhere, Laura flops in the empty beach chair beside me, her sudden presence completely stopping my train of thought dead in its tracks. The same thought train I’ve been riding since I kissed Charlie a few nights ago. So really, getting off that particular train isn’t such a bad idea. However, I’m not sure I’m up for normal conversation yet. 
 
    “Good morning, friend! How’s the surf this morning?” Unfortunately, Laura’s tone seems a bit too upbeat for this early in the morning. 
 
    I handed her a small pink scallop shell I had been holding, “It’s good. Nice and relaxing. Just me and the sea. How are you this morning? You guys sleep okay, or was your room still too hot?”  
 
    “No, it was great. The box fan helped. Got to love a cheap box fan. They may be tacky, but they get the job done.” Laura says, laughing. “Hey, since it’s our last day of vaca I think we should make everyone come hang out on the beach. Get a little more color, drink a few, and catch a wave. Ya know, beachy stuff. What do you think?”  
 
    I nod. “Yeah, sure. Sounds good. But can we sit and enjoy the ocean a bit longer before we get the whole crew down here?”  
 
    Laura replies, “Sure.”  
 
    We fall into a companionable silence. Thankful for the quiet. I go back to reflecting on the past week. So many thoughts are banging around in my head. They are loud as fuck, and yet not a single one makes sense. I close my eyes and shake my head the slightest bit because, damn-    
 
    Laura splashes the water with her feet. “Man, it’s soooo nice out here today. This water feels amazing.”  
 
    Well, sadly, the silence didn’t last long. I look over at her, and I want to say, Just give me a minute! I did some life-changing shit a few nights ago, and I’m pretty sure I’m a click or two away from crazy! But instead, I go with, “Yeah, it’s nice out.”  
 
    “Oh, I meant to tell you, the kids want to walk to the pier for lunch. They said if we don’t take them, we’re terrible parents. So I told my boys we’re fine with it as long as you and Matt are good too.”  
 
    “Yeah, that’s fine.” 
 
    Laura takes off her sunglasses and gives me a puzzled look. “You, okay? Has something happened?” 
 
    Instead of looking Laura in the eye because she’ll know I’m lying, I reach into the surf and grab a shell as it floats by. “I’m good. Why?” 
 
    “I don’t know. You seem off somehow. Have I done something to upset you? Did you and Matt have another fight, and now he’s doing that stupid-ass, passively aggressive silent treatment thing?”  
 
    Looking over at Laura, “No. I’m fine. Really.”  
 
    “Fine? You’re fine?” Laura tosses up air quotes. 
 
    Her use of air quotes makes me chuckle. “Yes. I’m fine. I’m just sitting here thinking. That’s all. Nothing more.” 
 
    “Okay. If you say so, but just so you know, I don’t believe you.” She pauses for a moment before asking, “Did you and Charlie get into a fight?” 
 
    “What? No, of course not. Why would you ask me that?”  
 
    “Just wondering. They haven’t been around the last few days. Which is weird, Olivia and Ava are besties, and you and Charlie are good friends too. I hope we didn’t piss them off, and that’s why they haven’t come around.” 
 
    “I’m sure it has nothing to do with us. My guess is Rick just wanted more family time. I don’t think he’s having much fun hanging out with all of us.” 
 
    “Maybe you’re right. He has seemed annoyed with us a few times,” Laura says, shrugging. “We can be a bit much at times, I guess. But, whatever. We’re great, so it’s his loss.” 
 
    I desperately need two things right now, the subject to change and a drink. There’s no better way to accomplish both of those than tossing out the idea of day drinking. “Anyway, I could use a drink. You up for some day drinking with your best friend?”  
 
    “Hell yes, girl! Let’s start with some mimosas!”  
 
    ••••••• 
 
    Going home after vacation is never fun, but this return trip has hit a new level of suck. Even on a good day, riding in a car beside my husband for eight hours is not fun. Add driving in heavy traffic, being slightly hungover from last night’s escapades, and my Jeep’s air conditioner breaking during one of the hottest months of the year… Yep, that’s a shit storm of suck.  
 
    Surprisingly enough, I am so in my head about Charlie that I don’t care about any of it. I even found a positive in all the suck, and no air conditioner gives me an excuse to roll the windows down and open the sunroof. The loudness of the wind noise successfully drowned everything out.  
 
    Driving while lost in thought isn’t the safest of things to do. I don’t recommend it. However, if I hadn’t had the eight-hour drive to reflect, analyze, and, if I’m being honest, fantasize about the tiniest of bits, I would probably be certifiable by now. I don’t have everything figured out, but I haven’t completely lost my shit. So I look at that as a win. 
 
    As I lean against the kitchen counter and listen to Matt talk about what to have for dinner, I realize I’m close to hitting my limit. Of course, it’s not his fault he wants to eat, but damnit, why do I have to hear about it? I know it’s rude of me, but he’s just rambling at this point, so I tune him out. 
 
    What I want isn’t food but rather quiet. I need to be alone with my thoughts. But more than that, I want to talk to Charlie. I wish I knew what she was thinking right now. Is she spinning like I am? Does what happened on vacation matter to her at all? Does she regret kissing me? Does she want to kiss me again? Those are just a few of the questions whirling around in my head. My problem is I have no clue how to get the answers. 
 
    “Jamie?” Matt startles me from my thoughts. “Jamie, did you hear anything I said?” He has a slightly frustrated tone, “I asked if you wanted to cook, or I can go get us something.”  
 
    “Oh. Sorry. I’m exhausted. Guess I zoned out there for a minute. I just drove for eight hours and have no intention of cooking dinner.”  
 
    “Fine. I’ll run out and pick something up.” Matt stands and looks around the kitchen, “Have you seen my keys?”  
 
    I close my eyes and slowly exhale. Like him, I just walked in the door, so why he thinks I know where his keys are is beyond me. I start up the stairs, “Sorry. I have no idea where you left them. Anyway, pick me up, whatever is easiest. I’m going to shower and try to wash off this day.” 
 
    “Found my keys. I’m going to gas up my car while I’m out getting dinner. Bye.” He doesn’t wait for my response before shutting the door behind him. 
 
    I feel tears gathering as I walk down the hall toward my bedroom. It’s as if being truly alone for the first time in days has permitted my emotions to all come to the surface. There’s no point trying to stop the tears, so I sit on the bed and let them fall. I’m not an overly emotional person. I don’t cry at sappy commercials or during weddings. Hell, I didn’t even cry during my mother’s funeral. Well, come to think of it, maybe the reason I didn’t cry during the funeral had more to do with the Xanax than my inability to show emotion. Nevertheless, here I sit crying.  
 
    Raising my head, I yell into the empty room, “What in the hell have I done? And oh my God, when can I do it again? Aaaaah!”  
 
    While drying the last of my tears, I see my dog curled up at my feet. She must have snuck in at some point during my mini-emotional break. Dogs are the best. They seem to know when they’re needed. Reaching down, I stroke the soft brown fur on her little head. Is it weird that I feel better after doing that ugly crying thing and petting my dog?  
 
    Exhaling loudly, I push myself up and head to the shower. I find it interesting that even my dog can feel things are off, but the man I’ve been married to for several years appears oblivious.  
 
    Once I have the water temperature to what some would call almost scalding, I step under the spray. As the hot water rushes over me, I close my eyes and pray some magical answer will pop into my head. But there’s nothing. No great solution. No direction on what I should do next. Absolutely nothing but a chaos of thoughts that leads only in circles.  
 
    In truth, I can’t slow my thoughts enough to think about the simplest of things, much less what to do about this rather peculiar situation I’m currently in.  
 
    It’s not like I can call my best friend and unload all of this on her. There are so many reasons why I can’t talk to Laura about what happened with Charlie. One of those reasons being I can’t even put it into words. If I can’t even talk to myself and reason it out, how can I speak to someone else? Yep, I am royally fucked.  
 
    Grabbing the towel to dry my face, I start laughing at the ridiculousness of it all. I guess I’ll do what I always do. Compartmentalization, here I come! 
 
    ••••••• 
 
    We’d been home for a few hours when I finally finished unloading the Jeep. Unpacking and washing load after load of vacation laundry is nothing if not a reality check. Given that most everything from vacation is unpacked, put away, or in the wash, I decide it’s time to take a break. Yes, all of it could’ve waited until tomorrow, but it was something I could control. Control isn’t always a bad thing. 
 
    Matt is deep into the Twitterverse, no shock there, and was no help putting things away. Again, no surprise. But honestly, at this point in our marriage, I’m so used to doing things myself that I don’t even care anymore.  
 
    Olivia decided to ride home with Laura and her family since the air conditioner was broken in the Jeep. I can’t say I blame her. I probably would’ve done the same thing if I had the option. No doubt, there will be more cleaning and putting away when she gets home in a few hours.  
 
    Once everything was taken care of, I fled to the solitude of my deck. Lounging with my feet propped up on the railing while I sit under the shade of an oversized turquoise umbrella, I take in and slowly release more than a few deep breaths. Even though my shower brought about no earth-shattering epiphanies, it still helped some. At least now I don’t feel so gross from the long drive.  
 
    As I sit watching a couple of cute bunnies hop around my back yard my mind naturally wanders to Charlie. She and I haven’t spoken since our brief chat on the beach the morning after. I know I shouldn’t text her. I should give her some space. But… 
 
    Before I can talk myself out of it, I reach for my phone, type a text, and hit send.  
 
      
 
    Me: Hey. Just checking that you made it home
            safely BTW – I ended up with a couple of your 
            towels and Ava’s boogie board 
 
    ••••••• 
 
    Two weeks have passed since we returned from vacation, and still no word from Charlie. It’s like she’s fallen off the face of the earth. While I get needing time to process the fact that she made out with her married best friend, it would be nice if she would at least let me know she’s alive. But, at this point, I assume her going dark is how she’s decided to handle it and what she feels is best. 
 
    She’s a big girl and can make her own decisions, just like when she chose to kiss me. Now she’s choosing not to speak to me. Does that suck? Yes. Does that hurt? Yes. Am I spinning a bit? Also, yes.  
 
    Acknowledging that I need to get out of my head and stop thinking about Charlie, I grab my phone to call Laura. Just as I’m about to hit the call button, a text from Charlie pops up. Seeing her name makes my heart immediately jump into my throat. Whispering to myself, “Well, here we go. I guess it’s now or never.” 
 
    The text is short for not hearing from her in the last two weeks. Actually, cold and distant would be a better description.  
 
      
 
    Charlie: Sorry I haven’t texted back. Been busy 
 
      
 
    Me: No worries 
 
      
 
    While I’ve never been one for playing games, that is precisely what I just did. I watch for the bubbles, but there aren’t any. Charlie’s text felt a bit like a mind-fuck, but I hate even to go there.  
 
    Knowing some time with my best friend is exactly what I need. I call Laura.“Helloooo! Friend! What’s up with you?” Laura’s happy voice makes me smile. 
 
    “I’m in the mood to enjoy this gorgeous day on a patio and have a few adult beverages. What do you say? Up for hanging out with your bestie?”  
 
    “What? It’s not even noon on a Tuesday. Is everything okay? Why aren’t you at work?” 
 
    “Yep, I’m good. Olivia is spending the night at a friend’s house. To be twelve, that girl has an amazing social life.” I say with a chuckle. “Anyway, I took a day off from work. It’s a pretty out, so I figured why not call and see if you wanted to hang with me.” 
 
    “Sure. That sounds great. My house or yours?”  
 
    The last thing I want to do is be in my house. “Definitely yours. Want me to pick up anything on my way?”  
 
    “Nope. Just come on over. See you in a bit.” 
 
      
 
    Thirty minutes later, I’m pulling into Laura’s driveway. “Knock. Knock. Hey, friend!” I call out as I walk in. Dropping my keys on the counter, I wander to the refrigerator. 
 
    “Hey! I’m in the bedroom. Grab yourself a drink and go on the patio, and I’ll be out in a minute. My damn dogs decided to rip apart a pillow, and there are fucking feathers everywhere. It looks like a duck was murdered in my bedroom. It won't get done if I don’t clean it up now.” 
 
    Laughing, I peek into the bedroom. Laura was wrong. It doesn’t look like a duck was murdered. It looks like twenty-seven ducks were murdered. The guilty parties are huddled in the corner with little white feathers stuck to their noses, and one of them looks like he’s smiling, proud of his work.  
 
    “Wow. You weren’t kidding. Want my help cleaning?” Secretly I’m hoping Laura says no to my offer of help. The feathers can wait, but me drinking until my mind is off of Charlie cannot. 
 
      “Thanks, but no. This won’t take long. The fact that you’re here in the middle of the day on a Tuesday leads me to believe I’ll have a pleasant buzz later, and I won’t care about feathers. So I’ll be out in a few.” 
 
    “Okay. Meet you outside.” Turning around, I head to the patio.  
 
    It’s a beautiful day. The sky is a brilliant shade of blue without a cloud in sight. Sitting with my feet propped up in a chair, I close my eyes, take a deep breath, and release it slowly. Letting the exhale take some of the tension I’m feeling with it. Tipping the bottle to my lips, I take a small drink and smile. I knew being out of my house was just what I needed, and the proof is I already feel better.  
 
    “What a mess! I will probably be finding feathers ten years from now.” Laura says, chuckling as she comes outside and hands me a beer bottle. “I brought you a beer. Figured you were probably close to ready for another.”  
 
    “I’m not, but give me a second, and I will be.” Turning up the bottle I had only taken one drink from, I down what is, for all intents and purposes, a whole bottle of beer. Apparently, I just regressed to my early twenties when chugging beer was no big deal. 
 
    I twist off the cap on the new bottle and sit it down on the table as my phone chimes with an incoming message. 
 
      
 
    Charlie: Hey, Jamie. I know its short notice, but can we get 
             together today? I want to talk if that’s ok. 
 
      
 
    Me: Can’t today. I’m free tomorrow afternoon. 
 
      
 
    Charlie: Tomorrow is good. I’ll bring Ava, and the girls can hang out while we chat. See you around 2. 
 
      
 
    I place my phone back on the table. Pick up the beer Laura just brought me and drink most of the contents.  
 
    Laura is looking at me with a degree of shock. “Not sure why you just drank two whole beers in four minutes, but I’m guessing there’s something on your mind. Care to tell me about it?” 
 
    “Nope. I’m good. I’m just in the mood to drink a couple of beers and hang out with my best friend.”  
 
    Laura shakes her head, “Okay… If you say so.”    
 
    I smile at Laura, knowing today isn’t the day I will come clean about everything. Today is, however, the day that I’m going to ignore the elephant in the room.  
 
    ••••••• 
 
    I decide to hang out in the garage and work on one of my projects while I wait for Charlie. Building things is an outlet for my creativity, but it’s not about creativity today. Today it’s about having something to focus on other than whatever in the hell Charlie will say. That old saying idle hands are the devil’s workshop couldn’t be more accurate in describing my current state of being.  
 
    Charlie pulls in the drive just as I finish screwing down the last board to the top of the frame. I want to think it's perfect timing, but that remains to be seen. Setting my drill on the workbench, I greet Charlie and Ava. “Hey, guys. How’s it going?” 
 
    “Hey, Jamie! Where’s Olivia?” Ava asks as she shuts the passenger door. 
 
    “Hi, Ava. Go in and yell for her. I think she’s upstairs in her room. Doing what, I don’t know.”  
 
    Charlie walks in my direction, stopping a couple of feet away. She and I stand there looking at one another without speaking. There’s an apprehension of sorts encircling us. It’s obvious neither of us knows what to say or do next. Questions and the need to understand what’s next hang heavily in the air.  
 
    Motioning with my hand for Charlie to join me, I stroll over to the chairs by the worktable and sit down. Charlie follows and takes the chair next to me. “Sorry I didn’t text back, and when I finally did, I was short with you.”  
 
    “It’s okay. I’m guessing you’re as confused as I am. But, Charlie, I think we need to talk. Will you please stop avoiding me? I need to know what’s going through your head.”  
 
    Charlie looks away, “I agree, Jamie. We do need to talk.” She takes a deep breath as if gathering the nerve to say what’s on her mind. “I haven’t been able to stop thinking about you… And I have no idea what that means, and it scares me.” 
 
    “Welcome to my world.” I quietly reply.  
 
    Suddenly the door opens, and out comes Ava and Olivia. “Hey, guys! What’s poppin?” Olivia questions in her happy, but I’m being sweet because I want something voice.  
 
    “Hi, ladies. What are you two up to? I’m guessing you all didn’t come to tell us how much you love our company and that you desperately want to hang with us.” Grinning at my daughter, “So, Olivia, what can I do for you to make your life even better than it already is?”  
 
    Olivia rolls her eyes and giggles. “Me and Ava want to go ride scooters. Can we?” 
 
    “If it’s okay with Charlie, it’s okay with me. But you have to stay in the neighborhood and be back in one hour.” 
 
    “Mom, can I? Please.” Ava asks, putting her hands together as if she’s praying.  
 
    Charlie shakes her head and smiles. “Sure. You guys go and have fun. Wear your helmets.”  
 
    “Yes! Come on, Ava! Let’s go!” Olivia grabs the scooters, leaving Ava to get the helmets.  
 
    Charlie and I sit silently, watching the girls until they are out of sight. Charlie looks over at me, tilting her head the slightest bit. Then, finally, she stands, holding out her hand to me. I take it in mine and let her pull me to my feet and straight into her arms.  
 
    Having Charlie’s arms around me and mine around her feels so right. Our bodies fit together in the most perfect way. Charlie lays her head on my shoulder and hugs me tighter. Then, in a voice just above a whisper, I hear her say, “I’ve missed you.”  
 
    The admission makes me smile, allowing me to breathe easier than I have in almost three weeks. “I’ve missed you too. More than I realized.”  
 
    I release my hold on Charlie, turning to sit back down. She reaches out and pulls me back to her. “Jamie, wait.”  
 
    Before I know what’s happening, Charlie is pressing her lips to mine. Her kiss is tentative at first. Her hand reaches up, stroking my cheek as her tongue brushes against my lips. Slanting my head, I open my lips, welcoming her tongue, and the kiss immediately deepens. I move one hand through her hair as the other slides to her hip, pulling her in closer.  
 
    Charlie moans softly and pushes me back against the table. Hopping up on the table, I reach for Charlie’s waste and slip my thumbs into her belt loops, pulling her between my legs. We have moved beyond a simple brush of lips as our hands roam over one another. Gripping. Stroking. Pulling.  
 
    It feels so amazing being with her like this. I know this isn’t the time or the place to explore this crazy attraction any further. I gently bring my hands to her face and slow the kiss. Pulling back, I work to catch my breath. Finding Charlie’s eyes, “Hey, you.” 
 
    She smiles, “Hey, back.” 
 
    “Mind you, I’m not complaining, but I still have to ask… What was that all about? Why did you kiss me again?” 
 
    Charlie closes her eyes and shrugs, “I had to know.”  
 
    My curiosity is piqued. “What did you have to know?”  
 
    “I had to know if what I felt with you on vacation was real.”  
 
    I look at Charlie expectantly. “And?” 
 
    Charlie steps back, retaking her seat. Following her lead, I hop down from the table and sit in the chair beside her. She reaches over, takes my hand in hers, slowly rubbing her thumb back and forth. She looks down at our intertwined fingers, silently studies our clasped hands, and, with a broad smile, pulls my hand to her mouth, kissing the tip of each finger.  
 
    “Jamie, I don’t know what this is between us or how to explain it. But I know this: I have never wanted someone the way I want you. I have never wanted someone’s hands on me the way I want yours on me. I have never wanted to touch someone the way I want to touch you. I can’t get you out of my mind. And honestly, I don’t even want to try.”  
 
    Charlie shifts her gaze back to me, “I realize this is crazy. We’re both married. Our daughters are best friends. We live in a small southern town where lots of people know us. But, Jamie… You are the absolute best friend I have ever had. But here is where everything starts to get confusing. I also know in my heart you are so much more than just my friend.” Then, squeezing my hand, “And I know it's not right… But do you want to see where this thing between us could lead?” 
 
    I hold Charlie’s gaze for a minute before releasing her hand. Standing up, I walk out to the center of my driveway, looking down the street in both directions, checking for any sign of Olivia and Ava. Satisfied they are nowhere close, I return to Charlie. 
 
    Wordlessly and with butterflies taking flight in my stomach, I take her hand and pull her after me into the house and upstairs. Leading us towards the guest room because it affords us needed privacy. Once inside the room, I turn to Charlie and walk her backward until her back is against the wall. Taking her mouth in a kiss that is so fueled by an unspoken desire that there’s nothing gentle about it. I slide my leg between hers, pushing my thigh against her center. Breaking the kiss, I move my mouth down her neck, grazing my teeth across her collarbone. Charlie’s low-cut shirt allows me to leisurely trace the edges with my tongue down and across the swell of her breasts.  
 
    Charlie moans and presses her hands to the back of my head. “God, Jamie, that feels so good.”  
 
    Pulling back, I grab the hem of Charlie’s shirt and pull it over her head, dropping it to the floor. Charlie standing before me in a red lacy bra is one of the sexiest things I have ever seen. Leaning back in, I slowly kiss and lick my way across her breast. Her hands are in my hair, pulling me as close as possible.  
 
    Raising my head, I once more take her mouth and push my thigh higher, rolling my hips into hers. Gliding my hand up from her waist, I lightly squeeze her breast. Tugging the lace aside, I stroke her stiffened nipple with my fingertips. Pulling the lace future down and replacing my hand with my mouth, I flick and swirl my tongue around her hard pebble. The sound of Charlie whimpering reaches my ear as I suck the hardened bud into my mouth. She begins grinding down on my leg when I move my mouth to her other breast, giving it the same attention.  
 
    Licking and nibbling up her neck, I stop at her ear and tug the lobe gently between my teeth. Releasing her ear, I whisper, “Right now, I want nothing more than to touch every inch of your body. I want to make you drip with desire and hear you scream my name when I make you come.”  
 
    Charlie groans in my ear, “Oh my god. Yes, please.”  
 
    A loud noise from the garage tears us out of the moment, thrusting us squarely back into reality. Obviously, the girls are back from riding scooters. I quickly step back, retrieve Charlie’s shirt from where I had dropped it, and toss it to her before taking a minute to right my clothes.  
 
    Breathing a bit ragged, I meet Charlie’s eyes with my own. “We will definitely finish this another time. And just so there is no doubt, my answer is yes. Yes, I want to see where this thing between you and I might lead.” Leaning back in, I steal one last quick kiss before leaving the room.  
 
  
 
  
   
   
 CHAPTER 7 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Since I was a kid, I’ve loved the excitement surrounding a holiday. Whether it’s a small one like Labor Day or the grandeur of the Christmas season, all holidays are great. However, I have found that one of the best parts is they are a built-in excuse to get together with friends and family. Today is the Fourth of July, which means grilling something yummy, a few adult beverages, music, laughter, and fireworks are all on tap.  
 
    Matt left early this morning to run a 5K race. He left behind a note saying he wasn’t sure he was up for the “Whole Fourth thing” but that Olivia and I should do whatever we wanted. So that is precisely what I’m going to do. 
 
    It’s time to start my day, and the best way to do that is to text Charlie. It’s been a couple of days since we discussed this thing between us. There have been a few texts, but we haven’t seen one another. I have no clue if she has plans today, but I’m hoping she doesn’t as I type out a text. 
 
      
 
    Me: Good morning you. What are the chances you and Ava can hang with me and O for the Fourth? Fireworks, burgers, beer, and me. What more could you want lol  
 
      
 
    Charlie: Hey there. Probably not great. Rick is in a hell of a 
             mood and taking it out on everyone. 
 
      
 
    Me: That sounds like even more of a reason to come over. Matt said he doesn’t want to do anything, so it’s just us girls.  
 
      
 
      
 
    Charlie: How about this – You come to pick me up. A can 
             stay home. I’ll tell Rick we’re going to buy fireworks. That 
             will give us a chance to see one another. 
 
      
 
    Me: I’ll be there in twenty minutes 
 
      
 
    Before heading out the door, I poke my head into Olivia’s room. “Morning, lazy girl. I’m going out to buy fireworks for tonight. I just wanted you to know in case you leave your bed and notice I’m not home. Oh, and your dad is out doing some 5K thing. No idea when he’ll be home.” Her hand pops out from under a lump of covers and gives me a thumbs-up. Considering it’s only 9:30 in the morning, I won’t hold the nonverbal response against her. Hell, I would still be in bed myself if I wasn’t on my way to see Charlie. 
 
    As I drive to Charlie’s house, I feel those same tiny butterflies from the other day starting to take flight in my stomach. Feeling butterflies when I think about or am around Charlie is new. It’s not the unpleasant butterfly feeling a person gets when nervous, but rather, more a swoony sensation of excitement. If I didn’t know better, I would think the butterflies were an effect of my falling in love. Wait! Come on. There’s no way I’m falling in love with Charlie. We’ve only kissed a couple of times. Love? Whatever… 
 
    I pull into her narrow gravel driveway and quickly text that I’m here. While I wait, I pass the time by watching Rick bang around under the hood of his truck. Charlie said he was in a bad mood, so maybe something is wrong with the truck he’s trying to fix, and that’s what has him tweaked. Or perhaps he’s just using the truck as an excuse for being a dick. Who knows? I’m just happy I don’t have to deal with him. Matt gets on my nerves, but at least he isn’t a major dick like Rick. I snicker, realizing my being thankful Matt isn’t a dick is me counting my blessings.  
 
    Charlie walks out the front door sporting a massive smile across her face, and heads in my direction. Opening the passenger door, she hops in. “I am so happy to see you! I don’t care where we go. Just drive. Take me someplace that isn’t my house.” 
 
    Putting the Jeep in reverse, I begin backing out. “As you wish.”  
 
    Charlie reaches over and takes my hand, intertwining her fingers with mine. “I’m really happy to see you. Not because of anything else other than I’ve missed you.” 
 
    “I’ve missed you too. Texting, while nice, isn’t nearly as nice as seeing you live and in person. So… I have two questions, one, do you have any idea where you want to go, and two, do you have a time that you need to be back?” 
 
    Charlie looks over at me, “I want to go somewhere we can be alone, just us, away from prying eyes. So I told Rick we were going to lunch, then to buy fireworks. That gives me a couple of hours.” 
 
    “Where did you tell Ava you were going?” Laughing, “I told Olivia I was getting fireworks, and her response was a hand popping out from a mound of covers and giving me a thumbs up.” 
 
    “I said I was going to run errands with you, and we would be hanging out at your house later to celebrate the Fourth. I hope that’s okay?” 
 
    “Yes! That’s perfect. Matt said he didn’t want to do anything but that Olivia and I should do whatever. So, you and Ava coming over later works great.” I squeeze her hand, “How about we go over by the lake? Maybe we’ll get lucky, and the spot I’m thinking of will be deserted.” 
 
    “That sounds perfect. I want to spend time with you. I don’t care what we do or where we do it.”  
 
    “The lake it is then. Hope you’re in a listen-to-music super loud and sing-along kind of mood because I am.” Handing my phone to Charlie, “Why don’t you find us something to listen to? There’s a new Sara Bareilles song that I’m lovin, or pick something different. Whatever makes you happy.”  
 
    ••••••• 
 
    It’s been a fun night, full of good food, laughter, and fireworks. I’m positive those are the exact things our forefathers had in mind when signing the Declaration of Independence. It had nothing to do with taxes and religious freedom. It was definitely about bottle rockets and Roman candles.  
 
    Once the last sparkler had burned out, the girls quickly escaped into the house to watch a movie. So while it would’ve been nice to have a little help cleaning up and putting everything away, I’m happy to have more time for just Charlie and me.  
 
    After tossing the last bit of trash into the can and closing the lid, I look at Charlie. “Hey, want to go sit on the front porch? We might be able to see the fireworks the neighbors down the street are shooting off. Or… We could do something else…” 
 
    “Jamie, I know that look. But, as much as I enjoy making out with you, I’m not sure we should risk it. One of the girls, or possibly even Matt, could come outside and see us.” 
 
    That reality check threw cold water on me. “I hear you. You’re right. Want to hang out and drink a beer or two? No harm in that.” 
 
    “Sure. I don’t need to be home for a while yet. Let’s have a couple of beers and talk.” 
 
    I’m not positive, but I’m guessing by the way Charlie just said “and talk,” she has something on her mind. “Okay. But first, I want to check in with the girls and make sure they’re okay. After that, I’ll grab the beer and meet you around the front.” 
 
    Fifteen minutes later, with a couple of cold bottles of beer in hand, I make my way around to the front sidewalk. When I turn the corner, I see Charlie sitting on the steps, looking up, watching colors explode across the sky. She turns towards me and smiles, making my heart skip a beat. It’s at this exact moment it hits me that I am, without a doubt, in over my head. I have no idea what to do with that particular realization, so in the interest of time, I choose to ignore it. I’m sure that ignoring it will probably come back to bite me, but for now, it’s the path of least resistance. I’ll mull it over later when I can properly go down the rabbit hole. 
 
    Handing Charlie a beer, I sit on the step beside her. “Sorry it took so long. They wanted popcorn.” Chuckling, “If I was a betting woman, those two will be asleep within thirty minutes.” 
 
    “I hope you’re right. I just want to sit here with you in the dark, drink this beer and talk.” She put the bottle to her lips and took a very long swallow to prove her point.  
 
    “Wow. Okay then. The way you just turned that bottle up and the fact that you keep saying the word talk leads me to believe you have something you want to discuss. So… Tell me, what’s up?”  
 
    Charlie takes a deep breath and lets it out slowly. “You’re right. There is something I want to discuss with you. This.” With a hand, she motions between her and me, “Us. I don’t even know where to start.” Charlie tilts her face back up at the night sky, taking a moment to collect her thoughts before looking. “Jamie, I’ve been thinking. And there’s one thing I can’t get out of my mind. If this thing we’re doing ends badly… I’m scared of losing you, losing my friend. So, on the one hand, I think we should stop and try to get back to normal. 
 
    But on the other hand… Well, if I’m honest, all I can think about is making love to you, going to sleep beside you, and waking up with our bodies tangled up together. I’m trying hard not to overthink this, but I can’t help it.” 
 
    “Okay. Well, let’s see… First, I want you to know I’m scared too. Second, we’ve already crossed so many lines that we can never go back to the normal you’re thinking of.” Taking Charlie’s hand, “Speaking only for myself, that would be impossible for many reasons. Reasons like, I know what your body feels like when it’s pressed against mine. I know how your lips taste. I know there’s a spot right above your collarbone that makes your breath catch when I run my tongue across it. Charlie, we can absolutely stop what we’re doing if that’s what you want. But we can’t go back. Instead, we’ll have to find our new normal. Is that what you want? To find a new normal?” 
 
    Charlie looks away, and we lapse into silence for a few moments, watching fireworks explode overhead. I’m not sure where this conversation is going, but I won’t push it one way or another. I want Charlie to be all in or all out. It has to be her choice. We can take it one day at a time, but I must know she’s in it with me. Because if she’s not, we don’t stand a chance. 
 
    “Listen, yes, we’ve crossed a few lines, but we haven’t gone so far that we can’t stop and find our way back. If we keep going the way we are… Crossing those last lines is inevitable. There will be no turning back if we go there.”  
 
    “Jamie, honestly, at this very moment, all I want is you. I want every single part of you.” 
 
    I look over at Charlie, and meeting her gaze, I see nothing but desire. Reaching up, I cup her cheek and pull her mouth to mine. As our lips meet, the kiss is soft and gentle and filled with something I’m afraid to put into words. As the kiss ends, I put my forehead to hers, breathing the moment in.  
 
    “I know there’s something special between us. And because I know there’s something special, it makes what I’m about to say sound crazy, but I need you to listen to me. Okay?” Charlie leans back and nods. “This thing between us is big. I think these feelings we both have are big and getting bigger. At least, they are for me. This connection I feel with you… Well, it’s like nothing I’ve ever experienced. And because of that, I know there’s a lot of power there. So much power that we could end up destroying one another with it. We could essentially blow up one another’s life. And before you say that you would never do that, I need you to acknowledge that if this goes sideways, for whatever reason, it could happen. Leaving each of us standing in a pile of smoldering rubble with nothing to hold onto but regrets.” 
 
    Charlie’s eyes are brimming with unshed tears. “Jamie, I hear what you’re saying. I agree that there’s a high probability it will get difficult. But, to think it won’t when we’re both married and have kids would be naive.” 
 
    “I feel like I’m about to jump off a cliff, and I just want to know that you’ll be holding my hand and jumping with me. I need to know you’re in this with me. Are you Charlie? Are you in this, or do we need to start finding our new normal?” 
 
    Charlie wipes away a few tears and smiles sweetly. “You are my new normal, Jamie. As a matter of fact, you are quickly becoming my everything.”  
 
    Closing the small gap between us, I kiss her with an abandon that shouldn’t be on display. I can only imagine what my neighbors would think if they happened to look out their window and saw us. I would hope they would applaud and say, ‘Get it, girl,’ but I’m going to go out on a limb and say those would not be the words that came out of their mouth.  
 
    The kiss is rapidly turning into something more, which is excellent but not so great, as this is not the time or place. Allowing common sense to take over, I slow the kiss, lightly touching my lips to hers one last time before pulling back just enough to be able to look into her eyes, “I have an idea. You’re leaving in a couple of days to visit your parents, aren’t you?” Charlie nods, and I continue. “Let’s both of us take the time you’re gone to think. No talking or texting. Let’s think about what each of us really want. What’s best for each of us. Because Charlie, honey, that last line we’ve yet to cross is right in front of us. Any more kissing like we just did, and that line will most certainly be crossed. When you get back next week, we can talk. Agree?” 
 
    “I’ll agree on one condition.” 
 
    “Okay. What’s your condition?” 
 
    “That we go find someplace where your neighbors can’t see us, and we spend the next half hour making out like horny teenagers.” 
 
    “I absolutely love the way you think!” Then, grabbing her hand, I pull her up. “Come on. I know just the spot.” 
 
  
 
 

 CHAPTER 8 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    I know it was my idea for us not to be in contact while Charlie is out of town, but damn, it’s hard. I’m confident I’ve walked more miles in the past few days than in years. Walking is great for my physical health, but more importantly, it gives me time to be alone, just me and my thoughts.  
 
    As I put one foot in front of the other and complete another loop around the park, I’m trying to look at everything from a logical perspective, which isn’t the easiest thing to do. It’s hard to take my feelings out of this situation, but I’m trying. 
 
    On the one hand, I have so much to lose if I do this with Charlie. Whether she and I successfully make a go of it or we try, it doesn’t work. My life as I know it would cease to exist. No more being married to Matt. Being divorced means Olivia would be forced to go between houses. I would no doubt lose some friends during the process. All of the upheavals of selling the house and trying to find a new one I can afford makes me cringe.  
 
    On the other hand, I have so much to gain if I do this with Charlie. If I’m honest with myself, not being married to Matt anymore doesn’t make me sad. Neither does moving to a new house. And whatever friends I lose… Well, were they ever really my friend if they go away because I’m no longer married to Matt?  
 
    The one thing that gives me pause in all of this is Olivia. Making sure I do right by my daughter is the most important thing. My parents were divorced, so I understand the whole two-houses thing. However, there are much worse ways to raise a child than being divorced from their other parent.  
 
    I’ve never understood the unhappily married couples that stay together and say it’s for the sake of the kids. Do they honestly think the kids don’t see it? Do they think they’re hiding the unhappiness constantly displayed in the marriage? Do they believe they’re giving their children a good example of how to live and be in relationships? If they do, they are wrong. Kids see it all. They know when something is off. They know when their parents are unhappy. And subconsciously, they might even learn that an unhappy and dysfunctional relationship is normal.  
 
    I would make a pros and cons list, but that seems a bit elementary when considering the magnitude of what’s before me. I know what I want. I’m honest enough with myself to acknowledge that I want Charlie. But is the want enough reason to go down this rocky path? That’s the biggest question on my mind today. 
 
    I am so incredibly drawn to Charlie that it’s hard to think about not being with her. The thought of living with her by my side makes me smile. But do I believe that life would be easy? Nope. I do not. It would be the year's gossip if she and I came out as a couple. But even knowing we would set many a tongue to wagging, I still smile because she would be there by my side. 
 
    If I’m being truthful, I already know the direction I want to go. I also know it won’t be easy. But if she and I are committed to giving this a chance, and we make it out the other side intact, I think we could be amazing together.  
 
    Hearing my phone chime with an incoming text pulls me from my thoughts. I ignore the interruption and continue my walk. It’s probably just a random ass telemarketer. I know those people have a job to do, but I feel like they work for the devil. Because only the devil would incessantly contact me about an extended car warranty or ask me to take a poll on some politician, trust me when I say that none of the politicians currently in office want poll numbers from me.  
 
    When I hear the chime for a third time, I pull it from my pocket to see who needs me so badly that they are blowing up my phone. The texts aren’t from the devil workers but rather from the very person that has been at the forefront of my thoughts for longer than I want to admit. 
 
      
 
    Charlie: Hey you.  
 
      
 
    Charlie: I know you said no texting, but… 
 
      
 
    Charlie: I miss you and can’t wait to see you! 
 
    With a happy smile and a skip in my step, I wander towards a clump of trees a few yards off the walking trail. Picking out a good tree, I sit and lean against the large trunk. Once I’m comfortable, I fire off a text.  
 
    Me: Hey, back. I was just thinking about you. 
 
      
 
    Charlie: Really? What were you thinking? 
 
      
 
    Me: All good things. But mostly about how 
            much I miss you and can’t wait to kiss you again. 
 
      
 
    Charlie: Tell me more about the kissing. 
 
      
 
    Me: I could be wrong, but that feels like an 
            invitation to do some sexting...  
 
      
 
    Charlie: Good. Because that’s how I meant it 
 
      
 
    Me: First, tell me where you are. 
 
      
 
    Charlie: I’m shopping w/my mom and A. Right now, I’m 
             in a dressing room, trying on a cute dress. 
 
      
 
    Reading Charlie’s reply makes me think about everything I would love to do to her in a dressing room. Right or wrong, I’m kind of a sucker for public sex. The thought of being caught in the act adds a level of excitement that gets me a little hot. 
 
      
 
    Me: I’m not sure about sexting. How about I 
             tell you a story instead? 
 
      
 
    Charlie: Will it be a sexy story?  
 
      
 
    Me: Maybe… you’ll have to tell me what you 
             think after you read it  
 
      
 
    I knew I was playing dirty with a cliffhanger like that, but I didn’t care. The only problem is now I have to figure out what to type back. I’ve never done the whole sexting thing. The thought of sexting with Matt grosses me out. How sad is it that the idea of sexting with my husband makes me feel like that? I’m realizing a little more every day just how much our relationship is like that of roommates. Roommates that don’t particularly like one another, but roommates, nonetheless. 
 
    Leaning against the tree, I close my eyes and let my imagination run wild. The text chime startles me.  
 
      
 
    Charlie: Jamie! Hello! Where’s my story? 
 
      
 
    Grinning, I begin typing a few of the things I would love to be doing now, and all of those things involve Charlie. 
 
      
 
      Me: My story begins with you… you’re in a dressing room just like you are now. You ask for my help with the zipper. I join you, shutting and locking the door behind me. Putting my hands on your shoulders, I slowly turn you to face the mirror, our eyes meeting in the reflection. Brushing your hair to the side, I lightly trace the back of your neck with my fingertips. Leaning down, I run my tongue along the same path, stopping to pay special attention to the spot that makes your knees weak and moan with want. 
 
      
 
    Leaning back the slightest bit, I lower the zipper, caressing your skin as I go. I return my gaze to yours as I push the dress off your shoulders and down your body until it pools at your feet. I step in closer, pulling your body against me. Taking both of your hands in mine, I place them on the mirror and tell you you’re not allowed to move until I say you can.  
 
      
 
    Trailing my fingers up your arms and then slowly down your sides. I know you like what I’m doing because your breathing comes quicker as I move my hands around to cup your breast. You watch my hands as I gently message them and roll your nipples between my fingers. Your moans are getting louder, so I take your chin, turn your head to me and press my mouth to yours, silencing you.  
 
      
 
    As we kiss, I slide my hand across your stomach, pausing when I reach the lace of your panties. I feel your body shudder as I push past the lace band, my fingers dipping down, feeling how wet you are. How ready for me you are. Pulling back from the kiss, my gaze meets yours once more. I want to see your expression when I push my fingers inside you. As I deepen my strokes and find a rhythm, your hips begin to rock faster the closer to release you get. When I feel you tighten, I whisper in your ear that you’re not allowed to make a sound. And with a final thrust, I take you over the edge. 
 
      
 
    I hit send. Putting my thoughts into words has made me wish I was standing in a cold shower instead of sitting in the grass and leaning against a tree trunk.  
 
    Ten minutes have passed without a reply making me think it may have gone too far. Pushing myself up off the ground, I start walking toward my Jeep.  
 
      
 
    Charlie: I’ll be home the day after tomorrow.  
 
      
 
    Me: Was my text too much? 
 
      
 
    Charlie: God, no! All I can say is that it should’ve been 
             your fingers getting me off instead of my own. 
 
      
 
    Me: I’m home alone for the next four days. Come over when you know you can stay a while. 
 
      
 
    Charlie: I’ll be there as soon as I can. And Jamie… I expect you to finish what you started with that text. 
 
      
 
    “Well then. Okay… I guess this is really happening.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
   



 

 Chapter 9 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Cleaning out closets and junk drawers is a necessary evil, and I always feel better once the task is done, but man, sometimes it’s hard to find the desire to start. Tossing out some things and organizing others into donation piles was not how I envisioned spending my last full day of solitude. Matt and Olivia are scheduled to be home tomorrow late afternoon, and while I’ve missed my daughter immensely these last few days, I haven’t missed my husband in the least. 
 
    As a reward for cleaning out all the closets in the house, the final being the dreadful hallway closet, I’ve decided to open a nice bottle of wine and relax. Usually, I’m not a wine drinker, but I’ve had this bottle waiting for the perfect time to open it. So enjoying a glass of wine out on the deck, listening to birds chirp while soaking up the rays sounds like the perfect afternoon.    
 
    Digging around in the vastly overpacked drawer for a corkscrew makes me realize I need to organize the kitchen cabinets and drawers sooner rather than later. I’m positive I don’t need three sets of corn cob holders, four can openers, an old bread maker, and a broken waffle iron.  
 
