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For you, the reader:

May you always listen to your inner voice whenever life

leads you to a crossroad.
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“Love is our essential nutrient. Without it, life has little meaning. It’s the best thing we have to give and the most valuable thing we receive. It’s worthy of all the  hullabaloo.” 

–Cheryl Strayed, Brave Enough
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CHAPTER 1

 

ONE DAY BEFORE

 

CASEY JANE

 

MY LIFE IS ABOUT to be altered in a huge way and I feel powerless to stop it. I love him, I do. I just don’t think I’m in love with him. I haven’t said those words out loud yet; I don’t know if I ever will. I don’t want to break his heart. Tomorrow is our wedding day. We’ve been planning our big day for nearly a year. The outdoor venue, the photographer, the caterers, the colors, the flowers, the seating chart…my head is spinning with all of the time and energy that’s been placed into this day. Funny, how it isn’t until now, that I’ve stopped to think about how I feel. Have I really been one of those girls who’s been wooed by a sparkly diamond ring? It was sure looking that way. What was wrong with me? Maybe it’s normal. Maybe I’m just having pre-wedding jitters. Yeah, that has to be it. Right? 

Every bride finds herself questioning forever, right? I want to say it out loud. I want to tell someone what I’m feeling and thinking. But who? I can’t go to Jordan- my husband-to-be. I don’t want to freak him out. That would just be wrong. There’s no way in the world I’m going to have a heart to heart with his parents. And he’s an only-child, so sibling talks are out of the question. Of course his parents would tell me I’m worrying for nothing and take their sons side anyway. My own parents are a lost cause, too.  My dad is a pediatrician who has made it very clear that work is his priority. My mom works in management for some big corporation and tries to model my dad by putting work first, like it’s some sort of merit badge. In her free time she paints. Beautiful paintings of landscapes. I know that is her real passion. She doesn’t want to put work first, but it’s the pattern she’s fallen into. Thinking about her, I realize how much influence the person you choose to spend the rest of your days with has over your one and only precious life. I gulp, thinking about Jordan again. Is this the life I want? Is it really? Will I be okay? That’s a silly question. I know I’ll be okay. Of course I’ll be okay. But as for the first question, is this the life I want, I don’t know the answer to that. 

I don’t have a best friend. It’s not that I’m a loner. It’s just harder to find good friends when you’re out of school. At least that’s what I’ve been telling myself. We’ve decided to keep it simple with our wedding. We’re not having a Maid of Honor or a Best Man. My Maid of Honor would be my older sister, Trish, if we were having them. We’re not exactly great pals though. It’s not that we don’t get along. We’re just…different. Trish is twenty-nine. We’ve never been close. It’s not the age difference, I’m only five years younger. Trish is what I’ve come to call a free spirit. She does things her own way. She doesn’t follow the crowd, ever. If everyone is lined up for free pizza at Charlie’s, Trish will opt to go to the local pizza joint with no line and pay full price. She calls it shopping local. She’s the person you see on the road with a million bumper stickers on the back of her car. You know those cars, don’t pretend you don’t. Her bumper stickers support co-existence, peace, love not hate, animal rescue adoption and the like. Don’t get me wrong, Trish is a badass. To be honest, I wish I could be more like her. More free. She’s the creative one in our family, the independent one. She lives her life on her own terms. She works as a freelance photographer, for herself. And she’s making it, despite dad’s mutterings of how she’s throwing her life away and living with her head in the clouds. Now that I think about it, she’s what my mom would be if she’d ever grow a backbone. If my mom had married someone who supported who she actually is instead of what he wanted in a spouse, my mom would totally be Trish. Sadly, my mom missed that train a long time ago.

I needed to find Trish. I insisted on not having a bachelorette party. Jordan didn’t want a bachelor party either. He said “I just want to be married to you.” And my reply was a quiet smile without words. He leaned down to kiss me, not noticing my silence. Why couldn’t I say it back? 

Jordan and I have agreed not to see each other until the wedding. The last time I saw him was this morning when I left his bed. He called me Mrs. Wiener and I closed my eyes, gave him a dutiful kiss on the lips, dressed and ran out the door as fast as I could. Jordan’s last name is really Wiener. I’m serious. And this, I omitted to consider during a year of wedding planning? What was wrong with me? Casey Wiener. Mrs. Wiener. The name was worse than his mom’s, and she’d opted to keep her maiden name. I like my current name much better. Casey Jane. Maybe I should keep my maiden name? We hadn’t talked about that. Would Jordan be okay with it? I didn’t want to be a Wiener. I’m a kindergarten teacher for goodness sakes! I can’t have five year-olds calling me Mrs. Wiener. Maybe if I was more like Trish I could be okay with it. Maybe if my car was covered in bumper stickers and I taught yoga I could be called that name. I am literally laughing out loud at myself now. Me, a yoga teacher? When I hear people say Namaste I want to puke. Those people are just trying to prove they are something they’re not. Peaceful. Zen-like. Happy. Oh, who am I kidding? It doesn’t matter what I do for a living or what my car looks like, I hate that name. And I’ve never felt Zen-like in my life. My life is about control and goals. Achievements. I am beginning to think it is more than the name that is getting under my skin. Trish would tell me the truth. We didn’t have to be super close friends to find honesty, we were sisters. She had no problem saying what she thought. That’s just another thing I both admired and hated about her. All of the panic (aka pre-wedding jitters?) had me appreciating my sister, for the first time in my life. What is happening? Am I slowly going insane? 

I am spending the night at my parent’s house tonight. I’d been born and raised here in Oxboro, Ohio. I even went to college here. For some reason, I’d never thought about leaving, until now. Suddenly, I feel ready to explore the world. Seriously, what has gotten into me? 

Jordan’s family has driven in from Flint, Michigan for the big event. Jordan went to Oxboro College, too. That’s how we met. That’s why we stayed here. He’s two years older than me and entered a job right after school. He’s been working I.T. for a big corporation named Buckley Industries for nearly three years now. He works in a cubicle and says he likes it. I think he likes the steadiness of it; the stable pay check every two weeks. We don’t talk about our jobs much with each other. Instead we spend our time together preparing meals in the kitchen, driving up to see his parents or extended family in Michigan or hanging out with mine. Jordan likes to control the money. He calls himself the C.F.O. (chief financial officer) of our relationship. I’ve never minded. We have a joint bank account and he pays the bills from that. We share an apartment in town together, although he still refers to it as his place, which makes me cringe each time. Technically, it was his apartment before I moved in. It still looks that way too. Jordan’s not big on change. Anyway, last year I held a few dollars back from each of my paychecks for a while and saved up enough money to buy front row tickets to the Tim McGraw concert. I was so excited I thought I was going to burst holding onto those tickets. I made sure he kept his calendar clear on the date of the concert. I wanted it to be a surprise. We’d never been much of a spontaneous couple and I thought it would be fun. Everything about it. But at that point I still had no idea what I’d really just purchased. 