    Finally locating the corkscrew, I open the wine bottle. Taking one of the crystal wine glasses from the cabinet, I note that it has a light covering of dust. The dust is a visual confirmation that I need to clean out the cabinets or drink more wine. Maybe I should drink wine as I clean the cabinets. As I’m doing a quick rinse of the glass, I hear my phone notification of an incoming text. Seeing the text from Charlie makes me smile.  
 
      
 
    Charlie: Hey. Can I come to see you? 
 
      
 
    Me: Yes! And you should hurry. 
 
      
 
    Charlie: On my way! See you soon. 
 
    Unexpectedly I hear knocking at my front door, followed closely by the loud and way out-of-tune ding-dong of the doorbell. Seriously? What the hell? No one ever knocks on my front door. But really, it makes total sense that at the exact moment Charlie texts saying she’s on her way, there is someone at my front door. I mean, why wouldn’t some random person stop by? Damnit.  
 
    Walking to the door, I silently pray it’s not a salesman wanting to sell me something I don’t want or need, but because I feel bad for not buying, I end up listening to his sales spiel. Total waste of time for both of us because no matter what he says, I’m not going to buy anything he’s selling. 
 
    I flip the lock, turn the knob, and swing the door open, prepared to say ‘no thank you’ to whoever is on the other side. But, instead, my heart skips a beat when I see the woman standing on my porch who has recently taken up residence in my mind. 
 
    “You’re here! Oh my god!” Grabbing Charlie’s hand, I pull her inside and straight into my arms, taking her mouth with mine.  
 
    Pulling back from the kiss, we smile at one another. Brushing her long hair behind her ear, I lean in for another quick peck on the lips. “Hey, you. I’m so happy to see you.” 
 
    “I’m happy to see you too. And just so you know, I’ve thought of little else but you since your text. God, Jamie… That text…” 
 
    “I’m sorry if it was too much. But when you told me where you were… Let’s just say my mind went to all sorts of fun places. But still, I’m sorry if it made you uncomfortable.” 
 
    “Please don’t apologize. There’s no reason to. Let’s sit. I think we need to talk.” 
 
    A knot instantly forms in my stomach. I don’t know of a time in history when anyone uttered the words “need to talk,” and it turned out well for all parties involved. “Would you like a glass of wine? I opened a bottle right before you popped up at my front door.” 
 
    “Yes, please.” 
 
    “Go and sit. I’ll get the wine and join you in a sec.” 
 
    Walking to the kitchen, I grab another glass and rinse it off. It’s hard to miss my nervousness which is visibly displayed via my trembling hands. I lean against the counter, close my eyes, and take a couple of deep breaths as I try to settle myself.  
 
    Opening my eyes, I reach for a glass and pour the wine. With a generous amount of wine in each glass, I pause and close my eyes once more in a last-ditch effort to calm my nerves. Yep, that didn’t work. It’s like I’ve regressed to being an awkward teenager again! 
 
    When I walk into the living room, Charlie looks up at me with a half grin and pats the spot next to her. If this talk were going to be bad, she wouldn’t be asking me to sit beside her. Right? Yep, that’s what I’m going to go with.  
 
    Handing Charlie her glass, I sit and make myself comfortable before turning to face her. I know the conversation we’re about to have is important. At this moment, we decide whether to cross the final line. We both understand that if we do, there’s no going back. 
 
    Charlie takes a big swallow of wine before setting the glass on the table. Reaching out, she takes my hand and lightly strokes my fingers, “I’ve been thinking. Thinking about you. About us.” Motioning between her and me, “About this.” 
 
    “Okay.” 
 
    “Jamie…This, what we’ve been doing… If someone had told me a year ago that we would be sitting here like we are, having this discussion, I would’ve said they were crazy. The past few weeks, months really, have been a lot for me. I don’t even know how to put it all into words. I think we can both agree on that, right?” She pauses as I nod in agreement. 
 
    “This is what I’ve come up with. I want you. Physically, want you. If we take this to the next level, I don’t know if taking the next step and crossing whatever lines remain between us will ultimately break us. But… I don’t care. Thinking about being with you consumes me. I want you. I. Need. You.”  
 
    Pausing again, she picks up her glass and drinks the remainder of her wine. Charlie squeezes my hand and finds my eyes, “Can you be with me like that and be okay with not knowing what happens next?” 
 
    Admittedly, my answer isn’t well thought out, but it's undoubtedly the one I want to give, “Yes.” 
 
    Charlie’s face breaks out in a wide smile. Taking the glass from my hand, she drains the contents and then sits it out of the way. She shifts and begins climbing onto my lap, straddling me. Okay, that was sexy as hell. 
 
    Charlie is biting her bottom lip as she studies me. Tracing her fingers along my cheek and into my hair, she brushes several strands away from my face. Our eyes lock, and as we gaze at one another, I see a flash of desire seconds before she presses her mouth to mine. She tastes like wine, sweet with just a hint of spice. 
 
    All rational thought disappears as I grip Charlie’s waist and pull her closer. As our lips slide over one another and our tongues begin a slow and sexy dance, there’s no question where this moment is leading. 
 
    I gently bit her bottom lip and sucked it between my lips before tilting my head back, meeting her eyes. My voice dropped lower than normal, “I think we should go upstairs. Otherwise, it won’t be long before I have you naked and on your back in the middle of this room.” 
 
    “Jamie, my dear, you can have me, however, whenever and wherever you want. The only thing I ask is you hurry and do it before I explode.” 
 
    Leading Charlie upstairs to my bedroom feels wrong. Not because I’m married, and I’m about to break the vows I made all those years ago. What has me hesitating is not wanting to do this with her in the bed I share with him. 
 
    Once we reach the top landing, I turn the corner, leading us toward the guest room. There are no ghosts in this room. Nothing inside these four walls reminds me I’m married.  
 
    Charlie must have sensed my unease because she stops and takes my chin, turning me to face her. “Hey. If you are having second thoughts and don’t want to do this, I -“ 
 
    I shake my head no and put a finger to her lips, silencing her. Moving her slowly back against the wall, I take both hands, raise them above her head, and pin her body with mine. Bending my head down, I leisurely run the tip of my tongue along her neck, stopping to bite and suck softly on the spot I know makes her weak. Returning to her mouth, I kiss her with all the emotions I’ve had pent up inside for months.  
 
    Releasing her hands, I work the buttons of her shirt methodically. When the final button pops free, I slide the shirt off her shoulders and down her arms. She’s wearing the same red lace bra she had on the last time I had her against this wall. 
 
    Running my thumb back and forth across the lace, I feel her nipple harden. “I do love how this looks on you.” Spinning Charlie to face the wall, I unfasten the clasp, push the straps down and drop the bra on the floor. Reaching around, I trace feather-light touches across her breasts. Rubbing her nipples with the palms of my hands, I can feel them harden even more. 
 
    “Jamie, please.” 
 
    “Please, what?” 
 
    “Please don’t make me wait any longer. I need you.” 
 
    I smile and kiss the back of Charlie’s neck. Then, leaning close to her ear, I whisper, “All good things… Just relax and let me love you, Charlotte. Don’t rush this.” Taking time to lick and nibble her ear causes a sensuous whimper to escape. I don’t think I’ve ever heard a sexier sound. 
 
    My hand moves down to Charlie’s jeans, and I quickly unbutton and lower the zipper. Slipping my hand inside, I can feel how wet she is through the lace of her panties. Knowing that I’m the reason she’s this wet is a powerful feeling. 
 
    Charlie’s hips grind down on my hand, “Baby, I can’t take much more. I need to feel your body against mine. Please.” 
 
    As much as I want to continue this slow pace I’ve set, I do as she has asked. Taking Charlie by the elbow and turning her to face me, I drop to my knees, pulling her jeans off. Placing my mouth on her center, I nip at her hardened clit through the material. Her hands are instantly in my hair, holding me in place. Running my tongue over the sensitive area a few more times makes her moan, “Jamie… Please.” 
 
    I tug at the top band of lace, sliding away the last of the barriers. Rising, I slowly walk us backward, stopping when I feel the bed against the back of my knees. Pausing, I look at the woman in front of me. “My god… I didn’t think I could want you more, but I was wrong.” 
 
    Charlie pulls me in for a quick kiss before pushing me backward onto the bed. “I’m not waiting any longer. Take off your clothes. I’m going to touch and taste every inch of you.”  
 
    This new and dominant side of Charlie is a complete turn-on. I don’t know what she has in mind, but I intend to enjoy every second as I find out. 
 
      
 
    ••••••• 
 
    Pulling Charlie up and into my arms and exhaling loudly, “That… Wow. That was amazing. I’ve never… I mean, wow.” 
 
    Charlie laughs. “Right! For two women who’ve never had sex with another woman, we’re pretty good at this.” 
 
    “Maybe it’s just that you and I are good together.” Trailing the tips of my fingers down her side and across her breast feels so natural to me.  
 
    “How much longer can you stay? I ask for a couple of reasons. One is to say that you should definitely take a quick shower before you leave. Because there’s no way we just spent the last three hours doing what we did and not smell like sex.” 
 
    “I have a little more time. Everyone thinks I went to the office. I told them not to expect me until later tonight. What’s the second reason?” 
 
    “I’m not finished with you yet.” 
 
    Charlie pushes up on her elbow and smiles down at me. “I have an idea. How about I shower now, and you join me?” 
 
    “I like the way you think.” 
 
      
 
    

  

 

 


Chapter 10 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    How I am able to get any work done is beyond me. Between thoughts of Charlie and the constant interruptions from my coworkers, I haven’t been the least bit productive today. The flashbacks alone! Oh! My God! The flashbacks!  
 
    A memory will flash across my mind of us kissing or how her body felt against mine, and I’m lost to the experience all over again. I knew I was in trouble when it took twenty minutes to type out a one-sentence email earlier this morning because I couldn’t focus enough to form a coherent thought.  
 
    Although, there are worse things in life than having fantastic sex flashbacks. Lord knows I couldn’t tell you the last time I even wanted to have sex with Matt, much less had a flashback about it.  
 
    “Jamie? Hey! Yoo-hoo, over here.” Steven, my favorite co-worker of all time, is casually leaning his 6’2” frame against my office door. He is one of the most handsome men I know and one of the nicest.  
 
    Clearly, he didn’t listen when I asked him first thing this morning not to interrupt me today. I wonder how much of an idiot I looked like just now, staring off into space with a massive grin across my face. “Hey. Sorry. Lost in thought there for a second. What’s up?” 
 
    “Stopping by to let you know I’m heading to the airport in a few minutes. I wanted to see if you need anything before I leave. But… Seeing the look on your face, I would rather know what you were thinking.” 
 
    “What are you talking about? I didn’t have a look.” Using air quotes to make light of the word look. Even though I know I did, I wasn’t about to acknowledge it to Steven. “I was thinking about something I did over the weekend.” 
 
    Whatever, girl.” Steven shakes his head and chuckles knowingly. “Matt and Olivia were out of town visiting his parents, and you were home alone most of the weekend. So what could you have done that would put a smile like that on your face? Also, just an FYI, that smile you had plastered on your face is an I-just-got-laid smile. I know this because that’s the same look I have after I get laid. As long as the sex is good, that is. If it’s bad sex, there are no smiles. Only grimaces due to wasted time and regret.” 
 
    Laughing, I toss my pen at him, “Whatever. At any rate, I don’t need anything work-wise, but thanks for asking. I hope you and Brody have a great trip. I know you guys have been looking forward to this vacation. Go, get out of here so you don’t miss your plane.” 
 
    Steven turns to leave, “Alright, I’m out. See you in a week. I will no doubt have an amazing tan when I return.”  
 
    Before he gets too far from my door, I call out, “Bring me back something pretty!” That man always brings back some of the most incredible things when he goes on vacation. I snicker to myself, thinking that the last time he went on vacation, the thing he brought back was Brody. 
 
    “Okay! Focus Jamie! Focus!” Rolling my eyes at the ridiculousness of me telling myself to focus so I can work. I’m obviously losing my mind, and perhaps with good reason. 
 
    My phone chimes with an incoming text. Please don’t let it be Matt. I so don’t want to deal with him and whatever he wants to complain about today. He was up and out the door early this morning, which worked out great for my plan to avoid him. Seeing that it’s a text from Charlie makes me smile.  
 
      
 
    Charlie: Hey. Can you meet me? I need to see you. 
 
      
 
    Me: Sure. What time and where? 
 
      
 
    Charlie: 30min. Church parking lot close to my house. 
 
      
 
    Me: I’ll be there! 
 
      
 
    I can’t help but wonder what this is about. Most of the time, I can read the tone in Charlie’s texts, but not this time. Although realistically, how could it be bad? I saw her two days ago, and it was fantastic, so I’m sure it’s nothing. Only one way to find out, and that’s to meet her. So I power down my computer, grab my keys and head out the door. Meeting in a church parking lot seems a bit odd, but whatever. I’m sure she has her reasons. 
 
      
 
    Traffic on the way is, in a word, bad. Where in the hell have all these people come from, and where are they going? It’s 2pm on a Monday. Shouldn’t they be at work? Although, to be fair, that’s where I should be. Instead, I’m going to meet the woman I’m having an affair with and in a church parking lot at that. 
 
    Pulling into the lot, there’s no sign of Charlie’s car anywhere. The church is the small-town version of a big-city mega church, which means the parking lot is massive because almost everyone in this town attends church here. I finally find her car backed into a space in the back lot where thick woods border the property. She defiantly picked an out-of-the-way spot. 
 
    I pull up in the space beside her car and roll down my window. She mimics the action and gives me a small wave but doesn’t move or say anything. Surely we aren’t going to sit and stare at one another from our parked cars. 
 
    I’m the first to break the silence. “Hey, you. What’s up? Why did you want to meet here? We could’ve gone for coffee, or you could’ve come to my office if you wanted to chat.” 
 
    Charlie glances all around and then finally back at me. Her sunglasses hide her eyes, making it difficult for me to get a read on things. With a playful grin, she gets out of her car, walks around to the passenger side of my Jeep, opens the back door, and gets in. I turn around in total confusion. 
 
    Charlie takes her sunglasses off, finally making eye contact. “Will you please come back here with me?” 
 
    Once I’m in the back with Charlie, I take my sunglasses off and toss them in the front seat. No need for shades when you have dark-tinted windows. “This feels weird. What’s going on? Why did you want to meet -“ 
 
    Before I can finish asking the question, Charlie launches herself onto my lap and claims my mouth with hers. Her hands cup my face as she slants her mouth over mine repeatedly. I feel my desire for her begin to rage. Wrapping my arms around her waist and holding her tightly against my body, it doesn’t take long for things to become heated. Okay, this is super hot.  
 
    I haven’t made out in the back seat of a car since I was a teenager, and then it was more about awkwardly fumbling around. There’s nothing awkward about this. We are totally in sync with one another. Charlie leans back, reaches for the hem of her shirt, pulls it over her head, and tosses it to the side. Giving me a quick smile before pressing her lips hungrily back against mine. 
 
    My hands glide over the curves of her hips and up her back. I unhook her bra and bend my head to lick, suck and nibble across the top of her breasts. I move a hand to cup one of her breasts as I wrap my lips around the hard nipple of the other. I’m rewarded with a low throaty moan when I begin circling my tongue around the hardened pebble and rake my teeth across it. There’s nothing slow or tender about what’s happening between us. This is straight-up lust. 
 
    Reaching for the button of her jeans, “I want these off. Now.” 
 
    Charlie slides off me and does her best to get the jeans off. “Take off your blouse so it doesn’t get any more wrinkled than it already is. Take off your bra while you’re at it.” 
 
    Moving around in the backseat of a Jeep isn’t the easiest of things to do. Nor is it at all romantic. But this meeting, this coming together, isn’t about romance. It’s about need. It’s fast and hot, and sexy as hell. 
 
    Once our clothing has been tossed to the side, Charlie crawls back onto my lap, closing the distance between us and pressing her breasts against mine. I love the feel of her hard nipples rubbing against my own.  
 
    I run my hands across her shoulders and down to the small of her back. Sliding both of my hands beneath the lace of her panties to cup her ass and pull her closer. 
 
    Charlie’s hips are grinding into me, telling me without words what she needs. Slipping one hand around to the front, I push the material aside and slide the tips of my fingers across her hardened clit several times before dipping into her wetness. Dear god, she is so fucking wet.  
 
     When I press two fingers deep inside, Charlie throws her head back and moans loudly. Although the confined space makes it difficult, I find a rhythm that her hips easily match. It’s not long before I feel her walls tightening, telling me she’s close. Tilting my head back just enough to see her face, I watch as I bring her closer to orgasm. Pressing the palm of my hand against her clit as I thrust my fingers deep inside is what finally takes this beautiful woman over the edge. 
 
    Charlie collapses on me and rests her head on my shoulder. Between ragged breaths, she whispers, “Wow. That was so not why I wanted to meet you.” 
 
    “Are you complaining?” 
 
    “No! Not at all. My god, that was hot.” Her breathing is still labored as she explains, “I wanted us to talk. But then, when I saw you talking was the last thing I wanted to do.” 
 
    Laughing, “So you’re telling me that the combination of me and church parking lots make you hot?” 
 
    “I guess so. Who knew?” 
 
    Lightly running the tips of my fingers up and down her back, “What did you want to talk about?” 
 
    Her eyes meet mine, “Nothing that can’t wait. Right now, I would much rather rub my hands all over your body.” Patting the seat back, “Do these things lay flat? Because that’s exactly how I need you to be to do what I want to do. Flat.” 
 
    Smiling at her, “As a matter of fact, they do.” 
 
    “Good. Then you should make that happen and do it fast.” 
 
      
 
    An hour and a half later, I’m returning to work with a giant smile. Of course, if any passing drivers looked at me and saw my goofy grin, they’d probably think I’d lost my mind. 
 
    Who knew sex in a parking lot in the middle of the day could be so incredibly satisfying? I assume the countless other people having secret affairs are privy to this information, but this is all new to me. In fact, everything about this is new to me. The emotions, the magnetic-like pull I feel towards her, the almost unquenchable thirst I have for her, the way she takes over my thoughts until there’s nothing left but her… I’ve never felt this way about another person, including my husband. 
 
    And therein lies the problem. I’m feeling all these things for someone who isn’t my husband. What in the hell am I doing!? 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
   


 
 

 Chapter 11 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Olivia is hanging out with a friend, and Matt is at work, so I am sitting with my thoughts. Considering what I’ve been doing in random parking lots, supply room closets, and an occasional visit to my guest room, I’ve taken no time to think. All I’ve been doing for the past six weeks is having super-hot sex and texting with Charlie when we aren’t having super-hot sex. Needless to say, Charlie and my feelings for her are dominating my existence lately. 
 
    I have to make changes, but I’m not sure how. I don’t want to continue sleeping in the same bed with Matt, much less let him touch me. We haven’t had sex since the first time Charlie and I were together. And surprisingly enough, he hasn’t asked for it or made a move in that direction. If I didn’t know better, I would think it was Matt having an affair, not me. But then again, it’s not like we had a great sex life, to begin with. Sex was sporadic at best. Sporadic sex is something else I can add to the list of symptoms when looking at my failing marriage. Does having an affair mean my marriage is in the process of dying or that it already has? Pretty sure I know the answer without even having to think about it. 
 
    There are numerous reasons why I don’t want to sleep beside my husband. Most notable is this thing with Charlie. I feel bad about what I’m doing, and I know it’s wrong, but at the same time, I have no plans to stop. 
 
    I need an excuse to move to the guest room to put some physical distance between the two of us. The only reason I can come up with is my inability to get a good night’s sleep. I haven’t been sleeping well for a couple of years now, and I know I sometimes wake him with my tossing and turning.  
 
    The sleep excuse sounds super lame. If I were my husband, I would absolutely think something was up if there was a sudden move to the guest room, and getting a good night’s sleep was the justification. Oh well, I’ll figure something out. 
 
    When I hear the garage door rising, I physically tense because it can only mean one thing, Matt is home.  A few minutes pass before Matt comes stumbling into the house, yelling my name. “Jamie!” 
 
    “No need to yell. I’m sitting right here.” 
 
    “Sorry. I didn’t see you. I feel like shit. Like a truck has run over me. Pretty sure I have the flu. It’s been going around work.” 
 
    “Okay. Let’s get you upstairs and in bed so you can rest. You can stay in our room, and I will move to the guest room for a few days. The last thing we need is for us both to be sick with the flu. So you go on up, get changed, and get in bed. I’ll bring up some meds and a couple of water bottles.” 
 
    Matt smiles weakly and turns toward the stairs, “Thanks. I appreciate it.” 
 
    “No problem. Take your temperature before you crawl into bed. I’ll be up in a few minutes, armed with a big ass can of Lysol.” 
 
    I do a little dance as soon as Matt clears the top of the stairs. Yes, I know that makes me look like a cold-hearted bitch because it appears that I’m excited about him being sick. But trust me, that couldn’t be further from the truth. Matt being sick, from a tiny hang nail on his pinkie finger to the flu, is never fun. That man acts like he is on death’s doorstep with just the hint of allergy season.  
 
    What I’m happy about is that it looks like a reason to move to the guest room has just been dropped in my lap. Not sure who to thank for that, but I’m thankful nonetheless since it’s one less thing I have to figure out today. 
 
    As I dig around for the vitamins, zinc, and cough medicine, my phone vibrates with a text from Charlie.  
 
      
 
    Charlie: Have time to talk? 
 
      
 
    Me: Give me 15 and I’ll call you. 
 
      
 
    Instead of a ‘Sure baby or take your time’, I get a thumbs up emoji back as a reply. What the hell? A thumbs up? Seriously? I only send those when I have no desire to talk to someone or am super busy. 
 
    I won’t worry about the underlying meaning of sending an emoji. If I did, that would be the epitome of my over-analyzing. Shaking my head at myself, I head upstairs to spray a cloud of Lysol and dump loads of vitamins into Matt. I may not want to sleep with the man, but I don’t want him sick. Now that I have Matt has squared away, I fire off a quick text to Charlie.  
 
      
 
    ME: I can talk now. Want me to call? 
 
      
 
    Charlie: Sorry. Can’t talk. Rick just got home.  
 
      
 
    Me: Okay. Text me later if you want. Miss you. 
 
      
 
    Charlie: I’ll talk to you tomorrow. Sleep well. 
 
      
 
    I stand there and reread her text. Hmmmm, well okay then. It feels like there’s a disturbance in the force. Rolling my eyes at myself because, based on that dorky Star Wars reference just now, it must be Throwback Thursday. 
 
    But, seriously, it seemed like Charlie had something she wanted to talk about. But now she doesn’t even want to text? We text one another every night and have for the past six weeks. Hell, we have full-blown conversations via text. Guess I’ll find out tomorrow. 
 
    Olivia comes bouncing down the stairs into the kitchen. “Mom! What’s for dinner?”  
 
    Setting my phone on the counter, “I haven’t decided. Your dad is sick and in bed. By the way, please stay away from him. He might have the flu.” 
 
    “Yuck! Okay, I will. Hope you don’t get sick too.” 
 
    “I’m going to sleep in the guest room for a few days, so hopefully, I don’t catch whatever he has. Who knows, I might even be able to sleep through the night for a change. If nothing else, I’ll be able to spread out and sleep diagonally.”  
 
    Olivia laughs, “Yeah, maybe. Anyway, back to the important stuff. What’s for dinner? I’m thinking pizza.”  
 
    Nodding yes, “That sounds good. I’ll have it delivered. What do you want on it?” 
 
    “All of the toppings Dad won’t let us have because he doesn’t like flavor.”  
 
    I snicker because she is so right. We never get to eat fun stuff because Matt's tastes are incredibly boring food. “Sure. Let’s get crazy and order bread sticks too.  
 
    Olivia does a fist pump, “Yes! I’ll be in my room. Let me know when it gets here.” 
 
      
 
    After Olivia and I destroy the pizza and bread sticks and are sufficiently stuffed, we head to bed for the night. “Night, O. Sleep well. Love you.” 
 
    “Night, Mom. Have fun taking up the whole bed.”  
 
    I grab my favorite T-shirt, tug it over my head, throw back the covers, and climb into bed. After a few minutes of fluffing pillows and shifting around to get comfortable, I’m finally ready for sleep. The only problem is I can’t sleep. I can’t slow my mind enough to sleep. As soon as I close my eyes, all the random ass thoughts in my head think it's go time. So here I lay, staring up at the ceiling.  
 
    I would text Charlie, but something tells me not to. Even though my gut is rarely wrong, I typically don’t listen. But I will try tonight. Come to think of it, maybe I should stop ignoring my gut feelings. It could actually make my life a little easier if I listened to my gut more often.  
 
    Something else I should stop ignoring is that I’m falling in love with Charlie. Or, to be more accurate, I am in love with her. I’m not sure when it happened, but if I’m honest, I fell in love with Charlie before she kissed that first time. Our relationship has always been about more than sex for me.  
 
    Hearing those three little words for the first time from the person you most want to listen to them from is a feeling like no other. I know how I feel about Charlie and want to tell her, but something keeps stopping me. It’s almost like I need her to say it first so I don’t feel so out on a limb. Fear of rejection is alive and well.    
 
    ••••••• 
 
    I wish I knew why some days, my drive to work was like the equivalent of driving on winding roads through the middle of hell. Thank god I filled the travel mug with my morning shot of caffeine before walking out the door. Slapping the steering wheel, “Come on! Just drive. It’s not rocket science. Dude, your inability to navigate morning traffic is making me and everyone else behind me late for work!” I fully understand that the driver in front of me can’t hear me but yelling makes me feel better. 
 
    Frustration with this morning’s drive isn’t helping my mood. Never mind the fact that I slept for shit last night. It’s time for some music. Tapping the touchscreen on my Jeeps Uconnect brings up a Throwback playlist. One surefire way to shift a crappy mood is singing along to some good tunes.  
 
    Two songs in, and my mood has already lightened. Singing along with Dolly’s Two Doors Down is interrupted by an incoming call from Charlie. Smiling, I hit the answer button on my steering wheel. “Good morning, you.” 
 
    “Hey, Jamie. Are you at work?” Charlie’s voice sounds off. Maybe even a bit strained. 
 
    “Nope. Currently, I’m taking the scenic route through hell.” 
 
    “Not sure what that means, but okay. Anyway, can you talk?” 
 
    “Sure. What’s up? Wait, before you tell me what’s up with you, I wanted to ask if you would like to join me for lunch. We can meet wherever you want, and I’m flexible on time. I have one meeting this morning, and then I’m free.” 
 
    There’s a long pause before Charlie starts talking again. “Listen, Jamie… I’m sorry.” Charlie’s voice breaks the tiniest bit, “I’m having a hard time right now.” 
 
    “What’s wrong? You not wanting to talk or text last night makes me wonder if I’ve done something to upset you.” 
 
    “No. It’s nothing you’ve done. It’s what WE are doing. It’s everything. I’m having a hard time with this. I don’t know…” 
 
    “Wait. What? I’m not following. Stop being so cryptic and just say whatever it is that you want to say.” 
 
    The line goes silent again as I wait for Charlie to explain. Several seconds tick by, and I look to see if the call is still connected. Something feels very off right now. 
 
    When Charlie’s voice finally comes through the speakers, her tone has undeniable sadness. “I can’t do this anymore. I’m married to Rick, and I have a daughter to consider. Rick has started trying. He’s being nice and paying more attention to me and… I feel like I need to give him a chance.” With a break in her voice, “I just feel so guilty when I’m with you.” 
 
    I take a deep breath and release it. This is coming out of left field, and I’m not sure how to respond or, more importantly, how I should respond. 
 
    “Jamie? Are you there? Did you hear what I said?” 
 
    “Yep, I’m here. Hmm, wow. So not what I thought we would be talking about today. I mean, considering the amount of sex we’ve had in the past four days alone, I’m a little thrown right now. This isn’t a conversation I expected to be having with you today.” 
 
    “I’m sorry. I really am. But the guilt is killing me. Don’t you feel guilty when you’re with me?” 
 
    I let out a long sigh of resignation, “I know without a doubt what we’re doing isn’t right for a few reasons. But Charlie, my marriage was over years ago. I care for Matt as my daughter's father, but that’s it. I haven’t loved him in a very long time. So, no. No, I don’t feel guilty when I’m with you. And honestly, I’m shocked you do, considering who you’re married to.” I make an incredulous sound, knowing I’m about to go into self-protective mode and toss out some bitchy, passive-aggressive comment. “But hey, if you think Rick being nice for a few days is a sign he’s changed, then go for it. Stranger things have happened, sorta like us falling into bed together.” That last part was said with a definite bite to it, but I won’t apologize. 
 
    “Jamie, please don’t be this way. You know how I feel about you. I feel so torn right now. He is my husband, ya know.” 
 
    “Actually, I don’t know how you feel about me. You’ve never come right out and told me. But I guess it doesn’t really matter now.” I blow out a loud breath, trying to get ahold of my emotions. The last thing I want to do is start crying while I’m still talking to Charlie. I pause for another few seconds before continuing. “Look, I’m sorry if I’m coming across as a bitch right now. I know his pattern. He will be nice to you for a week, two tops, and then he’ll flip the dick-switch the first time something doesn’t go his way. Then he’ll be a dick about everything and go back to treating you like shit until he has you tucked safely back in your little box.” 
 
    “Jamie, please don’t.” 
 
    “I’m sorry. I shouldn’t have said that. That wasn’t fair of me, and I’m sorry. Let me try again, and I hope things work out the way you want. Anyway, I just pulled into the parking lot at work, so I’m going to let you go. Take care, Charlie.” 
 
    Tears begin cascading like a waterfall as soon as I push the end call button. “Damnit! What the fuck? ” Pounding the steering wheel with my fists, “fuuuuuuuuuck!”  
 
    Slumping back in my seat, I stare blankly out the window for a couple of minutes while I work to reign in my emotions. Wiping the wetness from my face, I catch my reflection in the rearview mirror. “Wow. I look rough. I so can’t go in the office like this.”  
 
    Reaching over, I grab my purse and dig around until I find my in-case-of-emergency makeup compact. Pretty sure the streaks and smudges of mascara making me look like a rabid raccoon classifies as an emergency.  
 
    Groaning to myself, “Well, this is already stacking up to be one hell of a good day. Maybe I can keep the party rolling and get fired before the day is out. I mean, shit, why not go for broke?”  
 
    I do a quick touch-up and recheck my reflection before heading inside. Safely encased alone in the elevator, I take a deep breath as more tears threaten. I feel like I’m about to fall apart, but I refuse to let that happen, at least not while I’m at work. I can have a meltdown later. Right now, I have to prepare for a meeting with the Marketing team.  
 
    I’ve almost reached my office when I hear Steven’s voice. “Hey, girlie. What’s up with you?”  
 
    I attempt to put on my best fake smile before I turn and look his way.  
 
    “Whoa. What’s wrong? You look like, well, I’m not sure what you look like, but it’s not the happy Jamie I’m used to. You okay?” 
 
    I nod my head like a broken bobblehead doll. “Yep, all good. I am just running a bit late this morning. I’ll talk to you later. I have a meeting in twenty minutes, and I need to prep.” 
 
    “Sure. I’ll catch you later. But hey, you might want to fix your mascara. It’s a little smudged.” 
 
    Reflexively I reach up to my eyes. “I’ll do that. Thanks.” 
 
    Fuck me, and fuck this day! 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
   


 
 

 

Chapter 12 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    The first few days after that early morning call from Charlie were hellish, personally and professionally. Work was crazy because a client decided to go in a different direction with their campaign, which meant the whole team had to jump in and start over from scratch. Thankfully, we finally got them back to their happy place, and things were moving forward again.  
 
    Matt was feeling better, but to hear him talk about how sick he had been, you would’ve thought he was circling death’s drain. I’m still of the firm opinion that a fever of 100.1 and a stuffy nose is not him dying but rather the equivalent of him being a baby. However, his cold did give me a reason to move to the guest room. I’ve since made it clear I’m sleeping better and have no intention of returning to our room. Oddly enough, he doesn’t seem to care that his wife is no longer sleeping in the same bed. 
 
    It’s been a couple of weeks, and I miss Charlie like crazy. But she made it clear she wants to work on her marriage. I may not like it, but I will respect her decision. I want her to be happy. She deserves to be happy. I’m just not sure Rick is the way to make that happen. I hope I’m wrong about him, but I don’t think I am.  
 
    Not seeing or talking to Charlie has given me time to take a long hard look at my marriage without the lines being blurred by a love affair. If I were happily married, things with Charlie never would’ve happened as they did, that much I’m positive about. I’m also positive about the fact that I have decisions to make. Big decisions. Decisions that honestly scare the hell out of me.  
 
    Over the past few months, I’ve discovered that walking helps me think and get real with myself. But, unfortunately, being honest with oneself when it comes to life-altering things is never easy. Throw in deciding what steps to take next, and I am perpetually living in emotional hell.  
 
    Laura pulls in, parking beside me just as I finish my pre-walk stretching. I typically walk alone, but I thought talking things over with my friend while we walk might help filter out some of the thoughts rattling around in my head.  
 
    “Hey, friend! Sorry, I’m late. I had to drop the boys at their friends’ houses. They have some new game they want to play and begged me to take them.” 
 
    “No worries. I haven’t been here long. You need to stretch, or are you good to go?” 
 
    “No, I’m good. Let’s go.” 
 
    “Want to walk towards the soccer field? There aren’t any games going on. Plus, that way has fewer hills, so it’s an easier walk.” 
 
    “Sure. Whatever works for you.” Laura matches my speed as we head out. “Haven’t seen you in a while. Are you okay?”  
 
    “As my grandfather used to say, I’m as well as can be expected under the circumstances. I wanted to talk to you about something. Well, a few somethings.” 
 
    Laura looks at me quizzically, “Okay. What’s up?” 
 
    “Umm, wow… I don’t know where to start.” Shaking my head, “God, Laura… my life. My life has gotten out of control.” 
 
    “How so? Everything okay with you and Matt?” 
 
    Laughing, “Things with Matt and I haven’t been okay in a long time.” Reigning in my laughter, “Sorry, I’m not laughing because it’s funny. I’m laughing because my life is so ridiculous right now that I'll start crying if I don’t laugh.” 
 
    “I’m sure it’s not that bad.” 
 
    “No. It is, in fact, that bad. Mind if we sit on the bleachers while we talk?” 
 
    “Whatever you need.” 
 
    Walking up a couple of rows, I plop down. “This is so much harder to talk about than I thought it would be.” Turning to face Laura, “Before I start, I need you to do me a favor. Take off your sunglasses. I want to see your eyes when I’m talking.” 
 
    Laura takes her sunglasses off and gives me a serious look. “Jamie, you’re starting to scare me. What’s going on?” 
 
    Nervous is the only word to describe the feeling coursing through me as I sit here beside my best friend. I watch a bird search for worms as I take a moment to gather my thoughts before launching into everything. What I’m about to tell Laura could potentially end our friendship because you never really know how someone will react to news like this. Will my best friend be shocked and disgusted? Will she suddenly hate me because she’s secretly homophobic? Will she support me in any way she can? These questions run through my mind as I prepare to tell my truth. 
 
    Gathering my courage, I look Laura in the eyes, “I need you to just listen to me and let me get this out before you start asking me questions. Okay?” 
 
    Laura nods, “Of course.” 
 
    Blowing out loudly, “I’ve been having an affair. You know the person. It’s -“ 
 
    “Hold up. It’s not Paul, is it? Cause if it's Paul, I’m going to have a lot of questions.” 
 
    “God, no! It’s not your husband! That would just be gross. He’s like a brother to me. Anyway, would you please let me finish?” I wait for a couple of teenage girls to walk past before continuing.  
 
    “It’s Charlie.” Pausing to give her a minute to take it in, “She’s the person I was having an affair with. It’s been going on for a couple of months. Actually, the physical part lasted a couple of months. The emotional part… That started way before.” 
 
    Laura stares at me for a minute like she’s waiting for me to laugh and say gotcha. “Wow. Umm... Okay.” She shifts uncomfortably on the bleacher, “Is it still going on? Does Matt or Rick know?” 
 
    “No, they don’t know. Other than Charlie and I, you’re the only one who knows. And to answer your other question, no, it’s not still happening. A couple of weeks ago, she told me she felt guilty and wanted to try harder with Rick.” Catching a tear with my thumb, “Laura, this has turned my world upside down. And I’m lost right now.” 
 
    “So, are you gay? Like, are you into women now? I’m sorry if that comes across as wrong, but I’m curious. Are you?” 
 
    “Well, the simple answer to your question is I don’t know. I know how I feel about one woman, but no clue about others.” 
 
    “Do you love her?” 
 
    Meeting Laura’s gaze without wavering, “Yes, I love her.” That was big. I hadn’t told Charlie I loved her, but here I sat telling my best friend.  
 
    “Okay. And how does she feel about you?” 
 
    “That doesn’t matter anymore. She doesn’t want to continue things with me. Based on what I know of her and Rick’s marriage, I don’t see it working out. That’s my opinion only, of course.” Shaking my head, “Anyway, I know you’re a little thrown. Maybe not about me having an affair but with who I was having one.” 
 
    A chuckle escapes Laura as she side-eyes me. “Not gonna lie, I am shocked. I am definitely shocked that it’s with another woman. But, if I’m being honest, you've never really seemed happy the entire time I’ve known you. But I thought you would eventually talk to me about it if you wanted to. We’ve both talked about how our husbands get on our nerves, but this is more than Matt getting on your nerves. I hate you’re going through this. It can’t be easy.” 
 
    Giving Laura a sad smile, I brush away another tear. “Easy isn’t a word that I would use to describe anything about my life at this time. As far as talking to you about it, I know I could’ve. I just didn’t. You and I know that if someone is happily married, they don’t cheat. I’ve known for a long time that I’m not happy. What I didn’t know was exactly how unhappy.” My tears are falling too fast to catch, so I give up trying. “I guess there’s one thing I need to know from you. Knowing what you do, about it being Charlie… are you and I still friends?” 
 
    Laura bumps her shoulder into mine, “Of course, we are crazy. I won’t lie, the fact that it's Charlie throws me, but that part isn’t my business. I love you. You’re my sister from another mister.” 
 
    I immediately feel better. Laura’s opinion matters to me, and the fact that my confession didn’t cost me my best friend takes a huge weight off. “Thank you. That means a lot. It really does.” Sighing, “Man, these metal bleachers are hard on a girl’s ass. Let’s finish the rest of the loop around the park. I need to walk off some nervous energy before I go home.” 
 
    “Okay. Let me get my lazy butt up. You’re right. These bleachers are hard on the ass. Feel bad for all the soccer moms who have to sit on these damn things every weekend.”  
 
    As we walk in silence, I glance over at Laura. No doubt she’s processing that her best friend has been having sex with another woman. I get it. It would take me a minute if the roles were reversed. Hell, it took me a minute, and I was the one having sex. 
 
    Laura breaks the silence, “So what are you going to do? Are you going to tell Matt?”  
 
    Shaking my head, “No. There’s no point in telling him. Charlie has ended it. But… here’s the thing, I don’t want to stay married to him, and I’m unsure what to do next. How do I even go about this in a way that is fair for everyone?” My phone starts vibrating. I pull it from my pocket, and the screen lights up with a new text from Charlie. I feel a stab of pain just seeing her name. 
 
      
 
    Charlie: Can we talk? 
 
      
 
    I have no idea what she wants to talk about, and I don’t care. All that matters is that agreeing to talk means I get to see her. To say the past two weeks haven’t been easy would be an understatement. I’ve felt heartbroken and lost. The worst part was having to fake that I’m all good. I’m not the best at hiding my feelings. I’ve been told more than once that I should never play poker because everything I think is written all over my face.  
 
    I type out a quick reply.  
 
      
 
    Me: Sure. When and where? 
 
      
 
     “Who texted you just now?” 
 
    “Why do you ask?” 
 
    “Because the smile on your face is stupidly big. I don’t have to be a psychic to know it wasn’t Matt texting you.” 
 
    “It was Charlie. That’s the first I’ve heard from her since our convo a couple of weeks ago when she told me it was over. She asked to meet and talk. Didn’t say about what.” 
 
    “If she wants to start your affair back up, will you agree to it?” 
 
    “Yes.” Holding my hands up, “Look, I get that having an affair isn’t right, but it is what it is. And before you say it, yes, I’m fully aware that we could get caught. The problem is, I almost don’t care if we do.”  
 
    “Well, I hope you don’t get caught. Are you sure you love this woman, and it’s not lust or some experimental phase? Because, Jamie, if it’s not love and it’s just about you being bored and trying to add a little excitement to your life, you might want to think twice. A lot of people could get hurt if you’re found out.” 
 
    “Laura, you know me. Do I do anything without thinking about it first?” 
 
    “No.” 
 
    “Then you have to know I’ve thought about this from just about every perspective. But more than that, yes, I’m in love with her. And everything in me tells me she feels the same.” 
 
    “If she feels the same, why did she break it off and decide to work on her marriage?” 
 
    “All I can tell you is she said she felt guilty. But two days earlier… Without going into the details that I’m sure you don’t want to hear, let’s say guilt” I make air quotes “was the last thing on her mind.” 
 
    “I believe you. Hopefully, the talk goes how you want it to.” 
 
    “Yeah. Hope so.” 
 
    We finish out the loop, arriving back at the parking lot. Laura digs out her key, unlocking her car. “I need to go. I promised Mom I would help her move some things to the attic. Call me later if you need to talk.” 
 
    Leaning in to hug Laura bye, “I will. Thanks for listening. Before you go, I know I don’t have to say this, but I’m going to anyway. Please don’t tell anyone what I told you.” 
 
    “I won’t. No one would believe me anyway,” Laura chuckles as she climbs into her SUV.  
 
    As I stand there watching my friend drive away, I finally relax. I didn’t realize how much anxiety I had about how Laura would react to my truth regarding Charlie.  
 
    My phone vibrates with a text from Charlie as I open my door.  
 
      
 
    Charlie: Can you meet me at our spot? I can be there in 
             about twenty minutes. If you would rather not meet or 
             talk, I understand. 
 
      
 
    Me: I’ll meet you there. 
 