 

 

 

 

I WAS JUST TWENTY when we first met. Barely out of my teens.  Jordan was a junior and I a sophomore at Oxboro College. It was a Sunday afternoon in March; one of those trick spring days when the sun was shining and it looked to be warm out, only it wasn’t. I bought a loaf of bread and headed to the duck pond on campus. It was only eleven in the morning, still early and quiet on a college campus. I sat cross-legged by the edge of the pond and tore small chunks of bread and threw them to the ducks. After a few minutes I was surrounded. At least twenty ducks treaded water in front of me, waiting for a snack, while a few dozen more waddled over from elsewhere and surrounded me on the grass. I had plenty of bread for everyone and to my amazement they each waited patiently for their turn. I’d started going to the duck pond when I was a freshman. Actually I’d started going when I was just a kid. My mom would bring me here sometimes to feed the ducks. But in my adult life, I came here alone once I started college. It wasn’t that I missed my childhood. I didn’t. I just liked the quietness. It was always loud and cramped in the dorms. Going to the duck pond gave me a breath of fresh air, no matter what was going on in my life. I wished I’d had five loaves of bread with me that day. I felt terrible when I ran out and the ducks stayed surrounding me on all sides, wishing for more. It had been a long winter and I knew they were hungry. I sat in the center of the ducks, lingering for a bit longer. It was Sunday, I was in college and I had nothing at all to do. Nowhere to be. Eventually the ducks began to part, realizing I had nothing more to feed them, waddling away to their respective corners of the park, I took that as my cue to leave. As I stood and turned to walk away, I wadded up the plastic bread bag and shoved it into my coat pocket. As I did this, I slipped and fell. Yes, I fell on duck feces. Crap. Murphy’s Law kicked into high gear when I looked up, lying face first on the hard ground, my shoe smeared with feces. I looked right into his eyes. Jordan was running on the sidewalk that sat just a few feet away from where I found myself splattered on the ground. He jumped off the sidewalk path and ran through the park while pressing his lips together. As he kneeled beside me, our eyes met. It was obvious he was trying not to laugh. I admit, I would have laughed, too. But I wasn’t laughing now. Instead I was literally covered in crap. He was polite. He reached his hand toward me, offering to help me stand up. I felt my face grow flush as I reached my hand up to meet his.  

“Are you okay?” He tried to suppress a smile again.

I nodded, forcing my eyes to the ground, away from his. I brushed my shoe up against the hard ground, trying to wipe away the debris that caused me to slip. After several attempts, I realized it was stuck. It wasn’t coming off of my shoes until I got home and threw them in the trash. “You can laugh now.” I muttered, raising my eyes to meet his. His eyes were dark brown, almost black. His cheeks were red from running. 

“Ah, it happens to the best of us.” He chuckled, patting my back as we walked away from the pond and toward the safety of the solid, clean sidewalk. 

“Crap?” This time I laughed as I stuck my foot in the air and pointed to my ruined shoe.

He nodded. “Yeah. Crap happens.” As we reached the sidewalk, he turn to face me and we stopped walking. “Do you go to Oxboro?”

 I nodded. “You?”

He nodded back. “Do you have any plans tonight?” He looked away shyly. 

I started to shake my head, but then thought better of it. “Not feeding the ducks.” I joked. “I don’t even know your name?”

“Jordan.” That grin again. 

“I’m Casey.” I shrugged. Had I really just met a guy by falling in crap?

We stood in awkward silence for a moment. I fiddled with the plastic bread bag in my coat pocket and he pretended to tie his running shoe. I watched him, he was really just retying a perfectly tied shoe. 

“So…” He drew out the ooo. “Tonight?”

“I’m free.” Yes. I’d just met a guy after falling in crap. Romantic. But actually, it kind of was.

Jordan stood from retying his shoes; I continued moving my right hand around the plastic bread bag in my pocket. “Cool. Let’s meet up at Pete’s, say eight o’clock?”

“Pete’s it is.” Pete’s was a pizza and beer place on campus. If you hadn’t been to Pete’s, you couldn’t call yourself an Oxboro College student. It was one of those unspoken rules. 

We smiled at each other like fools. I’d forgotten everything else at that moment. He was cute and he wanted to go out with me. He’d already seen me in a vulnerable moment- when I’d fallen. At least I wouldn’t have crap on my shoes when we met later that night. We stared at each other for a few moments longer. We were the only humans in the vicinity. I could hear the ducks squawking in the background, searching for leftover crumbs from the bread I’d fed them. Jordan reached out to touch my arm before he turned away, heading back to his run. 

“See you tonight, Casey.” He turned to run, allowing us each to return to our separate inner worlds, only this time we were changed. It’s funny how a single moment can change your life, I think. I walked in the same direction that he ran. As I allowed my head to pull me into a cloud of bliss, the makings of a crush, I saw it all happen. Jordan tripped on a crack in the sidewalk and fell to the unforgiving cement. He stood up quickly, surely knowing I was watching from behind. I saw his running pants. They had a hole in the left knee that hadn’t been there before. I saw tracings of blood in the same area. I jogged forward to meet up with him. My hands reached my cheeks, my mouth sported a perfect O. “Are…are you okay?” I asked, winded from the short sprint. 

Jordan stood with a sheepish smile plastered on his face. “Crap happens.” He spat and I couldn’t help but laugh. 

I nodded. “It sure does.” We stared at each other in an awkward silence for a few moments longer. Neither of us knew what to say next. “At least yours wasn’t literal.” I said, for no other reason than to fill the silence. 

When we met up at Pete’s later that night we found ourselves playing a surface version of twenty-questions. Do you have any siblings?

Me: “Yes, an older sister.”

Him: “No. Only child.”

What are you studying?

Me: “Education. I plan on being a teacher, although I’m not sure that’s what I want to do forever.”

Him: “Computer Science.”

Where is your hometown?

Me: “Here. Good old Oxboro.”

Him: “Up north. Flint, Michican.”

Who’s your favorite musician?

Me: “Anything that’s not country.”

Him: “Hands down, Tim McGraw. Best. Singer. Of. All. Time.” He smiles sheepishly. 

Okay. Awkward. I hurry to correct myself as I feel my nose crinkle. “Well…uh, some country is okay.” I stumble on my words. It’s obviously a lie.

He pretends to believe me.

We both realize the last question was too deep for a first date. He poses the next question, something easy.

Favorite color? 

Me: “Yellow. It’s bright, cheerful and hopeful- all at the same time.”

Him: “Blue”. He moves his eyes to my shirt. It’s blue. He’s clever. 

The questions went on like this throughout the night as we stuffed ourselves with greasy slices of pizza and bottles of beer. Neither of us dared to ask the real questions. Do you want a relationship with me? Does this – whatever’s happening between us right now- actually have a shot at working out? No one asks that on a first date even though it’s what both people really want to know. It would make whoever was doing the asking look insane. Instead we stared into each other’s eyes, filled our stomachs, exchanged nonsense information and refused to think about what might happen next. We both pretended a relationship was the furthest thing from our minds. Have you ever watched two cats at play? One will swat the other. The other responds with a playful smack back. Their tails twitch. They both want to play; but inevitably, they both pretend to be disinterested, looking in opposite directions, pretending to focus on other things. But all the while, their tails keep twitching, their ears are back. They play without playing for a while before one gets brave enough to actually make a move and pounce on the other. Then it’s all out physical play. It might sound weird, but that’s what this moment felt like for me, with Jordan. Cat’s play. We were pretending we both didn’t want more. Playing it cool. But I knew he wanted more, I could feel it. As for me, it felt good to be somebody’s something for once. I wanted to keep that feeling for as long as I could. 

 

 

 

 

LAST YEAR, THREE YEARS after we met, I held a few dollars from each of my paychecks for a while and saved up enough money to buy front row tickets to the Tim McGraw concert. Front row! I’d never been front row at any concert. I was so excited to see Jordan’s expression when I told him. I thought I was going to burst. Holding onto those tickets, for me, was like holding onto a ball of fire. I could barely take it. I made sure Jordan kept his calendar clear on the date of the concert. I wanted it to be a surprise. We’d never been much of a spontaneous couple and I thought it would be fun. Different. I’d purchased concert tickets. But I had no idea what I’d really purchased.

It should have been a huge sign. Like a big fat flag waving in front of my face. END IT NOW! But for some reason, I wasn’t listening. For some reason I overlooked instances like this one  because, the truth is I don’t know. Well, maybe I do. Maybe I overlooked the growing number of incidents like this one because it was comfortably uncomfortable. It was familiar. It was my normal. There. I said it. I admitted it. 