      
 
    I get in the driver’s seat, take a few minutes to breathe, and try to calm my nerves before starting the Jeep. I wish I had a crystal ball to know what this meeting is about. Not knowing is the worst part because if I knew, I could prepare myself for whatever is about to happen.  
 
    ••••••• 
 
    When I pull in, Charlie is leaning against her car, and my heart starts racing as soon as I see her. As I drive to where she’s parked, I have small flashbacks of times we’ve met here. 
 
    Standing in this vacant parking lot, holding onto one another was common for us until two weeks ago. We took our moments where we could find them, and the times we’ve met here are too numerous to count. While it’s not the most romantic place to get together, we made this parking lot our own. The random teenage couple has nothing on us when it comes to having mind-blowing sex in a car.  
 
    I park in a spot a couple over from her car and take another deep breath before getting out to talk about God knows what. “Hi, Charlie. Is everything okay?”  
 
    Charlie takes her sunglasses off, places them on the hood of the car, and then she stands there looking at me, saying nothing for a few seconds. The air between us is thick, with too many emotions to name. I give it another second or two before breaking the heavy silence. “Why did you want to meet here?” 
 
    Charlie takes a couple of steps in my direction, stopping inches from me. She’s close enough that I can see the flecks of gold in her hazel eyes. I can also see apprehension, as if she’s not sure what to do next.  
 
    “Charlie, why are we here?” 
 
    Without saying a word, she takes that last step toward me and wraps her arms around me. What the fuck is going on?  
 
    Charlie is hugging me tighter than she ever has. It’s like she is afraid to let go. Whether it’s afraid to let go of me or let go of herself, I’m not sure. Our bodies are pressed so tightly together that I can feel how fast her heart is beating. I put my lips to her ear and softly whispered, “It's okay. I’ve got you. Just talk to me. Say whatever it is you need to say.” 
 
    With tears brimming in her eyes, Charlie leans back and whispers, “Jamie…I…I can’t say it.” 
 
    I pull her back into me and kiss her temple. “If it makes it any easier for you, I feel it too. You’re safe with me, Charlie. Just say the words.”  
 
    Charlie takes a stuttering breath before whispering, “I never should’ve left you. I love you, Jamie. I love you so much that it scares me. God, how I love you.”  
 
    I put just enough space between us to take her face in my hands, “I love you too.” I wipe a tear from her cheek before leaning in to kiss her. That kiss seals it for me. I know right then and there that I will never love another the way I love her. I feel Charlie relax into me as our kiss deepens. The emotions of our confession envelop us.  
 
    I feel Charlie smiling into our kiss as she pushes me back against the side of my Jeep and presses her body into mine. Her hands find the hem of my t-shirt, sliding under to gently stroke along my sides before gliding up to cup my breast. Her thumb strokes over the lace of my bra, making my nipple harden. I grip Charlie’s hips as the heat rises in my belly. She shifts her body slightly and moves her thigh between my legs, pressing at my center. I can’t help but moan when she begins rocking her hips in a slow and sultry motion.  
 
    Pulling my mouth from hers, I lick and suck along her neck. When I reach her ear, I mutter in a very unconvincing tone, “We shouldn’t do this out in the open. It’s the middle of the afternoon. What if someone sees us?” 
 
    “Do you want me to stop?” 
 
    “God, no!” 
 
    “Good because I want you. Right here. Right now.” 
 
    “Mmmmm”  
 
    Charlie bites my earlobe and then sucks it between her lips before whispering, “I will take that as a yes.” 
 
    I nod my agreement. At this exact moment, I would happily agree to almost anything Charlie wants.  
 
    I tilt my head back, exposing my neck to Charlie’s lips. As she kisses along my neck, one of her hands moves to the front waistband of my joggers while the other moves around to the small of my back, holding me in place. “You have no idea how much I want to touch you right now. How much I want to take you and make you mine. Hear your moans of pleasure when I slip my fingers through your wetness. Are you wet for me, Jamie? Do you want me to stroke your clit and push deep inside you?” 
 
    When a breathless “please” escapes my lips, Charlie slides her hand past my waistband and into my panties. Wasting no time, she dips her fingers into my heat.  
 
    Charlie’s lips return to mine, and she hungrily kisses me as her fingers play me like a finely tuned instrument. I feel a wave of heat building and beginning to rise. I know it won’t be long until I’m consumed with it and helpless to stop it. She has found the perfect rhythm to take me over the edge. Breaking the kiss, I press my face into her neck and let go completely.  
 
    Charlie tightly embraces me, steadying me as I slowly return to reality. “Everything about you is so beautiful.” Running the tips of her fingers along my jaw, she tilts my face, kissing me softly. “I’ve missed you so much. I’m sorry for pushing you away. Please tell me you forgive me.” 
 
    I open my eyes and meet Charlie’s gaze. “I missed you too. And don’t apologize for pushing me away. You were doing what you needed to do.” Reaching for Charlie’s hand and intertwining our fingers as I bring her hand to my mouth, kissing her knuckles. “You’re here, and that’s all that matters right now. We’ll figure out the rest as it comes. I love you.”  
 
    “I love you too. I’m sorry it took me so long to admit it. I’m still scared, but I’m more scared to lose you than I am to admit my feelings for you.” 
 
    Cupping her face with my free hand, “Hey, I need you to listen to me. I’m not going anywhere. I got you. Okay?”  
 
    The edges of Charlie’s mouth slowly rise into a smile. “Okay.”  
 
    I put my hands on her shoulders and tenderly squeeze. “So… There are a couple of things I think we should talk about and one general observation on my part. First, we need to talk about what this is.” I motion between us. “Second, we have to communicate with one another better. I know texting is sometimes the only way we can talk, but so much can be lost in a text. Not taking anything away from all the sex we have, but… Can we maybe make time when we’re together to work on communicating?” 
 
    Charlie leans in for a quick kiss before taking a step back. “I agree with both of those. What’s your general observation?” 
 
    “I would just like to say that joggers are my new favorite article of clothing. Not only are they super comfy to walk in, but they are an excellent choice when considering daytime parking lot sex. I mean, the ease with which you were able to slip your very talented hand inside makes me want to buy a pair for every day of the week just in case you want to push me up against something and have your way with me.” 
 
      We both break out in laughter. It is so good to be laughing with her again. Not only did I miss my lover these past two weeks, but I also missed my friend. 
 
  
 
 

 Chapter 13 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Things between Charlie and me have been great for the past few weeks. Once we had a serious conversation about how we feel for one another, we both recognized that what we want is to be together, which is frustratingly wonderful and awful at the same time. It’s wonderful because being in love is, to put it simply, awesome. Awful because, oh yea, we’re married and have kids.  
 
    Charlie filled me in on some of the crazy things Rick did during our two weeks apart. Randomly showing up at her office, saying he wanted to make sure she was where she was supposed to be. Buying a motorcycle and saying he’s quitting his job to ride across the country, but she has to stay home and work to pay the bills. One day he told her she was lucky that he loved her enough to marry her because no one else would ever love her. And my personal favorite was Rick being adamant that Charlie was taking drugs, and his proof was she had been acting too happy. He was so insistent that he was right that he made her buy a test kit. When the test came back negative, he lost his shit and stomped out of the house. If ever there was a man that needed to be punched in the throat, it’s Rick Moss.  
 
    I would feel bad about my part in his failing marriage, but that falls squarely at Rick’s feet. I’m not the one that has consistently treated Charlie like she was less than nothing instead of the sweet, funny, wonderful woman she is.  
 
    I fully understand that Charlie isn’t perfect. She has demons like everyone else that makes it past the age of twenty-five. A funny thing happens when you get close enough to a person to see who they really are, you either run straight toward them or run screaming in the other direction. It just so happens that with Charlie, I’m running straight toward her and praying I don’t trip and fall on the way. 
 
    We decided last week to get concert tickets to see one of our favorite bands. Planning a mid-week date and being able to work it out logistically wasn’t as complicated as we thought it would be. Matt didn’t care. Hell, he didn’t even ask what time I would be home after the concert. I truly believe that man is either oblivious or he does not give a shit what I do. Oliva and Ava are sleeping over at a friend’s house, which is a big deal since it’s a school night.  
 
    Rick was another story. He didn’t seem to care that Charlie was going to do something with me, but he had all sorts of questions about if any guys were going with us or meeting us there. He wanted to know why she wanted to go in the first place because he didn’t like the band, so he didn’t know why Charlie did.  
 
    Seriously, that man is a total idiot. Rick being an idiot works out for me because I’m not a guy and therefore don’t appear to be a threat to his manhood where his wife is concerned. As I said, the man is an idiot.  
 
      
 
    The concert was so much fun. I had seen the band once before in an outside amphitheater, and that was a great concert, but tonight’s concert was even better. Maybe it was because I went with Charlie or because tonight’s show was in a smaller venue. Either way, it was a great show. After the opening act finished playing, we decided to do the totally dorky thing and buy matching T-shirts. I have no doubt the shirt will be a favorite of mine for the next twenty years.  
 
    I reached for Charlie’s hand without thinking as we left the concert. Charlie quickly pulled away. “Jamie, stop. What are you doing?” 
 
    “I’m sorry. I wasn’t thinking. Anyway, it’s not even 10:30 yet. Do you want me to take you home, or would you like to have a drink somewhere?” 
 
    “Let’s go to the Lighthouse and have a drink. I don’t need to be home by a certain time.” 
 
    Once we’re out of the parking garage and moving along with the traffic flow, I hold out my hand. “Can I hold your hand now?” 
 
    Charlie takes my hand in hers and weaves her fingers through mine. “You know it wasn’t about not wanting to hold your hand, right? I just didn’t want anyone to see us.” 
 
    “I know.” 
 
    Charlie brings our hands to her mouth and slowly and methodically kisses the tips of my fingers. “Good.” 
 
    Smiling over at her, “You should stop doing that, or we might not make it to the Lighthouse.”  
 
    “I wish we could just go home.” 
 
    “Charlie, I can absolutely take you home if that’s what you want. We don’t have to go for a drink if you would rather not.” 
 
    “No. What I meant was I wish we could go to our home, where we live together. I want to go to bed with you and run my hands all over your body, and when neither of us has the energy to move, I want to curl into you and go to sleep.” 
 
    “That sounds nice... and really sexy. Baby, I wish we could do that too, but that isn’t our reality. Our reality is we both have husbands at home. I know this,” gesturing between us, “would be so much easier if we weren’t married to other people.”  
 
    I pull into a parking space outside the Lighthouse and look at Charlie. She seems completely lost in thought. Tugging on her hand, “Hey, you. Do you want to go in? Have a couple of drinks and maybe something to eat?”     
 
    “Yes. I don’t want to go home. I want to be with you.” 
 
      
 
    It's past 2am when I turn in and start driving toward the back parking lot. I know I should park in the back like always so no one sees my Jeep, but I don’t. Instead, I turn left and go to the side of the lot instead and park under a streetlight.  
 
    Glancing over at Charlie, I can tell she’s upset, and there’s no way I’m taking her home in the shape she’s in. I hope a few deep breaths and a few long hugs will help level her out. If Rick is awake, he might start asking questions, which wouldn’t be good.   
 
    “Is this okay?” I ask in a low voice.  
 
    Charlie looks at me with tears in her eyes, giving me an imperceptible nod. I get out, walk around to her side and open her door. I reach for her, and she falls into my arms. She throws her arms around my shoulders, burying her face in my neck, and unleashes her tears. I enfold her in my arms and stand there silently. I want to protect and love her, to make everything better. To be what she needs me to be at this moment.  
 
    My hand slowly strokes up and down her back, giving her the space and support she needs to feel her emotions. “Baby, talk to me. Tell me what’s wrong. Have I done something to upset you?”  
 
    Charlie takes in a deep, shuddering breath, “No. I promise it’s not you. It’s my life. I don’t know what to do, Jamie.” 
 
    “Tell me where this is coming from because it feels like it came out of nowhere. Before we left the bar, you seemed fine. We had fun playing pool and chatting with Nicole. What caused this shift? What’s really going on?”  
 
    Charlie leans back and meets my eyes with her teary ones. “I don’t want to go home. Home to him.” She releases her hold around me and takes a couple of steps back. “I hate it when we have to leave one another. My heart breaks a little more each time I have to say bye to you. I want nothing more than to lie down beside you. Curl into you. Kiss you. I want to fall asleep beside you and wake up beside you. But I can’t. And my heart feels like it's breaking because I can’t.” There is so much love and, at the same time, so much pain written across her face.  
 
    “Tell me what you need.”  
 
    “I need you, Jamie! I. Need. You!” Charlie turns, takes a few steps, and looks up at the full moon overhead.  
 
    I stay rooted to my spot because I know she needs to work through this, and my holding her is not the answer right now. I knew what we were doing would be hard on us, but I never dreamed it would be this hard. Seeing her like this hurts my heart, and I don’t know how to improve or fix things. Reaching up, I wipe away a tear as it rolls down my cheek. 
 
    Charlie spins around and walks back to me. “I love you. I don’t want to say good night and watch you drive away. But I know I don’t have a choice, and saying good night is exactly what I have to do, and I hate it.” Charlie steps closer, reaching for my hands, “But before you drive me home… I need you to make me feel something besides this overwhelming sadness. I need to feel your body against mine. I need you to love me. I need all of that right here, right now, standing under the street light in the middle of the parking lot. I don’t care if someone drives by and sees us because the thought of not feeling you inside me before we have to say good night simply isn’t an option.” 
 
    Wordlessly I stare into Charlie’s eyes. I can see pain, love, fear, and desire in her eyes, but mostly, I see a heavy sadness. It’s apparent that she’s only hanging on by a thread.  
 
    Rather than acknowledging the elephant and staying in the heaviness of our current situation, I decided to take a different approach. Giving Charlie a mischievous smile and a wink, “So, what I’m hearing is you’re feeling naughty and would like to work on your exhibitionist skills. Is that about the size of it?” 
 
    Charlie’s expression softens as the corners of her mouth rise slightly. “Naughty is always an option when I’m with you. But, baby, what I want, what I need, from you right now is to make me forget, if even for a few minutes, how fucked up this all is. Please.”  
 
    Giving Charlie a slight nod, I grab the front of her shirt and pull her into me. My mouth is inches from hers, our gazes locked. “I love you, Charlie. I’ve got you now, and I always will.” 
 
    “Show me.” She replies breathlessly. 
 
    Closing the short distance separating us, I take her mouth with mine. The way she is kissing me is tinged with hunger and desperation. Grabbing her hips, I turn us, guiding her backward until she’s pressed against the door. Without breaking our kiss, I begin to unbutton her shirt. Slipping the last button free, I reach inside and pull the cup of her bra down and skate my lips across her exposed nipple, circling my tongue around it before sucking it into my mouth. 
 
    Charlie’s hands are tangled in my hair, holding me in place. “Harder, baby. I need more.”  
 
    With deft fingers, I go to work unbuttoning and lowering the zipper on her black skinny jeans. Then, dipping my fingers into her heat, I begin pumping. Charlie whimpers as her hips jerk, and her hand tightens the hold on my hair.  
 
    I raise my head slightly and look at Charlie. With her head tilted back and eyes closed, I can tell she’s lost in the moment. “Look at me, Charlie.” When she opens her eyes, I slip my hand out of her jeans and bring my fingers to my mouth, licking her essence from each. “Mmmm. You are so wet, and you taste so fucking good.”  
 
    “My god, Jamie, you’re killing me right now. Please, baby.” 
 
    “Oh, honey, I’m not teasing you.” Pushing Charlie’s jeans over her hips, I lean in to whisper in her ear, “I’m going to love making you come completely undone as we stand here for anyone to see.”  
 
    Dropping down to my knees, I tug her jeans the rest of the way down and press a soft kiss to her center. I lean back, shifting my gaze to hers. Charlie bites her bottom lip, shoves her hands into my hair, and pulls me back where she wants me.  
 
    I feel her muscles tighten as I splay my hands across her stomach. Her hips are moving against me as she climbs higher. I slowly trace my fingertips down Charlie’s hip and inside her thigh. Slicking my fingers through her arousal and pausing at her entrance before pushing deep inside.  
 
    The leisurely pace I’ve set drags a guttural moan from her. Her hips buck harder against me. As her breathing becomes more erratic, she whispers what she wants, “More. I need more.”  
 
    I continue stroking her hardened clit with my tongue as I add a second and third finger. Finding a rhythm matching that of her bucking hips, I can feel her walls begin to tighten. It won’t be long before I tip her over the edge.  
 
    Wrapping my lips around her clit I suck it into my mouth. At the same time, I curl my fingers deep inside against the spot that will make her fall apart. 
 
    Charlie’s grip on my hair tightens, and her voice cuts through the night. “Please don’t stop! I’m so -“  
 
    She grips my shoulders for support, digging her fingers in as her body stiffens as the waves of pleasure wash over her. I slow my movements and gently run my tongue over her sensitive nub, helping to guide her back down to reality. Feeling her body relax, I lean back and look up at her. Damn, she’s sexy as hell standing there half-dressed with that just been fucked look. 
 
    I kiss the top of each thigh and reach for her jeans. Pulling them up as I rise off my knees. I bend my head to lick along the swell of her breasts and lightly kiss her neck as I button her shirt.  
 
    “How did I do? Sufficiently relaxed and happy again?”  
 
    Charlie opens her eyes, still hazy from the climax, and smiles at me. “The things you do to me and make me feel never cease to amaze me. I don’t know how you do it.” 
 
    “It’s easy. I really like your body. And I absolutely love the sounds you make.” 
 
    Charlie throws her arms around my shoulders and pulls me in, pressing her lips to mine. It’s not a heated kiss like before but rather a slow and sensual one.  
 
    When our lips part, I press my forehead against hers, waiting for my breathing to return to normal. Opening my eyes, I meet her gaze, “I love you. I know parts of tonight haven’t been easy, but I hope you enjoyed most of it.” Leaning back with a devilish grin, I add, “I especially hope you enjoyed the last thirty minutes.”  
 
    “Baby, any time I spend with you is always good. Thank you for being mine. Thank you for loving me the way you do.” 
 
    “You never have to thank me for loving you. It’s just what I do. Loving you is part of who I am now. I’ll always be yours unless there’s a day that comes and you tell me otherwise. I love you. No matter what that will never change.” 
 
    A tear slides down Charlie’s cheek as she cups my face with her hands, “I love you too, baby.” 
 
      
 
    The image of Charlie crying stayed with me all night. So I grab my phone and text her. I hope that with the new day, her emotions have settled out a bit.  
 
      
 
    Me: Hey you. How are you today? 
 
      
 
    Charlie: Fine. I know I was a lot last night. Sorry 
 
      
 
    Me: You weren’t a lot. You were exactly what you needed to be when you needed to be. I’m just sorry you’re feeling so lost. Is there anything I can do to help? 
 
      
 
    Charlie: No. I’ll figure it out. 
 
      
 
    Me: Okay. You don’t have to figure it out alone. I’m here for you, always. 
 
      
 
    Charlie: I know, and I appreciate it. I love you. 
 
      
 
    Me: Love you back 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
   


 
 

 

Chapter 14 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    It’s odd, but spending the morning at Laura’s kitchen table talking about the most random topics has helped me make a life-changing decision. Although we haven’t touched on my marriage or relationship with Charlie, those two topics have nevertheless been on my mind. Maybe not thinking so hard about what I should do next gave my heart and mind the space it needed. 
 
    Realizing I’ve just made a final decision on my marriage causes me to feel both anxiety and a sense of calmness. Adjusting myself in the chair, I lean forward, putting my elbows on the table. “Hey. So, I need some advice about a decision I’ve just made.” 
 
    “Sure. What’s up?” 
 
    I take a deep breath and brace myself, “I want to divorce Matt. I can’t stay married to him any longer. For multiple reasons, but the most important one is that I haven’t been happy for a very long time, and that isn’t going to change. I know that now. So I need to do the right thing and end the marriage.” 
 
    “Wow. Okay. Wasn’t expecting you to say that.” Laura looks at me thoughtfully for a few seconds before continuing. “Are you sure that is what you want to do? Are you positive there’s no chance you could work it out?” 
 
    “No. There’s no chance.” Shaking my head, I continue, “You know I haven’t been happy. You also know I’ve been having an affair for the last eight months. Those two things alone are reason enough, don’t you think? I want out, Laura. I just want out.” 
 
    “Are you doing this for Charlie?” 
 
    “Yes and no. Yes, because I want to be with her, but not because I don’t want to marry Matt anymore. He’s not a bad guy. He’s a good dad and a hard worker. But those things aren’t reason enough to stay in a loveless marriage. And let’s be super honest about this part; Matt deserves better than having a wife that will cheat on him with another woman. He deserves someone who loves him like a wife should love their husband.” 
 
    “Okay. Let me ask you a question, and I need you to be honest with me and yourself when you answer. What if you and Charlie don’t stay together? She hasn’t left Rick, and she may never leave. What then? Do you still want to divorce your husband and turn your life upside down? Turn Olivia’s life upside down?” 
 
    “Those are valid questions and, so that you know, all I’ve asked myself. Let me put it this way: I hope Charlie and I end up together, but even if we don’t, I’m done pretending I’m happily married. I can’t do it anymore. I stopped pretending a while back. Matt and I hardly speak. I’ve been sleeping in the guest room for a few months, and he has yet to ask me why. He hasn’t even asked me when I’m moving back to our room. There’s this palpable tension between us, and I know Olivia feels it. She’s not a baby anymore, and I know she sees things are off between her father and me. To think she doesn’t sense that something is wrong would be crazy.” 
 
    “You’ve given this a lot of thought, haven’t you?” 
 
    I give a self-deprecating chuckle. “Yes, I have. My two very separate lives are pretty much all I think about unless I’m at work, and even then, thoughts creep in.”  
 
    My nervous energy is getting the better of me, so I stand and pace around the room. “There’s no communication between Matt and me. If I’m honest, we never have communicated worth a damn, and I take part of the blame for that failure. But really, I don’t think he knows me at all. Like, at all. Judging by how he’s acted and doesn’t seem to care what I do or when I do, it makes me think he doesn’t love me anymore than I love him. I mean, come on, what husband would put up with their wife sleeping in another room and finding ways to be out of the house as often as I do and never, not once, question what is going on? I’ll answer that one for you, the only husband that would put up with that does not love their wife. He doesn’t care. And that’s okay. I get it. But that avoidance-type behavior that we have both exhibited these last few years has led me to the place where I’m standing here telling you I want to get a divorce.” 
 
    Laura gives me a sympathetic look. “Okay then. What do you need from me? How can I help?” 
 
    Sitting back down, I prop my feet in the chair across from me, reaching for Laura’s hand and squeezing it. “Thank you. You are the best friend a girl could ask for. I guess what I need from you is your advice on how I do this most painlessly and cheaply possible. I know you went through your own several years before we became friends, so I’m hoping you can help me figure out my next steps.” 
 
    “I will help you as much as I can. You need to think about how quickly you want to start this when you want to tell Matt and how you want to talk to Olivia about it all. But first, let’s start with finding you a good divorce attorney. I think I know the attorney that will be perfect for you. She’s not cheap, but she’s excellent at her job.” 
 
    I exhale loudly and relax, feeling a tiny bit of tension leave my body. “Thank you.”   
 
    ••••••• 
 
      
 
    “Hey, Mom. Whatcha doin?”  
 
    Visibly jumping at Olivia’s voice, I laugh at my slightly embarrassing overreaction. “Girl! You scared the crap out of me! Where did you come from?”  
 
    Olivia starts laughing her head off. My daughter loves sneaking up and scaring me. Actually, I enjoy getting her from time to time as well. It’s a game we play with one another and has occasionally blurred over into Matt, and he despises it. I think he mostly hates it because he believes it’s not manly when he screams like a little girl that just saw a spider.  
 
    “Mom! I got you, and I wasn’t even trying. That’s one in my column. Go me!” Olivia parks herself in the chair opposite and gives me her most charming twelve-year-old smile. “So… I was wondering if Ava could spend the night. Charlie and Rick have to go somewhere, and she doesn’t want to stay home alone.” 
 
    “Oh, yeah, sure, that’s fine. Do I need to go pick her up?” 
 
    “No. Charlie is going to bring her over in a few minutes. Just send Ava to my room when she gets here. Okay! Bye, Mommy! Love you bunches!”  
 
    Watching Olivia take off running up the stairs and then tripping over a couple of steps and catching herself makes me laugh. Shaking my head, “My daughter is a goof.” 
 
    Ten minutes later, Ava comes barreling in the door. “Hey, Jamie! Where’s Olivia?” 
 
    “She’s in her room.” 
 
    Ava is halfway up the stairs when she calls back over her shoulder. “Mom asked me to tell you that she wants to talk to you for a minute. She said she would wait for you in the garage.” 
 
    Opening the door and stepping out to the garage, I see Charlie sitting in a chair, waiting for me. “Hey, you. Ava said you wanted to talk to me.” 
 
    “I do. Can you sit with me for a minute?” 
 
    “Sure.” Walking over, I sit down beside her. “How are you? I’ve been worried about you. So wish I could hold you and tell you it’s all going to be okay.” 
 
    “Yes. Some better. Thanks for asking.” The tone of Charlie’s voice is off. It’s more reserved and maybe even a touch distant. 
 
    “Not sure why you’re thanking me for asking how you are as if we’re just acquaintances, but you’re welcome. What’s going on? What did you want to talk about?” 
 
    “Rick is taking me to dinner.” Charlie pauses and looks away. “We’re having a date night with dinner, drinks, and the whole thing. He said he wanted to spend time with me and reconnect.” 
 
    Shaking my head, “You don’t say.” Needing to distance myself immediately before words start tumbling and I can’t stop them, I stand to go back inside. “Well, have fun. I need to go figure out what to feed the girls for dinner. I’ll drop Ava off in the morning.”  
 
    “Jamie, wait. It isn’t what you’re thinking.” 
 
    I stop, turning back, “And what is it that I’m thinking, Charlie?” 
 
    “I don’t want to go, but I feel like I have to.” 
 
    “Hey. I’m not stopping you. You do you. I better leave it at that so you can get home and ready for your date.” 
 
    “Jamie! Stop and talk to me. Please.” 
 
    “Fine. You want me to talk. I’ll talk. All that’s happening with Rick is that he’s breaking out his tried and tested game plan. It’s the same shit he always does. But it’s not my place to tell you how to run your marriage. So, again, you do you.” 
 
    “Come on. I’m just going to dinner. That’s it. I didn’t even have to tell you, but I did. Don’t I get some credit for honesty? It’s not like you tell me everything that happens in your life.” 
 
    Irritation flows through me, and I don’t try to hide it. “Actually, Charlie, I do tell you everything. But just for clarification, I’m sleeping in the guest room and have been for five months. I haven’t had sex with Matt since you and I were together that first time. I don’t go out on dates with Matt. If we do anything together, it’s because we have a family obligation. Oh, here’s a bonus: I hired a divorce attorney today. I’m not telling you any of this to make you feel bad about going on a date with your husband. I am simply clarifying the status of my relationship with my husband. I think you have a right to know, considering mine and your relationship.” 
 
    Charlie’s eyes go wide. “Wait. Hold on. You hired a divorce attorney? Seriously?” 
 
    “Yes.” 
 
    “Jamie…” 
 
    “I don’t expect anything from you. This was a decision I made about my life. I’m tired of not being happy. Happiness matters, Charlie. Happiness matters.” 
 
    We stare at one another. It’s so quiet that I hear the wind rustling the leaves in the trees just outside the garage.  
 
    Charlie breaks the silence asking, “You’re not divorcing Matt because of me, are you?” 
 
    “No, I’m not. Are you the reason I now know how unhappy I’ve been the last several years? Yes.” 
 
    “Good. Because I don’t want to be the reason you break up your marriage.” 
 
    “Well, no worries. You aren’t the only reason.” Turning, I walk to the door and open it. “Enjoy your evening. Like I said, I’ll drop Ava off in the morning.” 
 
    Just before closing the door behind me, I hear Charlie’s faint voice say, “I love you, Jamie.” 
 
      
 
    Much later that evening, I’m in the middle of the super important task of staring at the ceiling when my phone chimes with a text message. I grab my phone off the bedside table, knowing that only one person would text me at two in the morning. 
 
      
 
    Charlie: I hope this text doesn’t wake you. I’m sorry. 
             Going out with Rick was a mistake. Can we please talk 
            when you have time? I love you. 
 
      
 
    After I read her text, I flip my phone to silent. I have no idea what prompted her to text so late, but I know I don’t feel the need to reply. Since we have read receipts for one another, she’ll know I’ve read it. That will have to be enough for now. After putting my phone back on the table, I roll over, promising myself that I will finally go to sleep. I have to get at least a little sleep, or I’m positive I’ll demonstrate my ability to summon the devil with how bitchy I’ll be in the morning. Tired and stressed, Jamie can be a real bitch sometimes. But on the flip side, at least I’m aware of this propensity and do my best not to be a complete witch to those poor innocent people around me. I usually try to save it for people that deserve it or punch a pillow, and sometimes I do both.  
 
      
 
    The early morning sunlight streaming in the window lands on my eyelids, dragging me from sleep. Pulling the covers over my head won’t help me go back to sleep, but it will allow me to hide from the world for a few more minutes.  
 
    Careful not to let in a rouge ray of sunlight, I snake my arm out from under my impromptu tent and snag my phone. Ignoring multiple texts last night wasn’t the most adult way to handle things, but it was the best thing for me at the time.  
 
    Yesterday was just a lot. First, talking to Laura and meeting and then hiring an attorney was a new type of stress. Then, throw in Charlie going on a date with dipshit and round it all out with the I’m sorry text she sent… it’s no shock that my ability to deal with life was at a solid nope.  
 
    Opening my phone, I see six new texts from Charlie that all came in after the 2am text. Maybe I should feel bad for switching my phone to silent, but I don’t. Feeling some trepidation, I open our text chain.  
 
      
 
    Charlie: I know you read my text, and the fact that you 
didn’t respond worries me. I feel like you’re mad at me 
and honestly, I can understand if you are. But I need you 
to know I love you, and I’m sorry. I don’t want to fight 
with you. Please reply and tell me we can talk about it. 
 
      
 
    Charlie: I hope it’s that you’re asleep and not that you’re 
             ignoring my texts is the reason you haven’t replied.  
 
      
 
    Charlie: So… tonight was horrible. But you probably already knew it would be. Rick and I got into the most ridiculous fight before we even left the house. Things being weird with you put me on edge, and when he asked what my problem was, I told him to back off, and it escalated from there. We still went to dinner but hardly spoke. He was an ass to our server, and I told him he should be nicer. And straight downhill the rest of the night went. You were right, and I should’ve listened to you. 
 
      
 
    Charlie: I also wanted to tell you that I made a decision. I think it’s time I start looking for a new place to live. I need to plan my escape. I would appreciate your help with the search or at least be someone I can talk to about it as I work my way through it all. 
 
      
 
    Charlie: Thinking about leaving is scary. But thinking about not being with you is scarier. I want us to be together, and I hope you still want the same.  
 
      
 
    Charlie: I love you, baby xoxo 
 
      
 
    I voice my thoughts to the empty room, “Wow. Okay. That was… Wow. Have to admit that I did not see that coming. I wonder if she’s serious.”  
 
    Although it’s still early, I type out a quick message. 
 
      
 
    Me: Good morning. I’m sorry I didn’t reply last night. Yesterday was stressful, and I didn’t have it in me to deal with more. I love you, Charlie. And that isn’t going to change just because we have a disagreement. Of course, we can talk. Would you like to walk with me and talk after I drop Ava off?  
 
      
 
    Before I hit send, I read over my text, making sure it says what I want it to and there are no crazy typos. The autocorrect feature makes me look like a complete idiot sometimes. Finally, satisfied it makes sense, I tap send. Almost immediately, bubbles start dancing, letting me know she’s replying.  
 
      
 
    Charlie: I would love to walk with you. What time? 
 
    Me: Does 9:30 work for you? I just heard the girls, so I know they’re up. Getting Ava motivated to leave shouldn’t take long. You can ride with me to the park if you want.  
 
      
 
    Charlie: The time works great, but I’ll just meet you there. 
             Easier than dealing with questions. Hey… I love you. 
 
      
 
    Me: I love you back.  
 
    ••••••• 
 
    Charlie is waiting for me when I arrive at the park. She’s leaning against her car, looking as if she doesn’t have a care in the world.  
 
    She looks up and smiles as I approach. Smiling back, “Hey, you. Fancy meeting you here.”  
 
    Charlie giggles. “I know! What are the chances we would run into one another at the park? Crazy!” 
 
    “Can I please hug you? I promise to keep it strictly friendly since we’re in public. No grabbing your ass or brushing my hand across other body parts.” Then I make the cross my heart motion.  
 
    Charlie takes a step toward me. “I would love a hug. I haven’t felt right since I left your house yesterday. I don’t like it when we’re off. Can we please agree not to do that again, or at least talk about it and work things out?” 
 
    I reach out to grab Charlie’s hand and pull her into me. Whispering in her ear, “I love you. I’m sorry.”  
 
    Wrapping her arms around me, “I love you too. So very much.” 
 
    I give Charlie one more quick squeeze before stepping back. “Want to walk a couple of laps around the park? Based on texts, you probably have some things you want to discuss.”  
 
    “Yes. Let’s walk and talk. We can avoid the soccer field if we take the path on the right.”  
 
    We had been walking a few minutes at a good pace when I felt Charlie looking at me. “What is it? Why are you looking at me like that? Do I have something on my face?” 
 
    Laughing, “No, there’s nothing on your face. I’m just trying to figure out the best way to start the conversation.” 
 
    “How about you start talking and let it flow from there?”  
 
    “Okay. Here it goes…I don’t want to be married to Rick anymore. I want to be with you. As in a couple, be with you.” 
 
    “I feel like there’s more.” 
 
    Charlie grins, “You know me so well that it’s a little scary.” Exhaling loudly, she continues, “I’m not sure how to get out of my marriage and not have him cause problems for us. He’s starting to act suspiciously and say things. For example, he accused me of sleeping with this guy at work. Well, his accusing me of sleeping around isn’t new. He’s been saying things like that for years. But it’s ramped up lately. He told me he’s tracking me, and last night he made me give him my phone so he could see everyone I have texted lately.” 
 
    My head snaps around. “Oh my god! Did he see our texts?” 
 
    “No. I started deleting our texts a couple of weeks ago when he accused me of having sex with the neighbor. That man is in his seventies, for God’s sake.” 
 
    “Don’t take this wrong, but I have to ask. Have you had other affairs since you’ve been married to him?” 
 
    “Absolutely not! I’ve never done anything like this during either of my marriages. I swear.” 
 
    Holding my hands up in surrender, “I’m sorry. I wasn’t implying anything. I was just clarifying, is all.” 
 
    “No, Jamie. You are the first and only person I’ve ever had an affair with. I know what we’re doing isn’t right, but at this point, there’s no way I’m stopping it. So here I am, trying to figure out what to do next.”  
 
    Charlie grabs my wrist and pulls me to a stop. “I want to be with you, no one else. I’m not sure how to make that happen, but that’s what I want. Yesterday when you told me you had hired an attorney, I’ll be honest, that freaked me out a little because I thought I was the only reason. Logically I know I’m not. And let’s be honest, if your marriage were happy, we wouldn’t be where we are right now.” 
 
    “So that I understand and there’s no misinterpretation on my part… Are you saying you want us to get divorced and then be together? Like in a real, committed relationship out in the open?” 
 
    Charlie takes her sunglasses off and gives me a big smile. “That’s exactly what I’m saying. Baby, I love you, and I want us to be together. Do you want the same?” 
 
      
 
   


 
 

 
Chapter 15 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    The next few weeks were a blur. Finding Charlie a decent place to live was easier said than done. The house had to be in the same school zone, affordable, and big enough for her and Ava. Finding a place that checked all three boxes was not an easy task.  
 
    After searching for a couple of weeks, Charlie came across a new listing for a rental that appeared to fit the bill. She immediately scheduled an appointment to view the house and texted me asking if I would go with her.  
 
    We met the listing agent at the house and did a walk-through. Although it was older and desperately needed updating, it was in good condition and was perfect for what she needed. As we walked through the rooms, I could tell by her demeanor that something was off. Before we left, Charlie chatted with the agent and asked if she could have some time to think about it and let her know.  
 
    Later that night, Charlie and I had an entire conversation via text on the positives and negatives of her taking the house. During the conversation, she admitted she had started feeling guilty about leaving Rick and wasn’t sure if it was the right thing to do. She told me she didn’t know if she could afford to leave him and be a single mom living on one salary. And then the most significant admission of the night came. She said the idea of being in a same-sex relationship added stress that she hadn’t anticipated.  
 
    While I appreciated the honesty on the same-sex relationship part, I was still thrown by it. We had talked numerous times about that topic because it was a significant life change for both of us. I was under the impression we were on the same page but now… Well, now I wasn’t so sure.  
 
    When she asked me what I thought she should do, I told her this was something she would ultimately have to decide for herself. But needless to say, I felt like some of the same issues from earlier in our relationship were starting to rear their ugly heads again. 
 
    Charlie took a couple of days to think and eventually decided to put down a deposit. With a scheduled move-in date two weeks later, she appeared to be more settled with everything but remained somewhat distant when we saw one another.  
 
    While Charlie had been waffling on what to do, I was moving forward. Of course, I wanted Charlie and I to be together, but she wasn’t the only reason for my chosen path. My attorney had prepared the necessary paperwork, but I wasn’t ready to pull the trigger. I picked a future date and put the divorce proceedings on hold for now. I still had things to work through and get in place before I set things in motion. There was no way I would have Matt served papers without speaking to him first. 
 
    ••••••• 
 
    I’m sitting at my desk, engrossed in a project with a quickly approaching deadline, when I hear my phone chime. Having my concentration broken by the tweet sound notifying me of a text was frustrating. Blowing out a breath in annoyance, I reach for my phone. “This better be good and not be Bed Bath and Beyond giving me another 20% coupon I don’t need.” 
 
      
 
    Charlie: Hey, baby. I know you’re busy, but can you sneak 
             away for a bit and meet me at our spot? 
 
      
 
    Checking the clock, I see it’s close to lunchtime. Needing a mental break combined with wanting to see Charlie gives me more than enough motivation to leave the office.  
 
      
 
    Me: Hey, you. I would love to see you. 20min? 
 
      
 
    Charlie: Great. See you there. 
 
      
 
    Twenty-five minutes later, I’m pulling into the lot and parking beside Charlie. She’s out of her car and getting in my backseat before I even turn off my Jeep. “Give me a second to answer an email that came in while I was driving, and then I’ll join you.” 
 
    “Take your time. I know you have a deadline.” 
 
    I finished typing out the email to my client agreeing to meet later today to discuss the project and pressed send. Sometimes I love modern technology and how mobile it allows me to be. However, there are also times when I wish I could throw my phone and computer in the middle of the road and run over them with my Jeep. Today is a little of both - first-world problems at their best. 
 
    Hopping in the backseat with Charlie, I kiss her quickly. It’s crazy how just a tiny peck on the lips from this woman can make my heart skip a beat. “Hey, you. Tell me what’s going on. I can feel something is up with you.”  
 
    “I just missed you.” 
 
    Tilting my head and giving her a questioning look, “Really? That’s it? You missed me.” 
 
    “Well, no, that’s not it. On the way to school this morning, I told Ava I was leaving Rick, and we were moving in a few days. She didn’t have a lot of questions, thankfully. She said she saw how he treated me, and if leaving him was what I wanted to do, it was fine with her. She told me she just wants me to be happy.” Charlie dries a tear as it rolls down her cheek. 
 
    I turn my body in the seat so I am facing Charlie. “Sounds like a good conversation. So what has you so upset?”  
 
    “I’m just scared. I went from my parent’s house to living with my college roommate, to being married the first time, moving back home after the divorce, and shortly after that meeting, and then marrying Rick. I’ve never really lived on my own.” 
 
    Taking Charlie’s hand in mine and intertwining our fingers, “Well, I have. It has its good points and its bad. Good, you can do whatever you want whenever you want, within reason, of course. And the bad, adulting is hard.” Reaching up, I tilt Charlie’s face so our eyes meet. “What’s really going on? Are you having second thoughts about all of this? About us?” 
 
    “Not about my love for you. There are no second thoughts when it comes to how I feel about you.” 
 
    “I’m happy to hear that, but that’s not exactly what I asked. Be honest, are you having second thoughts? We can stop, and you can go back to your marriage. You don’t have to go through with this.” 
 
    Charlie’s bottom lip starts quivering. “I want so many things, and they all seem so hard to get. I’m so close to being on my own. You being a part of my life makes me so happy.” Charlie looks away as tears stream down her cheeks. “I’m scared because I feel like the other shoe is about to drop. That’s what always happens to me. I get a little happy, and the other shoe drops.” 
 
    Scooting closer, I wrap my arms around her and hold her as she cries. She’s clearly overwhelmed with everything, and that’s a feeling I understand. Being overwhelmed has been the constant state of my life for several months. Holding Charlie as she cries isn’t much, but it’s all I can do for her at this point. I can’t make her decisions for her. All I can do is support whatever decision she does make. 
 
    When her tears slow and her breathing starts to return to normal, I kiss the top of her head. “Hey. I have a few things I want to say, and I want you to listen to me. Really listen. Okay?” 
 
    I feel her head nodding against my chest. “I love you. I love you in a way I’ve never loved another person. I want so much for us to make it through this. But I don’t want either of us to end up destroyed by it. I will not push you in any direction. I will support you, no matter what you choose. I made my choice to end my marriage for so many reasons. One of those reasons is you, but not like what you’re thinking. I’m not doing it for you but rather because of you. Falling in love with you showed me the parts of my life where, without realizing it, I’ve been settling for less than. And once I acknowledged that my decision was easy. Even if I knew there was no chance you and I would end up together, I would still be making the same choice to leave. I want you to have that same sureness about your decisions. Take me out of it and decide for yourself and no one else. Okay?” 
 
    Charlie shifts out of my embrace and dries the last of her tears. Then, turning to meet my gaze, she gives me a sad half-smile. “I love you. Thank you for understanding what a struggle this is for me. I promise I’ll figure it all out. I promise I won’t always be this hard to deal with.” 
 