Great timing Casey. The day before your wedding and you admit to yourself that you’re okay with comfortably uncomfortable. You’re okay with settling. Great. Now smile pretty and have a beautiful wedding!

It was a Saturday morning. We were able to sleep in. A day off work. Unlike my work obsessed parents, I loved days off. Realizing this now, and thinking about Trish’s life, I almost laughed out loud. We were nothing like our parents. They must hate that. I loved sleeping in. I loved the quiet. I spent my weekdays surrounded by noisy five year-olds. Silence was my best friend. Sometimes I wondered how I would balance the two when it came time to have kids of my own; work and family. A classroom full of kids Monday through Friday and my own kids twenty-four seven, every day of the year. Could I handle it? I always pushed the thought away as quickly as it came. Maybe I wouldn’t be teaching by the time I had kids of my own. Maybe I’d move on to something I felt more passionate about by that time. I hoped. Teaching was fine. I didn’t hate it. But it wasn’t my passion. I didn’t know what was, but I hoped one day I would stumble upon it. For now, I was grateful for the steady paycheck and for weekends and vacation days. I especially loved summers. 

Jordan, on the other hand, has always been an early riser. On the weekends I’d find myself waking up to half of an empty bed with the familiar scent of Cool Water for Men hanging on the sheets, the cologne I loved so much. The weekend sleeping-in versus early riser debate started out as playful banter. But it grew as the years marched on. It grew to full out arguments. Jordan didn’t understand why I would want to waste the day sleeping in. I didn’t understand why he insisted on getting up so early if we had the day off from our jobs. Nothing ever changed. No one ever won. It was just a reoccurring argument we had, most weekends. 

But I digress. I’d heard Jordan crawl out of bed at the obnoxious hour of five-thirty in the morning. I turned over, hugging my pillow, allowing myself to fall back asleep. When I woke around ten-ish, I skipped the whole why do you have to get up so early banter and bounced out to the living room, a smile plastered across my face. I held the concert tickets behind my back and bounced from one leg to the other. Jordan was sitting on the couch tinkering with two different computers. Computer parts were scattered across the couch on either side of him, and spilled onto the living room floor. The television set as playing in the background, although it was clear he wasn’t watching. It was on to keep him company, because I’d been sleeping. He’d told me that more than once. He’d said if I insisted on sleeping in, he would become a television junkie because he needed someone to spend time with him. I always laughed when he said that, but the truth was it felt like a knife cutting at my insides each time. Was it really so bad to sleep in on the weekends? Was it enough to ruin a relationship? Sometimes it felt like it. 

It smelled like bacon. That’s another thing he did when I slept in. He microwaved bacon. He knew I hated the smell. But if I ever brought it up, he’d tell me he was hungry and didn’t know how to make any other breakfast foods. 

I ignored the mess of computer parts. I ignored the television set that played too loud, in his words, to keep him company while I lazily slept-in on my day off. I ignored the stench of microwaved bacon, although it made me feel like I was going to hurl. I flipped the switch on the wall to set the ceiling fan in motion. I needed a little help in pushing aside the smell of dead meat. 

I cleared my throat, trying to rise above all of the distractions, trying to earn his attention. It didn’t work. He stayed focused on his computer parts. Sometimes they seemed to be more exciting to him than I was now. “Morning!” I made my voice sound cheerful and airy. I positioned myself in front of him, careful not to trip on any of his scattered computer parts. 

“Don’t step there!” He wailed, refusing to look up from his work. 

“S---Sorry.” I was always quick to apologize.

I moved my bare feet to a different area, one that provided a larger clearing, but set me further away from where Jordan sat consumed by something other than me on the couch.

“Finally decided to wake up?” He muttered, still focused on his parts. 

I shifted my weight from one foot to the other. “Let’s not do this.” I whispered. 

I’m greeted with silence.

“What? Do What?” His tempter went from zero to one-hundred just like that. It always did. 

I debated on my reply, knowing how sensitive he is. “Fight. Let’s not fight or argue or be mean to each other.” I paused, trying to hold back tears. He hates it when I cry. I don’t know when the anger started. It must have been the same time I started crying. I can’t place my finger on exactly when that was. It was reality now. It hadn’t always been that way. He wasn’t angry during our first year together. The next year we started playfully bantering back and forth, but nothing like this. Now his – our – apartment walls were filled with nothing but negative energy. 

Jordan threw a keyboard to the ground and I watched as the A and the P keys popped off and hid themselves amongst the mess on the floor. “We’re not fighting Casey.” 

His eyes finally rose to meet mine. His dark eyes were still. At one time I’d seen a light in those same eyes. I wondered where it had gone. How could it just disappear? Was it possible to get it back? With me? It was possible my own eyes looked back at him with the same blank look. Dull. Bored. I didn’t know. I couldn’t see my eyes when they looked at his. But if his eyes were a reflection of mine, what were we doing?

“Okay.” I threw it out there. A single word to break the silence between our tired eyes. I wasn’t sarcastic. But I wasn’t peppy either. How could I be? I stood for a few minutes longer, shifting my weight from one leg to the other, hoping he would say something. Anything. Preferably nice. 

Nothing.

“Guess what-?” I forced a smile and squeezed the two tickets in my hands behind my back. 

“I’m going to-“ We spoke our words at the same time. Why does that always happen in awkward silences? Both people sit there, waiting for something, anything and then suddenly they both spat words at the same time. Only with us, there was no polite follow up with the “you go”, “no, you go”.

We both went silent, again.

The ceiling fan only seemed to be waving the smell of microwaved bacon in my face instead of pushing it out of the room. “Sorry, babe. I just wanted to tell you, we have plans tonight!”

I don’t know why I expected him to transform into the Jordan that I met three years earlier. I nearly laughed out loud as I realized I was hoping we would be the couple we were during that first year, the year of lust and bliss and lots of touching. Why would I think two front row concert tickets would change that? I am a fool. A total fool. 

He stared at me. He didn’t smile. He didn’t stand. He didn’t seem intrigued. Instead, he seemed annoyed. He raised his dark eyebrows, wanting me to go on, without having to ask me with his words.

I continue as prompted, still keeping a smile on my face. I can feel the tears welling behind my eyes. My eyes must be growing blood shot from trying to hold back the flood. But I keep going. He’ll be excited. He’ll smile. He’ll be happy. We’ll be happy. We’ll be okay. We’re always okay. We’ve been together three years, it will be okay. “Okay,” I say a single word to adjust myself, for what I don’t know. The possibility of happiness? “I scored us – you and me- front row tickets to the Tim McGraw concert tonight!” I show all of my perfectly straight white teeth and remind myself that I still need to brush them. My eyebrows rise, hoping that his will too. Hoping that tickets will repair us.

“Perfect.” He spat without an ounce of enthusiasm. 

Perfect, he’s happy? Or perfect, he’s pissed? 

“Casey, next time you want to buy something, ask me. Especially something big. I handle the money. Not you.” His words are charged by anger. I watch as he scratches behind his ear. 

Before he can continue I cut him off. I know he hates when I do that, but I hate the smell of bacon that only seems to be growing stronger in his – our – apartment living room. So we’re even, right? “I know. I just wanted to surprise you. I wanted to do something fun, together. Be a couple.” My words are merely a whisper as they exit my mouth. I’m trying my best to hold back tears, tears that are pushing hard against the thick flood wall I’ve built. 

“How did you know if we had enough money in the account? Why didn’t you ask?” He demanded.

I blinked. “I- I saved it over time. I didn’t take it from the bank account Jordan.”

That seems to settle him a bit. It’s still far from the reaction I’d hoped for. 

“I guess we should use them then.” He moves his eyes back to his computer parts, scanning the ground as if to count and see if they’re all still there. Does he really think I would steal one of his precious computer parts?