    Brushing Charlie’s hair back from her face, I lean in and kiss her lightly on the corner of her mouth. “Make no mistake, I want this,” motioning between us, “but I also want you to be sure. No half measures. The steps we’re about to take won’t be easy, but I’ll be by your side every step if you let me.” 
 
    “Can I ask you something?” 
 
    Nodding yes, “Of course, you can. Make it an easy question because I’m about tapped out on my mental abilities.” 
 
    Charlie gives me a sly smile, “So…What are the chances we could, I don’t know, maybe make out for a few minutes? If you don’t have to leave right this second, that is.” 
 
    “Yes, please. Come here and kiss me.” 
 
    ••••••• 
 
    Work had been hectic. Thankfully, I finished the project I had been working on, and it’s now officially in the client’s hands for final approval.  
 
    Feeling a bit lighter now that my work stresses were gone, I happily agreed to meet Laura for lunch. She picked a cute little mom-and-pop place with the best Ruben sandwiches. It had been ages since I’d had a Ruben, and I was excited to sink my teeth into the yumminess. Sometimes it's the simple things that make life worth living. And today, my simple thing was a Ruben. 
 
    Laura was on one about the horrible customer service she had received earlier, so I listened as she vented. After hearing the story, I must admit she was right to complain.  
 
    When she finally finished regaling me with all the details, I quickly took the opportunity to change the subject. “So, what else is new with you? Is anything good? Anything good at all?”  
 
    Laura rolled her eyes and laughed. “Okay. I hear you. No more complaining. Let’s talk about you. How are things with Charlie?” 
 
    Puffing my cheeks out and blowing hard, “I’m not sure that topic wouldn’t lead to complaining. Maybe we should talk about the beautiful sunny weather we’re having instead. At least then, neither of us would be complaining.” 
 
    “What’s wrong? Has she gone a bit sideways on you again?” 
 
    “Not really sideways, but there’s definitely something a little off. Are you sure you want to hear this?” 
 
    “Yes. Tell me. Maybe I can help.” 
 
    I sip my ice water before launching into everything that has happened over the last month. Laura’s expression slowly changes from cheery to one of concern as I recount the story of late-night texts, her decision to leave Rick, and then the uncertainty she expressed a couple of days ago.  
 
    “So, does Charlie want to get a divorce? It sounds like she’s having some pretty big doubts.” 
 
    “I wish I could answer that with 100% confidence, but I can’t. I’ve made it clear that I love her and want us to work out, but I also support whatever she wants to do. It’s like one minute she’s great, and the next she’s crying and feeling guilty. The best way to describe her is she’s a walking conundrum. At least that’s how she appears to me.” 
 
    “Are you sure she wants to be in and out in the open relationship with you? This isn’t a big town, and I promise people will gossip. Maybe she doesn’t want Ava to have to deal with things being said behind her back. Do you think it could have anything to do with the lesbian thing?” 
 
    “What lesbian thing? Are you asking if she’s positive she wants to be with another woman?” 
 
    “Yes. Are you sure she’s committed to being in a sexual relationship with you? She’s only ever been with men. Do you think she’s worried she would miss having sex with a man? Because let’s be honest, you don’t have the same parts a guy does.” 
 
    Frowning at Laura, I shake my head. “Got to say so many parts of what you just said are a smidge offensive… But I'll try to answer because you’re my best friend and I love you. Charlie and I do not discuss our past sex life with men. And I sure as fuck don’t want to know about her sex life with Rick. She hasn’t indicated that our sex life is lacking. In fact, the other day, she looked at me after and said, “Why on earth would I ever go back to men when you can do what you do to me.” If you recall, I, too, have only ever been with men, and I’m good never going back. I would also like to say this, a good relationship should be about more than the physical act of sex. But that’s just my opinion.” 
 
    I pick up my glass and take another drink of water. As Laura sits across the table from me, she seems genuinely speechless. However, I know there’s no way she will remain silent for long. So while I wait for her to organize her thoughts, I spin my water glass around the table. The silence is broken when the server brings our food to the table.  
 
    “I wasn’t being mean or trying to offend you. But it’s a question I have, and I thought you might want to ask her if you hadn’t already. I just don’t want her playing around with your feelings, especially if she’s unsure.” 
 
    I wipe my mouth and swallow the bite I had just taken. “I know you weren’t trying to be mean. And honestly, I can’t answer that question for Charlie, only myself. But I will say this, if she has a problem with having sex with me, she’s never once shown it. Quite the opposite, actually. If Charlie is indeed having second thoughts, it’s about a lot more than whether I can bring her to orgasm. And not that you asked, but just to clarify, I can. Multiple orgasms at a time, in fact.” 
 
    Laura looks at me thoughtfully, then asks, “So how about this weather we’re having?” 
 
    ••••••• 
 
    Pressing the call button by Olivia’s name, I wait for her to answer. “Hey, Mom! What’s poppin?” 
 
    “Hey, honey. I’m just now packing up to leave the office and wanted to know if you and your dad want me to pick up dinner on my way home. Unfortunately, it’s been a long day, and since it’s already 7:30pm, I have no desire to cook.” 
 
    “Hold on, let me ask him.” 
 
    While Olivia is checking with Matt, my thoughts drift to Charlie and how she’s probably in the middle of packing. The fact that Rick is out of town visiting a college friend has worked out great timing-wise. Charlie is planning to move everything while he’s gone. Rick will discover she left when he returns home. I’m not sure I would’ve handled it that way, but she felt it was the easiest. No doubt they will talk when he gets back in town. 
 
    “Dad said takeout sounds good. We want chicken and fries.” 
 
    “Okay. You or your dad call in an order to O’Charley’s, and I’ll pick it up on the way home. Order me the Salmon Caesar Salad.” 
 
    “Got it. I’ll order it now. See you when you get home.” 
 
    The line goes dead before I can say bye. Guess the kid is hungry.  
 
      
 
    I decide to park and walk inside to get my order instead of doing curb-side. I make my way to the designated food pickup spot at the bar and tell the bartender I have a to-go order for Murphy. While I wait, I glance around the bar taking in the random people who seem to be enjoying happy hour. 
 
    Hold the fuck up! What the hell? Laura and Charlie are sitting at a round, high-top table on the other side of the bar. 
 
    They appear to be deep in conversation and don’t see my approach. “Hello, ladies. What’s going on, and why wasn’t I invited to partake in the adult beverages?” 
 
    Charlie jumps at the sound of my voice and turns to me, putting on a pretend smile. Laura attempts to hide her uncomfortableness by belting out her fake laugh. I know it’s a fake laugh because I know my best friend, and I know Charlie’s smile is fake because I know my girlfriend. I’ve obviously interrupted something. 
 
    Still laughing, Laura asks, “What in the world are you doing here? If I had known you would be free, I would’ve texted you to join us. Charlie and I made a spur-of-the-moment decision to have a drink and catch up.” 
 
    “I’m on my way home from work and stopped to pick up dinner.” Turning to Charlie, “I thought you would be hip deep in packing boxes tonight since you move tomorrow.” 
 
    Before either can respond, the bartender yells, "I have an order for Murphy.” 
 
    “I’m going to go because it sounds like my order is ready, and I have a starving daughter at home. You all have a good night, and be safe driving home.” I turn around and walk back to the bar. 
 
    Back in the driver’s seat, I press the start button. Talking to myself because I have to say something and there’s no one else to listen, “What in the actual fuck was that about? I feel like I just walked in on a meeting I was never supposed to know about. I mean, what the fuck?” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
  
 
  
   
   
 Chapter 16 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Fortunately, today isn’t a day that requires me to be productive at work because I would be failing miserably if it were. But, as I sit at my desk and slowly spin my chair around, I can’t help but wonder what in the hell I had walked in on last night. Charlie and Laura aren’t the type of friends to have a drink and catch up. Honestly, they’re more acquaintances than friends. Truth be told, I’m the tie that binds them together. 
 
    I hoped to talk to Charlie last night but crashed shortly after dinner and didn’t wake till 5am when my alarm went off. I would send her a text now, but knowing she’s in the middle of moving, I hate to bother her. I would’ve thought to hear from Laura, but considering it’s close to noon and she hasn’t contacted me yet only leads me to believe she’s avoiding talking to me. At some point, I will speak to one or both of them. In the meantime, I will keep acting like a ten-year-old, spinning my chair round and round. 
 
    “Knock. Knock. Hey, lady. I was going to ask if you had a free minute to chat, but seeing you spin that chair like a top, I’m guessing you’re free.” Steven laughs as he walks in and flops in the chair across my desk. 
 
    “Hi! Tell me something good. Got any fun gossip?” 
 
    “Girl! You know I always have gossip! But that’s not why I popped in. I was wondering if you and Matt would like to come over next week. Brody and I are thinking of having a small dinner party. Nothing fancy, just some yummy things to eat and drink. ” 
 
    “I would love to, but Matt won’t be joining. What night are you guys thinking, and can I bring anything?” 
 
    Steven unbuttons his shirt sleeves and rolls them up like he’s about to get down to some serious business. To the ordinary person, Steven appears to concentrate on ensuring his cuff is perfectly rolled. But to me, I can see his wheels turning and wonder what’s coming next. Once he’s pleased with his sleeve Steven looks up and locks his gaze with mine. “So… want to tell me what’s going on? Why have you seemed so distracted the past few months?” 
 
    Oh shit! 
 
    A nervous chuckle erupts before I can stop it. “Umm, I’m not sure what you’re talking about. Work has been busy, but you already knew that.” 
 
    Steven gives me an I-don’t-believe-you look. “If you say so.” 
 
    “What?” I really hope my super innocent tone of voice is working to convince him nothing is up. 
 
    “Look, Jamie. I know you. I know something is going on. It’s been a long time since you even mentioned Matt and longer since you met us for dinner or drinks. Truthfully, I’m not sure when I last saw Matt.” Steven looks down, straightens his sky-blue tie, then looks back up as if he’s exclaiming what he just said. 
 
    “Steven, I appreciate your concern, but nothing is going on that I need to discuss. Maybe at some point, there will be but not today.” Desperately needing this line of questioning to stop, I check the time, grab my phone and keys and stand up. “I didn’t realize it was so late. I need to run a quick errand. Let’s get together soon and have a drink and catch up.” 
 
    Steven stands. “I see what you’re doing. Nice deflection.” Steven steps before me, stopping my progress to the door, “I’m here if you need me for anything. Always willing to lend an ear, drink too much, or plan a mean girl’s type of revenge if needed. Love you, girl.” 
 
    Squeezing Steven’s forearm, I smile at him. “Thank you, my friend. Love you back. I’ve got to run. Chat with you later.”  
 
    Finally, away from Steven’s questions, I realize I ran out of the building without having an actual destination, shaking my head and giving myself an eye roll. Go me.  
 
    Pulling up Charlie’s name, I type out a quick text.  
 
      
 
    Me: You were on my mind, so I thought I would check in. How’s everything going? 
 
      
 
    Charlie: Hey, baby. The movers just finished getting it. 
            unloaded. Now I’m standing in the middle of 
            boxes wishing I had a 6pk to drink while I unpack. 
 
      
 
    I chuckle as I get a visual of Charlie trapped by boxes stacked to the ceiling. Moving is such a pain in the ass.  
 
      
 
    Me: I have the day free and am more than willing to leave work and bring whatever you want. 
 
      
 
    Charlie: Really? That would be awesome. I’m good with 
            whatever to drink. I would also love to see you. I’ve 
            missed you and need a Jamie fix. 
 
      
 
    Me: I’m on my way. See you soon. Love you! 
 
      
 
    Charlie: Love you back! xoxo 
 
      
 
    Forty-five minutes later, I’m pulling into Charlie’s new driveway. She’s already walking in my direction before I put the Jeep in park. “Hurry up and get out. I really need a hug.” 
 
    “Give me a second, and I will happily hug you.” Then, hopping out, I throw my arms around Charlie and feel her relax into me. “You doing okay?” 
 
    Squeezing me tight, Charlie nods. “I’m better now that you’re here. I really wanted to see you but didn’t want to bother you while you were at work.”  
 
    “Work is super slow today. I stopped by my house and changed clothes to help you unpack.”  
 
    Charlie steps back and smiles up at me. “Thank you. I’ll take the help. But first, I want to kiss you and drink a beer.” 
 
    “Well, lucky for you, I can help with both of those.” Then, dragging Charlie back into me, I capture her mouth with mine. It’s a good thing she doesn’t have neighbors because, in a matter of seconds, the kiss goes from PG to NC17. Slowing the kiss and pulling back from Charlie’s lips isn’t something I necessarily want to do, but if we keep it up, clothing will quickly become optional.  
 
    We stand there holding on to each other. Charlie smiles sweetly at me. “I love you.”  
 
    “And I love you. So tell me. How are you doing? Still feeling overwhelmed?” 
 
    Charlie steps out of my embrace. “Like I said, I’m better now that you’re here. So grab the beer, and let’s find a box to sit on.” 
 
    My first impression upon walking into Charlie’s house is that a tornado had ripped through, leavening a trail of destruction in its wake. Boxes are everywhere. A few had been unpacked, and the contents were sitting on countertops and tables. For someone that likes things to be in some semblance of order the way I do, it made me shudder. I have no clue how she can deal with it all without screaming. 
 
    I twisted the cap off a beer, handed it to Charlie, and then grabbed one for myself. “Want to sit for a minute and figure out the best way to tackle this mess?”  
 
    “Yes, please.” Charlie laughed and took my hand, leading me to the one area without boxes.  
 
    Once we settled with our backs against the wall, I raised my bottle. “Cheers. Here’s to your new start.” 
 
    A big smile takes over Charlie’s face. “Cheers. Here’s to being one step closer to being together.” 
 
    “I will absolutely drink to that.” 
 
    ••••••• 
 
    It didn’t take Charlie long to get her new home in order, and once she did, her moods settled out a bit. But, of course, Rick wasn’t happy when he got back in town and found she had left. Can’t say I blame him. But, knowing what I did about him, I can’t say that I blamed her for leaving either.  
 
    Charlie having her place allowed us to spend more time together, time when we were alone, and some time with the girls. It was amazing when it was just Charlie and me because we could be and act like a real couple. When the girls were there with us, it was still great but different because we had to behave like friends.  
 
    I was getting ready to leave the office and go to Charlie’s just as I received a text from Laura asking if I wanted to meet for a quick drink at the Lighthouse. Since we hadn’t seen one another in a couple of weeks, I happily said yes.  
 
    When I walked in, I saw Laura sitting at the bar talking to Nicole and headed in that direction. “Hello, ladies.” 
 
    “Hey, Jamie. What can I get you? Want your normal?” 
 
    “That would be great. Thanks, Nicole.” After I give Laura a quick hug hello, I hop up on the stool beside her. “So, what’s new, my friend? Anything good going on?” 
 
    “Oh, nothing much. I just haven’t seen you in a while and wanted to see how you’re doing.” 
 
    “I’m good. Work has slowed down finally, and Matt has been out of town visiting his family the past week.” Then, raising my bottle, “Thank you, baby Jesus, for small favors.”  
 
    Laura clinks her bottle against mine. “Here’s to small favors.”  
 
    “What’s Olivia up to tonight?” 
 
    “She’s at a sleepover. It’s one of her little friends’ birthday. Ava is at the sleepover too. So Charlie and I are going to spend the evening together.” 
 
    “How is Charlie? She get settled in the new house?” 
 
    “She did. Rick wasn’t thrilled that she left him and wanted a divorce. So other than dealing with him and his sometimes angry name-calling texts and sometimes apologetic please come back texts, she seems to be doing great. I know she likes being out from under his thumb. Plus, it’s easier for us to see one another.” 
 
    “I can imagine it would be considerably easier. Does Matt still not suspect anything?” 
 
    “Nope. If I were him, I wouldn’t either because an affair wouldn’t be something that would cross my mind since Charlie is a woman.  
 
    “True. You both being women does give you a little leeway.” 
 
    “Hey. Talking about Charlie reminds me. What was that all about with you two having drinks a couple of weeks ago? It’s not like you guys are good friends.” 
 
    Laura’s expression instantly changes, reminding me of the look Olivia gets when I catch her doing something wrong. “Oh, yeah, I asked her to meet me for drinks.” 
 
    “And.” 
 
    “Look, I’m a little concerned about things and don’t want to see you get hurt. We just had a couple of drinks and chatted for a bit. So please don’t be mad at me.” 
 
    “So you gave her the protective best friend don’t hurt her, or you’ll answer to me speech?” 
 
    Laura gives me a small smile. “I guess that’s part of what I was doing. I also wanted to ask her about the whole lesbian thing.” 
 
    “Are you serious right now? Why on earth would you do that?” 
 
    “It’s a legitimate question. I don’t want her to use you like an experiment or at all. I asked if she had any worry that she might, at some point down the line, miss having sex with a man.” 
 
    I shake my head and take a long drink. “Wow. Okay. Crossing the line a bit there, weren’t you?” 
 
    “Did she not tell you about our talk? I felt for sure she would.” 
 
    “No, she didn’t.” 
 
    “Don’t you wonder why she didn’t tell you? Anyway, when I asked her about sex with men, she gave me a funny look and told me that she hadn’t given it any thought and that she loves you.” 
 
    My phone screen lights up with a text from  
 
      
 
    Charlie. Hey baby. Where are you? 
 
      
 
    Me: Hey. Sorry. I met Laura for a quick drink. Leaving here in 10 and will head your way. 
 
      
 
    Setting my phone back down on the bar, I turned to Laura. “I appreciate your concern. And while you may think it's valid, I would rather you not talk to Charlie about it again. Things with us are already hard enough without adding more on top. So you and I can talk about it until we’re blue in the face but don’t pile on with Charlie. Okay?” 
 
    “Okay. Jamie, please know that I love you like family and don’t want to see you hurt or taken advantage of. That’s all.” 
 
    I reach over and squeeze Laura’s hand. “I know, and I love you too. I have to run. Will you do a girl a solid and pay for my beer so I can go? I was supposed to be at Charlie’s an hour ago.” 
 
    “Yeah, sure, no problem, I got your beer. Drive safe and have a good night.” 
 
      
 
    Charlie opens the door, greeting me with a warm smile. “How was Laura? Did you guys have a good catchup?” 
 
    “We did. But can we talk about her later? Right now, I want to kiss you. Actually, let me rephrase that. I really want you to take me to bed. I’ve missed having your body against mine and think we should rectify that as soon as possible.” 
 
    “That sounds perfect. Come with me.” 
 
    Two hours and three orgasms later, Charlie and I are sprawled across her bed, wrapped in one another arms.  
 
    “I love having my own house, and what we just did is one of its best parts.” 
 
    Rising on my elbow to look at Charlie, “I could not agree more. I must admit that I am a smidge jealous of you and how you have your place. It makes me want to hurry up and get Matt out of the house. I know I may not be able to keep the house I’m in right now, but at least I won’t have to live with him anymore.”  
 
    Charlie brushes my hair away from my face tucking it behind my ear, and gives me a sad look. “I know. I’m sorry you have to deal with that. Have you decided when you will tell him you want a divorce?” 
 
    Settling back into her arms, I lay my head on her chest. “Not yet. I wanted to wait a little longer, but that is getting harder. If I’m being honest, there is no perfect time to drop a bomb like a divorce on someone. The thought of it stresses me out to an unbelievable level.” 
 
    Charlie begins to rub her hand up and down my back gently. Her caress calms me almost immediately. “Is there anything that I can do to help?” 
 
    “I wish there were, but there isn’t. I still need to put a couple of things in order before I talk to Matt. I feel bad that I’m taking the time to prep before telling him, but on the other hand, it would be stupid for me not to. I can’t go into this without a game plan for how to come out of it the best way. We have our finances tied together, there’s the house, and of course, the most important thing we share is Olivia.” 
 
    “Do you think she suspects something is up? Kids tend to be much more insightful than we give them credit for, ya know.” 
 
    Exhaling a deep breath, “I know. She hasn’t said anything specific to me, but there’s no way she hasn’t noticed that her father and I don’t speak to one another, or hell, that we’re hardly ever in the same room together.”    
 
         “You will know when the time is right to talk to him. Until then, do the best you can with everything else.” 
 
    “That’s the plan.” Throwing a leg over Charlie’s thigh, I adjust and sink a little deeper into her arms. “I would like to talk about something that might be a little uncomfortable. Is that okay?” 
 
    “We can talk about whatever you want. You know that.” 
 
    “Okay, good. I want to talk about what you and Laura discussed the other night over drinks. She told me what she asked you about sex with a man. Is this something that we need to discuss?” 
 
    Charlie laughs in what sounds like a slightly uncomfortable way. “I’m fairly certain you already know that I think sex with you is good. Great even.” 
 
    “That’s true. But if this could come up in the future, I would rather know now than be hit with it later. Does that make sense?” 
 
    “It does. But, baby, there’s nothing to worry about. Yes, this is still somewhat new for both of us, but it’s also really great. Don’t let Laura get in your head.” 
 
    “Okay. I won’t. I just had to ask.” 
 
    Charlie shifts her body, and before I realize it, she has me pinned on my back and is smiling at me mischievously. Her eyes darken as she looks down at me. “How about I show you what I think about sex with you? Would actions speak louder than words in this instance?” 
 
    “Why yes, it would.”    
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
  
 
  
   
   
 Chapter 17 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Olivia and I are having fun hanging in the kitchen as we finish Matt’s birthday breakfast. Birthday breakfasts have been a tradition in our house since Matt and I were first married. However, the year Olivia was born, it changed from breakfast in bed to breakfast in the kitchen because we had a new baby, and it was easier.  
 
    Just because Matt and I rarely speak anymore doesn’t mean I will ignore his birthday. Everyone deserves to be celebrated on their birthday. The typical birthday plan is to have breakfast, do whatever during the day, and then the three of us go to dinner and find something else to do that sounds fun. When I mentioned it to Matt earlier in the week, he said, ‘I’m fine with whatever. You and Olivia decide.’ So that’s what we did. We made his favorite breakfast of pancakes and bacon, decided where to have dinner, and kicked around the idea of a movie we might all enjoy. 
 
    When Olivia sees Matt come strolling into the kitchen, she runs over to hug him. “Happy birthday, Dad! We made your favorite breakfast. I even put a candle on the pancakes so you can make a wish.”  
 
    “Thanks, honey. It all looks great.” 
 
    As I wait for Matt to acknowledge that I’m in the room, I notice that he’s wearing his favorite golfing outfit. “Happy birthday, Matt. I hope you’re hungry. Olivia made enough pancakes to feed an army.” 
 
    Matt turns to look at me. “Thanks, Jamie.” Turning his attention back to Olivia, “And thank you, Ms. Olivia. Will you have some with me? There’s no way I can eat them all. 
 
    “Absolutely! I love me some pancakes!” 
 
    While they dig in and start eating, I am busy making another cup of coffee. “Matt, would you like a cup of coffee?” 
 
    “No thanks. The orange juice is fine.” 
 
    I continue, ignoring the clipped tone of Matt’s reply. “Okay. So for tonight, Olivia and I thought we could go to dinner at The Smokehouse and then maybe catch a movie. There are several new ones out that sound good.”  
 
    “Yeah, about tonight… We can skip all the dinner stuff. I’m going golfing with the guys here in a bit, and Peter has thrown together a poker night I want to go to.” 
 
    I’m a little shocked he hasn’t mentioned his plans before now. “Oh. Okay. Sure, whatever you want. It’s your birthday, after all.” 
 
    Olivia takes the opportunity and excitedly jumps into the conversation, “Does that mean I can spend the night at Kim’s house since we are going out for Dad’s birthday? Pretty please! She’s been asking all week, but I didn’t think I could because of the birthday stuff.” 
 
    “That’s fine with me. I’m sure I can find something else to keep me busy since you two won’t be home. There’s a book I’ve been meaning to read and haven’t gotten around to yet. I also noticed a new documentary on Netflix that looks interesting.” 
 
    Matt glances my way, “Why don’t you see if Laura or Charlie want to hang out? I’ll be home late, so there’s no reason to stay home unless you want to.” 
 
    Wow. My husband just gave me permission to hang out with my girlfriend. Guess there really is a first time for everything. 
 
    Grinning because of the exciting turn of events, “That’s a good idea. I think I’ll do that. Ava is with her dad this weekend, so maybe Charlie will be free. I’m pretty sure Laura has plans with her sister-in-law, but I’ll ask her just in case.” 
 
     “Okay. Do whatever. As I said, I’ll be out late.” With his mouthful of pancakes, Matt has unknowingly given me a gift; it isn’t even my birthday. 
 
    I know it’s wrong of me to get excited that my husband would rather spend his birthday playing poker in a basement with his weird friends. On the way to the coffee maker to pour another cup, I can’t stop doing a little happy dance. 
 
    ••••••• 
 
    “I’m so happy I’m here with you instead of at a birthday dinner. I would’ve gone and put on the happiest of smiles and been the most pleasant of people, but I’m glad I don’t have to.” 
 
    Charlie raises her bottle. “Here’s to an empty house with great company instead of a packed restaurant with the birthday boy.” 
 
    Clinking my bottle to her, “Cheers.” 
 
    “How late can you stay? Do you have a curfew, or are you just winging it?”  
 
    I give Charlie my biggest and brightest smile, tossing in a wink for good measure. “Well… what time I leave depends on you more than me. I should probably be home before sunrise, but other than that, I’m all yours to do with as you see fit.” 
 
    Charlie smiles, “I’m sure we can get you home before sunrise.” 
 
     “There are so many ways we could spend the evening. Clothing and sans-clothing options are all on the table. You could even be on the table if you asked nicely. If I recall correctly, you seemed to enjoy my kitchen island immensely, so I feel it’s only fair your kitchen table gets a turn.” 
 
    Charlie stands, turning to go inside. “That’s defiantly something to consider. Shall we have another beverage?” 
 
    “We shall. But, hey, before you pop inside to get us fresh beers, you should come over here and kiss me.” 
 
    “Why, Jamie Murphy, are you flirting with me? Because it seems like you might be.” 
 
    “I am. How am I doing so far?” 
 
    “How about we skip the beer, and I take you inside and show you how you’re doing?” 
 
      
 
    Charlie running her hand through my hair, wakes me from an incredibly peaceful sleep. “Hey, beautiful. Are you awake?” 
 
    Tightening my hold on Charlie’s waste, I snuggle into her and mumble a response. “Uh-huh. But I don’t want to be. Can I go back to sleep and stay here with you? No one will miss me.” 
 
    “Baby, I know you don’t want to go home, but it’s 2:00am. Matt is going to start to wonder where you are.” 
 
    Raising my head just enough to meet Charlie’s gaze, “I honestly don’t care anymore. I am so done living like this. I hate leaving you. It’s getting harder to look at Matt daily, knowing what I’m doing behind his back. Living two lives is fucking exhausting.” As I drop my head down on Charlie’s shoulder, tears fill my eyes, but I refuse to let them fall. “I am so close to my breaking point. I honestly don’t know how much longer I can keep this up. I am so fucking close to breaking, and I know when I do, it will be ugly.” 
 
    Charlie places her fingertips under my chin and gently tilts my head up. “Baby, I know this is hard. Maybe you should let go of that steely control of yours and cry. You might feel better if you did.” 
 
    My voice breaks, proving how close I am to losing control. “If I do that, I don’t know if I will be able to stop.” 
 
    Charlie’s thumb brushes away a stray tear. “Jamie, it’s okay to show your emotions. It’s okay to cry. No one can be strong 100% of the time. We all break sometimes. Just let it out, baby. I’ll hold you for as long as you want, as tight or as loose as you want. I promise you’re safe with me.” 
 
    Burying my face in the crook of Charlie’s neck, I struggle to regain control. Her hand begins to slowly and soothingly rub circles across my back as she whispers into the night. “I’ve got you baby. I love you and promise I won’t let go.” 
 
    Her promise not to let go proves to be my tipping point. My tears come fast, washing away the last shreds of my control as they fall. Just as she promised she would, Charlie holds me as I break. It’s as if she permitted me to feel all my emotions simultaneously and then let them all go. Uncontrollable sobbing wracks my body as I lay there in her arms.  
 
    I’ve never broken like this in my life. I’ve said goodbye to friends I thought would always be in my life. I’ve sat at the bedside of loved ones as they passed. I’ve buried good friends. Over the years, I’ve felt immense sadness watching my marriage collapse and knowing there was nothing I could do to stop it. But, none of those things ever brought me to my knees the way the stresses of being in a relationship with Charlie and knowing I was about to blow my husband’s world apart has. 
 
    Lying beside Charlie with my face buried in a pillow makes it hard to breathe, so I flip over on my back. Wiping the wetness from my face and breathing slowly in and out to calm my nerves is my current state of being.  
 
    Charlie lightly caresses my face and pushes the hair from my eyes. “You okay? I know letting go like that wasn’t easy for you.” 
 
    With a ragged voice, I reply. “I’m fine. Guess that’s been building for a while.” My self-deprecating laugh sounds hollow in the quiet of the darkened room. “That was an over-the-top ugly cry if there ever was one. I’m probably dehydrated from all the tears.” 
 
    “Don’t do that. Don’t belittle what you just experienced. I know you prefer to go through life being in control of yourself and everything around you, but that just isn’t always possible. I always cry on your shoulder, and you need to know when you are overwhelmed that it’s okay to cry on mine.” 
 
    I reach for Charlie’s hand and bring it to my lips, kissing the palm. “Thank you. I love you.” 
 
    “I love you too.” 
 
    “What time is it? I probably need to get dressed and go home before it gets any later.” 
 
    Charlie rolls to the side, picking up her phone to check the time. “It’s a little past 4am.” 
 
    “Oh, my God! How in the hell did it get that late? Or early, depending on how you look at time. How am I going to explain to Matt why I’m getting home so late?”  
 
    Throwing the covers off, I get out of bed and start looking for my clothes, which is no easy feat considering our clothes are strewn all over the room. How in the fuck am I going to explain this? 
 
    “I’m sorry. I had no idea it had gotten so late. I was too focused on you to notice. Maybe Matt will be asleep and not hear you come in, and you can sneak into the guest room without him being any the wiser.” Charlie grabs something off the floor from her side of the bed and tosses it in my direction. “Here, I found your bra.” 
 
     Three short minutes later, I’m dressed, and sitting on the end of the bed to tie my shoes makes me want to flop back in the middle of it and bury my face in the pillow again.  
 
    I feel the bed shift as Charlie crawls behind me. Then, putting her arms around me, she hugs me tightly and kisses the back of my neck. “I love you. Don’t ever forget that.” 
 
    Turning in her arms, I take her face and kiss her deeply. “I love you more than you will ever know. I’m sorry tonight ended as it did. It was great up until-”  
 
    Charlie puts her finger over my lips, stopping me from speaking. “I’m not sorry. Everything about tonight was great, even the tears. Promise you’ll text me when you get home so I know you made it safely?” 
 
    Leaning in, I gently press my lips against hers. “I promise.” 
 
      
 
    As I drive the short two miles from Charlie’s house to mine, I try to figure out a way to sneak inside without being detected. But, honestly, my brain isn’t working worth a damn. It’s as if I’m in an alcohol daze of sorts. My thinking is fuzzy at best, which makes rational thought nonexistent.  
 
    Clearly, I have lost my mind. What in the actual hell was I thinking!” I stop just before pushing the button to raise the garage door, deciding to park in the driveway instead. “How in the hell am I going to get in the house?” Rolling my eyes at myself, “You know what? It's fine. I got this. I got this.”  
 
    I slowly get out of the Jeep and softly click the door closed. Fingers crossed, my dog doesn’t hear me and starts barking. The dog barking is one of the last things I need now. Standing in front of the garage door, I take a couple of deep breaths. “Think Jamie! Think!” I take a couple of more deep breaths. “Okay! I can do this. God, I’m taking shady to a whole new level. This is like some covert operation trying to get back into my house. Operation Shady Shit is what this is. ” 
 
    I fire off a quick text to let Charlie know I made it home safely before flipping the lid on the exterior door controller. I punch in the four-digit code and press the arrow for the door to open. The door rising sounds like a freight train is going by right in front of me. “Fuck, could this damn door be any louder!” I push the button again, and the door stops approximately a foot and a half off the ground. “Fuck my life. I deserve this. Rolling in at 4am because I spent too long in bed with my girlfriend… Yep, I deserve this.” 
 
    It’s sad that a woman my age is even entertaining the crazy idea of rolling under a garage door, then sneaking into the house so my husband won’t figure out I’ve been at my girlfriend’s house till 4am… But here I am, about to do just that. 
 
    As I stand there looking at the barely raised door, I realize how stupid this whole thing is, but I’ve already committed to being shady, so I might as well see it through to the end. Exhaling a deep breath, “Oh well, guess it’s a good thing I don’t have big boobs.” Shaking my head, I drop down on the ground like I’m a ninja or something else equally as stealthy. If any of our neighbors were to look out their window and see me, I know they would wonder what kind of drugs I’m on or if I had truly lost my mind. “What the fuck has my life come to? Am I really on the fucking ground about to roll under the garage door so I can sneak into my house? I am a grown-ass woman, for god’s sake.” 
 
    Throwing up a silent prayer, Dear God, please let me get inside and in bed without Matt hearing me. I promise I will figure it all out and do what’s right. Just please let me get inside undetected.  
 
    Trying not to laugh at the ridiculousness of the situation, I roll under the barely open door. Successfully on the other side, I stand and look down, seeing that I’m covered in dirt, grass clippings, dog hair, and a smashed earthworm. Gagging, I scrape the remnants of the worm from the front of my shirt and dust myself off. “On to phase two of Operation Shady Shit.” 
 
    Standing at the door leading into the house, I toss up one more quick prayer before turning the knob. Silently closing and locking the door behind me, I take a breath, relaxing because the most challenging part is over. Getting up the stairs and avoiding the one step near the top that creaks won’t be a problem. Hearing footsteps to my right causes me to pause. I immediately know I’m busted. Either that or a burglar is in the house walking towards me. Is it wrong that I hope it’s a burglar and not my husband? 
 
    “Jamie? What in the hell is going on? Where have you been? It’s 4:25am, for Christ’s sake.” 
 
    “You scared the crap out of me. What are you doing awake and wandering around in a dark kitchen?” 
 
    “I couldn’t sleep earlier and noticed you weren’t home. So I decided to wait up for you. Where have you been?” 
 
    “I was out with Charlie. We had a few drinks and decided we weren’t in any shape to be driving. So we hung out and chatted for a while until we were good to drive.” 
 
    “You’ve been with Charlie this whole night, just sitting and talking? Just you and Charlie?” 
 
    Taking a few steps, I put the length of the kitchen island between us. After the emotional break, I had less than an hour ago, I’m in no shape to deal with Matt’s questions. 
 
    “Stop stalling and answer the question, Jamie. Were you with Charlie or someone else?”  
 
    “Matt, I can’t do this right now. I’m tired and want to go to sleep. We can talk tomorrow.” 
 
    “It is tomorrow, damnit! And we’re going to talk right the fuck now! So I don’t care if you want to sleep or not.”  
 
    It had been years since Matt had raised his voice. So when he yelled at me, I knew the chances of my getting out of this situation without talking were slim at best. “Matt, please let me go to bed.” 
 
    “No. Explain yourself.” 
 
    I close my eyes, drop my head and grab the edges of the island, bracing myself for a conversation I was nowhere near ready to have. Fully aware that any attempt to stop the tears flowing freely down my face would be fruitless. All I can do now is face what is before me and hope we can somehow make it out the other side with the fewest hurts. I take a deep breath to gather myself. Then, with a voice laced with emotion, I say the words I never thought I would say to my husband. “I can’t do this anymore.” 
 
    “Can’t do what?” 
 
    “Matt… I can’t do this anymore. I can’t stay in this marriage with you any longer. It’s killing me. I am so unhappy. I’ve been unhappy for several years.”  
 
    “What are you talking about?” 
 
    Pushing myself off the island, I turned to face Matt. “There is no way you haven’t seen how unhappy I’ve been. You chose to ignore it, pushing away reality. The few times I did try to talk to you, I got nothing in return. So I finally gave up trying. For several years, I’ve been a shell of who I am. Just going along to get along is the best way to explain it.” 
 
    Matt blows out a hard breath, slapping the island, “What in the fuck are you talking about? You haven’t tried to talk to me about anything. Nothing.” 
 
    “See, that’s where you’re wrong. I did try. Until one day, I finally gave up. I shut down that day. I’m still here physically, but that’s all. And I think if you were honest with yourself, you would admit that you aren’t happy being married to me any more than I am being married to you… I want a divorce.” 
 
    “This is bullshit.” 
 
    “Call it bullshit if you want. This didn’t happen overnight, Matt. You know it didn’t.” 
 
    Matt looks at me, his eyes flashing with hatred. He turns around and starts walking. He pauses just inside the room, with his back still turned asks the question any husband in his position would. “Are you fucking another guy?” 
 
    “No! No, I have not fucked another guy.” 
 
    “Have you kissed another guy?” 
 
    “I swear to you, nothing has happened with another guy.”   
 
    “Fine. I can’t look at you right now. I have to get out of this house.” And with that, Matt strode out of the room. 
 
      
 
    ••••••• 
 
    The I-can’t-do-this-anymore conversation is so not fun. I mean, it’s horrible. I had food poisoning one time and thought I was dying. I had a kidney stone and wanted to die. But the “Divorce” conversation... Well, it is a death. Death of the life that you were living. Death of a partnership. Death of love. Put simply, it sucks.  
 
    Being married, rather unhappily married, is a less than happy way to live. I told Matt that I wanted a divorce four months before our anniversary, and it was one of the hardest conversations I have ever had. I knew I was blowing his world up, but I couldn’t and wouldn’t stop the destruction. 
 
      
 
    “Good morning. Carson, King, and Warner. How may I direct your call?” 
 
    “Good morning. This is Jamie Murphy. May I speak to Abigail, please?” 
 
    “Yes. One moment please.” 
 
    Listening to the terrible on-hold music does nothing to lift my spirits or relax me. You would think businesses that use on-hold music would take time to listen to it themselves and realize how utterly annoying it can be.  
 
    “Hello, Jamie. How are you today?” 
 
    “Good morning, Abigail. I’ve defiantly been better but thank you for asking. I’m calling to let you know that I spoke with Matt over the weekend and told him about the divorce. I need you to proceed with having him served.” 
 
    “Sure. I can do that. Do you want me to have Matt served at work or home?” 
 
    “I would rather not have him served in either of those places. His coworkers do not need to find out unless he chooses to tell them. And there’s no way I want him to be served at home. If our daughter were there when it happened, I would never forgive myself. Is there a third option?” 
 
    “Well, the only other option would be him coming by my office for the paperwork. However, there aren’t too many spouses willing to do that since they aren’t the ones asking for the divorce.” 
 
    “Let’s do this. I’ll speak to Matt and give him the options, and I’ll let you know. When will you have everything ready?” 
 
    “I can have it ready by this Wednesday, late afternoon. Call and let my assistant know what he decides, and we’ll take it from there. Does that work for you?” 
 
    “Yes, it does. Thank you. I appreciate you working with me on this. I know it’s an unusual request.” 
 
    “Jamie, dear, trust me when I say your request doesn’t even come close to some of the things I’ve seen. Okay. Talk soon. Bye.” 
 
    And with that, my divorce was officially proceeding. 
 
    ••••••• 
 
    “Knock, knock. Hey girl! Got a minute?” 
 
    I look up from my desk to see Steven standing in my doorway. “Hey, Steven. I haven’t seen you in a while. Come on in and have a seat.” 
 
    He steps into my office, closes the door, and sits down. “So… Are you ready to talk yet?” 
 
    “Sure. What would you like to talk about? 
 
    “Come on, Jamie. Don’t play dumb. You’re better than that. Tell me what’s going on. I can see something major is happening. The last few months, you’ve been distracted. We haven’t been out with you and Matt in a long time. And this may sound weird, but you seem sad and happy all at the same time.” 
 
    Steven’s observation and direct questioning have left me speechless. I had no idea I had been that transparent. It makes me think that if Steven can see it, how is it possible that Matt doesn’t?  
 
    I turn to stare out the window and take a deep breath, blowing out loudly. “Steven… I wish I could talk to you and unload everything in your lap. I so wish I could, but I can’t. My life right now is nothing short of complicated. That’s the simplest way for me to describe it. And while I know that isn’t a great answer to your question, that’s the best I can give you right now.” 
 
    “Jamie, it’s me. We’ve been friends for years. I won’t judge you no matter what you tell me.” 
 
    Turning back, “I appreciate you saying that, but still, this isn’t something I can talk about right now. Suffice it to say I have a lot going on, and it’s not going to let up anytime soon. So if I’ve been short with you or not as good of a friend as I should be, I apologize.” 
 
    “You’re a great friend. Please don’t think otherwise. So how about we do this, when you’re ready to talk, all you have to do is call me. Until then, know that I love you. Okay?” 
 
    I feel tears threatening and look up at the ceiling to keep them from falling. “Okay. I love you too. I promise we’ll talk soon, just not today.” 
 
    Steven stands and makes his way around to my side of the desk. “I’m going to hug you because you look like you need one. So stand up and come here.” 
 
    I do as instructed, allowing my friend to enfold me in his arms and give me a much-needed hug. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
  
 
 

 Chapter 18 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Since nothing requires my immediate attention and I’ve hit a physical, emotional, and mental wall, I decide the best thing I can do for myself is to take a minute. So grabbing a cozy blanket and my Kindle, I make my way to the sofa and get comfortable. Disappearing into a good romance novel sounds a whole hell of a lot better than dealing with my fucked up real life. Opening the Kindle, I tap the most recently downloaded book. 
 
    After a few minutes and realizing I’ve read the same page numerous times and still have no idea what it said, I shut the Kindle down. I knew I was having trouble concentrating, but I didn’t think it was so bad that I couldn’t read a no-mind book.  
 
    Placing the Kindle on the table, I reach for my phone. Throwing a glance over my shoulder, making sure I’m alone, I open Charlie’s text chain. My thumb hovers over the screen with indecision because I don’t want to text her. I want to see her, and while I know that’s a long shot, I take a chance. 
 
      
 
    Me: Hey, you. I miss you. I would love to see you. 
 
      
 
    Charlie: Hi, baby. I miss you too. Ava is at her dad's till 
            tomorrow night. Come see me  
 
      
 
    Me: I’ll be there in 15 minutes  
 
      
 
    Charlie: I’ll be waiting in bed when you get here.  
 
      
 
    I release a breath and relax as I let myself into Charlie’s house. Then, walking down the hall, I call out, “It’s just me. Didn’t want to scare you.” 
 
    “I heard you come in.” 
 
    When I walk into her room, Charlie is lying in bed, propped up on a mound of pillows, with the television paused on a show she had been watching. “You look comfy. Mind if I join you?” 
 
    Charlie smiles knowingly at me. “I would expect you to.” 
 
    “I see the look you’re giving me, and while being with you is always at the top of my favorite things to do list, that isn’t where my mind is right now. Is that okay?” 
 
    “Of course, that’s okay. Come lay beside me, and let me hold you for a bit.” 
 
    Kicking off my shoes and climbing up beside Charlie is precisely where I want to be. Settling beside her with my head on her chest and her hands rubbing my arm calms me like nothing else could. We lay there silently for several moments, just holding onto one another. 
 
    “Are you okay?” 
 
    Nodding my head, “I’m fine. Today was a tough day, that is all. I promise I won’t break like I did the other night, so don’t worry about that happening again.” With an ironic chuckle, “I think once was enough when it comes to having a complete meltdown. I just needed to be near you. I’m sorry if I interrupted whatever you had planned for tonight.”   
 
    “You aren’t interrupting. Tell me what happened today.” 
 
    “When I got to work this morning, I called my attorney and told her to proceed with the paperwork.” 
 
    “Really? I thought you would wait a couple more months before telling Matt. What made you change your mind?” 
 
     “Well, this is where the story gets interesting. You see, after I got home the other night, I commenced Operation Shady Shit -” 
 
    Charlie bursts out laughing. “What in the heck is Operation Shady Shit?” 
 
    “I’ll tell you the details about that failed operation later. Operation Shady Shit isn’t the most significant part of the story. Although, thinking back on it does make me laugh. When I walked into the house, Matt was waiting in the kitchen for me. You know the state I left here in, so it’s not hard to guess where things went when he confronted me about where I had been. But, don’t worry, I didn’t tell him about us.” 
 
    “Okay. What did you tell him?” 
 
    “I was already so close to the edge that when he confronted me, I started crying again. I told him I couldn’t do it anymore and wanted a divorce. He was angry, which is completely understandable. We exchanged a few more words. He started to storm out of the room, then paused and, with his back to me, asked if I had been with or kissed another guy. I could, in complete and total honesty, tell him no, that I had not been with another guy. I didn’t lie. But I also know I wasn’t 100% truthful either. He would have no reason to ask about me being with another woman.” 
 
    “I know that couldn’t have been easy for you.” 
 
    “It wasn’t. The rest of the weekend was a shit show. Matt was gone until after lunch yesterday. He had gone to church. I could not tell you the last time that man stepped foot in a church, but that’s where he went. When he got home, we talked some more. There was a lot of anger from him and tears from me. I didn’t fight with him like I know he expected me to. I just sat there and took it all. I let him say whatever he wanted because I knew I deserved all his anger on some level.” 
 
    “Where was Olivia during all of this?” 
 
    “Thankfully, she was at a friend’s house. She wasn’t dropped off until 8:30ish last night, and by then, Matt and I had gone to our separate corners.”          
 
    “Baby, I’m sorry. I know that must’ve been so hard for you.” 
 
    “It wasn’t the most fun I’ve ever had, that’s for sure.” 
 
    “Did Matt ask to see your phone?” 
 
    I looked at Charlie. “Why would he ask to see my phone?” 
 
    Charlie gives me a quizzical look. “Why wouldn’t he ask? If he asked if you had slept with another guy and you denied it, the next logical thing would be to see who you’ve been texting. Please tell me you’ve deleted all of our texts.” 
 
    “No, I haven’t. Matt never asks who I’m texting. I’m not saying that doesn’t happen with some couples, but… honestly, it never occurred to me that he might. Charlie… I can’t delete our text chain. Even when you and I weren’t doing our best, I never once considered deleting our texts.” 
 
    “Baby, I’m not going to make you do anything. I’m just telling you that you need to delete it. What if he does ask to see it? The last text I sent you says I love you.” 
 
    “I know. But Charlie, please… I can’t.” 
 
    Charlie pulls me into her and hugs me. “If, and I’m not saying he will, but if Matt asks for your phone, you have to give it to him. And, Jamie, our texts cannot be on it.” 
 
    “I know… Okay, hand me my phone.” Deleting our text chain was so hard for me to do. It didn’t feel like a simple deletion of words on a screen. It felt like I was erasing my and Charlie’s history. There was very little that was normal about our relationship. Most of our conversations were over text because it was usually all about the physical when we were together.  
 
    I swipe to delete, pass Charlie my phone, and curl back into her. We lay there in silence for a few minutes. 
 
    “What did you guys decide to do? Is Matt going to leave?” 
 
    “No, he’s not leaving. We discussed it and decided that it made more sense, money-wise, for him to stay in the house. It’s not like we actually speak or do anything together. We’re already sleeping in separate rooms, have been for months, so him staying until the divorce is final won’t be easy, but it’s doable.” 
 
    “I’m not sure I could do that with Rick. I had to get completely away from him.” Charlie paused before continuing. “I need to tell you something, and you’ll probably not like it.” 
 
    I sat up and turned my full attention to Charlie. “What is it?” 
 
    “Rick has been texting me. He’s begging me to come back. He said that he was sorry and that he would change. He told me that he would do whatever it took, whatever I wanted, and do it if I came back. He also told me he would start paying for everything.” 
 
    “Please tell me you don’t believe him. Please tell me you see through all of his BS and realize that he’s just telling you what he thinks you want to hear. I’m sure he knows that money is tight, and telling you he will pay for everything is a way to manipulate you.” 
 
    “I know. I asked him to stop texting me. He got super pissed and called me a selfish bitch. Told me again what a bad mother I am because there’s no way I can afford to pay my bills and give Ava all the same things the other kids her age have.” 
 
    “So he did what he always does. He said all the nice things, and when he didn’t get his way resorted to name-calling and being a dick. How often does he text you?” 
 
    Charlie slowly shakes her head and looks down, “a lot. Sometimes he texts saying hi and saying that he misses me. Sometimes it’s more than a simple hi. The other day he sent me pictures of his bloody hands.” 
 
    “Okay… Bloody hands? Is he threatening you?” 
 
    “No, he hasn’t threatened me, but he did tell me he would kill himself if I didn’t come back. The bloody hands were from him punching a wall. One night last week, he was giving me all the reasons he thought I should come back, and when I said no and to stop texting me, he started hitting the wall with his fists.” 
 
    “But he hasn’t threatened you physically?” 
 
    “No. I swear he hasn’t.” 
 
    “Rick is a crazy-ass narcissist. You do realize that, don’t you?” 
 
    “I agree he has some issues.” 
 
    “Some issues? Charlie, honey, he calls you names, says mean and hurtful things, is manipulative, and says he will kill himself to get a reaction from you. He is not a nice person. Surely you can see that. The only time he has ever been nice to you is when he has you in your box, and he’s in complete control.” 
 
    Charlie pushes herself off the bed and walks out of the room. She returns a couple of minutes later with two bottles of water and hands me one. “Jamie, I’m not saying you’re wrong about him, and yes, I do see that he has problems. But I was and am still married to the man. So no matter what he’s done or said, I still care about him and don’t want to see him hurt. So please don’t be angry.” 
 
    “I’m not angry. What I am is amazed. But it is what it is, I guess. I hope you see that Rick is playing you.” 
 
    Charlie takes a drink from her bottle and sits it on the bedside table. “I think we should change the subject and talk about something other than the men we are currently married to. Or we could cuddle up on the bed and watch Netflix.” 
 
    I toss the blanket off, scoot to the edge of the bed and reach for Charlie. Grabbing the front of her shirt, I pull her towards me until she is between my legs with my hands settled on her hips. “I didn’t come to argue with you. I came over here because I just wanted to be near you. I’m sorry if I’ve upset you. That wasn’t my intention.” 
 
    Charlie smiles as she brushes the hair back from my forehead, her hand lingering on my cheek. “You haven’t upset me. I promise. I love you. Do you know that? I love only you. No one else.” 
 
    “I know. And I love you so, so, so much. I don’t like you having to deal with certain things. I want you safe and happy.” I lean into her touch, turning my head the slightest so I can kiss the palm of her hand. 
 
    “Mission accomplished because I feel safe with you, and you make me so very happy. But, Jamie, when you start to feel overwhelmed, there’s one thing I want you to think about and remember… We’re closer. We’re closer to the end of all this madness. We’re closer to being able to be together. We’re closer.” 
 
    Charlie leans down, finds my lips with hers, and kisses me, successfully ending any more conversation.  
 
    ••••••• 
 
    The next several weeks were some of the most stressful and emotionally charged weeks I had ever experienced. Matt’s anger towards me was palpable, which I understood, but it also drained me. Dealing with all things divorce-related, the everyday needs from my job, and trying to be the best mother I knew how to be, all while attempting to maintain the last remaining threads of my sanity, had started to take their toll. 
 
    I wasn’t sleeping, had begun snapping at people who did not deserve it, and forgetfulness was a new addition to my repertoire. Frustratingly enough, it appeared that crying at the most random times had also become a part of my life. Basically, good times were being had by no one. 
 
    Matt hired an attorney a couple of days after I had him served. I’m sure he thought I would try to take everything and leave him destitute and penniless, but that was never my goal. Making sure Olivia was taken care of, being fair with the division of our marital assets, and gaining my freedom from a type of life I hadn’t wanted to live in more years than I cared to admit were the only things that mattered to me. I had no desire to fight it out in court or get nasty and become known as the crazy ex-wife.  
 
    Matt’s growing resentment and cutting words seem to worsen by the hour. I’m almost positive he now thinks I am none other than Satan himself and was sent to destroy his life. I guess, in a way, I am the devil since I’m destroying his life. But that life was a make-believe life that resembled a Norman Rockwell painting of a happy family living in a house with a white picket fence and a cute dog in the yard. Although classic, Rockwell’s paintings are nothing more than paint strokes on a canvas. Nothing is real.    
 
    Sitting alone in my office before anyone else arrives at work and staring out the window is the only time I feel like I can breathe. To sit in the quiet is the main reason I come into the office so early. I found that watching the birds outside my window is relaxing.      
 
    I hear my phone vibrating across the desk, notifying me of an incoming text. Why someone would want to pull me from my cocoon of silent bird-watching is beyond me. Spinning my chair to face my desk, I reach for my phone. Seeing Charlie’s name on the lock screen makes me smile.  
 
      
 
    Charlie: I just wanted to say hi and tell you I miss you. 
 
      
 
    It’s crazy how receiving a simple text from her sometimes makes butterflies fly in my stomach. I spin back around, facing the window, and reply.  
 
      
 
    Me: Hey you. I miss your face.  
 
      
 
    Charlie: I miss more of you than just your face.  
 
      
 
    Me: Are you flirting with me because that’s what it 
             feels like you’re doing 
 
      
 
    Charlie: Yes, I am. Please tell me when I can see you again. 
 
      
 
    Me: Today at lunch, if you can make it. 
 
      
 
    Charlie: Today is perfect. Meet me at our spot. Making 
             out like teenagers for an hour sounds like more fun than 
            eating Mexican. 
 
      
 
    Me: Love the way your mind works. I’ll see you at 12:30. Love you.  
 
      
 
    Charlie: Love you  
 
      
 
    Smiling with anticipation, “God, I do so love that woman.” 
 
    “Love what woman?” Steven’s deep baritone voice startles me, causing me to jump. 
 
    “Oh my God, you scared me. Don’t sneak up on people like that. It’s rude.”  
 
    “What woman do you love?” 
 
    “What are you talking about?”  
 
    “When I walked in, I heard you talking to yourself saying, ‘God, I do so love that woman.’ I want to know what woman you’re referring to. And Jamie, before you answer, just know that you look like you’ve been caught stealing money from the church coffers, so telling me you were talking about Laura won’t work. Who were you talking about just now?” 
 
    I stare at Steven, speechless. I wasn’t anticipating a conversation like this today, that’s for sure. I know I can trust him, but I haven’t told anyone other than Laura about Charlie, and I’m not sure I’m ready to tell anyone else. “I don’t know how to answer that.” 
 
    “Go with truthfully. That usually works best.” 
 
    I ran my hand through my hair and adjusted a stack of papers on my desk to give myself time to decide what I was ready to tell and what I wasn’t. Then, determining that now was as good of a time as any to let the cat out of the bag, I looked Steven in the eyes and answered honestly. “Her name is Charlie.” 
 
    “Who is Charlie? Or maybe the better question would be, who is Charlie to you?” 
 
    I reach for my water bottle and take a long drink. It’s too late to turn around now…Might as well go all in. “She’s the woman I’ve been having an affair with for almost a year.” 
 
    Steven blinks several times but gives no indication that he’s shocked by my admission. “Okay… Let Matt know he’s playing single dad for Olivia tonight. You and I are definitely having drinks after work. No excuses.” 
 
    The single dad comment is so close to the truth that it causes a flood of guilt to rush over me. “I can do that.” 
 
    “Excellent. Now, the reason I came in here in the first place is because I thought you might like to know that Stewart’s just sent back the signed contract. Including the changes to the revised number of stores they plan to build and the updated fee structure.” 
 
    “That’s great news. I was afraid they had changed their minds about going with us as their new agency.” 
 
    “They didn’t. So we’re good. Okay, I’m going to get out of your hair and let you get back to whatever you were doing.” Then, with a devilish grin, “I’ll see you at 5 o’clock for drinks and what I hope is a yummy story.” 
 
      
 
    The rest of the morning raced by in a cloud of creative productivity and two short meetings. Then, checking the time and seeing that I have twenty minutes before I need to leave to meet Charlie, I pull up an email from a client that I should have already responded to but didn’t.  
 
    My phone vibrates with a call, and Charlie’s photo lights up the screen. Sliding to answer the call, I turn my attention back to my email. Multitasking at its best. “Hey, you. I wonder why my beautiful girlfriend is calling me when she’ll see me in person in a few minutes. Are you missing me that badly?” 
 
    A long pause on the other end of the line pulls my attention away from my computer screen. With a low voice, Charlie says, “I’m not going to be able to meet. I’m sorry.” 
 
    “I hate that I don’t get to see you, but it's okay. You sound sad. Has something happened?” 
 
    “I’m fine, and nothing has happened.” 
 
    “See, that’s where I’m not quite sure I believe you. Anytime you say you’re fine, you’re really not. So how about you tell me what upset you, and if I can help, I will.” 
 
    “Jamie, please don’t. I’m fine. Just a lot is going on this morning. That’s all. I’ll text you later.” 
 
    “Okay. I love-” The line goes dead before I finish saying I love you. What the hell was that about? 
 
    Tossing my phone back on the stack of papers, I look out the window. Charlie’s tone was off. Something has happened. I don’t know what, but I’m sure I’ll find out.  
 
    My phone starts ringing again. This time Laura’s face pops up on my screen. “Hey, friend. What’s up?” 
 
    “Oh, nothing much. I’m calling to see if you want to grab lunch with me. I had a lunch meeting that was just canceled.” 
 
    “What a coincidence! I, too, had a lunch meeting that was just canceled. You feel like Mexican?” 
 
    “Yes! Want to meet at Garcia’s in half an hour?” 
 
    “Sure. See you in a few.” 
 
    When I get to the restaurant, I make my way to the bar area. Laura appears to be happy as a clam, surrounded by chips and salsa, as well as what looks to be a top-shelf margarita. I take the stool next to hers and laugh. “I didn’t realize this was a liquid lunch. Should I let the office know I’ll be out the rest of the day?” 
 
    “I have to get back, so I’m only having the one. But trust me, if I didn’t, we would totally spend the afternoon on the patio and Uber home after several margaritas.” 
 
    After the bartender takes our order, he shuffles away to put the order in and check on a couple of guys at the end of the bar. Laura pops a salsa-covered chip in her mouth and pushes the basket of chips my way. Chips and salsa are one of the best appetizers ever. A bottomless basket of chips with all the salsa you can eat is a meal within itself.  
 
    “So, tell me what’s new. How’s the divorce stuff going? Did you tell me you have a court date, or am I not remembering correctly?” 
 
    “You’re right. I did tell you. It’s three weeks from tomorrow. Matt not contesting the divorce and us being able to work everything out without having to deal with a mediator has sped the process along. Oh, and surprisingly, he agreed to let me keep the house. My argument to keep it so Olivia doesn’t have to go through not only her parents divorcing but also giving up the only home she has ever known worked.”  
 
    “That’s great that you get to stay in the house. I know the waiting was one of the worst parts of my divorce. It took forever for mine to be finalized. But my divorce wasn’t nearly as uncomplicated as yours has been. Tom wanted to fight about the most inconsequential shit.” Laura pauses to take a drink before continuing. “How’s Charlie doing? Has she gotten any more texts or phone calls from Rick?” 
 
    “Not that I know of, but I’m not sure. Charlie and I were supposed to meet for lunch today. She called a few minutes before you and canceled. She said she had a lot going on, which is odd because a couple of hours earlier, she had been all flirty and wanted to meet for lunch. When she canceled, it felt like there was more to it than her calendar suddenly getting booked. I don’t know. Maybe I’m overanalyzing it.” 
 
    Laura spins her glass around, spreading a trail of condensation across the bar. “Jaime… Please don’t get mad at me for what I’m about to say, but… I want you to step back and really look at her behavior since you two got together. Have you noticed patterns? Because I have.” 
 
     I really had thought I was overanalyzing everything and making something out of nothing. Damnit! 
 
    ••••••• 
 
    Steven and I are safely ensconced in a cozy booth in the back. We’re secluded enough to alleviate any concern that someone I know might overhear us talking.  
 
    Steven holds up his martini glass. “Here’s to whatever Lifetime Movie Channel-type story you’re about to tell me.” 
 
    I can’t help but chuckle. Thankful for the tiny bit of levity he brings with just a few words. Clinking my glass with his, “Cheers.”  
 
    We both take a drink, and then I begin telling him the whole sordid truth of my life for the past year. Steven sits there listening with rapt attention. Retelling the trials and tribulations of Operation Shady Shit draws out his laughter, but for the most part, he remains silent. When I finish the story, he excuses himself, returning shortly with drinks for each of us.  
 
    “Jamie… I have one question and only one question. Do you love this woman? I mean, really love this woman.” 
 
    “Yes. I love her.” 
 
    “Then I support you no matter what.” 
 
    “Thank you, my friend. I really appreciate you saying that.” 
 
    “Although, I will say this… I draw the line at rolling my pretty ass around on a garage floor. No way am I picking worm guts off myself. That’s just nasty. Just nasty.” 
 
    With those words, we both dissolve into laughter. It hits me that this is the first time I’ve actually laughed in longer than I care to admit or remember, for that matter. What a sad state of affairs my life has become that I can’t even remember the last time I laughed simply because something was funny. 
 
      
 
    Spending a couple of hours with Steven was just what I needed to lighten my mood. Although I hadn’t heard from Charlie since she called earlier in the day, I texted and asked if she was free for a few minutes.  
 
    Turning the knob on the door and poking my head inside, I announce myself. “Knock, knock.” 
 
    Ava is sitting at the kitchen table, surrounded by a stack of books and her tablet doing her homework when I walk in. 
 
    “Hey, Jamie. Come on in. Mom is in her room.” 
 
    “Okay, thanks. Are you doing alright? Living a drama-free middle school life, or is that a dumb question?” 
 
    Ava laughs and shakes her head, “dumb question.” 
 
    “Well, good luck with that. Unless you’re going to toss out some juicy gossip, I will head back and see your mom.” 
 
    I rap my knuckles against her door. Then, hearing a “come in” called out, I turn the knob, walk in and close the door behind me.  
 
    Charlie’s back is to me as she focuses on a massive pile of laundry on the bed. “Hey, you. I just wanted to stop by and check on you on my way home.” 
 
    “Told you earlier I was fine.” Her response is clipped. 
 
    Charlie’s tone puts me on alert. “Charlie, look at me, please.” 
 
    When she turns to face me, it’s not hard to see she’s been crying. “Tell me why you’re upset. What’s happened?” 
 
    “Jamie, trust me, you don’t want to hear it.” 
 
    I close the distance between us and take her hands in mine 
 
    “Now you’re starting to scare me.” 
 
    Charlie releases my hands, wraps her arms around me, and lays her head on my shoulder. 
 
    “I’m sorry. I don’t mean to scare you.” Blowing out a loud breath, she continues, “Rick finally agreed to sign the divorce papers, but it had to be today. Since he’s been dragging his feet, I agreed. I hoped to get it done and still have time to meet you.” Charlie steps out of my embrace and sits on the edge of the bed. 
 
    “What made him decide to do it today?” 
 
    “Last night, he kept calling, but I wouldn’t answer, so he started texting. The typical texts, begging and saying he would do whatever I asked. This went on for a while.” 
 
    “Okay. Did he sign like he said he would?” 
 
    “He did. He cried. I’ve never seen him cry.” 
 
    “So that’s it then. For all intents and purposes, you’re divorced. Just need the judge to stamp it. Does knowing the hard part is done help?” 
 
    Charlie stretches out her arm and reaches for my hand, pulling me toward her. “It does. And I know it doesn’t make sense, but seeing him like that was hard.” 
 
    “It makes sense because you’re not an unfeeling person. Your big heart is one of the things I love most.” 
 
    “I’m sorry we didn’t get to make out like horny teenagers. I was really looking forward to doing so many dirty things with you.” 
 
    “Mmmmm. Me too.” 
 
    Charlie's hand glides up my arm to cup my cheek. Her thumb gently strokes my jaw as she stares into my eyes. “Closer, baby. We’re so much closer.” 
 
      
 
      
 
   


 
 

 
Chapter 19 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    I’m trying to decide if it’s wrong that I’m so excited to be signing divorce papers later this morning. I know part of me has been looking forward to this day because it signifies the closing of one door and the opening of another, my old life into my new life.  
 
    I finish getting ready so I can get out the door in enough time to drop Olivia at Ava’s on the way to the courthouse. Considering Matt has movers coming today, I don’t want her at home and having to watch her father leave. Plus, it selfishly allows me a few minutes to talk to Charlie before heading to court.  
 
    Living in the same house with Matt has been hard these past few months. It made sense for him to stay during the separation period, mainly for Olivia but also because it would’ve been too expensive for him to move out. I know he hates me right now because he feels like I’m blowing his world apart, and on some level, he’s right. I am blowing up his world. Unfortunately, I’m also blowing up my daughters’ world right along with it. Sadly, I can’t see any other way. I haven’t been happy for years, and this is the first step in finding my happiness. 
 
    My feelings of unhappiness started slowly. Sneaking up on me like a thief in the night. One day, it hit me that I loved being a mother but wasn’t happy being Matt’s wife. But, of course, I didn’t tell anyone this newly acknowledged truth. I just kept living as I always had. The simplest way I can describe my life at that time was a type of contentment because it was easy.  
 
    Matt did not beat me or torment me mentally. He worked hard and was a good dad. But he truly had no idea who I was. He could tell you my favorite color, but he couldn’t tell you what made me tick when the last time was that I cried or my deepest fears and darkest desires. I had been with this man for so many years, and he had no idea who I was.  
 
    I know logically that the failure of our marriage wasn’t entirely his fault. I definitely could’ve tried harder. I tried talking about more than our daughter and whatever was happening at work. But it never seemed to matter to him if we talked or not. So long as he had his phone, laptop, and a 60” flat-screen, he was happy.  
 
    What I said most often went in one ear and out the other. I gave up on our relationship as a couple after I asked Matt to read the 5 Love Languages book. I had just read it and thought if he read it, then we could talk about it and talk about us and maybe, just maybe, start to reconnect. The book sat on his nightstand, gathering dust, for six weeks. It was evident that he didn’t see a problem, which made it even more apparent to me that there was a problem. We had become complacent in our relationship many years before this realization, and I will own my part.  
 
    If I’m honest, I don’t think I really loved Matt, at least not the way I should’ve. I remember the night he proposed, and while happy, I questioned if I wanted to spend the rest of my life with him. But societal norms yelled at me, “Yes, you do. You want kids and the picket fence with a man as your husband.” So, I pushed all doubt aside and married him. From that marriage, I got a beautiful daughter I love with all my soul.  
 
    After doing many deep dives into why I married Matt, I’ve concluded that it was to bring our daughter into the world. I’m sure there are other reasons, but that’s the only one that makes the cut.  
 
    I look at the clock and realize that my musings have made me late. I run a brush through my hair one last time. “Olivia! Let’s go, babe, or I won’t have time to drop you at Ava’s.” 
 
    “Okay, Mom, I’m coming.”  
 
    I back out of the garage and sit idling, waiting on Olivia, when I see the big moving truck and Matt pull up. I hoped to be gone before they showed, but it is what it is. Trying not to come across as a huge bitch I get out and walk over to Matt. “Hey. As soon as Olivia comes out, I’ll get out of your way.” 
 
    Not even looking at me, Matt replies. “Whatever. Do whatever works best for you like you always have.” 
 
    “What are you even talking about? I was letting you know that I’m sorry I’m in the way. Ya know what, never mind.” I turn and get back in the Jeep right as Olivia comes out.  
 
    Olivia hops in. “Okay. Let’s go. Ava just texted that Charlie made cinnamon rolls, and I want some before they get cold.”  
 
    ••••••• 
 
      
 
    “Thank you,” I say to the judge as I shake his hand.  
 
    “You’re welcome. Have a good rest of your day. Try not to celebrate too hard.” Judge Brown smiles at me. I’m guessing those dimples of his and the fact that he signs off on divorces daily snag him quite a few dates.  
 
    Leaving the courthouse, I have a huge smile plastered across my face as I walk back to the Jeep. I have a bounce in my step, thinking about seeing Charlie in the next hour, and the fact that both of us are officially divorced has me floating on air. I stop briefly at the crosswalk to text her.  
 
      
 
    Me: Hi, love. Leaving the courthouse now. Meet me at the pool in 30mins. 
 
      
 
    Charlie: Ok. Might be a little longer, but I’ll get there soon.  
 
      
 
    Me: Everything ok? I know we planned to meet right after, but if you can’t… 
 
      
 
    Charlie: It’s fine. I’ll be there.  
 
      
 
    Me: Ok. Great. Can’t wait to kiss you. Feels like a new chapter is beginning today. Love you! 
 
      
 
    I wait a couple of minutes, but when no reply comes, I continue to the parking garage, and less than an hour later, I’m pulling into a parking spot at the pool. Usually, my neighborhood pool is slammed with kids and their moms, but today, the only person here is Charlie. It’s like the pool gods smiled down on me and made all the little hellions stay home. I grab my bag and head to the gate. Charlie is walking up to let me in. “Hey, you,” I say with a huge smile. “Hurry up! I cannot wait to pull you into my arms.” 
 
    Opening the door to let me in, Charlie makes it clear that she doesn’t feel the same. “Jamie, you know we can’t do that here. Someone might see us.” 
 
    I give Charlie a questioning look. “Does that matter now? We are both divorced. Our kids are nowhere near my neighborhood. So who do we have to worry about seeing us?”  
 
    “Yes. It matters. I don’t want people to get the wrong idea.” 
 
    I take Charlie’s hand and pull her around the corner, completely out of sight. “What are you talking about? What wrong idea?” 
 
    “You know what I mean.” 
 
    “No. I don’t think I do, and we can talk about that in a minute. But first, I really want to kiss you. The fact that my divorce is final is one step closer to you and me being able to move forward. The only thing we’re waiting on now is yours to be final.” 
 
    Charlie kisses me with a complete lack of feeling and walks a few feet away to sit at a picnic table. The kiss felt like it was an obligatory kiss and nothing more. “Jamie, that isn’t the only thing we are waiting on. There’s more to all of this. We have to decide a lot of big things and tell our daughters and the rest of our family. Just because your divorce is final doesn’t mean it’s easy breezy from here.” 
 
     “What is happening right now? You seem pissed at me for what I have no idea. It’s as if you don’t even want to be around me. I would think that you would be as happy as I am that we are one step closer to being able to just be.” 
 
    “It’s just a lot right now. That’s all. Listen, I told the girls that I was running to the store and would return shortly. So I need to go, or they may wonder where I’ve been. Enjoy the pool. It’s a great day for it.” 
 
    “What the actual fuck, Charlie?” 
 
    “I just need to go. I’ll call you later. Pick up Olivia whenever is best for you. I think the girls were gonna watch a couple of movies, so you have a few hours before she’ll be ready to go.” 
 
    Scoffing loudly, “Yeah, whatever. Tell Olivia I will text her when I’m on my way. I guess I’ll talk to you whenever you decide to tell me what’s really going on. Bye, Charlie.”   
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
  
 
  
   
   
 Chapter 20 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “Girl! Where have you been? I looked for you yesterday, but your office stayed dark all day.” 
 
    I shake my head and laugh at Steven's completely over-the-top outfit he chose for the day. “Good morning to you too! I know we’re doing the office cookout today, but who told you to dress as a surfer reject? All you’re missing is Beach Boys theme music following you everywhere you go.” 
 
    “What? You don’t like the lime green and fuchsia board shorts and my Tommy Bahama Hawaiian shirt? Or is the lei and zinc oxide on my nose too much?” 
 
    “All of it! It’s all too much! I’m all for a themed party but dang…But, ya know what, if you’re happy with your look, then who am I to throw shade.” 
 
    “Exactly! Anyway, back to my question, where have you been? Out all yesterday and rolling in at close to noon today. Did you only come in because of the cookout?” 
 
    “Yep. If we weren’t having that today, I would’ve taken another day. My divorce was final yesterday. The Judge stamped it at 9:33, to be exact.” 
 
    “Oh. Now I remember you mentioning that last week. How are you? Any regrets?” 
 
    “No regrets, and I’m fine. It would’ve been nice if Charlie had celebrated with me the way we planned, but that didn’t pan out. Actually, she seemed angrier that it was finally done than happy to have it behind us.” 
 
    Steven tilts his head in confusion, “how so?”  
 
    “She was just acting weird. When I met her at the pool, she seemed put out to be there. I’ve had more passionate kisses with complete strangers than the one we shared yesterday. Okay, I’m exaggerating a little because you and I know I don’t go around kissing randos. But still…I don’t know.” 
 
    “I’m sorry, Jamie. I know you weren’t expecting that reaction from her. Do you think that maybe the fact that you’re actually free to be in an actual relationship finally hit her? Up to this point, the idea of being together has been just that, an idea. Now it’s real. Maybe she got scared.” 
 
    “Yeah, maybe,” tossing my pen down on my desk. “So, instead of being slightly hungover from celebrating, instead I’m slightly disappointed. I wanted to celebrate with my girlfriend, and that’s not what happened.” 
 
    Steven snaps his fingers as a huge smile blooms on his face. “I have an idea! How about we, me, you, and Brody, celebrate? Can you take off next Monday and Tuesday?” 
 
    “I have tons of time built up, so yeah, I can. Why?” 
 
    “Because I think a quick trip to the land of sand and sun is just what the doctor ordered. We can leave tonight after work and spend a long weekend.” 
 
    “Are you crazy? We don’t have reservations anywhere. Where would we even go, and are you sure Brody would want to?” 
 
    “He’s always down for ass in the sand and drink in hand. Plus, who needs reservations? Let’s see where the wind takes us. What do you say?” 
 
    I mull the idea over for a minute before deciding to go for it. “Olivia is with Matt till next weekend, so… Why the hell not?” 
 
    Steven pops up from his chair like his butt has suddenly caught fire. “Fantastic! This is going to be so much fun! I’m going to call Brody and let him know. How exciting! I’ll see you outside in about 30 minutes for burgers.” 
 
    What in the hell have I just agreed to? “Guess I need to text Charlie to let her know. I wonder if she will even care that I’m leaving town…” 
 
      
 
    Me: Hey. Wanted to let you know that I’m going out of town for a few days. I should be back by next Monday or Tuesday. 
 
      
 
    Charlie: What? Where are you going? You haven’t 
             mentioned a trip. 
 
      
 
    Me: It was a spur-of-the-moment thing. Steven is taking me to the beach to celebrate my divorce. 
 
      
 
    Charlie: Oh. I thought we were celebrating together. 
 
      
 
    Me: So did I, but based on our last interaction, it didn’t seem like you wanted to. Anyway, have a good weekend. I’ll text you when I know where we’ll be. Love you 
 
      
 
    Charlie: Jamie! What’s going on? Why are you acting like 
             this? You’re being extremely surface with me right now. 
 
      
 
    Me: Nothing is going on. My girlfriend, aka you, didn’t appear to be happy that we got one step closer. BTW - the way you acted yesterday was pretty hurtful. I don’t understand the back and forth from you. So I will give you some space to figure some things out because it sure as hell seems like you need it. 
 
      
 
    Charlie: I’m sorry. I didn’t mean to hurt your feelings. I 
             know I wasn’t the nicest to you yesterday. 
 
      
 
    Me: It’s okay. I’ll text you later to let you know I made it safely to wherever we end up. I love you 
 
      
 
    Charlie: Please be safe. I love you too. 
 
      
 
    Tossing my phone on my desk, “Okay, that’s done. Now it’s time for a hot off-the-grill burger. Dear lord, I don’t know if I have a swimsuit that will work. And I absolutely have to buy Sunblock and Advil. No doubt I will need both.” 
 
    ••••••• 
 
    “Jamie! This bar is awesome! Come on, let’s do shots! We have to toast to your newly found single status.” Brody throws his arm around me and guides us toward the bar. 
 
    When Steven googled good bars in the area, The Windjammer was the first listed. A band named The Frogmores is supposed to start playing in a few minutes, and if I go by the fact that it’s standing-room-only and the fun vibe radiating all around, they must be good. 
 
    A guy that looked more like a surfer than a bartender rushed up. “What’ll it be?” 
 
    Steven smiled, “Well, hey there. Just the man I was looking for. I just asked who a guy had to blow to get drinks in this place, and like magic, here you are.” 
 
    The exceptionally good looking bartender is humble enough to blush the tiniest bit. “Yeah, sorry. The place is packed tonight, and the bar back called in sick. So it’s just me for now. I promise not to make you wait that long next time.” 
 
    Steven tilted his head and gave the guy an appraising once over. “That’s okay. How about three Blow Jobs?” 
 
    Brody elbowed Steven in the ribs. “Stop messing with the cute guy.” Brody turns to address the bartender, “Please excuse my boyfriend. He lacks all sorts of manners. We’ll take three Blow Jobs and three Coronas with lime.” 
 
    I squeeze myself between Steven and Brody's broad shoulders. “Hey, guys. After we do shots, let’s get up front near the stage. Is that okay with you two?” 
 
    Steven nods and slides mine and Brody’s shots in front of us. Then, raising his glass, Steven makes a toast. “Here’s to Jamie’s new chapter!” 
 
    “Cheers,” We clink our glasses and slam back the first of what I think will be many shots. 
 
    ••••••• 
 
      
 
    Sounds of movement and low whispers wake me. Pulling my head from under the pillow, I roll over to see my cohorts from the night before sitting at the table eating greasy biscuits. 
 
    “Oh… My… God… The sun is so fucking bright! And why does my mouth taste like a tiger took a shit in it?” 
 
    Steven chuckles, “Well, Jamie dear, the sun is doing what it should at 11am. As for the tiger, I would assume that’s a direct result of the Jagerbombs. Oh, and the Buttery Nipples you ordered, which I might add is the perfect drink for a lesbian.” 
 
    The guys laugh at the lame joke. I attempt to throw my pillow at them, but it doesn’t reach the end of the bed. “I need Advil, caffeine, and something to soak up last night’s alcohol.” 
 
    Brody walks over with all three of my requests and places them within reach on the bedside table. God love that man. 
 
     Brody sits on the bed beside me, “Girl! You tore it up last night. Do you remember getting up on stage with the band and playing the tambourine? It was amazing, and I got it on video. After your debut, the drummer asked you to go home with him.” 
 
    Covering my eyes with my hands, “What else did I do?” 
 
    “Nothing inappropriate, I promise. First, you told the drummer no because he wasn’t your type. Now, the bass player… She was sexy as hell, and I thought there for a minute you would take her up on her offer to join her outside. But you eventually told her you were incredibly flattered and would love to, but your girlfriend might not like it. So she slipped you her number in case you changed your mind.” 
 
    “Wow. Go me. I guess I still go it. Who knew?” 
 
    Steven chuckled, “I’ve always said that you’re hot, but you never believe me. Now look at you pulling from both sexes without even trying. Single looks good on you, girl.” 
 
    “Thanks for last night, guys. I had a great time, what I can remember, that is. Give me an hour to acclimate myself to the land of sober, and I’ll be ready to hit the beach. Judging by how you’re dressed, you’re ready to head out, so I’ll meet you there.” 
 
    Brody pats my arm and stands up. “Call or text us if you need anything. There’s more to eat on the table if you want it.” 
 
    Before the door shuts behind them, Steven pokes his head back in. “Hey, Jamie. Not sure if you remember, but Charlie called you last night. You didn’t talk long, and I don’t know what was said, so I can’t help there. But when you got back to the bar, you slammed a shot with a beer chaser and said, and I quote, “Fuck it!” 
 
    I close my eyes. “Well, that’s great to hear. And no, I don’t remember talking to her.” 
 
    ••••••• 
 
    The rest of the weekend went much like the first night. Full of laughs with my friends, music, dancing, and way too many drinks. I can safely say that all had a good time. 
 
    Returning to real life isn’t nearly as fun as being at the beach. That’s for damn sure. My phone starts ringing, blaring a new ringtone song - I Touch Myself by Divinyls. 
 
    Steven’s laughter can be heard from his office down the hall. I yell at him from my desk, “Steven, you are such a child!” 
 
    A recent photo of Charlie lights up the screen. We haven’t spoken since the call, and I still don’t remember. I have no idea what we talked about, but I’m reasonably certain I don’t want to know. By the time I start to answer, it’s rolling to voicemail. Considering I downed a shot and said fuck it, I’m guessing it was probably best I not answer anyway. 
 
    The voicemail notification pops up, and I slide to listen. Charlie’s voice sounds a little broken and a lot sad. “Hey, Jamie. It’s me. Listen, I’m sorry. I don’t know how things got so sideways last week. No matter what you think, I really do want to be with you. Please don’t let a stupid misunderstanding get between us. I miss you and want to see you. You’re my everything. I love you so much. I’m guessing you’re back in town. Will you please call me so I can at least hear your voice?” 
 
    “Huh. Well, that’s interesting.” I text her instead of calling. 
 
    Me: Got your vm. In meetings most of the day. You can come by after work to talk if you want. 
 
      
 
    Charlie: I’ll be there at 6. 
 
      
 
    Me: ok 
 
      
 
    Charlie: I love you, baby. 
 
      
 
    Me: and I you. 
 
      
 
    My last reply was rather cold, but something tells me that’s what it needed to be. Guess I’ll know for sure later this evening. 
 
    When my doorbell rings at 6 o’clock sharp, I have no doubt who it is. Opening the door, I motion for her to come in. “Can I get you anything?” 
 
    “No thanks.” Charlie steps inside and starts to move in my direction but stops. “I had to see you. I needed to explain. I swear nothing happened between Rick and me. I would never do something like that to you.” 
 
    I feel my world shift. I don’t even need the whole story to feel the gut punch that those few words just landed. “Say what you came to say.” 
 
    With a sad look marring her features, Charlie steps closer and reaches for my hand. “I didn’t invite Rick to my house. He just showed up with a box of stuff I had left behind. I don’t know how he figured out where I live, but somehow he did. The only thing that happened is he cried and begged. But he did sound sincere in everything he said. That’s it. That’s all that happened.” 
 
    “Really? I feel like there’s more.” 
 
    “He asked if he could hug me before he left. And…” 
 
    “And what, Charlie?” 
 
    “He kissed me, which surprised me, so it took a minute for me to react and push him away. That’s what Ava saw and what she told Olivia she saw. She saw Rick kiss me. Ava looked away before she could see me push him back. I swear. That’s all. I would never do anything like that to hurt you.” 
 
    I laugh sarcastically, “Want to know something interesting? I was incredibly drunk and didn’t remember our conversation from last Friday. Steven told me the next morning that we talked, and that’s the only way I know we did. He also told me that after the call, I went to the bar and slammed a shot and then said fuck it. Beyond that, I’m a blank.” 
 
    “Are you serious?” 
 
    “Dead.” 
 
    “Why didn’t you tell me you didn’t remember? Why did you let me go on like that?” 
 
    “Because it seems there’s more to the story. Tell me this, what did we talk about? Did you tell me the truth that night, or is that what’s happening now?” 
 
    Charlie sighs loudly, releases my hand, and goes into the living room. She sits down and proceeds to stare down at her feet. 
 
    I follow at a slower pace but remain standing. “Come on, Charlie. Be straight with me. I don’t think you want me guessing.” 
 
    Charlie cast her eyes up to mine, “I’m being straight with you. I’ve just told you everything. Do you not believe me?” 
 
    “Well, here’s the thing, I do believe you, but I also wonder if there’s more to it. You have to admit there’s been a pattern where Rick is concerned. Every time you have gone the least bit sideways where you and I are concerned, it always seems to originate with him somehow. I’ve watched it happen, and the pattern scares me. It makes me feel like you’re not really in this with me like you say you are. You pull away from me every single time. Surely you can see that what I’m saying is the truth. But… Because I am so insanely in love with you, I give you the benefit of the doubt every single time. And it isn’t fair to me.” 
 
    Charlie stands and walks to me, stopping inches away. “You know I’ve struggled with some of this. You also know that I’ve worked through it. I am here with you right now, standing in front of you, no one else. I want you. I want us to be together.” Raising her hand, she brushes my hair back. “Tell me what you need from me to convince you.” 
 
    “That’s just it. I don’t need words. I need actions. I need not worry that a random text from him will send you sideways. I need to not worry that you will run away each time we get closer to the goal of being together. I need to feel safe putting my trust in you. And the only thing that will take away those worries and fears is you not going sideways anymore. Because every time that happens and we talk it over… I’m starting to wonder if I’m fooling myself by thinking we will make it through and be together in the end.” 
 