I turn to walk back toward the bedroom, to get dressed and brush my teeth. To escape the stench of microwaved bacon. I am careful not to trip on any of the computer parts that litter the floor. I still half expect Jordan to say thank you as I’m walking away. He doesn’t and so I mutter “You’re welcome. Happy Anniversary honey.” My voice is so soft I’m not sure he hears me. 

 

 

 

 

I OPEN THE FRONT door to leave in search of my big sister. Luckily I don’t have to go far. She is standing on the opposite side of the door and greets me, her wide smile illuminated beneath the glow of the porch light. It’s August and the mosquitos are relentless. I swat one away from the top of my arm and Trish follows me back inside. It’s nearly ten in the evening. Thirteen hours away from the time I’ll walk down the aisle and say I do to Jordan Wiener. I try to force the thought from my head. I want to squash it like an annoying gnat. But I don’t know how. It’s real. It’s happening. Our wedding is in the morning. 

My day spent separate from Jordan has been filled with fret, worry and a sophisticated lunch with my parents where they said things like, “We’re so proud of you” and I wondered, for what? For finding someone to marry me? Is that really something to be proud of? During lunch, my dad reminded me multiple times, that he had taken today and tomorrow off from work, hinting that I should be extra appreciative of his presence. He never took time off; no sick days, no vacation days. To him, work was all he needed for happiness. I knew that loud and clear, but he was sure to remind me anyway. My parents later met up with Barb and Jim – Jordan’s parents – for dinner. I had been grateful to be left on my own. But that’s when my mind exploded with worry; in the stillness. I’d never been so happy to see Trish. 

We didn’t bother to hug when she walked in. We weren’t that kind of family and the two of us had never been very close. I didn’t even ask her why she was coming to mom and dad’s so late at night. I didn’t care. I just wanted my big sister. I needed to talk.

Trish plopped down on the chocolate leather couch and I followed suit, leaving one blank cushion between us. She reached into her oversized purse and pulled out a can of beer, opening it with a pop of satisfaction. “So, my little sis is tying the knot!” She leaned her head back, filling her mouth with beer before allowing her face to reappear as she set the can down on the coffee table. 

I nodded and gulped at the same time, my eyes still on hers. I wanted her to see my pain. I wanted her to tell me that it was normal to feel this way the night before your wedding. Not that she’d know. But I wanted to hear it from her anyway.

“Looks like we’ll have something in common ‘lil sis.” Trish pretended to pick at her nails as she winked at me.

“What’s that?”

“This whole marriage thing.”

I sat up straighter, and crossed my legs in front of me. Was Trish married? My eyes darted to her left hand and I spotted a simple silver ring hugging her finger. “Trish Jane is a married woman? I never thought I’d see the day!” It felt nice to not think about my own debacle for a moment. 

“Yeah, yeah. I know. But Eddie and I have been together for ten years, we figured it was time. I can’t picture myself wanting to ever be with anyone else. Eddie’s the one!” She took another sip of beer. 

“Do mom and dad know?”

She shook her head. “This is your big day. I’ll tell them later. No rush here. We eloped, didn’t want a fuss. We couldn’t care less about having a wedding or a party or anything. We just did it for us. No need for a production.” Trish cleared her throat and averted her eyes from mine. “I didn’t mean…” She bit the side of her lip, stopping herself from going any further. “Sorry.” She muttered through clenched teeth.

I shrugged. “Well, congratulations Trish Hampson”. I meant it, I knew she was genuinely happy. 

“No. Still Trish Jane. He took my last name. Trish and Eddie Jane.”

I couldn’t help but laugh. I’d never heard of a guy taking the girls last name. Leave it to Trish to defy traditional rules. “I love it!” Trish was exactly who she wanted to be and until now, I’d never outwardly admired her for that. I’d always chalked her up to being weird, different, artsy. I was suddenly seeing her in an entirely different light. A light I wanted to stand in myself. But she’d taken such a different path than me. She was the free spirit, follow your heart, be kind to all living things girl. I was the planner, the goal setter, the mosquito killer. 

Here I was, worried about my parents expectations, Jordan’s expectations, his parents, our wedding guests- and Trish had not only kept her last name and shared it with Eddie, she’s eloped and been married without a long stressful year of planning, without the drama, without wondering if she was making the biggest mistake of her life. She married without telling a soul, because she knew in her heart it’s exactly what she wanted. That’s what I wanted. To know it’s exactly what I want. But I don’t know that. Not right now. Right now I feel like I am going to puke. I want to spend more time talking about Trish’s marriage, but she has nothing more to say on the topic. I guess happy people don’t have a need for gossip. They aren’t trying to find a way to make themselves feel better. They’re just being content, happy. And there is absolutely nothing wrong with that. It’s not that her life had been any easier. In fact, my guess is that the path she’d carved for herself has been a lot harder. But the reward was so much greater. The reward was true love. The reward was happiness. You just had to be bold to get there. Trish was.

After a few moments of silence, Trish pulls another can of beer from her bag and slides it down the marble coffee table. I stretch out my hand to catch it. “Thanks.” I sigh. “So, what advice can you give me on marriage? Has anything changed for you? Is your relationship better because of it?” I already knew the answers. Nothing changes. It is what it is. Listen to your gut, Casey. But I was dying for reprieve. I wanted Trish to tell me I didn’t have to marry Jordan. I wanted her to swoop in and save me. Call the wedding off for me. Tell me I deserve better. Anything to stop the train wreck from happening. 

She blinked. “For us, it hasn’t changed anything. We’re still Eddie and Trish. I wouldn’t want it any other way.” Leaning back into the soft leather of the couch, she finished off her beer. “My advice, if I were you, I’d be sure to keep my last name like I did. Jordan’s last name is-.”

“Wiener. I know.” I spoke before she could finish. 

The house smelled like apple cinnamon potpourri. Mom kept that stuff in little glass dishes in every room throughout the house. 

“Honestly though, it doesn’t matter what your last name is. Just make sure you’re happy. You love him, right?” She leaned forward, waiting for my answer. She was, of course, anticipating a quick yes. 

I sat wide-eyed, silently wondering if I should give her the answer she expected or the answer I felt. Instead of speaking, I shrug. I feel the tears building up behind my eyes, begging to come out and fall to my cheeks, to make a display of themselves. “Trish…” I can’t do it. If I say it out loud it will be real. Then what? 

Her mouth forms a perfect O. She already knows my answer. She knows it isn’t yes even though I haven’t said anything out loud yet. So I just say it.

“IthinkI’mmakingabigmistake.” I blurted it out so quickly that my words jumbled together as one. My stomach clenches. The tears spill from my eyes. I said it. It’s out there. It’s real. Now what?

Trish stands and takes a step toward me, leaning down to hug me. We don’t say anything else. We just hug, like the sisters we’ve never been until now. She doesn’t tell me it’s going to be okay, because that’s not up to her.  Instead she holds me as I sob. A while later, she is still holding me and I am still trembling from saying my words out loud. “Yesa…” she whispers. Yesa is what she called me when we were kids. It’s my name spelled backwards, dropping the c. She hasn’t called me that since I was eight. It’s as comforting as the hug. That one made up word covers me like a warm blanket. “You have a decision to make.” She finishes her murmur. And at those words, I feel my body tense again.

A moment later the front door opens into the living room where we are hugging and I am crying. It is our parents. Mom is dangling the car keys from one hand and holding onto a foil swan of leftovers in the other. Dad stands behind her with an ever present stern look on his face as he closes the door. Both parents turn to squint in our direction, as if they can’t make sense of their two daughters hugging. “How sweet!” Mom breaks in. “Let me grab the camera. This will make a great photo for the wedding album.” She hurries off to find the camera. 

Dad looks at us and shakes his head. “Trish, maybe you’ll follow in your sister’s footsteps one day. Make something of yourself.” He nods and walks away as if he’s given a helpful piece of advice. 
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CHAPTER 2

 

THE BIG DAY

 

JUST CASEY

 

I HATE THE SOUND OF a beeping alarm clock. I set mine to play the radio instead. When I wake up on my wedding day, the day I will become Casey Wiener, I hear Tim McGraw’s voice singing It’s Your Love. I think I might be sick. What if I have the flu? Will the wedding be postponed? Can you do that? I throw the covers from my body and sprint to the bathroom that adjoins to the bedroom. I flip open the toilet lid and kneel on the ground just in time. I am sick. I’m really sick. I almost laugh out loud at the revelation. I can’t get married when I am sick!

Tim McGraw starts singing to me again. This time I am too far away to turn him off on the alarm clock. I am hanging over the toilet as his voice takes me back to the day I said “yes, I’ll marry you” to Jordan. It was the night of the Tim McGraw concert. The one where I surprised Jordan with front row tickets on our anniversary. Although he seemed less than pleased with me for buying the tickets behind his back – because, as he reminded me, he is the C.F.O. of our relationship- he acted completely different once we arrived at the concert.

We didn’t talk on the car ride to the concert. Not a word. But when we handed over our tickets and followed the usher to our front row seats, suddenly Jordan grabbed my hand. He held it off and on throughout the night and for a while I thought it might have really worked. I thought buying the tickets would restore some of the magic in our relationship. Maybe it was working. Maybe.

At the end of the night, just as Tim McGraw walked off stage and the crowd erupted in applause, Jordan got down on his knee and handed me a ring. I couldn’t hear him over the crowd, but I knew what he was asking. I nodded my head and he placed the ring on my finger and stood to kiss me. I convinced myself in that moment that the concert tickets had worked. I hadn’t planned on him asking me to marry him, but I’d hoped we would be happier. This felt happier. This felt good. The bottom of my gut churned, but I chalked it up to excitement. I was engaged!

“She said yes!” Jordan shouted above the crowd, although only two nearby ushers heard, following up with a polite congratulations to us. And in that moment, I felt like somebody’s something, despite my burning gut.

I spent most of that year- this past year – planning the wedding. I spent the year being engaged – which meant somehow feeling like I’d finally made it. But made it to where, I had no idea. I felt like I fit in. I was now part of an elite cult in society. I was accepted. I was admired. People wanted to see my sparkling diamond ring. They wanted to hear the story of how Jordan proposed. They wanted to know where we were having the wedding- indoors or outdoors? When? Big or small? Who was our caterer? Our photographer? Questions swarmed around me like honey bees to the hive.  I didn’t have time to think about how I felt. Instead, I let myself get caught up in the wave of attention. If this many people were giddy about my engagement, how could it be wrong? 

Trish’s guest bedroom shares the same bathroom with mine. It’s one of those narrow bathrooms that have a door on each side, a Jack-and-Jill bathroom. Or in our case a Jill-and-Jill bathroom. The sound of Tim McGraw’s voice only seems to keep growing louder. I brace myself, hands curled around each side of the toilet. Another round is coming, yet I feel a hint of a smile spread across my face. I bend forward, pressing my head into the toilet again. The bathroom door, the one that leads to Trish’s room, opens and I hear her bare feet pad toward me. 

She stands behind me and takes my wavy blond hair in her hands, holding it away from my face. “Are you-“ She stops as I finish.

I raise my head from the toilet and Trish hands me a towel to wipe my face. Once I am clean, she lets my hair loose again and sits on the cold tile next to me. She is wearing an oversized t-shirt, I’m sure it’s Eddie’s. It’s white with black letters and says, “LAST CLEAN T-SHIRT”. She wraps her arm around me, it’s warm and I rest my head on her shoulder. After a minute or so, Trish stands and says she’ll be right back. She comes back and tosses me something. I catch it in my hands. At first I think it’s a Tampon and I’m confused. But it’s not a Tampon. It’s a pregnancy test. I don’t ask why she has it. I stare at it instead. I’m not pregnant. I’m sick. I’m sick on my wedding day and I need to postpone. 

“Trust me. Take it.” She turns to leave the room and tells me to come and sit on her bed after I pee on the stick. We will wait together.

I pee on the stick and leave it to sit on the bathroom sink. Trish and I sit on the edge of her bed, dangling our feet over the edge like children. I can’t be pregnant. I can’t be pregnant. I can’t be pregnant. 

I’m just sick. I have the flu. I know it. 

We sit in silence while we wait. It seems like an eternity. I don’t know if I can go through with my wedding and now I’m taking a pregnancy test? What kind of cruel joke is this? I feel my forehead crinkle. I tilt my head back and take in the strong scent of apple cinnamon potpourri. I feel my stomach churn again and I will myself not to get sick again. 

Eventually the timer from Trish’s watch sounds and we stand from the bed at the same time. She grabs my hand. “Whatever happens, we’ll figure it out.” I don’t know why she’s being so nice to me. We’ve never been that close, but ever since last night things have changed. Ever since I said how I really felt out loud, ever since I stopped hiding behind the curtain of perfect, Trish and I feel like we’re really sisters. And we are. It’s nice. Despite all of the pre-wedding jitters, I’m glad to get to know my sister, even if it is only for a few days. Then, we’ll go back to our real lives. Our opposite lives. 

“Do you want me to look at it with you?” Trish hums. 

I shake my head. I need to do this on my own.

“I’ll be here.” Trish plops back down on the bed and I walk away, slowly taking steps toward the bathroom.

I walk through the doorway and peer at the test. I can’t see the result. I squint my eyes. I can’t be pregnant. I take a step closer and allow my eyes to close as I reach for the pregnancy test. I feel the hard narrow plastic in my hand and pull it toward me. My eyes open and I blink. I see two pink lines. One is dark, the other is lighter, but still there. There are two lines. Two lines means I’m pregnant. I’m not pregnant. This can’t be happening. 

I stare at the test for another minute, convincing myself that I am reading it wrong. But it’s simple, really. One line equals not pregnant. Two lines equals pregnant. I see two lines.

“Trish?” my voice doesn’t sound like my own. I feel my knees bend and I fall to the toilet, I can’t stand. 

I hold out the test to show her when she steps onto the tile. 

Trish’s eyes widen. “You’re pregnant.” There. It’s been said out loud. It’s real even though I don’t want it to be. I’m powerless to stop it. “You should…” her voice trailed. Clearing her throat, she continues, “You should make an appointment to have a blood test, to confirm. Sometimes-“

I hold my hand up to stop her. I don’t want to hear anymore. My fate is sealed. Trish promises not to tell. For now, it is our secret. I am going to be somebody to two people. Jordan’s and our baby’s. 

 

 

 

 

HER NAME IS WORSE than what mine is about to turn in to. She kept her maiden name of Dahl. And she introduces herself by her first name, middle initial and last name to everyone she meets. I’ve come to the conclusion that she loves the shock factor. Barb E. Dahl. Yes, that’s her real name. I suppose Barb E. Wiener would have been just as…troubling. But she’d chosen to stay with the name her parents gave her at birth. It was just as well. She’d had enough plastic surgery to nearly turn her into a human Barbie doll anyway. And she wasn’t shy to share the news of her latest procedure, either. Her hair was bleached blond and she told me once that she wore extensions. Her eyebrows arched nice and tall, making her always look surprised. Her forehead didn’t have a single wrinkle. Her lips were overly plump and beet red. Of course Barb E. Dahl had had a boob job, while the rest of her body remained skinny and always tan, even during the winter months. I’d never seen her without makeup and wondered if maybe she’d had that permanently tattooed onto her face, too. Anything was possible.