    Charlie cups my face with both of her hands and stares deeply into my eyes. “Then that is what I will do. I’ll prove to you that I’m yours and your mine. That there’s no one else in this relationship, that it’s just us. Do you believe me? Please say you do.” 
 
    I nod slowly. “I so want to believe you. I love you and don’t want to lose you. I’m willing to fight to make this work. That’s never been in question. I need to know you’re fighting with me rather than against me.” 
 
    “Oh, baby… I will always fight for you and us.” She leans in and softly places her lips against mine. “I love you.” 
 
    “I love you. Please don’t hurt me. Please.” 
 
    “I won’t. Promise.” Dropping her hands to my waist, she pulls me against her. “I would like to stay the night. I want to fall asleep in your arms after making love to you.” 
 
    “I would like it if you did.”  
 
    “Good. Can we go upstairs? I want to show you exactly how much I’ve missed you and how much I love you.” 
 
  
 
  
   
   
 Chapter 21 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    It’s a rainy Thursday morning, and I would much rather be cuddled up in bed with Charlie than at work. But, fully aware that I don’t get paid to watch it rain, I return my focus to work. 
 
    My phone starts vibrating, saving me from actually doing work. I smile when I see Victoria’s smiling face on the screen. “Hey, friend! What’s going on with you?” 
 
    “Nothing good, girl. I’m at work and bored, so I thought I would call and bug you. How’s it going? Things still going good with Charlie?” 
 
    “Yep, it’s been great since our talk a few weeks ago. I think she actually listened when I told her what I needed. We’re defiantly communicating better, and Vic… I didn’t think it was possible, but the sex has gotten hotter.” 
 
    ”You lucky bitch! What I wouldn’t give to have some hot sex right now.” Victoria’s jealous laughter adds an extra punch to her humorous admission. 
 
    I snicker, “Yeah, hot sex with someone you love is pretty awesome. So anyway, I introduced her to Tracy and Allen. But I was a good girlfriend and prepped them on who Charlie was to me and got all of their questions out of the way before they met her. I didn’t want anyone to be uncomfortable, ya know?” 
 
    “What? I haven’t even gotten to meet her yet. Why did Tracy and Allen get to?” 
 
    “Don’t be jealous! I haven’t seen them in ages. They were in town visiting family. Tracy called to see if I wanted to meet for drinks and to catch up.” 
 
    “Well, tell me how it went. Did it feel awkward since the last time they saw you, Matt was still your husband, and now you’re dropping your lesbian lover on them?” 
 
    “You do so love saying lesbian lover, don’t you? Never pass up a chance to drop it casually into conversation.” 
 
    “I do love saying… wait for it… lesbian lover. It sounds so posh and just trips off the tongue.” 
 
    I chuckle, “You’re such a dork. But, hey, just an FYI, it’s more fun to have a lesbian lover than just to say the words. I thought you might like to know. Now, back to your question, no awkwardness at all. They were great. Charlie was quiet at first but loosened up as the evening went on. It was a good opportunity for us to do the whole couple thing. She knows I’ve told a few of my closest friends, but that was the first time meeting someone, and the truth of our relationship be known.”  
 
    “That’s great to hear. Have you met any of her friends yet?” 
 
    “No.” 
 
    “But she’s told people about you guys, right?” 
 
    “I don’t think so.” 
 
    “What? Why not? You all have been together for over a year, and she hasn’t told anyone about you? Seriously?” 
 
    Silence fills the air for a few seconds. “Hey, Vic, I need to go. The receptionist just popped in with a note for me. Talk soon. Love you.” 
 
    “Love you too. Bye” 
 
    Victoria was right. We had been together for over a year, and not one of her friends or her family knew I existed, that we existed as a couple. And the last time I asked when she planned to tell her mom, she deflected. Damnit. Damnit. Damnit. 
 
    ••••••• 
 
    Steven has his long legs stretched out in front of him as he casually leans against the credenza on the far side of my office. “Okay. Enough work talk. Let’s gossip instead. Did you see what Tiffany had on yesterday? That girl must’ve done the walk of shame straight into the office because it was the same outfit from Wednesday. I started to drop the wisdom of having a go-bag in the trunk but didn’t want to cross a line and get in trouble with HR.” 
 
    We’re both laughing when the intercom on my office phone buzzes. Leaning forward, I reach over and press the button, “Hey, Katie. What’s up?” 
 
    “Hi, Jamie. There’s a Charlotte Moss here to see you. Said she doesn’t have an appointment, so if you’re busy, she will check back another day.” 
 
    “Now is a good time. Send her on back, please.” 
 
    Steven gives me a sly grin and giddily rubs his hands together. “Well, now, isn’t this perfect timing? I finally get to meet the much talked about Charlie.” 
 
    Rolling my eyes, “It seems so. Do not embarrass me, or I’ll -“ 
 
    A soft knock at the door stops me in mid-threat. “Come in.” I stand and walk around my desk. 
 
    Charlie walks in and shuts the door before quickly making her way to me. “Hey, baby. I hope I’m not interrupting anything. I just wanted to see you.” 
 
    Charlie starts to reach for me but stops at the sound of Steven clearing his throat. He smiles his winningest smile as he approaches with his hand extended. “Hi. I’m Steven. You must be Charlie.” 
 
    Charlie reddens with embarrassment and shakes his hand. “Yes, I am. It’s nice to meet you finally, Steven. Jamie talks about you all the time. I’m happy to put a face with the name.” 
 
    “I hope only good things. We’ve known one another for more years than I care to count, so she knows all my mortifying secrets.” 
 
    “All good things, I promise.” Then, turning back to me, “I am sorry to drop by unannounced. I had lunch with a couple of coworkers around the corner and thought since I was close, I would say hi.” 
 
    “I’m happy you did. And aren’t you lucky because you got to meet this guy as a bonus.” I motion in Steven’s direction.” 
 
    “So, Charlie, tell me, does Jamie always snore, or is that something that is alcohol-induced?” 
 
    “Steven! Treading on thin ice, my friend.” 
 
    “I’m on solid ground, and you don’t scare me. I was just wondering if the deafening snores I had to put up with at the beach are your norm. That’s all.” 
 
    “I’m not sure how to answer that without getting myself in trouble. But, since you mentioned the beach, I would like to thank you for celebrating with Jamie last month. I should’ve been there, and I hate that I wasn’t. So thank you for stepping in.” 
 
    His cheerful smile slips from his face. “Oh, Charlie, you don’t have to thank me for taking care of my girl here. She means the world to me, and I’ll always step up when needed… Knowing my friend the way I do, I have no doubt she will return the favor one day.” Steven waves his hand dismissively, “Besides, between her and Brody, my role that weekend was that of the adult chaperone.”  
 
      
 
    The atmosphere has suddenly gotten a little too heavy, so I walk over to the door and open it. “Okay, Steven, I’m sure you have more important things to do than to hang out in my office. I’ll catch up with you later to review notes for Monday’s presentation.” 
 
    He takes a few steps and then pauses. “Charlie, it was nice to meet you, and as you said, it’s good to put a face with the name. Jamie, I’ll be in my office whenever you’re ready.” 
 
    I usher Steven out, push the door closed, and click the lock. Seconds later, I’ve closed the short distance between Charlie and me. “Hey, love. I’m so happy to see you.” 
 
    “Jamie, is it really okay that I stopped by? I feel like maybe I should’ve called first.” 
 
    “If you’re asking if it’s okay that my girlfriend came to see me because she misses me, my answer will always be yes.” Then, wrapping my arms around Charlie, I pull her to me. “Now, let me ask you a very serious question... Have you ever had sex in an office before? Because I haven’t, and suddenly I really want to. 
 
    “I haven’t, but your desk looks like the perfect spot for us to rectify that. And how lucky for us both that you’re wearing a skirt.” Charlie leaned in and kissed me deeply before dropping to her knees. She pushes my skirt out of the way with clear intention. Looking down and seeing her head between my thighs and feeling her tongue on my clit shattered me within seconds. I love my life. 
 
      
 
    Forty-five minutes later and sporting a slightly JBF’ed look, I’m heading down the hall toward Steven’s office. 
 
    I rap my knuckles on the door to announce myself before stepping into his office. “Hey, ready to review for the meeting?” 
 
    Steven looks up from his computer. “Sure. Come on in.” 
 
    “Before we get started, I have to ask, what was that all about with Charlie and stepping up?” 
 
    “Sorry. I know I overstepped. It won’t happen again.” 
 
    “I didn’t say you overstepped.” 
 
    “I guess it was a little big brother-ish of me. I want her to know that you have people that love you and have your back, that’s all. But, again, I’m sorry.” 
 
      
 
    “You don’t have to apologize. I would do the same if the roles were reversed. But I want you to know things are better between us. Like the best, it’s ever been. Her court date is next Tuesday, and her birthday falls on Saturday. O will be with Matt all that weekend, and Ava will be at her dad’s on Friday, so we’re going to celebrate that night.” 
 
    “Fun. What are you planning?” 
 
    “Nothing big planned, just spending some quality time together. May sit around a fire and have a couple of drinks.” 
 
    “Good for you. That sounds nice and stress-free. Her divorce being final is the last hurdle, isn’t it?” 
 
    “The last big hurdle. I’m sure there will be small ones, but I’m positive they won’t be anything we can’t overcome.” 
 
    ••••••• 
 
      
 
    Charlie and I are lying in bed, tangled in the sheets and one another, as our labored breathing begins to subside. “Have you had a good birthday so far?” 
 
    “Jamie, it’s 2am. It’s only been my birthday for two hours. But yes, so far, it’s been quite satisfying.” Charlie throws a leg over my thigh and wraps her body tighter around mine. 
 
    I slowly trail the tips of my fingers along Charlie’s bare back and smile. “Good. I’m glad. I love you. Don’t think I’ve told you that yet tonight.” 
 
    Charlie’s head rests on my chest, so I feel her smile. “I love you too. I also love lying here like this with you. We’re a perfect fit.” 
 
    “That we are.” 
 
    “My mom is coming to visit tomorrow. Well, later today would be more accurate.” 
 
    “Is she coming for your birthday?” 
 
    “Yes, she said she didn’t want me to be sad because I don’t have anyone to spend my birthday with.” 
 
    “But you do have someone to spend it with. I’m pretty sure the orgasm I just gave you classifies me as that someone.” 
 
    Charlie raises to give me a quick kiss, then lays her head back on my chest. “You are most definitely my someone.” 
 
    I begin playing with Charlie’s hair. “Good to know. Hey, can I ask you a question?” 
 
    “Anything.” 
 
    “When are you going to tell your mom about us? I really want to meet her.” 
 
    “Oh, hmm, I’m not sure. I haven’t thought about it.” 
 
    “You haven’t thought about it? Okay…” The tone of my voice easily conveys hurt and confusion because of the flippant way she just answered a very important question. 
 
    Charlie pushes up on her elbow and looks at me. “Hey, that’s not what I meant. I should’ve said I haven’t decided when I’ll tell her. My divorce has only been final a few days. If I tell her about you now, I know she’ll have questions I don’t want to answer.” 
 
    I push her hair back behind her ear and study her for a minute. “Charlie, if you tell your mother the whole story, she will understand. You told me she never really liked Rick anyway. As a mother, I would support anything that was good for and made my daughter happy.” 
 
    “You’re simplifying everything, and this is not simple. I don’t want to just announce to my mother that I’m in a relationship with another woman. The dust needs to settle from my divorce first.” 
 
    Shifting up, I lean back against the headboard. “I get that and respect it. I don’t want people to know we were having an affair.” 
 
    Charlie’s reply comes quickly and is said with an edge to it. “I certainly don’t.” 
 
    “Not exactly sure how I’m supposed to take that… Are you saying you don’t want people to know you had an affair or… that you had an affair with me?” 
 
    “Jamie… You know I love you. I’m just not ready to talk to my mom about it yet. Promise that’s all it is. I’m with you because I want to be.” Charlie leans over and places a kiss on my shoulder. “I have an idea.” 
 
    “Oh? What’s your idea?” 
 
    “I think it’s time to unwrap my birthday present.” 
 
    “What are you talking about? I already gave you your present?” 
 
    Grabbing me by the waist, she pulls me back down beneath her. Then, biting her bottom lip, “I meant you. 
 
      
 
  
 
  
   
   
 CHAPTER 22 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    My propensity to over-analyze has gotten me in trouble in the past, and I wonder if the mental masturbation I’m currently performing on myself is helping or hurting. Sitting at my desk, staring out the window, I can’t stop thinking about my last chat with Victoria. Her question, if Charlie had told anyone about us, keeps niggling at the back of my mind for some reason.  
 
    Charlie immediately shut me down when I asked about meeting her mother. I know she hasn’t told any of her friends about me. The more I think about it, the more I wonder if she’s ashamed to be with me.  
 
    She doesn’t seem to have a problem being with me physically. The amount of sex we’ve had in the last week boggles my mind. We’ve taken advantage of her house, my house, and the occasional parking lot. While every encounter has been almost scorching, it feels like something is missing. 
 
     The last time we were together, I suggested we go out for dinner and drinks because if we were in public, there was less of a chance we would end up on top of one another and could maybe have a real conversation. Her response was a raised eyebrow and a knowing smirk as she crawled up my body.  
 
    But mental masturbation aside, I know communication has been off between us since her birthday. We’ve only talked about mundane and unimportant things. Our conversations are beginning to remind me of having to make small talk with people I don’t know. To put it plainly, I feel disconnected from her. I miss not only my girlfriend, but I also miss my friend. 
 
    Charlie must’ve felt me thinking about her because the screen on my phone lit up with her picture. Popping in my AirPods, I answer the call. “Hey, love. I was just thinking about you.” 
 
    “I hope they were sexy thoughts. Sexy thoughts of you are most defiantly my favorite kind to have.” 
 
    Smiling at her flirtatious banter, I decided to play along and take it up a notch. “Sexy? Oh, yes. My thoughts of you always seem to circle back to how you feel and taste. The sounds you make when you come.” 
 
    “Mmmmm.” Charlie slowly releases a deep breath. 
 
    “I miss you. Can you come over tonight? I’ll cook dinner.” 
 
    “I would love to. What time?” 
 
    “Does seven work for you? Also, you should bring a bag so you can stay.” 
 
    “I’ll see you at seven. I love you, Jamie.” 
 
    “I love you too. Bye.”  
 
         Pressing end on the call, I speak out loud to my empty office. “Maybe I was overthinking this whole thing. I’ll cook tonight, and we can spend some time together without being rushed to pick up the kids or get to work or all the other routine things we deal with on the daily. Tonight will be great.”   
 
    ••••••• 
 
    Tonight had been great. Charlie had gotten to my house early enough to help with dinner. We enjoyed a couple of glasses of wine as we cooked, talked, and laughed our way through the evening. The slight disconnect between us that I was feeling earlier was gone. Spending time with Charlie had put things back on track. 
 
    Charlie rolled onto her back as we worked to slow our erratic and choppy breathing. “My god, Jamie… That was amazing.” She threw her arm over her eyes as her body continued to come back down to earth. 
 
    The coolness of my bedroom caused goosebumps to break out across my sweat-soaked skin. I sat up and grabbed the sheet, pulling it up. Then, turning on my side, I looked at Charlie and smiled. “I couldn’t agree more. Although, I think we could top it if we put our minds to it.” 
 
    Charlie turns her head in my direction and sets her gaze on me. “I’m not sure that’s possible, but seeing you with that sheet barely covering you certainly makes me want to try.” The corners of her mouth rise, “It still amazes me how you affect me. I don’t think I’ll ever understand it.” 
 
    Tracing my fingers along the swell of Charlie’s breasts causes her breath to hitch. “Do you have to understand it, or could you maybe just accept that we’re perfect together?” I watch her nipple harden as I methodically draw circles around it. 
 
    “I definitely accept that you know how to make my body sing like no other.” 
 
    “Hey, I wanted to ask you something. Victoria will be in town this Sunday for a quick trip. She’s staying Sunday night, leaving Monday. She’s had to listen to me talk about you for so long, and she wants to meet you. Can you get away for dinner and, if not, a quick drink?” 
 
    “I’m not sure. Can I let you know closer to Sunday?” 
 
    “Absolutely. I hope you can make it work. She’s been an important person in my life for a long time, and I want her to meet you and see how great you are.” 
 
    Charlie shifts and climbs on top of me. She runs her tongue up my neck, stopping to nibble on my earlobe. Then, in a breathy voice, she whispers, “I have an idea… Let’s stop talking because there are things I would rather be doing instead.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
  
 
 

 Chapter 23 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Victoria had me laughing so hard that I was crying. Although we talked on the phone and texted all the time, I hadn’t spent time with Victoria in too long. “Vic! Stop it! I can’t breathe. There’s no way that’s true.” 
 
    “Girl! You know I’m telling the truth. No one would make up a story like that about a chicken.”  
 
    Not being very successful at catching my breath, I shuffled over to the chair and plopped down. “You’re not right, lady. Not right at all.” 
 
    “Hey Jamie, your phone is ringing. It looks like Charlie is calling you.” Victoria held the phone out towards me. “Thought you said she was busy tonight.”  
 
    “That’s what she told me.” I grab my phone, swipe to answer, and put the call on speaker. 
 
    “Hey, you. What’s up? Surprised to hear from you because I thought you had plans tonight.”  
 
    “Hi, Jamie. Are you at home? I need to talk to you.” Charlie sounded upset, which immediately gave me an uneasy feeling.  
 
    “Yeah, I’m home. Victoria is here with me. We’ve had a couple of beers, so I can’t drive to you, but you can come over.”  
 
    “No. I don’t want to come over with your friend there. I’ll talk to you another time.”  
 
    “No. Wait. You sound upset. Has something happened? Are you okay?”  
 
    I can hear Charlie take a deep breath and slowly release it. “No, Jamie. I’m not ok. I need to talk to you, but you’ve decided that drinking beer with your friend is more important. So never mind.”  
 
    “Hold on, Charlie. What’s with the tone? I’m not doing anything wrong. You knew Victoria was coming into town. I wanted you to meet her, but you told me you had made other plans for the evening. What’s going on? Why are you mad at me?”  
 
    Charlie went completely silent for a minute before she finally spoke. “Look. Jamie, this isn’t working.” 
 
    “What? What isn’t working?” 
 
    “This. Us together. It’s not working. I can’t do it anymore.”  
 
    I looked up at Victoria and rolled my eyes. “Huh. Okay. Well, I can’t say I’m shocked.”  
 
    “What do you mean you aren’t shocked?”  
 
    I chuckled, and as soon as I did, I knew I shouldn’t have, but it was too late because Charlie had heard it. “Why are you laughing? This is serious. I’m serious. I think… I think we need to break up.” 
 
    I look up at Victoria and shake my head. I know this is it. It’s actually over this time. I can already feel my heart breaking. “Okay, Charlie, if that’s what you really want. I think you’re making a mistake, but whatever.” 
 
    “Jamie, I’m sorry. I never meant for any of this to happen.” 
 
    “Hey. It’s okay. It is what it is. But I want to thank you for doing this when my daughter isn’t home.” 
 
    “What are you talking about?” 
 
    “Just saying thank you for waiting until Olivia went to Matt’s house to do this. As I said, I’m not shocked. On some level, I’ve been expecting this. It’s been your pattern to go sideways every few weeks. But I do have one question.” 
 
    “What’s your question?” 
 
    “Why? This is a complete 180 from when I saw you two days ago. Just doesn’t make sense.” 
 
    “Look, Jamie. I don’t know what else to say other than I can’t do this with you anymore.” 
 
    I hang my head and watch a tear fall to the floor. “Okay. Well then, you take care. I still love you and wish you the best. Bye.” 
 
    Hitting the end call button, I looked up at Victoria and laughed. Then, I realized there was nothing funny about what had just happened, but I had hit my limit, and laughing was all that was left to do. Well, that and getting really drunk.  
 
    “Hey, Vic, what do you say we get drunk? I mean, I have nothing else going on tonight or for the foreseeable future. You up for shots?” 
 
    Victoria walked over, pulled me from my chair, and hugged me tight. Then she stepped back and smiled at me. “Fuck yes, girl! Let’s get drunk!” 
 
    ••••••• 
 
      
 
    I slowly opened one eye and immediately knew that was a mistake. I’m trying to figure out why the sun hates me. Hate is the only explanation for how fucking bright it is. Once I’m brave enough to open both eyes, I glance around and realize I’m on the garage floor. Did I seriously pass out in my garage?  
 
    I would roll my eyes at the stupidity of this whole thing if I weren’t afraid my head would explode from the motion. Fortunately, I had at least used the dog bed as a pillow. I can’t imagine how jacked my back and neck would be if I had slept flat out on concrete all night.  
 
    Suddenly the door opens, and out walks Victoria. She doesn’t look like she’s fairing any better than I am. “Hey, how are you feeling? By the way, I’m pretty sure I’m still drunk.” 
 
    “Dear god, I feel like complete shit. I am not only riding on the struggle bus I’m driving the damn thing. How much did we drink last night, and why are my ribs sore?” 
 
    “Oh. You don’t remember standing on the table, taking a shot of Jack, and saying you would dance it out and then promptly falling off the table? I tried to tell you it was a bad idea.”  
 
    I attempt to sit up and regret the decision almost immediately. “Honestly, Vic, I don’t remember much after I fell completely apart and sank to my knees crying.”  
 
    “Understandable. We did drink quite a bit. I can guess how you are physically, but how are you emotionally?”  
 
    I close my eyes to stop the flow of tears. “I’m not sure if you want the truth. I’m incredibly hungover, so that doesn’t help.”  
 
    I remained quiet for a few moments before turning to look at Victoria. “I know Charlie decided she was done with me, with our relationship, but it just doesn’t feel done to me. Even though I expected this to happen, that doesn’t mean my heart isn’t breaking. It feels like I have the weight of the world sitting on my chest, and my heart is shattering into a million pieces.”  
 
    With a sympathetic voice, “I’m so sorry. I had hoped this would be your happily ever after.” 
 
    “So did I.” I stare into space and shake my head. “I’m so confused. I know most of the issues that Charlie had were based on guilt. I never understood the guilt, especially if you think about how Rick treated her, the constant mind games he played, and the nasty things he would say like she was stupid, a horrible mother, and worthless. After he broke her down mentally, he would flip on his nice switch, and everything would be better for a while until it started all over again. Needless to say, their marriage wasn’t the happiest.” 
 
    Victoria looks at me with sadness in her eyes. “Jamie, I know you love this girl. I do not doubt that. And I believe that she loves you, at least on some level, but hear me out here, is it possible that Charlie doesn’t feel as deeply about you as you do her? Is it possible she was using you to get her husband’s attention so he would start treating her better?  
 
    “Are you seriously asking me if mine and Charlie’s relationship was nothing but a lie and a means to an end for her? Are you kidding me right now?” Wiping the tears from my face, I stood and began to pace. “I don’t know how anyone could fake that kind of love. I know what I felt, what I feel. I thought she felt the same.  
 
    “Jamie, I know you’re hurting…” 
 
    “Hurting? Vic, I am fucking falling apart! This hurts so damn much, and I have no idea what to do to stop the pain. Clearly, getting wasted last night wasn’t my best decision. All I want to do at this moment is cry and scream. I really, really, want to scream.” 
 
    Victoria got up and walked over to me. “Then do it. Scream!”  
 
    “What? Are you crazy? My neighbors will think someone is being murdered.” 
 
    “They won’t hear you. The doors and windows are all shut, and we’re standing in your garage. No one will hear you. If screaming is what you need now, then that’s what you should do. I’ll even do it with you.” 
 
    Unable to hold my emotion back any longer, I turn away from Victoria and bury my face in my hands. Then I throw my head back, take a deep breath and scream. “Aaaaaaaaaaaah! Aaaaaaaaaah! Aaaaaaaaah!” Letting the almost savage scream out felt great, but at the same time seemed to make my tears fall faster. 
 
    After several minutes of what can only be described as ugly crying, I finally pulled myself together enough to sit down and catch my breath. “What in the actual fuck has my life turned into? This time last year, my life looked completely different. Hell, this time three days ago, my life looked different but for a completely different reason.” 
 
    “Jamie, listen to me. I know you’re hurting, confused, and feeling lost right now. I’ve been where you are. And yes, it sucks, but I promise you will get through this. It will take as long as it takes, but you will get through it. And when you come out on the other side, you will be stronger and wiser. Just give yourself the space to feel all your feelings. Don’t try to push them down. Feel it all and process it. Because if you don’t, you won’t ever find peace. You’ll always feel tossed aside or unwanted, or less than. And if there’s one thing I know about you, my dear friend, you are so much better than that.” 
 
    “Thanks, Vic, that means a lot.” Exhaling and wiping my face one more time, I look over at the woman that was like a sister to me. “I’m thankful you were here last night when she called. Hate to think what a mess I would’ve been otherwise. However, I am sorry for whatever hangover you feel because you happened to be here. I know I feel like shit, and I have no doubt you do too.” A small sarcastic chuckle escapes me, “Heartbreak and hangovers do not go well together.”  
 
    “I’m here for you whenever you need me. But maybe next time, let’s not polish off a bottle of Jack Daniels.”  
 
    “Agreed. On that note, I’m going to shower and then try to get some sleep. I’m exhausted, but I can’t just climb in bed since I smell like a refinery.” 
 
    “Sounds good. Come and give me a hug bye. I’m going to grab my stuff and head home. Give you some space. You might need a little as you work through the last 24 hours.”  
 
    Walking over, I threw my arms around Victoria. “Thank you, my friend. I appreciate you and promise to think about everything you say. Text me when you get home so I know you’re safe.” 
 
    “Will do, and Jamie… you got this.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
   


 
 

 

Chapter 24 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Jamie: I would like to talk. Are you at home? 
 
      
 
    Charlie: No. Dropping Ava at school  
 
      
 
    Jamie: Talk after drop-off?  
 
      
 
    Charlie: I don’t think that’s a good idea, Jamie. I told you last night that I couldn’t do this anymore. Besides, I don’t know when I’ll be home.  
 
      
 
    I turn off my phone and stare out the window. Millions of thoughts are running through my head. Should I even try to talk to Charlie? Would it make a difference? How in the hell did I get to this point? I realize that staring out the window isn’t helping me figure anything out. The only thing that will help is talking to Charlie. Fuck it! I’m going to her house.  
 
    Not ten minutes later, I’m driving up to her house just as she’s pulling into the garage. I shift my Jeep into park and take a few minutes to settle myself. I’m not sure this was the right thing to do, but I’m here now, so I might as well try to talk to her.  
 
    Charlie looks out the window, sees me walking up, and opens the door. “What are you doing here? Shouldn’t you be at work?”  
 
    I remove my sunglasses, “I took the day off. Can we please talk?”  
 
    Charlie lets out a frustrated breath. “Jamie, I told you I don’t think that’s a good idea.” 
 
    “Charlie… Are you serious? After everything you and I have been through, I deserve a face-to-face conversation. Breaking up with me over the phone is beneath both of us.” I stand there looking at the woman I love, but I know love alone isn’t enough to fix this. Shaking my head, I slide my sunglasses back on, “I guess it is what it is. I’ll go. See ya.” I turn and start walking away.  
 
    “Jamie, wait. Don’t go.” Charlie steps outside, shutting the door behind her. “We can talk out here if that’s okay with you.” 
 
    I take a moment to gather courage for what I know will be a hard conversation. Then, with my back still turned, I ask the question I most want the answer to. “Why?” 
 
    “What do you mean why? What are you asking?” 
 
    Turning to face Charlie, I push my sunglasses on my head. “Why did you break up with me? And Charlie, please don’t lie. I want the truth. Because saying this isn’t working isn’t the truth.” I looked deeply into her eyes before continuing. “We’ve been communicating better, being more honest, and planning our future steps together. And dear god Charlie, the sex has been amazing. Don’t try to deny the sex has been great because I’ve been there. There’s no way the connection we’ve had when we’ve been together like that could be faked.” 
 
    “I would never deny that because it would be a lie if I did.” 
 
    Throwing my hands up in the air, “Then why in the hell did you call me last night and break up with me?” 
 
    Taking a deep breath and exhaling slowly, Charlie looked at me with complete sadness in her eyes. “Jamie, you know I’ve struggled with our relationship from the beginning. I guess the struggle just became too much. Me trying to make it as a single mom, Rick, you...It just all became too much. I need to take a step back to reassess my life. What I want it to look like. That’s why.” 
 
    Feeling the first of what I’m sure will be many, tears start to fall. “Wow. Okay. So, you just lumped me in with your ex. I don’t even know what to do with that considering the type of person he is. Have to admit I’m incredibly insulted. But… if you truly think I am anything like him, then it’s obvious you don’t know me at all.”  
 
    Charlie’s voice is apologetic, “I know you’re nothing like him. That’s not what I meant.”  
 
    “Then please explain what you did mean.” 
 
    Charlie sat down on the step. Looking down at her hands, then back up at me, “Hold on. What I meant is that I’m overwhelmed by it all. Divorcing Rick and trying to make it financially alone is a lot. Without occasional help from you, there’s no way I could cover rent and buy groceries. It’s a lot. And then there are both of our recent divorces, our girls being friends, my work has been crazy… So, Jamie, it’s just a lot, and I’m overwhelmed. I’ve been overwhelmed for a while. It’s all too hard. It’s too much.” 
 
    I would love to walk over and sit beside Charlie, but I know I shouldn’t. So instead, I stop pacing back and forth and focus on her. “I know you’ve been overwhelmed. So have I. But being overwhelmed isn’t a reason to end…” motioning between her and me with my hand, “this. Talking about it and working through it together is what we should be doing. Not ending things.”  
 
    “We have talked, Jamie! It’s gotten us nowhere.” 
 
    “I disagree, but we’re each allowed to have our own opinion. I guess it feels like you’re just giving up on us. On this love we have. And that is what I don’t understand. How can you walk away? I know it hasn’t been easy. From the beginning of this, it’s been amazing, scary, stressful, earth-shattering, and wonderful, and, I’ll admit, it’s also been hard. But you know what the easiest part of this has been?” 
 
    Looking up at me with a mixture of sadness, heartbreak, and love, Charlie whispers, “Tell me.” 
 
    “Falling in love with you, Charlie. I love you like I have never loved another person. I don’t want this to be over. I am willing to work to do whatever we need to move us forward. You mean that much to me.” 
 
    Charlie looks away from me, “But I’m not. I do love you, Jamie. But it’s just too hard, and it shouldn’t be this hard.” 
 
    I begin pacing back and forth again, thinking. “Has something happened that I don’t know about? Because what I’m hearing from you and how you’re done with us is nowhere near what it seemed like you were feeling the last time we were in bed together. Which, I might add, was just four days ago.” 
 
    “No. Absolutely nothing has happened.”  
 
    I run my hand through my hair a few times. “Are you sure? Has Rick done another round of ‘I’m sorry I treated you like shit, please come back’ texts? Ava told Olivia that he was here yesterday morning. So what did he say or promise to do to get you back? Because, honestly, that’s all I can come up with that would’ve pushed you to make this decision.”  
 
    “Yes, he did come by. I didn’t tell you because it didn’t matter.” 
 
    “Huh. Okay. If you say so, but considering you broke up with me, it doesn’t matter why he was here.” I turned and started slowly pacing back and forth again. “I don’t know, Charlie. Just seems odd. You and I talked about our marriages at length. You know mine has been over for years. You told me that you haven’t been happy since the day you got married, that you never were in love with him. Honestly, if either of us had had a decent marriage, neither of us would’ve turned to the other, much less have fallen in love with one another.” I stop walking, and as much as I don’t want to, I start crying. “I’m sorry for whatever has happened to us. I so don’t want this to end.” 
 
    Charlie gets up and walks over to me. Gathering me in her arms, “I’m so sorry this is hurting you. You have to believe I never wanted that to happen.”  
 
    Hugging her back, “I know. Doesn’t mean that it doesn’t feel like my world is shattering.” Leaning back and looking her in the eyes, “Please don’t do this.” 
 
    Pulling me back and hugging me tighter, Charlie whispers, “I know this isn’t what you want to hear, but it’s the way it has to be.” 
 
    Stepping out of Charlie’s embrace, I turn to leave, then pause and turn back. “I don’t like it. And I still don’t understand why. I feel like there’s more to all of this.” Then, running my hand through my hair, with an exasperated tone, I say, “I think you’re making a mistake. However… No matter how much I love you and want us, I refuse to beg. I’m worth more than that.”  
 
    Realizing this is likely the last time we will ever talk like this, I take a deep breath, “Before I go… I want you to know that I love you, and part of me always will. I hope, at some point, we can find our way back to being the friends we were before this started. I wish you so much happiness.” I walk over and stand right in front of Charlie, “I would like to hug you one last time. Is that okay?”  
 
    Charlie doesn’t say anything. Instead, she wraps her arms around my neck and hugs me tightly. 
 
    “I’m going to miss you, Charlie. Not only will I miss the woman I love but also my best friend even more.” I pull back, wipe a few tears away and give Charlie a sad smile.  
 
    “I love you too, Jamie. And just so you know, I already miss you.” Charlie reaches up, kisses me lightly on the lips, and squeezes my hand before she steps away.  
 
    I turn and leave. I am doing everything I can to get in my Jeep and drive out of sight before I break entirely.  
 
      
 
      
 
   


 
 

 
CHAPTER 25  
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    As I lay here staring up at the ceiling, I’m mentally, emotionally, and physically wrecked. I keep turning the last year and a half over in my mind. The most pervasive thought is, how in the hell did my life get to this point? 
 
    I’m functioning on, at most, two hours of sleep. Thankfully I have plenty of PTO built up and was able to take another day off. Maybe, if I’m lucky, I can string two coherent thoughts together and devise a plan on what the hell I should do next. 
 
    I hear a faint tweet sound signaling a new text. I’ve gone dark on everyone except my daughter. The tone wasn’t that of popcorn, so I knew it’s not Olivia texting. I’m aware that at some point, I’ll have to rejoin the land of the living, but deciding today isn’t that day, I ignore the text. 
 
    Rolling over onto my stomach, I bury my head under the pillow. Shutting the world out for one more day is the best plan I’ve come up with this morning. Sleep will no doubt continue to elude me, but it is what it is now. 
 
    I hear muffled banging on the front door, followed quickly by my dog losing her mind. “Whoever that is can go the fuck away,” I yell out to the empty room. 
 
    More banging, accompanied by the constant ringing of the doorbell, pushes me past my breaking point. I throw the pillow and cover off and angrily stomp downstairs. Then, flipping the lock, I fling the door open. 
 
    “You look like shit,” Laura says as she pushes past me. 
 
    “Hello to you, too. What are you doing here?” 
 
    “Steven called me. He’s worried because you haven’t been at work for the past two days and aren’t answering his calls or texts.” 
 
    “I took a few personal days, and I’m not in the mood to chat. I didn’t realize either of those things was a crime.” 
 
    “Shut the door, and let’s go sit in the kitchen. I need coffee.” 
 
    Pushing the door closed, I follow Laura into the kitchen. I sit with my elbows propped up on the table and silently watch Laura make herself at home as she moves around my kitchen, making coffee for both of us. 
 
    “Do you want creamer in yours?” Laura asks over her should while she stirs her coffee. 
 
    “Whatever is fine.” 
 
    “Creamer it is then.” She drops a teaspoon of vanilla creamer into my cup, stirs, and then tosses the spoon in the sink. 
 
    She places the cup in front of me, pulls out a chair, and sits. “Mmmmm. It’s hard to beat Starbucks, but that’s not bad for a cup of kitchen coffee.” Turning to face me, Laura studies me with curiosity. “So, you gonna tell me what’s going on, or do I have to start guessing?” 
 
    I take a sip of coffee from my favorite mug to buy some time. “It’s just been a rough few days. I’m dealing, so no worries.” 
 
    Laura scoffs. “You look like hell. So if this is what dealing looks like for you, it might be time to try something new.” 
 
    “You want to know?” Laura nods. I don’t want to talk about this, but I know she won’t leave me alone unless I do. “Charlie and I broke up the other night, and I guess I’m reeling from it a bit.” 
 
    “Who broke up with whom?” 
 
    “She broke up with me. She said that she couldn’t do it anymore. That it was all too hard.” 
 
    “Seriously? You all had gotten past the hard part of the divorce, and she’s living alone. What hard part was she referring to?” 
 
    I push the mug away and exasperatedly run my hand through my hair. “Hell, I wish I knew. Not that our relationship has always been easy, but… I don’t know. It feels like a copout as if there’s more to it. I mean, just a few days before, we couldn’t keep our hands off one another. The sex was crazy good, and the amount of sex we had was insane.” 
 
    “Okay… Anyway… Did you have any indication she was thinking about ending things? Any red flags at all?” 
 
    “I would love to say no to both of those questions, but I can’t. Over the past couple of days, I’ve repeatedly turned this over in my mind and, if I’m honest… Yes, there were red flags. But, apparently, in my infinite wisdom, I chose to ignore them.” 
 
    “What kind of red flags are we talking about here?” 
 
    “Well, the fact that she wouldn’t completely block Rick from calling or texting is one. Another was the back and forth. One day she would be great, and the next moody and distant. Of course, it wasn’t every day, but it happened a lot. Anyway, she mostly blamed those times on her feeling guilty.” 
 
    “Hold up. She was still talking to Rick?” 
 
    I nod my head and purse my lips in answer. 
 
    “What did they talk about, and why in the hell was she talking to him at all?” 
 
    “From what she told me, it was mostly him begging for another chance, and when she would say no, he would get pissed and yell at her and call her names. Super sweet and loving, wouldn’t ya say?” 
 
    Laura looks away and remains silent for a moment before returning to me. “And you’re sure it’s over. Like done, done?” 
 
    “Sadly, yes, I am. I went to her house yesterday morning to talk to her. I was looking for answers or closure or something.” 
 
    “I thought you said you broke up on Sunday?” 
 
    I lean forward, putting my elbows back on the table. “We did. She called me and did it over the phone. Victoria was here. I had the call on speaker, so she heard the whole thing.” 
 
    “What the fuck! Are you telling me the woman you’ve been involved with for the last eighteen months broke up with you over the phone? What a chicken-shit way to do it. Wow.” 
 
    “I couldn’t agree more. Thus the reason I went to her house the next morning. I got roaring drunk right after the call, so going over that night wasn’t an option.” 
 
    “I’m glad Victoria was here for you.” 
 
    “Same. It wasn’t pretty in a mild way to describe my reaction. There was lots of crying and drinking. I admit it wasn’t the most adult way to handle it.”   
 
    Laura reaches over and squeezes my arm reassuringly. “Look, I know you probably don’t want to hear this, but maybe it’s for the best. You’re newly divorced, which is hard in and of itself, and when you add having to make sure Olivia is handling the transition, that’s a lot. Of course, you’ll eventually get through it all, but it’s still a lot for you to deal with and focus on.” 
 
      “I know you’re right, but it still hurts. This may sound crazy, but I feel like I’ve been pushed down a hill. Like, God finally got tired of my BS and the fact that I kept ignoring the signs and said, ‘Okay, that’s it. I’m not giving you a choice. This is done,’ and then he pushed me down a giant hill.”  
 
    “I don’t think that sounds crazy at all. The only question is, how do you plan to pick yourself up and move on? Are you just going to sit in this house and wallow, or are you going to dust yourself off, say fuck-it, and figure out what the next chapter of your life will look like?” 
 
    I chuckled sadly, “Well, my plan today is to wallow. Tomorrow is when I will start dusting.” 
 
    “I get it, and I don’t blame you one bit. But Jamie, don’t wallow in this for too long, or you will get stuck.” Laura stands and carries her mug to the sink. “I need to go run errands. Walk me out.” 
 
    Laura stops at the door and hugs me tightly. “I know you’re hurting, but you’ll get through it soon. I promise. I love you and know where I am if you need me.” 
 
    “Thank you, and I love you too. Drive safe.” 
 
    I close and lock the door and then trudge back upstairs and straight into bed. Tomorrow is a new day.    
 
    ••••••• 
 
    When people tell you heartbreak hurts, that’s not a lie. It hurts like nothing I’ve ever felt before. The pain isn’t from an injury that you can slap a band aide on and call it a day, nor is it the type of pain that can be dulled with a couple of Advil. Based solely on my hangover the morning after the breakup, drinking copious amounts of alcohol isn’t a good option either.  
 
    I’ve known people that seemed to live in an emotional state. A couple could run for Mayor of Emotional Town and win handily. They stayed in that highly charged condition, day after day. There was always something happening, or about to happen, or had just happened. Maybe if they would get honest with themselves and deal with things, they could stop the perpetual cycle of drama.  
 
    Dealing with it doesn’t always mean working through it alone. Sometimes it means therapy, and there is no shame whatsoever in therapy. I think going to therapy automatically makes you a stronger person. Getting an unbiased opinion from someone trained in the field is good. You may not want to hear what they say, but that doesn’t mean it isn’t true or helpful.  
 
    Alternating between wallowing in a pit of despair and trying to function somewhat normally was taking a toll on me. Add the loss of Charlie from my life to the fact that I’m single for the first time in more than a decade, and it’s no wonder I feel overwhelmed. Desperation to find a way to stop living in this constant state of emotional hell led me to find a therapist.  
 
    I researched licensed therapists, read the online reviews, picked one, and called their office. We spoke briefly, and lucky for me, she had a cancellation for today. I’m excited to talk to someone who has no connection to me. Admittedly, seeing how fast I can get through this and come out the other side is my prevailing desire. 
 
    The heavy rains that have been constantly falling all day fit with the grimness I feel. If this were a movie scene, the storms overhead would perfectly speak to the dark romanticism of the mood. As I sit in a dimly lit therapist’s office, I’m struck by my sudden willingness to bear my soul to a perfect stranger. Oh, how the mighty have fallen. 
 
    “Okay, Jamie. I made a few notes when we spoke earlier, and I wanted to give you a couple of options for moving forward. Does that sound good to you?” 
 
    I shift around on the sofa and sit up a little straighter. Then, giving my full attention to the doctor, “It does.” 
 
    “Great. I have two ways of working with a new patient. One is I can ask a bunch of questions and do an assessment. The second way is you can jump in and tell me your story. Whichever way feels best for you will be how we proceed.” 
 