Our wedding is outdoors. And now it’s an hour away. Sixty-minutes until I walk down the aisle and say I do. It feels like time is moving at the speed of light. I’m trying not to feel the immensity of it all. Instead I focus on tiny details. Like stepping into my dress, one leg at a time. I stare at the microscopic white sequins that cover the chest area. My dress is simple. It’s white. It’s long and fitting. It has small spaghetti straps. The top is covered in glittery sequins. Below my chest, the dress is smooth, silk. My dress doesn’t have a train and I’m not wearing a veil. If it were up to me, I’d be wearing a short red dress. I know, it’s not a normal wedding dress- short, and red. But I saw the dress in a store during the past year and it caught my eye. Of course it wasn’t in the wedding dress section, I just thought it would be neat to do something different. Why look like all of the other brides? I admit, wanting the red dress was out of character for me. I lived my life in search of practicality, stability and sensibility. A red dress didn’t exactly scream those things. I don’t know what it was. All I can say is that the moment I saw the red dress hanging in the store, I wanted it. I was shopping alone that day and I stopped to try on the dress. Of course it fit perfectly, making it that much harder to hang it back up and walk away. Jordan wouldn’t go for a red dress. He was all about tradition. I never said a word about the dress to him. Instead, he came with me to try on real dresses and he’d picked this one. And so I was wearing it now. For him. 

Studying the tiny sequins on my chest wasn’t helping. Where was Trish? She said she would be right back! I needed someone to distract me. My mom had been in the room to add a bit of baby’s breath to my hair. She told me I looked beautiful, although I hadn’t slipped on the dress at that time. She told me again how proud she and my dad were of me. And then she told me I couldn’t have found a better man. Couldn’t I have? Was Jordan the best guy for me? How would my mom actually know that? Instead of hugging me, she kissed my forehead, leaving a stain of pink lip stick on my skin. The whole time she’d been talking to me and telling me what she thought of my soon to be marriage, she never once stopped to ask me how I felt. Never once. Not in the past year and not today. Trish was the only one who knew the truth.

I walked to the full length mirror to study my reflection. My lashes were layered with black mascara. My blond hair was curled and pulled half back into a small twist with a few baby’s breath added in. My lips were red with Revlon lip stick. My eye liner was perfectly in place, no smudges. But my eyes. Oh, my eyes. They lacked sparkle and there wasn’t a product that could fix that. 

“You look beautiful darling.” I stop looking at my sad eyes and use the mirror to look behind me at Barb, Jordan’s mom. She is wearing a long fitted blue gown, a small matching clutch at her side. Her makeup is flawless, as usual and for a moment I think about asking her how to fix my eyes. But I know better and she wouldn’t appreciate my asking, especially not now, just before I am about to marry her only child. 

I smile in the mirror, still holding my eyes on Barb as she approaches and places her perfectly manicured hands on my shoulders. “Are you nervous?”

I know she isn’t really asking, she’s just filling the space with words and smiles because that is what parents are expected to do on this day. “A little.” I say quietly when what I really want to say is, I’m not sure Jordan’s the one. I want to postpone the wedding. But I’m pregnant. I’m terrified. What if he’s not the one I’m supposed to be with? What if we’re not soul mates? What if I’m not the best one for him? What if he’s not the best one for me? 

“I was nervous when I married Jim. Every bride goes through this.” She tries to reassure me as she presses lightly down on my shoulders. I know she means well, but it’s not helping. I’m not sure anything or anyone can at this point. “If you weren’t nervous, then I’d be worried.” She tries again to comfort me, but it doesn’t work. 

“Thanks Barb.” I force a smile. We’re still looking at each other through the mirror. 

She lifts her hands from my shoulders, feeling she has done her duty. She turns to leave but stops to clear her throat. I see her face turn to look at the back of my head and then again at my reflection in the mirror that stands in front of us. “Jordan’s a lucky man. And we’re thrilled to have you in our family. We couldn’t have wished for a better daughter-in-law.” She dabs her cheek with a handkerchief, although her expression never changes. She always looks surprised. 

I can’t will myself to say it all back to her; the niceties. I can’t tell her that I feel like the luckiest girl in the world, because I don’t. I feel like I’m going to vomit. I feel like I might be making a huge mistake and I don’t think this can be chalked up to normal pre-wedding jitters. Where is Trish? She should be back by now. I glance at the clock. Twenty-five minutes until I walk down the aisle. Twenty-five minutes to change my mind. Or is that even an option anymore?

 

 

 

 

TRISH COMES RUNNING in, breathless, all of five minutes before I have to walk out the door and onto the lawn. She’s pulling up the straps on her dress. Her hair is disheveled, her lipstick a bit smeared. Eddie is waiting just outside of the door for her. He arrived this morning and now I know where Trish was all this time. Eddie and Trish had been together ten years and they were still making out like a couple in phase one of a relationship. The phase where you can’t take your hands off each other, ever and you can’t stop smiling. You’re high on love. They’re high on love after a decade. I know instantly that Jordan and I will never be like that. We’re not like that now. 

She runs toward me and hugs me. “We – I lost track of time. Sorry! How are you?” She squeezes me tight and then uses her arms to push away from me and study my face. “Oh my gosh, you’re not okay. Are you okay? What can I do?” Her words are rushed together, panicked.

I shake my head without words. I can’t cry. I don’t want to mess up my makeup; they’ll be no time to fix it now. I glance at the clock. Four minutes until I have to walk onto the lawn.

We hired a live band to play and I hear the sounds of music echoing from outside of the door where I stand. I clench my gut. It feels like I’ve been kicked, hard. I want to double over, but I can’t. My dress is too tight, too restricting. Why did I get this dress? My shoes are killing my feet. I hate wearing high-heels and my toes are being pinched. My face feels hot. I feel tiny beads of sweat begin to form on my forehead and on my nape. Trish calls for Eddie to join us in the room and the two of them begin fanning me with their hands. The wave of air feels nice, but not nice enough to allow me to escape what I am about to face. Someone cracks the door, letting a flood of daylight in and shouts, “three minutes!” I think it’s Barb, but I can’t be sure. My head is spinning. I’m seeing black dots. I need a glass of water. I need to sit down. But I can’t sit in this dress. Words of praise echo in my head. Words from Jordan’s parents, my parents, my co-workers. Everyone says they’re so happy for us. Everyone says we make a great couple. You two are so cute together. You’re one of the couples who will make it for the long haul. You’ll make such cute babies! It’s so nice to see two young people find love. Why can’t any of them see what I do? Am I losing my mind? Am I delusional? 

Eddie brings me a glass of water and I lean into Trish’s arms. She is supporting most of my weight. Somehow my shoes are off. It feels good to allow my feet to breath, even if it’s only for a minute. The black dots I’ve been seeing begin to fade and I am thankful. I don’t want to pass out. I can do this. I’ll be okay. I’m a big girl. I’m just nervous, that’s all. Everyone’s nervous on their wedding day, that’s what Barb said. But then I look at Trish as she strokes her hand through my damp hair. She wasn’t nervous on her wedding day. No one ever tells her they’re proud of her or that she and Eddie are such a great couple. People don’t understand them because they do things differently, but maybe they’re onto something. Maybe they’re the ones who are actually doing it right. Maybe the world has it backwards. Maybe the more praise you receive, the more trouble you’re about to get yourself in. Why am I letting other people tell me what my relationship is or isn’t, anyway? They don’t live my day to day life. They don’t see the way Jordan talks to me in his- our – apartment. They don’t know that he loves his work more than he loves me. They only see what they want to see. They only see smiles plastered on our faces when we’re out in public. They see our happy parents. They don’t look any deeper because they don’t care to. They have their own relationship issues. They have their own lives. They want to believe in happy endings. But a wedding is not an ending; it’s a huge new beginning. It isn’t boy meets girl, couple marries, has a baby and they live happily-ever-after. That isn’t real. That’s a fairy tale. A movie. Our lives only end when we die. Couples don’t get married and ride off into the sunset of bliss and easy lives. Couples get married and keep living their lives. Just because it’s on paper, just because you make a relationship legal, doesn’t mean it’s all rainbows and cherries. A piece of paper can’t do that. Only the people in the relationship can. 