    Right or wrong, I wanted a quick fix, and the full assessment sounded like it would take too long. I just wanted a to-do list because, in my mind, a list would be a super-easy, step-by-step guide on how to get myself and my life back on track.  
 
    I spent the next thirty minutes telling my story and didn’t leave anything out. I told her the good, the bad, and the ugly. During the rehashing of it all, I teared up a couple of times, which isn’t bad considering I had been crying almost constantly since Charlie called me and said she was done. Only tearing up a little is a win for me. I know a good cry can be cleansing, but the amount I’ve been crying lately is borderline crazy. 
 
    “It sounds like you have been dealing with a lot of change. The fact that you’re here tells me you want to get to a place where you understand what happened and why. Tell me, do you regret the affair you had with Charlie?” 
 
    Catching a stray tear, “No, I don’t. I only regret that it’s over.” 
 
    Dr. Garret looked at me and made a couple of notes. “Okay. Does the fact that Charlie is a woman bother you or make you question yourself, question your sexuality?” 
 
    “Not really. I don’t have a problem with the fact that I was, or rather still am, in love with another woman. I don’t like labels because I don’t think it matters what color someone is, where they’re from, or if they are the opposite sex. Ultimately for me, it’s about the person. I thought Charlie was the right person for me. I still feel like she might be.” 
 
    “Have you ever been in love, or is this the first time?” 
 
    I laugh lightly, “I thought I was in love with my husband when I married him, and maybe I was, but… I’ve never felt anything close to what I feel for Charlie. I don’t know if my feelings are hyper-inflated because of the circumstances, because she’s a woman, or because this is the first time I’ve allowed myself to be that vulnerable with someone. All I know is that I’m at a loss and have no idea what to do next, how to move forward.” 
 
    “When you told me your story, you mentioned your best friend, Laura. Is she a good listener, and can she give you good advice or, if need be, just let you talk and cry?” 
 
    I smiled, “Yes.” 
 
    Dr. Garrett nodded her head. “Good! Talk to Laura. You don’t need me. You need your friend.” 
 
    “I’m sorry, what?” 
 
    “You’re dealing with heartbreak, and nothing but time will heal it. It feels like so much more than that because the pain is real for you. Heartbreak is hard for anyone, but the fact that you are going through it right after your divorce adds an extra layer. If you were honest about not having a problem with Charlie being a woman, then I believe this is something you can talk through with a friend. The hurt will fade. There are no quick fixes.” 
 
    “So, no easy button? I was so hoping for an easy button.” 
 
    “Sorry, no easy button.”  
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
   


 
 

 

CHAPTER 26 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Speaking for myself only, the whole better to have loved and lost than to never have loved at all is bullshit. All of the damn emotions that continually wash over me… I feel like I’m drowning in them. I’ve never felt so lost and alone.  
 
    One of the hardest parts of the breakup is attempting to act normal around Olivia when I feel like falling to my knees and crying. Thankfully I have work to keep my mind busy at least part of the time. Although, I will say attempting to write and be creative at the same time my heart is breaking into a million pieces isn’t easy. But I’ll be damned if I allow this hurt to define me. I know I’ll eventually get passed it. Unfortunately, I have no idea when that will be.  
 
    When Victoria called last week to check in, she bestowed the sage advice that the best way to get over someone was to get under someone new. I told her she had lost her mind because being with anyone who wasn’t Charlie made me physically sick. So instead of going out and fucking anyone and everyone, I’m going the route of crying, raging, and feeling sorry for myself. I’m also doing a lot of pacing and talking to God. Of course, it goes without saying that the fucking around route would probably be more fun.  
 
    My phone starts blaring, I Touch Myself, pulling me back out of the rabbit hole the memories had taken me down. Two thoughts immediately come to mind concerning the ringtone, one, I hate Steven and his warped sense of humor, and two, it’s nothing if not timely since I’ll be the only one doing the touching for the foreseeable future. 
 
    Glancing at the screen, I see Victoria’s face. Not wanting to talk to anyone, I’ve sent her last seven calls to voicemail. I guess number eight must be her lucky number. “Hey. What’s up?”  
 
    “Hey, girl. How ya doing? Any better today?” 
 
    “Well, I was in the middle of feeling sorry for myself. So thanks for ruining that trip down memory lane,” I say with a sarcastic chuckle. “Seriously, I’m good. So what’s up with you?” 
 
    “For starters, I don’t believe you when you say you’re good. You’ve hardly talked about Charlie since the breakup weeks ago.” 
 
    “Honestly, what’s the point in talking about it? What good would it do? It pretty much takes up residence in my mind as it is.” 
 
    “The point is that if you don’t talk about it and keep it bottled up inside, it will continue to tear you apart. Stop being so stubborn and talk to me, damnit!” 
 
    I get up from my comfy spot on the sofa, walk to the refrigerator and grab a beer. Not that I have to have alcohol to discuss my less-than-favorable outlook, but it doesn’t hurt, either. “Fine, you asked for it, so here goes. But I have a question for you. How is it possible that breaking up my marriage and my daughter not being with me for days doesn’t hurt nearly as bad as missing Charlie? That makes no sense to me! But it’s my fucking reality!”  
 
    “Jamie, I know…” 
 
    “I’m not done. I’ve been told that a divorce is like death. It doesn’t matter if you were the one that filed or not. There’s still a major loss involved when a marriage ends. So I guess I’m in mourning. Mourning for the life I used to have and the life I thought I was going to have. So, basically, it’s good times all around. Is that what you wanted to hear, Vic?” I take a drink of my beer and sit it on the counter. “And, no, I’m not doing good. I’m doing the best I can right now. I still don’t understand what happened, but I accept it’s over. Now I’m just trying to process it all. Process not only my relationship with Charlie but the last several years of my life. And newsflash, it hurts.” I wipe the tears from my face and run my hand through my hair.  
 
    “Jamie, I am so sorry you’re going through this. I know you’re hurting, and you wish things were different. The only thing I can tell you is you are right where you’re supposed to be.” 
 
    A small laugh escapes me. “Well, Victoria, my friend, I know this might surprise you, but I agree. I know I’m where I’m supposed to be. I also know I married Matt for a reason, had an affair with my best friend, and fell in love with her for a reason. Now I need to figure out what all those reasons are.”  
 
    “I’m here for you if you ever want to help unpacking it all. Have you talked to Laura about it? She might be able to help since she knows Charlie and the whole situation. She might be able to give you a different perspective since I never met Charlie.”  
 
    Puffing out my cheeks, I blow out a deep breath, “I’ve talked to Laura a little but nothing major. When I’ve tried, I feel like she changes the subject as quickly as possible. She’ll talk about my divorce, but it’s like she draws the line at talking about Charlie.”  
 
    “Do you think maybe she feels torn because she knows Charlie? They aren’t great friends, but she might be trying to stay neutral.” 
 
    Taking another drink of my beer, I consider the idea, “It’s possible, I guess. The only other explanation I can come up with is she never wanted Charlie and me together in the first place. Be it because she thought it was a bad idea or she didn’t support the relationship because it was two women. I don’t really know. I’m praying it’s not because I was with a woman because if that’s it, that means my best friend is homophobic, and that isn’t something I want to consider.” 
 
    Victoria is slow to respond, as if she’s trying to come up with another reason. “Have you given any consideration to it being neither of those things? Maybe Laura is just giving you space to heal. Or maybe she doesn’t know what to say to you because she doesn’t know how badly you’re hurting.” 
 
    “What do you mean she doesn’t know? I’m a one-woman train wreck. She would have to be blind not to know. ” 
 
    “I get that Laura knows most of the story, but does she understand how being with Charlie made you feel? What it made you realize about yourself? Have you shared any deep dark stuff, or did you gloss over everything the way you normally do? Not throwing shade at you.” 
 
    “Wow. Okay. I didn’t realize I gloss over things, so that’s new.” 
 
    Victoria scoffed, “Whatever, girl. You don’t let people get close. And you sure as hell don’t talk about your feelings.”  
 
    With a quiet laugh, I reply, “Okay, those are valid points. But in my defense, I don’t even acknowledge my feeling to myself half the time, so there’s never anything to talk about. That’s one of the reasons I went to see that therapist. After hearing my story, she told me I was going through heartbreak, and her advice was to talk to a friend. Nevertheless, I’ll answer your question: Laura knows most things but doesn’t know everything. There are things I can discuss with you that I can’t do with Laura. Before you ask me why I’ll go ahead and tell you it’s because I get the vibe she wouldn’t be comfortable talking about certain aspects.” 
 
    “What aspects? Like, the sex part?” 
 
    I return to the sofa, throw the blanket over my legs and get comfortable. “Yes, definitely the sex part, but all the emotional aspect too. Anytime I begin to discuss things with Charlie, I can tell she’s uncomfortable, and I’m not sure if it’s because of the lesbian thing, she never really liked Charlie, or that I had an affair. The only thing I know for sure is there’s not much I can’t talk to Laura about except Charlie.  
 
    Victoria exhales loudly, “I’m sorry, Jamie. That sucks.” 
 
    “It’s okay. At this point, I’m just trying to process everything anyway. And you know me well enough to know that I will do most of that on my own.”  
 
    “You need to ground yourself. Maybe try meditating.” 
 
    “What does ground myself even mean?” 
 
    “Google it. There are different ways to do it. I promise it works if you will just try it. Of course, it won’t fix everything instantly, but it’s a good place to start.” 
 
    “Okay, whatever.” 
 
    “Ya know what? I just made a decision. I’m coming to visit you this weekend.” 
 
    “You are? Okay... Hell, maybe you being here will help me come up with some answers.” 
 
    “I don’t know about coming up with answers, but I know I’m willing to listen to whatever you want to discuss. If nothing else, getting some of it off your chest will help.” 
 
     Taking a deep breath and blowing it out, “Anyway, let’s talk about something else. I’m tired of talking about sad stuff.” 
 
    “Sure. Want to hear about my date last night?” 
 
    “Only if I don’t have to hear about you having sex with whomever this latest winner is.”  
 
    Victoria starts cackling, “Sex? What’s sex? I mean, damn girl, I haven’t had sex in months, so no problem there.  
 
    We both chuckle and continue talking for the next hour about anything and everything that isn’t related to either of my exes. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
   


 
 

 

CHAPTER 27 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    A slight chill in the air makes it a perfect night to sit by a fire. Watching the flames dance around in the firepit as the wood pops and crackles is cathartic. Victoria being here this weekend, has been nice. We watched some bad TV, ate some excellent food, did a little shopping for things neither of us needed, and chatted about everything except the realities of my life. 
 
    Victoria turns to me, smiling. “I think we should open another bottle of wine, but if you’re too tired, that’s fine. I can enjoy the fire and stare at the stars by myself.” 
 
    “I draw the line at Jack Daniels, but more wine sounds good. You want to grab it, or shall I?” 
 
    “I’ll go back in a few.” Victoria hops up and heads inside to retrieve the wine. 
 
    Victoria wanting to open a second bottle is suspect. So far, she hasn’t pressed me to talk about anything significant, but I have the feeling that’s about to change. Maybe she thinks a couple more glasses of a tasty red will act as my truth serum. Or perhaps she wants to drink another glass. Who knows? 
 
    She walks back outside carrying the bottle. “I brought it with me. It’s easier than trudging inside every time we need a refill.” 
 
    “Whatever is easiest. While you’re still up, top me off, please.” 
 
    Victoria sits down and turns her gaze to me. “So…” 
 
    And here we go… 
 
    I look over at her with raised eyebrows. “So?” 
 
    “Come on, Jamie. I’ve been waiting patiently all weekend for you to bring up the topic, but it’s clear you’re not going to, so I will. First, tell me how you’re doing and feeling about everything.” 
 
    I smile sadly and turn to stare into the fire. “You know what I look forward to? I look forward to the day when I can breathe and be happy right where I am. Sadly, I don’t foresee that happening anytime soon. I’m so fucking unhappy, Vic. I’m tired of faking that all is good, so people don’t worry or question me. Not falling apart when that’s all I want to do is so hard. And here’s the kicker, I don’t know how to get myself back to happy. I am completely lost and feel like I’m out here just floating. I’ve tried therapy, attempted to talk to Laura, and meditation is a bust.” 
 
    “That’s a lot.” 
 
    “I’m a lot right now.” 
 
    “I’m willing to sit here all night and listen if you want to talk about it.” 
 
    Victoria’s offer to listen is heartfelt and very welcome. I’ve needed to get all this out since it happened but haven’t allowed myself to go there. So putting one foot in front of the other has become my only focus for the past two and a half months. 
 
    Laying my head back on the chair, I blow out a frustrated breath. “You know what sucks? It’s having a few good days in a row, and then boom, I feel the pain all over again. I can be at work or driving or checking the mail, doing mundane things, and out of nowhere, a memory will flash, and I feel that stabbing pain all over again. Oh! And one of the best things is that I see her in traffic all the damn time. I can think of her and look over, and there’s her car! All I can say is she did a number on me, and I allowed it.” 
 
    Victoria gives me a sad look. “Ya know, the tricky part is figuring out what is real and what is perceived pain. Like, are you hurting because that person you so desperately wanted doesn’t want you, or are you hurting because of a fear that you’ll never find love and you’ll end up alone?” 
 
    “The short answer to both of those questions is yes. Doesn’t matter that I now realize it was by far the unhealthiest relationship I’ve ever been in… If she asked for another chance and went all in with no half measures, I would be over the moon happy.” I laugh at the self-destructiveness of my admission. “One could say I enjoy torturing myself.” 
 
    We lapse into a comfortable silence. The fire has started to dwindle, so I toss another log on and stoke it back to life. As I stand there poking around in the fire, watching the flames jump, thoughts start to cross my mind, and instead of keeping them to myself, I share them. “I’ve recently figured out relationships can be so damn hard for multiple reasons. A person may be carrying a ton of baggage from previous relationships, or maybe they aren’t in the same headspace and can’t love you the way you want and deserve to be loved, just to name a couple. Either way, when you lose someone you envisioned spending your life with, it hurts. I mean, it hurts deep. You can read about or listen to all sorts of things, but, in reality, it's the life experience that teaches you, and until you experience it for yourself, you don’t truly learn it.  
 
    ••••••• 
 
    When Charlie broke up with me, I felt lost and broken. I couldn’t find my balance. I had lost myself somewhere along the way, and I desperately needed to get me back. 
 
    No one knows how long it will take to get over a broken heart, but many people think they know. So never having felt anything closely resembling what I was currently feeling, I got the bright idea to do an online search and see what the consensus might be. What a rabbit hole that turned out to be. 
 
    I found articles saying it would take half the time you were together to get over losing someone. Another said to date someone new to instantly forget the old one. According to what I read, the longest is double the time a couple was together, and the shortest is six weeks. I had already blown past six weeks, so I knew that was a no-go. Laura said it takes time, and I would be fine. Victoria told me to process my feelings, ground myself, and meditate.  
 
    I’ve always thought meditation was fascinating, so I tried it and failed miserably. I discovered that when you can’t settle your mind for twenty seconds, the odds of being able to do it for twenty minutes is a pipe dream. My answer was to take longer walks. It was during these long walks that I was practicing walking meditation without even realizing it. Instead of focusing on my breathing or a random sound, I focused on the action of putting one foot in front of the other. While I still hadn’t been successful sitting in the quiet, walking gave me the space I needed to make sense of things more easily. Some aspects of my life started to come into pretty clear view. I’m working on facing some fears and inadequacies that are mine alone. While important, asking for forgiveness from others isn’t where my mind began to land. Instead, I was starting to realize I needed to forgive myself.   
 
      
 
   


 
 

 

CHAPTER 28 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “Hey there, pretty lady. You look nice today.” 
 
    I look up from my computer monitor to see Steven’s head poking around the corner of my open doorway. Seeing his head reminds me of prairie dogs popping their heads up from their holes in the ground. Not that I’ve ever seen a prairie dog in the wild but while chaperoning one of Olivia’s class trips to the local zoo me and my little group of kiddos spent some time watching the prairie dogs and laughing at all their cuteness.       
 
    Smiling at my friend’s sometimes odd behavior, “Hello, and how might you be today? Got anything good going on?” 
 
    He walks into my office and takes a seat across from my desk. “Nothing exciting. I have a lunch meeting and need to see a couple of clients. How are you? You appear to be doing a little better these past few days. Or is that all for show?” 
 
    I raise a shoulder and admit, “Maybe some of it is for show, but I am trying. So that’s something, at least.” 
 
    “True. Talk to me. Tell me what’s going on.” 
 
    “I’ve been trying to find my happiness again. The funny thing about happiness that I’ve recently figured out, what makes one person happy won’t make another person happy. Some people are happy with something as simple as toilet paper flipped the right way on a roller. I’m an over girl, in case you forgot. I know you’re an under guy, and I still say you’re wrong. 
 
    “I am not wrong! The paper spins better off the roll that way.” 
 
    “Nope. You are, in fact, wrong. Go look up the patent documents for the roller, and see that drawings show it's over, not under.” I award Steven my most condescending of smiles.   
 
    He shakes his head, “You are such a dork.”  
 
    “Yes, I know. I claim that moniker proudly.” 
 
    “So you’ve decided that happiness is the toilet paper rolling a certain way, or is there more to this epiphany of yours?” 
 
    “I don’t know. I guess I finally understand that happiness is inside each of us. You don’t have to journey far unless you’re me and want to stroll through crazy town. Those can be interesting trips but, most of the time, are unnecessary. The seeds of happiness are there; sometimes, we need a new experience or environment to help the seeds grow. So basically, looking for lasting happiness in anyone or anything other than yourself is a waste. But that’s just my opinion. You could ask ten different people, and they would probably give you ten different answers.” 
 
    “Look at you getting all philosophical.”  
 
    “I’m trying. Side note, have you ever taken a detox bath? If not, you absolutely have to try it. Slipping into a warm bath loaded with Epsom salt and essential oils is relaxing and good for you. I light a nice smelling candle and have a nice glass of wine close by, and that’s how I spend a lot of nights. Victoria told me I needed to ground myself. Apparently, salt baths are my jam when it comes to grounding. Who knew?”  
 
     “Detox baths? Yep, that’s a no for me. I’m not sitting in a tub of water laced with dirt from my nasty body. I’ll stick with showers, thank you very much.” Steven does a fake shiver to drive his opinion home. 
 
    “Dude, I do not sit in my own filth. I shower first.” Laughing, I check the time and note that it’s past midmorning. Standing up from my desk, I grab my coffee mug. “I need more caffeine if my goal is to not fall asleep at my desk. You probably should head out if you have lunch meetings.”  
 
    The office is mostly quiet today, which is a nice change of pace. Most people are out doing whatever they do, and I’m here doing my best to fake being busy. Standing in the breakroom waiting for the coffee to finish brewing is my latest attempt at looking busy. Jan, the office gossip, walks in, chatting with one of the ladies from accounting. I do everything possible not to make eye contact with them. Making eye contact with Jan is like antagonizing a rabid dog. You don’t want either to know you’re there in hopes that you can make it to safety and not be eaten.  
 
    I pull my phone from my pocket and act like I’m reading something incredibly important, hoping that Jan will continue to ignore me. I don’t have the bandwidth to deal with office gossip or small chitchat today.  
 
    As if by magic, Laura’s face lights up my screen giving me a real excuse for not interacting. I happily slide to answer, “Good morning. To what do I owe the pleasure of your call?”     
 
    “Hi, friend. I just wanted to let you know that I just got a text from Charlie.” 
 
    Hearing her name causes my stomach to drop immediately. “Really? What did it say?” 
 
    “She asked if I wanted the rug and table, I gave her when she moved. She said she didn’t need it anymore and wanted to check to see if I would like it back before she donated it. I told her to bring it over and put it in the garage. She’s on her way over now.” 
 
    I remained silent for a few seconds, quickly turning this new information over in my mind. I no longer wanted the coffee I had just made, nor did I want to stay at the office. “Are you at home?” 
 
    “Yes. Why?” 
 
    “It’s time for lunch, so I’m going to pop over for a bit. Is that okay with you, or are you busy?” 
 
    “Jamie, if you’re coming over so you can maybe see Charlie, please don’t do that.” 
 
    “That’s not what I’m doing. I swear. I tell you what, why don’t you text me and let me know when she’s come and gone? I have a couple of errands to run anyway.” 
 
    “Okay. I’ll text you when the coast is clear.” 
 
    Not even ten minutes later, I got a text from Laura telling me that Charlie and Rick had just left. Rick? What the actual fuck?  
 
    I walk into Laura’s house and find her on the sofa with a bag of chips in one hand and the TV remote in the other. “Hey. You look super comfy.” 
 
    “I am. I’ve been busy all morning and finally sat down. These chips are my lunch. Want some?”  
 
    I plop down on the loveseat across from Laura. “Nope. I’m good but thanks for the offer. So… Charlie and Rick stopped by? Did you talk to them?” 
 
    “I walked out and said hi, and that was it. Rick had a lot of her furniture in the back of his truck. She said her landlord had let her out of the lease early, and she was moving back in with Rick.” 
 
    “Wow. Okay.” That hit me hard. I just sat there in silence, shaking my head as my mind began to swim with questions. Did she ever really love me at all? Had she been planning this the whole time we were together? Was what we had real? What had he promised her to get her to go back? What the actual fuck!   
 
    Laura spoke, breaking my train of thought. “Are you okay?” 
 
    “I’m fine.” I stood up, walked to the kitchen, grabbed a water bottle from the refrigerator, and began pacing around. Laura’s house being an open concept, allowed her to track my movements. She left me to my thoughts for a little longer before speaking. 
 
    “Jamie… Did you know she was going back to him?” 
 
    “No, I didn’t. I told you something felt off when she broke up with me, that there was more to the story. I guess now we know the rest of the story.” 
 
    “I have to be honest, I don’t understand why she went back. From what you told me, their relationship wasn’t the best. So why on earth would she willing go back to that?” 
 
    “I have no idea. But the fact that she never blocked Rick now speaks volumes. I think, on some level, I knew she wasn’t all in with me. I still believe some part of her loved me, but clearly, it wasn’t enough.” 
 
    “Do you think that maybe she’s just an opportunist? Maybe she used you to get Rick to pay attention to her. You and I both know she had her little back-and-forth patterns, which always seemed to revolve around him.” 
 
    “In her defense, I don’t think they were about him 100% of the time. But I do agree he seemed to be a common denominator.” 
 
    “What do you think the other reasons were?” 
 
    I sat back down in the spot I had been in earlier and reached for my phone. “I’m not sure I want to get into all of that right now. Let’s say I should’ve seen this coming and didn’t. It doesn’t change the fact that I loved her. Not sure anything could change that, but it does hurt. It makes me question myself more than I ever have. Give me a second. I’m going to send her a text.”  
 
      
 
    Charlotte, 
 
    Thank you for the confirmation that I was right in thinking you went back. I truly hope you went back because it’s what your heart wanted, rather than you felt guilt or like you had no other option. People, at their core, don’t change without a life-altering experience. So I hope one or both of you have had that life-altering experience, and you won’t find the “other shoe dropping” and old patterns from him or yourself repeating down the line. 
 
    I hope you can live a life filled with love, laughter, respect, understanding, kindness, family, friendships, passion, emotional support, and a knowing that you are with the one you are meant to be with. You are and always were, stronger than you gave yourself credit for. You are so much more than your past or any current situation. You deserve only the best life can offer. No half measures, remember that. 
 
    I also want to thank you for the many, many lessons you taught me. I take the good with the bad. I have moved past and have forgiven myself for not always trusting myself when I should’ve. A part of me will always care for you. I don’t have disparaging things to say about you, nor have I, or will I, call you names either to your face or behind your back. I do not hate you. Probably would’ve been easier if I could’ve, but that emotion isn’t one that serves me or my higher self. I don’t regret the past 2 years either because it was meant to happen. Did some of it really suck? Yes. Yes, it did. But some of it was really good as well. Ultimately, I am grateful for having known you the way I did. I wish you happiness because... true happiness matters. 
 
    Jamie 
 
      
 
    Charlie – Thank you. 
 
      
 
    Wow. Not that I expected a long, drawn-out response but more than a simple thank you would’ve been nice. Her two-word reply throws me into a tailspin. 
 
    I pride myself on being logical and calling things out when needed. However, this time... I’m almost positive that I was completely blind to what was happening the whole time we were together. Yes, there were those few times I called Charlie out on her behavior and the patterns that had developed. But, of course, she always had a reason, so I would make excuses and continue on the path of being a complete dumbass. 
 
    I blow out a loud breath and stand up. “I need to go. Olivia is with Matt tonight, so I’m going home, changing clothes, and going for a long walk. I need to work some things out in my head.” 
 
    Laura pauses the show she is watching and looks up at me. “You don’t have to go. We can talk if you want.” 
 
    I run my hand through my hair and look out the window at Laura’s backyard. “The main thing I can’t get past is why go back to dysfunction when you had gotten away from it. Not wanting to be with me is one thing, but returning to a man who wasn’t good for you is another. If she had been happy with him in the first place, she never would’ve kissed me, much less fallen in love with me. So why on earth would it be different now? What has happened in the past three months to make her want to go back?” 
 
    “I don’t know the answer to that. Maybe she never really wanted to leave in the first place. She may not have set out to do the damage she did, but it doesn’t look like she really cares that it happened because she got what she wanted in the end. Control.” 
 
    I turn back to Laura and stare at her. I have nothing I can say to that because she might be right. And if Laura is right, that makes me feel like a bigger fool than I already did. 
 
    “I have to go. I’ll talk to you later.”   
 
    “I want to say something before you leave. I think there’s a huge possibility that you have dodged a bullet where Charlie is concerned. I’m not saying she didn’t have real feelings for you, but it all seems shady. Maybe I’m wrong or not, but I’m a good judge of character and can usually figure out people and why they do things. Think about that while you are out walking.” 
 
    “I’ll think about it. I got to go. Talk soon.” 
 
    ••••••• 
 
    The rhythmic slap of my shoes against the sidewalk is comforting because I have control over it. I get to decide if I keep walking or I stop. Unfortunately, control over most things in my life is nonexistent. I’m not sure when that happened when my loss of control occurred. When I’m alone with my thoughts, and there’s no one around to divert my 27 trains of thought, I recognize that I don’t even know what I’m feeling. Am I sad or lonely or okay, anxious, wishful or angry… Or am I a combination of all those things all rolled into a messy ball of emotional shit? 
 
    Pulling up to a stop at the corner, I push the crosswalk button. As I watch all the cars driving by, filled with people on their way somewhere, I wonder where they are going. Are they heading home for the day? Are they running last-minute errands? Are they heading to meet a new person for a first date? Or are they, like me, wondering what in the hell has happened to their life?  
 
    I’m on my seventh mile of walking. My mind is all over the place, but I refuse to stop walking until I have made sense of at least a tiny portion of the insanity. Charlie and I should’ve been planning when she would move in with me, but instead, she’s moving back in with that loser. 
 
    She never had to kiss me, but she did. And when she did, I went the fuck after it. Balls to the wall, come hell or high water, I had to have her. I wanted her with a desperation I have never felt, and now… Well, now she’s gone. I blew my life up for her, for the dream of her and me. No matter what she said, I should’ve known she would never be brave enough to go after the same dream. I should’ve known she wouldn’t go after it the same as I did, that she would never have the strength to go after it and the desire to keep going after it.  
 
    To be fair, I should take the same amount of the blame as I’m throwing at her. Not the same type of blame, but blame nonetheless. I’m as much at fault as she is, and I have to understand why all of this happened, or I may lose my mind. Okay, that’s an exaggeration, I won’t lose my mind. But I sure as hell won’t be able to trust myself again unless I can make sense of it. Bad decisions are opportunities to learn, after all. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
  
 
  
   
   
 
CHAPTER 29 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Other than walking, driving to work is one of the few times I allow my mind to wander. I’m still paying attention to the traffic around me, but I’m also contemplating my life. This downtime between getting Olivia off to school and when I have to interact with people at work has turned into one of the times when I do the most processing. Sometimes it’s a silent drive where I’m simply turning things over in my mind, and sometimes I find myself talking out loud to a higher power asking for help and guidance. 
 
    Today’s drive is about turning things over when those thoughts are suddenly interrupted by a new Facebook message. The name that pops up on the screen is that of someone I hadn’t spoken to in a few years, Elizabeth Benson. I met Liz through Matt several years ago at one of his work functions. I had gone on girls' trips with Liz and a few other women, but Liz and I were what I considered acquaintances more than friends. So getting a Facebook message from Liz was nothing if not odd. I waited until I was in the parking lot at work before opening the message. 
 
      
 
    Elizabeth Benson - Hey. I know we haven’t talked in a while, but I was hoping we could meet for lunch. I have something I would like to talk to you about. 
 
      
 
    Considering that I haven’t heard from Liz in a long time, my immediate thought is she’s been hacked, so there was no need to reply. However, as with most things, my curiosity got the better of me, and I replied. 
 
      
 
    Me - Is this really Liz? I’m just making sure some rando hasn’t hacked your account. 
 
      
 
    Elizabeth Benson - It’s really me. Can you meet for lunch or maybe a drink after work? 
 
    Me - I can meet for a drink. Want to tell me what this is about? 
 
      
 
    Elizabeth Benson - I just figured out that you and Matt got a divorce a few months ago. I wanted to know how you could do it and not have everyone find out. 
 
      
 
    Me - That’s random, but okay. I can meet today. Send me the name of the place you want to go, and I’ll meet you there at 6. 
 
      
 
    I beat Liz to the restaurant and headed to the bar, snagging the last open table. I’m halfway through my beer when she walks in. I wave to get her attention, and she heads my way. “Hey, Liz! I haven’t seen you in forever. How have you been? You look great, by the way.” 
 
    Liz flips her long hair over her shoulder and smiles. “Thank you. And yes, it’s been a while.” She takes the chair opposite me and looks around, catching the eye of our server. “I’ll have a white wine, and if you could bring a menu when you come back, that would be great.” 
 
    Liz turns her attention to me, “So tell me how you’ve been?” 
 
    “I’m fine. What about you?” 
 
    Liz shifts uncomfortably, “The fact that I want to ask about your divorce should answer that question.” 
 
    I take a drink from my bottle. “Sure, maybe a little. What do you want to know, but more importantly, why do you want to know? Has something happened?” 
 
    Liz, never one to mince words, gets straight to the point. “First, tell me why you got a divorce. Did you want it, or did he?” 
 
    I smirk a bit because the honest answer to the question of why would keep us here all night. “I asked for it.” 
 
    “Okay. Why?” 
 
    “Umm, I’m not sure how to answer that. Suffice it to say it’s a long story.” 
 
    “Good thing I have time.” Liz holds up her glass of wine, swirling the contents. “And while it’s not the best I’ve ever had, I also have a full glass of wine. So, tell me.” 
 
    “I umm, I… Well, I wasn’t happy and hadn’t been for a long time. Some things happened that made me realize I needed to do something about it. That’s it. Just wasn’t happy.” 
 
    “I think there’s more to the story, and you should tell me, but we can come back to it.” 
 
    “Okay…” 
 
    “Jamie, I’m going to tell you something I haven’t told another soul. I haven’t even said it out loud to myself… I don’t want to be married to Peter anymore. I want to get a divorce. The fact that you and Matt divorced and no one knew… Well, I want to know how you did it.” 
 
    “That’s easy. We didn’t talk about it except to two or three close friends. And we definitely didn’t post our woe-is-me stuff on Facebook for everyone to comment on.” 
 
    “That’s it? No Facebook posts, and you didn’t talk. Sounds too easy. It also sounds like you’re leaving a lot of the story out.” 
 
    I shrug my shoulders and smile. “How about this, you tell me yours, and I’ll tell you mine. You go first.” 
 
    “Fine, but I’m going to need to order another glass of wine, and you need another beer if we’re going to exchange stories.” Liz signals another round to our server. 
 
    Over the next couple of hours, Liz and I told one another all the sad, sordid, and sometimes heartbreaking details of our marriages and, in my case, my relationship with Charlie. Liz was the first person outside my closest friends that I told. When I began relaying the story of my marriage and Charlie, I didn’t know if I could trust Liz not to turn it into the latest gossip, but I took a chance. By the end of the evening, I had no doubt she could be trusted. During that conversation, Liz went from an acquaintance I met years ago to someone that might someday become a friend. 
 
    ••••••• 
 
    There’s just something about losing one’s self in a good book. As I lay here in my nest of pillows and blankets, struggling to read a romance novel, it hit me how lost I really am. Not lost in a good book as I had hoped I could be but lost in my life. I am completely lost. The only thing I know is where I last saw myself. It was with her. It was with Charlie. I can’t stay in this place, both figuratively and realistically. I can’t stay lost in the past, wishing things had worked out differently. And I certainly can’t stay cocooned in this real and metaphorical nest I’ve created so that I can avoid moving forward. So I decided to get up, put on my kicks, and walk. Flipping the cover closed on my Kindle. I toss it on the pile of pillows and head upstairs to change. 
 
    Once I’m outside, breathing in the fresh air, I pop in my AirPods and pull up my favorite playlist. As I walk and the music flows, I begin to feel better. I’m working to find my balance again so I can reintroduce me to myself. Except I’m not so sure I want to find the woman I left with Charlie because that was the old Jamie. I want to find the new me, the new Jamie. Watching a lady and her Golden Retriever running along the sidewalk up ahead, I acknowledge to myself that it’s going to take work and it’s going to take time. As I learned not so long ago, there are no easy buttons.  
 
    Falling in love is amazing, an experience like no other, and one you will remember for the rest of your life. However, on the flip side of that is falling out of love. Also, one you will remember for the rest of your life. I believe there are two ways to fall out of love. The first is a slow process you don’t realize is happening until it’s too late. The second, and in my opinion, much more complex and painful, is falling out of love because you have no choice but to do so to move on.  
 
    I’ve had glimpses of what a good relationship feels like, and I look forward to being in one someday. However, the experience of a passionless relationship, made up of the same old thing day after day, like I had with Matt, and the complete opposite, like that of the hurricane of crazy I had with Charlie, are examples of what I don’t want. The old saying, you don’t know what you want until you’ve had it and lost it isn’t always true. Sometimes experiencing what you don’t want tells you everything you need to know about what you do want. 
 
    That is where I find myself on this beautifully sunny afternoon, being completely aware of what love feels like and what an unhealthy relationship feels like. I’m convinced that Charlie and I were destined to be in one another’s life, and because of her, I now know what true happiness can and should look like. I wonder what lessons she learned from our time together. I hope they were good ones that will allow her to make positive changes in her life. But, considering that she went back to the man she left, I wonder if positive changes are anything she can or ever will make. The only part that gives me a bit of solace is that no matter what she tries to do to forget me, I genuinely believe I’ll never leave her mind altogether. I know I meant something, that we meant something.  
 
    Trudging up the hill on the way back to my house is my least favorite part of this route that I sometimes walk. Why can’t all finish lines be on a downhill slope? I really need to sell my house and move to a new one where it’s flat. Just as I make my way up my driveway, my phone rings. Reaching up, I press the button on my AirPod to answer. “Hello.” 
 
    “Hey, Jamie. Are you free for drinks? I could use one after the last few days I’ve had.” 
 
    Not recognizing the voice, I pull my phone from the side pocket and look at the screen. “Hey, Liz. I just got back from a walk, but if you give me an hour or so, I can meet you.” 
 
    “An hour? Seriously?” Exasperation is evident in her voice. 
 
    “Unless you want to sit outside and downwind from me, I need an hour. I am beyond gross right now, and a shower is a must.” 
 
    “Fine. Meet you in an hour. Same place as before, and I’ll be in the bar.” 
 
    “Sounds good.” I end the call and head inside to get ready. 
 
    When I arrived at the restaurant an hour later, Liz was waiting for me at the same table we sat at the other night. She’s in the middle of chewing when I hop up on the stool across from her. 
 
    “That salad looks good. I didn’t think I was hungry but seeing that changed my mind. Been here long?” 
 
    Liz swallows the bite and takes a drink of her wine. “I was already here, sitting in the parking lot when I called.” 
 
    “I’m sorry. I hurried as fast as I could. A shower was a necessity I wasn’t willing to forgo. You should be happy I didn’t skip it so I could get here faster.” I chuckle and wave the server over to order. 
 
    “No problem.” 
 
    I place my order and turn my attention to Liz. “So, tell me what’s going on. You seem a bit on edge or frazzled or something.” 
 
    Liz takes another small sip of wine. “You remember how I told you that Peter and I have been separated for quite a while?” I nod, and she continues, “Well, I wasn’t completely honest about what happened during that time. While separated, we agreed to take space for ourselves and work on our marriage, and during that time… I’ve met someone. Well, actually I already knew him. We dated him before I married Peter. We ran into one another one day, and it was like no time had passed, but in reality, twenty years had passed.” 
 
    “Okay. Well, you know I’m the last person that will judge and cast stones when it comes to things like that. I mean, look at what I did. Hard to live in a glass house, ya know. So what’s the problem? You’re separated and plan to divorce. I don’t see the issue.” 
 
    “The issue is he isn’t divorced. Says his marriage has been over for years, but he won’t leave her.”  
 
    “Oh. Let me ask you this, how serious is it with this guy? Are you in love with him?” 
 
    Liz doesn’t skip a beat, “Yes.” 
 
    “And does he say that he loves you?” 
 
    Liz nods her head and glances away, trying to find our server. “I’m not sure what to do. I told Peter I wanted a divorce and initially, he pushed back, saying we could work it out. When I told him that I had met someone, he, of course, got super pissed, and I can’t say I blame him. Things are a mess right now.” 
 
    “And how did you and Peter leave it?” 
 
    “He wants to try couples therapy, but I said no. So I found a realtor and started looking for a house. I can’t stay in that house with him any longer. Even with him in one bedroom and me in the other, it’s just too much.” 
 
    “So that I understand, you’ve decided you don’t want to be married to Peter anymore so you can be free to be with this other guy, but the other guy says he won’t leave his wife. Is that right?” 
 
    “That’s it in a nutshell. By the way, his name is Trevor.” 
 
    “Do you want to go through with the divorce even if you can’t be with this other guy? I ask because that matters. Not that Charlie was the only reason I left my marriage, but she was a major reason. I don’t regret deciding to end it, but had I known she and I wouldn’t end up together, I’m almost positive I would’ve gone about things differently.”   
 
    Liz glances at me with a determined look in her eyes. “I do not want to be married to Peter. I’m done and have been for a long time. Probably longer than I even realize. It’s time for a new chapter in my life. ” 
 
    I give Liz a halfhearted smile. “Chapters. Everyone, including myself, talks about chapters in a person’s life. It’s a nice catchphrase - I’m starting a new chapter in my life. I’m closing a chapter in my life. I need to write a new chapter... you get the picture. My thoughts are this, it’s all about change. Acknowledging that something is off is the first step to making change. Then, you have to ask yourself what needs to change, how should I start changing things, or do I even want to change things. It sounds like you know you want to make a change and are taking steps to do so, which is all great.” 
 
    “I do know what I want. I want to be with Trevor.”  
 
    I give Liz an affirmative nod. “It’s good to know what you want. Have you considered moving forward with just you in mind instead of focusing on Trevor? Speaking from experience, one I had many years ago, not that yours will end up the same, but going back to a past love is usually not the answer. Reconnecting with someone from the past might feel good and safe because, after all, they know you, so there are no explanations needed, but in reality, it isn’t the answer. My most recent adventures in love have taught me that the best thing to do is take time for yourself, to figure out what you really want your life to look like, and if needed, take time to heal yourself.” 
 
    Liz’s eyes had begun to water as she and I talked. No doubt the situation with Trevor not being willing to leave his wife weighed heavily on her. Another tidbit that I had recently learned the hard way but wouldn’t give say because I doubted Liz would want to hear it was not to waste time with people who don’t truly want you. You’re better than that. It’s their loss. Take your lessons, good and bad, and move the hell on. Don’t go backward because it's usually a waste of time. 
 
    But really, who was I to give relationship advice? I had only discovered in the past three hours that I was lost, and it was time to focus on me, to take time for me. Liz would figure things out for herself in her own time.  
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
  
 
  
   
   
 CHAPTER 30 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    It had been several months since Laura and I had spent real time together. We had texted and made quick calls to check in and say hi, but that had been the extent. So when she called earlier today to invite Olivia and me over for a Bar-B-Q, I jumped at the chance to see my friend and eat one of her husband’s grilled burgers. That man was an excellent cook, which worked out well for Laura because, as she often said herself, cooking edible food was not her thing.  
 
    “Since my loving husband is manning the grill and the kids are playing basketball, why don’t you and I go sit and catch up?” 
 
    I glance over at Laura from my comfortable spot lounging in the hammock. “Sure. Give me a minute to try to get out of the hammock without throwing myself to the ground. Want to sit on the front porch so we won’t be interrupted by a lot of ‘Hey mom, can you’ type questions? By the way, Olivia told me a few minutes ago that she wants to spend the night here. The kids want to play some video games. I told her she could if you said it was okay.” 
 
    Laura, already walking toward the porch, calls back over her shoulder, “She can absolutely stay. They always have a great time hanging out together. Plus, it gives you a small break. Good luck with the hammock. I’ll grab a fresh beer and meet you on the front porch.” 
 
    Surprisingly enough, I manage to escape the hammock while maintaining my dignity. Score one for me. As I approach the steps, Laura stretches out her hand, offering me the beer she had brought. I twist off the cap and get comfortable in the Adirondack chair beside her. “So, what’s new with you? How’s your brother doing? He still seeing that girl you don’t like?” 
 
    “Oh, he’s fine. He may be moving up here in the next few months. I don’t think things have been going that great for him with work or personal.” 
 
    “That’s too bad. But I bet you’ll be happy to have him closer. I know your mom will be thrilled.” 
 
    “She’s beyond happy. She has talked about nothing else for weeks. So, tell me, how are you? It’s been a minute since we’ve talked. You seem to be doing better.” 
 
    I put the bottle to my lips and take a small sip. Smiling over at Laura, I ask, “Are you asking about all of the Charlie stuff?”  
 
    “If that’s what you want to talk about, I am. Or we can talk about how things are going with Matt and if he’s gotten past his hatred for you yet.” 
 
    I chuckle, “Oh, trust me, Matt still hates. Not sure when that will pass but I look forward to the day it does. If he would just admit to himself that he wasn’t any happier than I was, that would help. As for Charlie…I’m doing better. I realized the other day that I don’t think about her as much as I used to, but it has been six months, so that makes sense.” 
 