“One minute!” The door cracks open again. I hear the muffled voices of the guests and the band goes silent. They’re all waiting for me. They all want to see me. I’m supposed to leave the false safety of this little room and march down the aisle like a good girl and fulfill my promise to marry Jordan Wiener. I’m supposed to become Mrs. Casey Wiener. Right. Now.

I tell myself I don’t have a choice. This isn’t a choice. Stop feeling and just do it. Pull yourself together Casey! Eddie gives me another sip of water while Trish pushes me upright. We lock eyes and speak a language only sisters know. We’ve never been close, but we are now. The last twenty-four hours have changed everything. She is the only one who knows my secret. I don’t want to get married today. I don’t want to marry Jordan. 

“It’s time!” The voice gives the final call and I feel like I am going to hurl. Trish hands over my shoes but my hands are shaking so bad that they fall to the ground. Our eyes are still speaking to each other in sister language. 

I don’t want to do this. I let my eyes tell her. What do I do? I don’t know how to stop it? Help me. Tell me what to do. I’m terrified. 

She pulls me in to hug me once more and whispers in my ear. “Don’t wear your shoes if you don’t want to. You don’t have to do anything you don’t want to. It’s your life. Your decision. I’ll support you no matter what, Yesa.” 

I turn to walk out the door. Eddie holds it open for me. The sunlight is bright and I squint as I step my bare feet onto the soft grass. It is my life and my decision. I hear my stomach make a low gurgle. I approach the aisle. White chairs are filled with guests on either side. Their bodies are all turned to look at me. Their stares are burning a hole into my chest. I want to scream at them to look away but instead I plaster a smile on my make-up filled face and I allow my feet to take the first step on to the white runner that lines the pathway to my future, to Jordan. I allow myself to glance forward. I see Jordan with a matching smile across his face. He’s always found it easy to put on a show. It’s behind the scenes when his smile becomes distant and lost. Does he wonder if this is all a mistake? Does he wonder if this – we – might be wrong? Does he question if we’ll last? Or is he so consumed by the image we’re portraying to the world, that it’s enough to make him believe we’re actually in love? How have we not talked about this before now? Our eyes meet and he winks at me. I quickly look away. This is not a show. We are not in a play. This is real life. Our lives. If only I had a crystal ball to show me what life would be like if I marry Jordan and if I don’t. I have no doubt, both are incredibly different lives. But which one will make me happier? Which one is right? Do I choose comfortably uncomfortable, stable, steady Jordan? Or do I choose the unknown? Do I even have a choice at this point? My feet are on the aisle. No one can see that I am without shoes because my dress covers my feet. My chest is beating so hard I swear I’m going to have a heart attack. That would at least postpone the wedding, I think. I draw in a deep breath and try not to look to my sides at the crowd of people staring at me, judging me, making assumptions about me. My dad’s arm laces its way through mine and we take our first step together toward my future. “I’m proud of you.” He whispers. My stomach churns. I glance up at Jordan, waiting at the end of the aisle. I look at the Priest. And then to each side at the guests who have come to applaud us for saying two simple words. My future is in the making and I know exactly what I need to do.
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CHAPTER 3

 

CASEY “KITTY” WIENER

 

I CATCH TRISH AND Eddie’s eyes as I slowly walk toward Jordan. I quickly look away. They know my secret and I hope to God they never tell another soul. I am taking the steps, although I don’t know how. I know this isn’t what I want, but it’s what I have to do. It’s what I promised to do when I said yes to the engagement. Add to that, I may very well be pregnant. There is no choice here. I am an adult and I need to do what adults do; keep promises. Besides, it’s not like I can run away when my dad’s arm is intertwined with mine, pulling me toward exactly where I’m heading. Jordan and I may never be in love like Trish and Eddie, but we’ll be a family. We’ll be good parents. After all, Jordan likes to put on a good show. Maybe having kids will soften him again. Maybe having a child will make him look at me differently; as if I’m worthy of his attention. As if I matter to him at all.

The eyes of our guests won’t leave me. If only I could find the guts to turn around and look them in the eyes and tell them all how I really feel. Tell them I feel trapped. Tell them that I’m not sure this is what I want. Tell them I need more time. Instead, I keep walking forward, allowing my dad to walk by my side. When we reach Jordan, my dad turns and lightly kisses my forehead. He’s never done that in my life and it feels weird. We’re not a family who hugs or shows any affection at all. He is quickly gone, marching back to his seat in the front row of white chairs with my mother. I watch as they turn to each other and smile as if this is the greatest day of their lives. I can’t help but wonder if they felt this giddy on their own wedding day.

I am standing alone with Jordan and the Priest. We don’t have any bridesmaids or groomsman. It is just the two of us, standing before our invited guests. 

I feel like I’m floating above my body. I’m not in it. I can’t be or this wouldn’t be happening. I would stop it. I would say something. Of course I would! Instead I’m outside of my body, watching it take me through the motions with a fake smile plastered on my face. My makeup is merely war paint; a mask to hide behind in front of the crowd. How can I stand here watching myself and be so powerless? I realize I am standing alone, with Jordan and the Priest, in front of our family and friends. I try to focus on the bright sunshine that is feeding our skin with Vitamin D. I try to focus on its warmth. But it isn’t enough to bring me back to my body. I’m still watching; still an outsider somehow. Will it be this way forever? 

I hear the Priest saying something in the background but the words are all jumbled. Nothing makes sense to my ears. I cannot comprehend any of it. “We’ve written our own vows.” I hear Jordan say. And then he begins. But instead of talking to me, he turns to talk to the crowd. I told you he is good at putting on shows. Why isn’t he saying the vows to me? Why is he talking as if I’m not even here? “When I met Casey” he clears he throat, “I knew she was someone special. We met when we were still in college. She was feeding the ducks at the pond and I was running by. Our paths happened to intersect and well, the rest they say is history.” The crowd chuckles. I want to roll my eyes, but apparently I’m not in control of my movements anymore. He goes on to say the rest is history. We are that history, our lives are that history. Panic continues to rise inside of me and I wonder how I’m not passed out cold on the ground. I don’t know how I am doing this. All the while, I’m looking at Jordan’s clean shaven face and appearing as if I’m madly in love. At least I think I’m appearing that way. The crowd “ooh’s” and “aw’s” at all the right moments during his vows- or speech, whatever it is. I miss half of what he’s said because I’m so busy trying to figure out how to re-inhabit my body. He catches my attention again when he turns to face me. “Kitty” he calls me. Kitty? He’s never called me that, ever. Where is this coming from? Maybe it’s a nightmare. Maybe I’ll wake up and realize none of this is real. I reach to pinch my left arm, hard. It stings. It’s real. This is real. Ohmygosh, this is real. And now I’ve missed more of what he’s said. All I know is that he’s calling me Kitty and that’s not my name. I thought I was only changing one name today, and that was bad enough.