    Laura scoffs loudly, “I hope you won’t think about her at all once you get to the year mark.” Laura’s aggravated tone and clipped response gives me the impression she would rather talk about any other topic. I don’t have a problem talking about Charlie, but she clearly does.  
 
        In an attempt to throw Laura a non-Charlie bone and still be able to talk about what I’m thinking and feeling, I mention a date I had just gone on the night before. “Want to hear about a date I had last night?” 
 
    Laura’s head snaps around so fast that I’m surprised she didn’t give herself whiplash. “What? Yes! Tell me everything!” 
 
    “The guy I went out with is someone I went to high school with, so I’ve known him for years. Always thought he was a nice guy, and I had a good time talking with him and catching up.” 
 
    “Oh my god! This is so exciting!” 
 
    “Don’t get super excited before you hear the rest of it. A couple of hours into the date, I looked across the table at him. I mean really looked at him. Here is the part that isn’t so great… I wasn’t attracted to him at all. He’s a smart, funny, and handsome guy. No reason not to be attracted. But... I wasn’t. I wanted Charlie.” 
 
    “Well, hold on. Maybe you just need to give it a chance.” 
 
    I shake my head, “Laura, I did give it a chance. But, please, let me finish… Anyway, he told me all about his marriage and how it fell apart. The main part of his story was about how his wife fell in love with her best friend and how they both ended up leaving their marriages so they could be together. They are now married and living happily. As he talked, all I could think about was that I had done the same thing. I had fallen in love with my best friend, and how we had both left our husbands.  
 
    While he’s recounting what happened and I’m sitting there listening, I start to feel extremely jealous. It didn’t seem fair that his ex was married to the woman she loved, and I wasn’t. Instead, my ex won’t even park beside me in the same parking lot if we happen to be picking the girls up from school at the same time. Instead, she does the opposite, drives right by, and parks as far away from me as possible. And while I get it and admit that it’s probably the best thing for both of us, it breaks my heart when she does it. It makes me wonder if I meant anything to her or if I was someone she used to make the asshole she married treat her better?” I raise the bottle and take a drink. I pick at the label on the bottle nervously, hating how talking about Charlie can still throw me off a little.  
 
    “I thought she was a soulmate, and I still feel that there’s some truth to that, but if she really is my soulmate, I have to wonder why we aren’t together. I know Charlie was so good for me in so many ways, and I can admit so bad for me in others. Anyway,  what my date accomplished by telling me what’s been going on with him for the past few years was to send me back into a bit of a tailspin. Once again, I feel like I’m floundering in a sea of emotions and need to find dry ground and center myself again.” 
 
    Laura turns her attention away from me and to a couple of kids riding their bikes past her house. She has an almost brooding look on her face. “It sounds like you had a good catch-up with an old friend. Maybe if you guys go out again, you’ll feel a spark.” 
 
    I knew I was taking a slight chance when I decided to be truthful with Laura about where I was regarding getting over Charlie. I had been hoping I would get more of a supportive response. Some words of encouragement that would provide some comfort. But what I got was the complete opposite. She had effectively blown me and my feelings off as if neither mattered. It didn’t shock me that she responded like that, but it did make me incredibly sad. It wasn’t that long ago that I realized how lost I still was, and I really could’ve used the support of my best friend, but it was apparent to me that I wasn’t going to get it. That didn’t make me love her any less, but it did make me see that maybe it was time to stop sharing everything and put some boundaries in place. I was never great with boundaries, but it was time I learned how. 
 
    “Okay. Well, I think you missed the point of my telling you all that, but that’s fine. I think I’m going to go get a burger.” Standing up, I put my hand on Laura’s shoulder and gently squeezed. “Thanks for listening.”  
 
    ••••••• 
 
      
 
    I finally escaped Laura’s house and found a safe space on the back deck. Tilting my head back, I watch white clouds dance across a beautiful blue sky. I’m mesmerized and humbled by the beauty of the fluffy clouds floating around, coming together, and then slowly drifting apart.  
 
    Thoughts of Charlie haven’t been far from my mind all day, but they have been firmly at the forefront since I chatted with Laura a couple of hours ago. I hate backsliding. I haven’t felt like this in a couple of months. Backsliding sucks because one day, you’re doing great, and the next... you’re a train wreck again. It makes no sense. 
 
    You logically know that a particular person isn’t meant for you, yet you can’t help but wish they were right beside you, and your heart aches because they aren’t. I would give almost anything to have Charlie and our circumstances be the way I want, but they aren’t and probably never will be. I told her that when this thing with us started almost two years ago, we would have the power to destroy one another. Unfortunately, it appears that I predicted the future, or my future at least. That woman broke me in a way no one else ever has. I miss her. I miss our friendship. I miss kissing her, laughing with her, making love to her, talking to her, lying on the bed, and curled around her. I miss all those things, but at the end of the day, we weren’t good for one another, yet even knowing that truth doesn’t make me miss her any less. A different time or place, and maybe things would’ve been different.  
 
    I’ve always known that people will show you who they are, and you must believe them when they do. Unfortunately, I completely ignored that fact, and as a result, I got shattered. I loved Charlie with everything I had, and the amount of heartbreak I felt, and honestly still feel, was proportionate to that amount of love. My feelings for her continue to fade slowly, and my heartbreak is also fading, taking some of the pain with it.  
 
    I know that a small part of me will always love Charlie, but the pain from no longer having her in my life will eventually go and thank God for that small favor because heartbreak, like the kind of heartbreak that rips out part of your soul, really, really sucks.  
 
    I read a blog post not too long ago that said you should never give another person the kind of power where losing them rips out parts of you. But here’s the thing, I don’t think power has anything to do with it. Love shouldn’t be about power because power isn’t about love. Many years ago, a friend confided in me about some of the things happening in her relationship. I told her it might be time to find a new relationship if she constantly felt like she was in a power struggle. Or better yet, spend some time loving and getting to know herself. It’s become apparent how I really should start practicing what I preach. 
 
    When you deeply love someone, there’s always the potential to be deeply hurt by that same person. So I need to make peace with where I am and know everything will work out as it should. I need to let go of my dream of Charlie and me being together. That’s all I have to do. Just let go. Let go and heal. So why is it so fucking hard to do? 
 
    I haven’t lied to myself to make myself feel better. I know the path a person takes when trying to heal is not a straight line. It would be great if it were, but it’s not. Instead, it’s made up of straightaways, curves, hills, and valleys, and eventually, you come to a bridge. One day you’re walking along the path and look up ahead and see a bridge. That bridge in the distance is what you’ve been moving towards, and once you cross to the other side, your life can grow and expand in so many beautiful ways. Making it across the bride means you’ve done the work to become a new version of yourself, and waiting for you on the other side is a new book full of new chapters, just waiting for you to discover what’s inside. I’m still walking the path and have yet to see that damn bridge. I know it’s up there somewhere, but how much further away, I have no freaking idea. So I’m back here kicking rocks along a dirt path wishing there was a sign along the way telling me how many more miles I had to travel before I would come upon the bridge.  
 
    The three glasses of wine I’ve consumed this evening while sitting on my deck, accompanied by my melancholy musings, have left me somewhat drained. Back in the day, I would just now be heading out to the clubs with all my friends. But, instead, I am going to bed. It might be time to adjust my thinking and stop wallowing, or maybe take a trip to the beach and get up on stage with a band. I’m sure either of those options would work, but it goes without saying which would be more fun.   
 
    ••••••• 
 
    Walking down the hall toward the breakroom, I make a detour by Steven’s office. “Knock. Knock. Hey, I was… What on earth are you doing?” 
 
    Steven is in the far corner of his office in some weird pose. “Jamie! You scared the crap out of me. But if you must know, I am in Downward Facing Dog. My back feels tight, and this helps to stretch it out.” 
 
    “Anyway, Olivia is at her dad’s tonight, which means I’m free and wanted to know if you would like to have dinner with me?” 
 
    “Girl! Yes, please. I’m on my own tonight too. Brody is out of town visiting his brother. Where do you want to go, or do you want to just come to the house, and I’ll cook?” 
 
    “You cooking is the option I will always go with. I’ll bring a bottle of wine and a dessert. 7pm if that works for you?” 
 
    “7pm is perfect. Shut my door on your way out. No one else needs to see me with my ass in the air.” 
 
    “Although it is a great ass, I must agree with you there.”  
 
      
 
    Later that evening, I’m tucked into a comfy spot on the living room sofa. With my plate cradled in my lap, I am in a little bit of heaven, enjoying the dinner Steven put together. “I think you’ve missed your calling. You defiantly should be a chef in some big city swanky restaurant. You’re the only person I know who would make Quiche Lorraine for dinner. But, with that being said, I’m super happy you did because, damn, this is good. The crust is amazing.” 
 
    Steven takes a quick bow before sitting on the far end of the sofa. “Why, thank you, love. It’s one of my favs to cook. I think the hashbrown crust takes it up a notch. Brody isn’t a fan, so I’m glad you like it.” 
 
    “Brody is an idiot.”    
 
    “Hey… So I had a thought the other day, and I know this might sound weird, but have you considered selling your house and buying a new one?” 
 
    I give him a puzzled look and swallow the bite before responding. “No. Why do you ask?” 
 
    “Well, and hear me out before you say no, there’s a house in my neighborhood that just went on the market. I pulled up the listing, and based on the photos, it’s completely updated. The price is more than doable for you. And… the best part is, it’s right around the corner from me. What more could you ask for? It’s adorable, and I think you would love it.” 
 
    “But I already have a house. I love my kitchen, and the master bath is to die for. That gorgeous soaking tub and I have formed a special relationship over the past six months.” 
 
    “But Jamie…You also have a lot of good and bad memories in that house. Not only are there memories of you and Matt, but you also have memories of Charlie in that house. You can’t tell me you don’t have the occasional flashback of being with her. I think it’s time to make a change and maybe give yourself some closure. I see how hard you’re trying to move on, but I know you still miss her.” 
 
    “I don’t miss her.” I immediately put my hand up to stop Steven from saying what was written all over his face. “Okay, hold on, let me rephrase. I miss her, but not the her that hurt me time after time after time. I miss my friend, the one I laughed with, but not the difficult, emotionally charged girlfriend. Honestly, what I really miss is having someone to share the big things and little things with. Someone that I connect with. And… I won’t lie. I miss the sex too. Oh my god, the sex! I have no doubt it was as good as it was because we were so emotionally connected. I felt things I had never felt before when I was with her. I’ve never wanted to make someone feel like the earth had tilted on its axis like I wanted to for her. I wanted her to see stars, and I have no doubt she saw them. Some things you can’t fake no matter how good of an actress you are.” 
 
    “Girl, you don’t have to tell me. I already know how she affected you. That’s why I think it might be time to think about making this change. You and Olivia don’t need a house as big as you have. You guys don’t use half of the rooms in it. I know you kept it so there would be a bit of normal for Olivia, but that kid is doing great. Maybe it’s time to think about what is best for you.” 
 
    I set my empty plate on the table, reach for my water, and drink. “You know me, Steven. You know I never intended to fall in love with another woman, but I did, and no part of me regrets doing so. Portions of that chapter of my life were very difficult and brought me to my knees. Literally, brought me to my knees. But even though there was so much hurt and sadness, there was also overwhelming love, passion, and joy, and I’m lucky to have experienced any of it. Sounds crazy because who wants to experience pain, but with pain comes the opportunity to heal.” 
 
    “You know, that is one thing that you and I have never talked in depth about, the fact that you fell in love with another woman. I mean, sure, we talked about it, but we didn’t do any unpacking of thoughts or feelings you might have because of it.” 
 
    It’s funny you bring that up. My sexuality has been on my mind lately. But I don’t think I’m ready to talk about it yet. Is that okay? Can we push that convo to another day because what I really want to do right now is eat a massive piece of the cheesecake I brought and scroll through the photos of this house you want me to buy.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
  
 
  
   
   
 CHAPTER 31 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Laura texted earlier this morning inviting me to lunch. She’s been on vacation, and this is the first time I’ve seen her since I moved to the new house. Work, being a single mom, and trying to get the house in some semblance of order have become my everyday norm. Therefore, taking a much-needed break with my best friend sounds excellent. 
 
    “How’s the house coming along? Got everything in its proper place yet?” Laura snickers. 
 
    “You laugh, but you know I need to have my space somewhat organized, or it will drive me crazy. Plus, it screws with my energy and creativity.” 
 
    “Sorry. I wasn’t making fun. When you look at my house, it's obvious that I’m a bit of a slob and could care less if it’s a mess. It drives my fam-bam crazy and isn’t one of my best traits. And that reminds me, I need to do laundry when I get home. Can’t walk through the laundry room because there are too many clothes thrown about, and none of them are separated into piles.” 
 
    I shudder and make a gagging face. “Laundry is the worst. I wish I had a live-in maid to do it for me.” 
 
    “Same, girl! Same!” We’re still laughing when our server walks over to take our order. 
 
    “You never answered my question. How’s the house?” 
 
    “Oh, it’s great. Steven couldn’t have been more spot-on when he said it was perfect. Having to jump through various hoops to sell mine and then wait three months before I could finally take possession of the new one wasn’t fun, but it was worth it. I’m so happy I took his advice. I didn’t realize how badly I needed a fresh start. Now if I could get everything crossed off my to-do list, I would be ecstatic.” 
 
    “I’m sure it won’t be long for you to get it exactly how you want it. So how’s everything else going? Work good? Olivia good?” 
 
    “Yep. Everything is all good.” 
 
    “So, there’s nothing new or exciting going on?” 
 
    “Nope. Just the house.” I drag the bread basket closer, grab one of the hot rolls, and slather it with butter. Is it healthy for me? Nope. Is it super yummy? Yes. Yummy wins out. “Tell me what’s new with you.” 
 
    “Nothing at all. That’s why I want to hear about your life. Mine is boring.” 
 
    “Well, I guess that makes two of us then. I’ll take boring over drama any day.” 
 
    I would love to talk about what’s going on with me, how I’m working on myself, and finding myself again. That I finally figured out that Charlie had her reasons for ending things. The reasons weren’t mine, but they were hers. That I’m incredibly thankful that she was mine for a time, even if she couldn’t be mine forever. I want to tell Laura that I’ve gotten to the point where I’m no longer healing, just a broken heart. I’m acknowledging things about myself and healing those as well. But I don’t say any of those things. 
 
    “There is a lot to be said for boring. But, Jamie, there’s also a lot to be said for living. Don’t become a hermit living in a cave and forget to have fun.” 
 
    “I won’t. I have a lot going on. When it’s time, I’ll step back out in the sun again.” I give Laura a devious smile, “Speaking of the sun, well, actually the moon, do you want to get a tattoo with me?” 
 
    Laura’s eyes bug out a little as she chuckles. “Ah, no, I’m out on getting a tat. What does the moon have to do with getting a tattoo anyway?” 
 
    “Nothing. I was thinking about getting a new one and didn’t know if you wanted to go with or not. So I just thought I would ask in case you had decided to be a rebel and get some ink.” 
 
    “Nope. Why don’t you see if Steven will go or maybe Victoria.” 
 
    “I’ll ask them and see what they say. Anyway, you never did tell me all about your vacation. How was the cruise? Was it super fun?” 
 
    ••••••• 
 
    Olivia’s voice calls from upstairs. “Hey, Mom! If we don’t have plans, can I hang out with some of my friends this weekend?”  
 
    I don’t know why that child insists on yelling from her bedroom instead of walking the few steps it would take to get to the kitchen. Maybe it’s the lazy teenage girl part of her. Shaking my head, I head up the steps to have a proper exchange with her. When I round the corner into her room, I find her standing in the middle of what looks to be every piece of clothing the child owns. “What is going on? Why does your room look like a tornado hit?” 
 
    Startled, Olivia whips around to look at me, “Oh, hey, Mom. I know it’s a mess. I’m gonna clean it up, I swear.” 
 
     “I have no doubt you will. You hate a mess more than I do. But why are all your clothes out and thrown all over the room?” 
 
    “A bunch of us want to go bowling this weekend, and I was looking for an outfit.” 
 
    I notice the slight reddening of my daughter's cheeks and immediately know there’s more to the story. “So you’re looking for the perfect top to compliment a pair of old and smelly bowling shoes? Sounds a bit suspect if you ask me.” 
 
    Olivia sits on the edge of her bed. “Well, there’s this boy. His name is Harrison, and he will be there.” 
 
    I have been wondering when the boy phase would start, and apparently, it already had, and I missed it. I lean against her door and look as casual as I can when I really want to revert to my teenage years, scream in happiness, and beg her to tell me all about him. “So…Harrison? Who is this kid, and what does he look like? I want to be able to put a face with a name. Show me his picture so I can see if he’s cute?” 
 
    Olivia’s shy grin turns into a huge smile. “Oh, he’s cute. Come sit down, and I’ll show you his picture.” 
 
    I dropped down on the bed beside my daughter and proceeded to get all the latest gossip, who was dating who, which girls were being total bitches, her description, not mine, and look at all of the pictures she had of Harrison. I found out she and the Harrison kid had been talking for a while, and she had it on good authority that he wanted to ask her to be his girlfriend. She could not have been more excited.  
 
    I was super happy for her and a little sad at the same time. It seems my daughter is growing up much quicker than I realized. While she had been experiencing all the fun parts of puppy love, I had been so wrapped up in myself that I missed the signs. “I don’t have a problem with you going, but you’re still just fourteen, so I’m playing the mom card. Tell me who will be at this bowling thing. I assume a bunch of your friends as well as Harrison and his buddies. Am I right?” 
 
    “Yep. All the usual girls are going. You don’t know any of Harrison’s friends.” 
 
    “You know how I roll. I want their names anyway.” 
 
    Olivia starts rattling off names, and when she says Ava’s name, my head snaps up. Olivia and Ava haven’t hung out together in at least eight months or longer. The girls had gone from inseparable to not speaking virtually overnight, and I never got the story from Olivia on what happened. “Ava? I haven’t heard you say her name in a long time. So she’s going to be there?” 
 
    “It’s a birthday party for one of the boys, and Ava was invited. She’s supposed to be there.” 
 
    “So you two are still friends, then? I wasn’t sure since you girls haven’t done anything together in a long time.” 
 
    “I mean, we’re not tight like we used to be, but we still talk in the halls at school. We have one class together. She’s been different since she and Charlie moved back in with Rick. She talks about how they do family stuff more now and, get this, they bought a boat. It’s not a fancy one or anything, but it’s still a boat. I think they’re moving at the end of the school year, but I’m not positive.” 
 
    Hearing my daughter say Charlie’s name and talking about her moving back in with that piece of shit of an ex-husband and how they are acting like a happy family pushes me way off center. I can’t breathe, my cheeks get hot, and my stomach suddenly feels queasy. I need to leave the room before Olivia starts asking me questions. “Well, hopefully, you all will have fun bowling. I’m going back downstairs. Let me know what you decide to wear. It sounds like Harrison is a great kid, and it doesn’t hurt that he’s a little cutie.” 
 
    Once I was safely outside and standing in the backyard, I exhaled deeply. I felt hot tears start to roll down my face. My reaction to hearing Olivia say Charlie’s name is so unexpected. I honestly thought I was past all of this. That I had healed. Seeing her driving in traffic no longer affects me. If one of my friends says her name, it doesn’t bother me. Hell, I can even talk about our relationship, and it doesn’t affect me like hearing my daughter say her name just did. What the fuck! 
 
    Going through a significant life change like mine is interesting on many levels. There’s the excitement of the unknown and, at the same time, the fear of that same unknown. There’s sadness for certain things left behind and celebration when you can leave others behind. But then, there are the super bat-shit crazy moments and the moments of complete calm. And it would appear that I am experiencing one of those bat-shit moments. 
 
    I discovered a few months ago that if I try to push the feelings away, they sneak back at the worst possible time. So I give in and just let the emotions flow. Right or wrong, all of my emotions are valid; just a few of them need to be worked through, so I don’t end up down a rabbit hole that I can’t get out of. I’ve been triggered. Plain and simple… I’ve been triggered. 
 
    Every time I try to move past a memory of Charlie, something pops up, forcing me to go back and look at things from a different perspective. Even if my and Charlie’s paths never cross again, that’s okay because of what she brought to me. She brought me so much more than I realized. Being with her and falling in love with her made me understand things about myself much more clearly than before. I thought I was self-aware. Well, I was wrong. 
 
    Although everything in life changes and is meant to change, she will always remain a part of me, and I will remain a part of her. No getting around that little nugget of truth. We imprinted on one another. So there’s that.  Since all complicated things are generally made up of many simple things, I’ve spent the months since our split breaking it all down in an attempt to find a way to simplify the complicated aspects of Charlie and me.  
 
    When a relationship fails, it typically takes two people to make it fail. Who is more at fault ceases to matter in the grand scheme. I’ve decided that my relationship with Charlie and her decision to walk away was a blessing because it forced me to take an honest look at my life, who I was, and what I wanted. Don’t get me wrong, I have no desire to chat all friendly and say thanks for shattering my heart, rather, at this stage, I’m still a bit more inclined to say fuck you and walk away. However, what I am ready to say thank you for is that I am already a better person for having known her the way I did. Falling in love with Charlie gave me a confidence I had never had before. It gave me the courage to look at my life. I never would’ve been brave enough to look at the reality of my life without falling in love with her. For whatever reason, getting my heart broken started me on a new journey. Charlie kick-started my journey by making the biggest mistake of her life by walking away. I’m continuing it because I’m learning to love the journey and, more importantly, love myself.   
 
    I’m working on learning not to focus on what I’m moving away from but instead on what I’m moving towards. So I am heading down the path of healing, wish fulfillment, and happiness because happiness… real happiness matters.  
 
    Drying my tears, I look up at the night sky and all the tiny dots of light. Seeing Orion’s Belt shining brightly reminds me to ask Steven if he wants to go with me. But, of course, he’ll probably say no. That man is such a baby when it comes to any type of pain. The dude got a hangnail once and went to the doctor because it was sore. I love him, but come on, a doctor for a hangnail? When he returned to the office after his appointment, I asked how it went, and he refused to answer. I’m reasonably certain embarrassment kept him holed up in his office the rest of the day. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
  
 
  
   
   
 CHAPTER 32 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “I’m glad you decided to come with me. Who knew you wanted a badass tat yourself?” I giggle as I glance over at Liz in the passenger seat. 
 
    Liz rolls her eyes and gives me a condescending smirk. “Not sure you can call a mermaid badass, but okay.” 
 
    “Oh, I don’t know. I think mermaids are cool. They have this whole magical femininity freedom thing going on. Plus, they’re pretty, so they have that going for them too.” 
 
    “Why did you get the tattoo you already have, the three stars on your wrist? Does it mean anything, or did you just think they were pretty?” 
 
    I flip on the directional as I speed up to merge into traffic. Thankfully traffic wasn’t too heavy today, making the drive across town easy. “Ya know, I always wanted a tattoo. I thought they were cool looking. But I never knew what I wanted it to be. It’s something you’re stuck with for life, so it needed to mean something to me.” Chuckling a little, “My guess is there are a lot of women that regret that butterfly tramp-stamp they got during a drunk Spring Break.” 
 
    “Right! My college roommate got one of those! On Spring Break, no less.”  
 
    “The way I finally decided on stars wasn’t the happiest. Sometimes in life, something or someone leaves an imprint on you, and I experienced something like that the night my mother passed away. She had been sick for a while but had hidden it from me. The days leading up to her death seemed to happen quickly, but in reality, been coming for a while, and I had been none the wiser. The night she passed away, I spent a long time at her bedside saying everything I needed to as I said goodbye to the person that had loved me all my life. With a lot of tears, I told her that I understood she needed to go because it was her time, said I love you, and then went home. When I got home, I grabbed a beer and stood in my driveway, looking up at all the stars, talking to God. At some point, my gaze landed on the constellation Orion’s Belt, and that’s where it stayed as I said my final goodbye, thanked her for being my mom, and told her Godspeed on her journey. Fifteen minutes later, I received a teary call from the night nurse, Tracy, telling me she had passed away. 
 
    So the Orion’s Belt tat is a silent prayer for my mother, plus the three stars represent three generations, my mom, Olivia, and me. For the longest time, I’ve only had the three stars, but a couple of years ago, I decided I wanted to add a crescent moon.” 
 
    “That story is a little sad and very sweet at the same time. Why add the moon? It sounds like it’s already perfect as it is.” 
 
    “I’ve always loved the moon. It’s hauntingly beautiful and does much more than simply float around in the sky. It controls the tides and works as Mother Earth’s very own nightlight, and it also happens to be my ruling planet. A little over a year ago, while I was sitting at my desk at work, it hit me that a crescent moon resembled the letter C. Considering how vastly my life had changed, due in large part to Charlie, I thought the addition of the moon could be a nod to her.” 
 
    Liz scoffs sarcastically, “Bet you’re glad you didn’t run out and get a big ole C tattooed on your body. That’s worse than having a butterfly tramp-stamp when you’re eighty. But why didn’t you get it then? Why wait till now?” 
 
    “I don’t know. Something always stopped me. I guess, on some level, I knew Charlie and I wouldn’t last and didn’t want to have a permanent reminder of her. Anyway, I’m a year into my post-Charlie existence and starting to rock life again. I’m getting a crescent moon tattoo because of what it represents for me, and I am so fucking happy I waited. The crescent isn’t the darkest or the brightest phase because it still shines a light. Enough light to see your way in the darkness. That resonates with me on a deep level because I feel like I found my way out of a pretty dark time. 
 
    Anyway, enough about me and my tat, tell me all about this badass mermaid you’re gonna get. And please tell me it isn’t going to look like Disney’s Ariel.” 
 
    Liz laughs, “Lord, no, I will not get some Disney princess permanently tattooed on my body. Oh, I love this song. Mind if I turn it up a little?” 
 
    “Go for it.” 
 
    As Liz reaches over and turns up the volume, I smile. It wasn’t that many months ago that I couldn’t listen to any music without thinking about Charlie and feeling my heart break all over again. She and I had texted so many songs to one another during the year and a half we were together. At one point, I had a playlist with all of them. It took six months to bring myself to delete the playlist because I was blindly holding out hope. I love that I have healed enough that I can once again listen to all of my favorite songs, especially those that I sent to Charlie or those that remind me of her. It sounds weird to say that, but it’s true.  
 
    No matter how long it takes to heal from a broken heart, past traumas, rejections, or hurt, it’s worth it. Because when you finally realize who you are and what you truly want, it’s liberating. 
 
      
 
    Three hours later, Liz and I are having a couple of drinks sitting at the bar and regretting the decision to have them at the Lighthouse. Dear lord, the wanna-be rock stars were horrible tonight. I asked Nicole, the bartender, if she would turn the speakers down on the patio so we could escape, and with a knowing grin, she turned them not only down but off. “Jamie, I’m jealous that you can flee to the patio. Please take me with you!”  
 
    “If I could, I would, but I’m guessing people would get a little upset when they couldn’t get their drinks.”  
 
    Seated at a black wrought iron table in the corner of the patio, Liz and I clink our glasses together in cheers to the blissful silence. “How are things going with Trevor? You haven’t mentioned him in a while. Is it over, or are you just not wanting to talk about it?” 
 
    Liz takes a drink and sits her glass down before answering. “It’s over. I’m not sure who ended it, he wasn’t going to leave his wife, and I know I deserved better than to be a side piece.” Liz brushes her hair away from her face. “Now I’m terrified that I’ll never feel that incredible love again. I mean, stop me dead in my tracks, terrified that no one else will ever come along and make me feel even half what he did. So I’m really sad and trying to adjust and let go again. We weren’t right for each other all those years ago and are not right for one another now.” 
 
    “I get that. It still hurts that Charlie wasn’t brave enough to go all in with me. Maybe she wasn’t meant to. Maybe that wasn’t her role in my life. But god, how I wish it were. She had a lot of shit that she needed to deal with and work through, and I don’t think she was ready to face any of it. But her not dealing with her stuff has made me realize how important it is to own my shit. It’s a straightforward concept, and anyone can do it. But sadly, most don’t. I know what happened on my end with our relationship. I know where I was wrong. I know where I can improve. I know what I need to work on and am working on those very things. And to be fair, I also know where I was right.” 
 
    Liz spins her wine glass in small circles on the table. “I joined all the dating sites and have gone out on a couple of dates. I thought there was some promise with one of the guys, but wow, was I wrong. That guy had some major mommy issues.” Liz laughs and shakes her head. “I feel like my life has been a bit of a shit-storm for a while, and I’m so ready for the storm to pass.” 
 
    “I know walking down the street in a massive thunderstorm isn’t anyone’s idea of fun. It certainly wasn’t my idea of fun when I was doing it after my breakup. But on the flip side of that, maybe we should find ways to make walking in that metaphorical rain storm fun because it’s only when you walk through the rain that you can fully appreciate when you’re walking in the sun.” 
 
    Liz throws her head back and bursts out laughing. “God, Jamie, that was beyond cheesy.” 
 
    I laugh along with her. “I know, but it’s sorta true too. Maybe it was a phase for Charlie. I’ve heard that happens. Women experimenting and testing the waters with another woman. Seeing what it’s all about. And then, societal norms step in, and they go right back to what is accepted. Not too long ago, Laura asked me how often I think of Charlie. How often she crosses my mind. Her question threw me off because my relationship with Charlie really isn’t something we discuss. I wasn’t honest with Laura when I answered her question. I didn’t admit that Charlie crossed my mind every single day. I lied and said maybe once or twice a month tops. I knew that was what Laura wanted to hear, so I told her. I still believe that she never wanted Charlie and me together. Call it her being protective of me or not being good with the same-sex thing or simply a dislike for the person Charlie had shown herself to be.” 
 
    Liz questioningly tilts her head. “Why protective? Did she think you couldn’t protect yourself?” 
 
    “No, not at all. Laura watched me go through it all, and it wasn’t always pretty. She came to my house a couple of days after the breakup and saw what a complete train wreck I was. So I have no doubt if I was honest about how often I think about Charlie, I would’ve gotten an ear full because she wouldn’t want to see me hurt again.” 
 
    “Do you think that Laura is homophonic?” 
 
    Scoffing, “I guess I won’t know the answer until I’m in another relationship with a woman. That will be the true test. Will she still accept me no matter who I love?”  
 
    “She will. She’s still your best friend and loves you.” 
 
    I look at Liz with a sad grin, “I hope you’re right. Anyway… I’ve done most of the getting over Charlie work alone. I’ve talked to you and a couple of other friends. But it’s mainly just been me processing it all by myself. Charlie and I were great until we weren’t. When we unraveled… Well, there was no winding us back up. Accepting that reality was tough, but when I finally did, I could look back on what we were to one another. What she was to me. She is someone I will always carry a small pocket of love for. She changed my life and was someone I was meant to meet. I will always be grateful we crossed paths. I can only hope that she feels the same.” 
 
    “Have you gotten over her?” 
 
    “Yes. Releasing Charlie, like completely releasing her, was one of the hardest things I’ve ever done. But when I finally let it all go, it was like a huge weight lifted off me. I was able to look at our relationship through a new lens.” 
 
    Liz tilts back her glass, drinking the last of her wine, and asks, “What did you see when you looked through the new lens?” 
 
    Shrugging my shoulders, “I saw that no one was at fault for anything that happened. I saw that I had pushed. I pushed for what I needed. Don’t get me wrong, I won’t ever be sorry for doing that, but I can finally admit that Charlie couldn’t give me what I wanted and, more importantly, what I needed. Just like I obviously couldn’t give her what she needed. I won’t ever regret trying. We just weren’t meant to be. Maybe she got scared or wanted a more accepted by society type of upbringing for Ava, or maybe it was all about money for her. I don’t know…Wrong time, place, or person, it doesn’t matter because it is what it is.” 
 
    “Good for you. I’m proud of you. I know that wasn’t easy for you to do.” 
 
    “Thank you, and no, it wasn’t. I took my time healing and working on myself. Now I’m a better person than I was before her. Our breakup was hell. I thought it was going to kill me. And if I’m honest, a little part of me did die along with our relationship, and things still trigger me now and then. Like the other day… This is a long story. You sure you want to hear it?” 
 
    Liz stands up and grabs both of our glasses, “Yes! But first, I’m going to go get us another round, and then you can tell me.” 
 
    While Liz is gone to get our drinks, I do some people-watching. Seriously, it is one of my favorite things to do. I would feel bad about it, but I’m pretty sure most of the population enjoys people watching the same as I do. I glance around the patio at the other people enjoying a drink and laughing with friends, and my gaze lands on a cute blonde on the far side. Now, I’m the first to admit that I don’t have the slightest bit of gaydar, but even so, I’m fairly sure I just caught her checking me out. Our eyes meet, and we smile hello at one another. She’s hot and probably too young for me but damn... Dear lord, I need to get laid. 
 
    A glass placed in front of me causes me to look away, breaking eye contact with the attractive woman. “Sorry that it took so long. Anyway, finish what you were going to tell me.” 
 
    “I had been doing just fine and dandy. Nothing had bothered me or caused me to get out of balance in quite some time. Which apparently meant it was time for another lesson or being forced to take a deep dive into some sort of shadow I had yet to acknowledge. Basically, nothing but good times ahead. And by good times, I mean some variance of an emotional shit-show. 
 
    My latest push from the universe came from a couple of photos shoved in a book. Finding actual printed pictures between the pages of a book is like finding a pot of gold at the end of a rainbow. Who in the hell has printed photos or an actual hardback book? No one does. Everything is digital nowadays, which made running across these photos seem like a serendipitous thing. They weren’t the typical family photo or even my seventh-grade school picture, which I have burned all copies of because, damn, that was a tough year, hair, braces, clothes… tough year. So anyway, the photos were of Charlie and me sitting on the beach during that fateful vacation. Someone else had taken them from behind, so they were candid shots. 
 
    When I saw them, I had an immediate reaction. Not anything crazy, but it hit a nerve. I said out loud, “Nope. Not dealing with that today,” and put the photos back in the book. Even with the pictures out of sight, I had been thrown. I began to feel moody and sad and maybe even a little angry. I was positive I had dealt with all of the emotions from the breakup, so it made no sense why I would be having that reaction. Like no sense at all. So I’m sitting at my desk preparing for a meeting I have in the next half hour when my phone rings. It was Laura, and she hardly called at that time of day so I answered just in case it was important. She started with why she was calling, and when she was finished, she asked how I was, and I decided to be honest and told her I was having a weird day. That I felt off, and I didn’t understand why. She asks a couple of questions, one being did I know what started it.  
 
    I said yes and told her the story of the photos. Then we proceed to unpack it all. During the conversation, she hit on a couple of things around issues with rejection that resonated with me. To which I toss out the fear of abandonment as a little cherry on top.  
 
    We continue to talk when suddenly I can see a pattern in my life, a pattern of my choices. I started to realize why I’ve done some of the things I’ve done, like dating someone a second time or taking someone back after they broke up with me, which I did with Matt then I proceeded to divorce him years later. Taking a wild guess here, but maybe that was a you-don’t-get-to-leave-me because I-leave-you-thing.” 
 
    Liz looks at me with a slight grin, “Wow. Okay, well, as my therapist would say, that’s progress.” 
 
    “I agree with you; it's progress. I mentioned to Laura that over the years, I had other relationships, both romantic and friendships, that I had chosen to walk away from, so I couldn’t figure out why the loss of Charlie still affected me as it did. She told me I was okay with those endings because if I wanted to change things, I had that option. After all, I was the one that decided to walk away. I didn’t have that same option with Charlie.  
 
    So, long story short, here’s what I discovered, I have a touch of abandonment and maybe a smidge of an avoidant style when it comes to relationships. Other things from my childhood contribute to a bit of trauma, but I hate to loop that in because they aren’t on the same playing field. So the crux of it all is, I stumbled on a new thing that I needed work on, and like so many other things the past couple of years, this new one was brought to the surface by Charlie.” Huffing out a laugh, I reach for my glass and take a drink. “She’s the gift that just keeps on giving. Sorry, that was mean. But seriously, our relationship brought so many things to the surface for me. She was my catalyst.” Raising my glass in a toast, “Hey! Here’s to catalysts! Everyone needs one when they get too far from their path. Catalysts come in all shapes and sizes, and mine just happened to be a short brunette named Charlie!” 
 
    Liz clinks her glass lightly against mine. “Yes, girl! To catalysts!”  
 
    Liz gives me a sympathetic look and a halfhearted smile. “I think you should think about it from a different perspective regarding Charlie. I know you say you’re over it, but maybe you still have a few hurts that you haven’t fully released yet. Maybe this is an opportunity to process those feelings and that situation from a better place than you were in originally. You have learned so much and are so much stronger now. I would let your new strong self take care of the person you were when you went through the breakup.”  
 
    I stare thoughtfully into my glass, swirling the contents. “Maybe you’re right. It’s something to think about.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
  
 
  
   
   
 CHAPTER 33 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    In the years since Charlie and I were together, my life has changed so much. I bought a new house, got a new job doing something I absolutely love, and I’ve had friendships slip away and new ones come in. I’ve been on a few dates only to recognize the red flags as soon as they start flying and then politely say thank you, but no thank you. I’ve done a massive amount of healing and work on myself, but I realize there is always more work to do because no one is perfect.  
 
    Olivia graduates high school next year, making me feel old and blessed. Olivia will never know this, but she was a big part of my healing after Charlie and I broke up. If it weren’t for my daughter and me recognizing that she needed a mom that was worth a damn, I wouldn’t have picked myself up and worked to move forward as quickly as I did. Sitting in the sadness was never going to get me where I needed and wanted to go. 
 
      The day I realized I had grown as a person and had definitely grown in wisdom was when I gave my daughter some life advice. She texted me, saying she had just broken up with the guy she had been dating and was having a bad day.  
 
    I had two ways I could react to that news. Jump up and down cheering, which I so wanted to do because that kid was so not a good guy, or I could be the supportive, caring, and loving mother she needed. I choose to be her mother. I texted back and said, “The only way through is to put one foot in front of the other until you are on the other side. Yes, it’s hard. Yes, it hurts. But make that hard and hurts worth something. Turn those lessons into wisdom. Take the wisdom gained with you into life, and maybe you can avoid some of the shit I’ve had to face.” 
 
    She replied with a heart and said she loved me. Later that day, when she got home, she hugged me. I held her while she cried. Then, before I released her, I whispered in her ear, “I promise not all lessons learned are hard. Some will be super fun and maybe a touch scandalous if you’re lucky.” 
 
    I have found a flow to life. I’m no longer afraid of emotions, happy or sad. I’ve learned that it’s okay to have a bad day and cry to release the sadness. And I’ve learned it’s okay to have a good day and cry joyfully. 
 
    I acknowledge when I’m off balance and work to ground myself to get back in alignment. I find joy in the small things in life, like having a good cup of coffee while reading a good book. The small things eventually add up and make big things. It's the combination of those experiences that make life worth living.  
 
    Each chapter in life ushers out the old that no longer serves, allowing space for the new to flow in. I know this new chapter I’m in, and my path is getting me closer to where I want to be. I just have to sit back and relax. I can’t control everything, nor do I need to. All I really have to do is enjoy the ride.  
 
    I smile as I lace up my new kicks, grab my phone and AirPods, and head outside. Taking a long walk is no longer about me trying to figure out how I got where I am. Now a long walk is simply about feeling good and getting some exercise. Self-growth! Go me!  
 
    As I step onto the sidewalk, my phone vibrates in my hand. Looking at the screen, I see a text from Steven. 
 
      
 
    Steven: Hey, girl! Just had the best idea! Quick trip to the beach. Been a while since you played tambourine. You in? 
 
      
 
    Me: HELL YES!   
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
  
 
  
   
   
 EPILOGUE  
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “Jamie! Here’s your Venti White Chocolate Mocha. Go get your caffeine fix, girl!” 
 
    “Thanks.” I smile at Julie, the incredibly chipper barista.  I will never know how that woman is always so happy, but good for her. Then, taking a small sip and burning my mouth, I turn around and look at the crazy amount of people between myself and the door. Obviously, I wasn’t the only one needing a fix this morning. “Excuse me. Sorry, it’s really packed in here. Just going to squeeze by you.” 
 
    Finally making it to the door, I reach for the handle just as a cute kid and his mom come rushing in. We laugh, say sorry to one another, and I move to the side to let them pass.   
 
    Since I’m in no hurry to get anywhere in particular, I decide to take in this beautiful October day with a stroll down the sidewalk. The slightest chill is in the air, making it perfect hoodie and coffee weather. The cutest older couple is walking along and holding hands just ahead of me. Older couples holding hands always warms my heart because you know they’ve been through ups and downs in their life together, yet they still love one another enough to hold hands. It gives me hope that no matter what, love is always around. Sometimes you may have to look harder than normal, but never stop looking because it’s always there.  
 
    Three people riding bikes pass by at a good clip.  Taking a drink of my coffee, I silently applaud them. Good for them getting all healthy. After the cyclists pass, I look across the street and stop dead in my tracks. My heart skips a beat as my eyes meet those of someone I never thought I would see again. Standing there looking back at me is Charlie. She raises her hand and gives a small wave.   
 
    Even after all the years that have passed, how is it possible that just seeing her causes my heart to skip and my breath to hitch? So many emotions and memories flow over me. Some of my life's happiest and saddest times are tied up in the woman looking back at me from across the street.  
 
    Even if I wanted to, there was no way I could stop myself from stepping off the sidewalk and heading in her direction. As I slowly make my way to her, my thoughts are racing by at a thousand miles an hour. What in the actual fuck am I doing? This is crazy. Have I lost my mind? God, she looks good. Have I lost my mind? God, she looks good.  
 
    As I continue walking in her direction, all of the racing thoughts disappear as quickly as they come in.  
 
    Coming to a stop in front of Charlie, we stand there silently, smiling at one another in a way that only two people with a very interesting history can. It is so good to see her, and judging by the smile lighting up her face, I get the feeling that she’s thinking the same thing about me.  
 
    I’ve grown and changed so much in the past few years, and I can’t help but wonder if she has too. Guess there’s only one way to find out. Here goes nothing. 
 
    I push my sunglasses on top of my head and reach out to gently squeeze her arm. “Hey, you.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    THE END 
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