A moment later, after more jumbles of words I hear the crowd let out a collective murmur of laughter. I think they are laughing at me. I think it’s my turn to speak. I feel light headed. How can I be outside of my body, watching myself, yet feel so much? I can see the figure of the Priest in his black robe, but his face is a blur. Jordan is holding onto both of my hands as we face each other. I try to focus on his fingers. Something to steady myself. I feel wobbly even though I am standing on bare feet. “Casey Kitty” he whispers. We catch each other’s eyes. I crumple my brow. Casey Kitty? Really? And then I realize, I crumped my brow- I have some sense of control again! I smile at the realization and then know that Jordan thinks I’m smiling at him. He’s waiting for me to recite my vows. Our invited guests are waiting. Everyone is waiting on me. Everyone’s eyes are on me. I’m a princess for a day and they’re eagerly waiting for me to speak. I don’t remember writing my vows. I don’t have a piece of paper with me. I glance at the palms of my hands, no notes or hints there either. What do I say? I open my mouth to speak, but sound doesn’t seem to follow. The guests are quiet. The only sounds I can hear are a few birds chirping from the mature oak trees standing a few feet behind us and the nasally breath of the Priest. He sounds like he is getting over a cold. “Jordan” I finally say in a voice barely above a whisper. He nods, encouraging me to continue. His face is slightly red and I know I am embarrassing him. “Jordan, I don’t know what I did with my vows. I forgot to bring them down the aisle with me. I guess it was the nerves.” I pause as everyone politely laughs. “But I don’t need a piece of paper to tell me what to say today. What I want to say is-“ I pause, cautious of my next words as I realize the impact they will have on my future. “I love you Jordan. Fate brought us together at the duck pond all those years ago and love has kept us together since that time. I’m relying on love to carry us into our future, too. I’m relying on our love to last. Because today I’m making a promise to you, to be your wife, your spouse. Through good times and bad. I am yours and you are mine.” How am I saying these words? Where are they coming from? I gulp, holding back tears, but not for the reasons everyone thinks I am.  I glance out to the crowd and catch Trish’s eyes. My heart sinks. If only I could have been braver. If only I could have spoken the truth. But I’ve said what I’ve said. It’s out there now. And in a moment we will seal the deal, forever.

The Priest recites his words and Jordan says “I do.” I follow suit, “I do.” I don’t move a muscle. Jordan is still holding both of my hands. Another collective “aw” rumbles through the guests. 

“You may now kiss your bride.” I hear the Priest announce with his nasally voice.

Jordan leans down to kiss me. His lips touch mine softly, briefly and then he pulls away. We are married. I am Mrs. Casey “Kitty” Wiener. My kindergarten students will call me Mrs. Wiener for the rest of time. Goodbye Casey Jane. I silently say goodbye to my old self, although I realize I haven’t known that girl in a long time. Before the night is over, everyone is calling me Kitty. I don’t know how the nickname stuck, but I suppose it’s better than being called Mrs. Wiener. 
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CHAPTER 4

 

CASEY, “YESA”

 

I CATCH TRISH AND Eddie’s eyes as I slowly take my first step toward Jordan. My bare feet feel the silk aisle runner and I’m instantly taken back to when Trish and I were kids. We used to have a yellow Slip-n-Slide that we set up on a hill in our backyard. We hooked it up to the garden hose and would run to the top of the hill and slide down that slick yellow mat for hours upon hours. When we were on that Slip-n-Slide, we never stopped laughing. We didn’t have a care in the world. Nothing mattered but our own happiness. What happened to those days? How had I allowed myself to become so ridged, so proper, so rule abiding? My eyes are still focused on Trish’s, we are speaking our sister language, the one without words. She’s telling me I don’t have to do this; I don’t have to go through this if it’s not what I want. My eyes are talking back to hers, telling her I feel so much pressure, telling her I’m terrified. 

Before I take my next step, my dad appears. He wraps his arm in mine and tells me he’s so proud of me. What is he proud of me for? For marrying someone I’m no longer in love with and who is no longer in love with me? For being unhappy? He should be telling Trish he’s proud of her. She’s the one who’s doing it right. She’s the one who’s actually living her life, who’s actually happy. But instead he is proud of me. I feel the eyes of all of our invited guests burning a hole into me. They are studying my white fitted dress. They are telling themselves that Jordan and I are a happy couple. They are wishing they had a relationship that was young and new and blissful. What they don’t know is that I’m wishing that too. I’m the bride and I’m wishing for the same things they are. To be madly in love. To be unconditionally loved, and to be loved like crazy. 

“Crap happens.” The words scroll through my mind on repeat. It’s what Jordan said the first day we met. Crap happens. It does and today is unfortunately one of those days that it will. I nearly laugh out loud wondering if those words – crap happens – were foreshadowing of our relationship. But now is no time to laugh. I’m in a wedding gown that is too tight, my dad latched to my arm, Jordan is waiting for my arrival at the end of the aisle and the seats full of guests anticipating my slow walk toward my future husband. 

I catch Trish’s eyes again. She nods. I swallow hard. Quickly, I unlatch my arm from my father’s, avoiding eye contact with him. I do my best to ignore the piercing stares of the crowd, our invited guests. This is a day they will surely remember, not for its beauty, but for its uniqueness. I press my lips together and decide not to look up at Jordan at all. I don’t want to. I can’t. I’ve already made my decision. It’s time. My dad opens his mouth to say something, but before he can I turn and run. I hear the sighs of the crowd, and the quiet murmurs quickly grow into voices of concern. I’m running in my bare feet through the grass, but I have no idea where I’m going. I use my hands to pull my dress up, otherwise I will fall. I want to just rip the dress off of me. It’s too tight, too restricting. It’s not the dress I wanted. But right now I have to keep running, I just don’t know to where to go. 
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CHAPTER 5

 

KITTY

 

MARRIED LIFE HASN’T hit me yet. I guess I hoped it would be a huge deal. Not our wedding day, our marriage itself. But everything’s just the same. Nothings different except that we both wear a ring on our left hand and my name has somehow changed to Kitty Wiener. Seriously, I couldn’t at least keep Casey? No, Jordan had to go and make up some story and call me Kitty in front of everyone and somehow it stuck. It wasn’t good enough that I was changing one name for him, I had to change two. He changed none. That about summed up our entire relationship.

Our honeymoon has been hell. Today is the last day and I’m ready to go home; back to Jordan’s – our – apartment. I wonder if he’ll call it ours now that we’re married, or if everything is still his. Like I said, married life hasn’t changed much of anything about our day to day life. In the movies and in books, characters marriages are always portrayed as a moment that changes everything for the better. The couple rides off into a beautiful sunset, alluding to the fact that the rest of their lives will be filled with happiness and joy- and no hardships, ever. Our wedding didn’t feel remotely that way. Instead, I felt like we were riding in a speeding car to a future full of angry fighting. I knew what was hiding behind Jordan’s phony smile. And in my heart I knew he must have the same reservations as I have. But we’d both gone through with it. We’d both said I do, for better or for worse. And now here we are, on day five of our honeymoon. We didn’t go far. We’re staying at a cabin at Houston Woods, in southern Ohio. Jordan’s parents paid for it- our wedding gift. There’s a lake with a small beach that’s littered with children of various ages. Further out, the lake is full of pontoon boats, speed boats, tubes and water skiers. We don’t have a boat and we haven’t been to the beach all week. Mostly we’ve stayed in and it’s not for the reason you think. Jordan brought his computer and has been working off and on. I’ve been reading and sleeping. We haven’t watched any movies together or taken any long strolls, unless you count the one I took by myself at midnight last night. If you want to hear a list of what we’ve done together on our honeymoon, I can’t give you one, because it doesn’t exist. 

At the wedding, when Trish and Eddie came to say good bye for the evening, Trish hugged me tight and told me that she was around if I needed to call and talk, any time. But I haven’t called her. I probably never will. I can only imagine her disappointment in me. I told her how I really felt. I asked her for help. And then I completely ignored it all. I pretended as if I never said the words. I went through with it, pretending to be happy, to be crazy in love and she knew it. Trish and I were never that close anyway; only for a brief moment before the wedding. Only when I had cold feet. And now, well, that was over and I assumed our pseudo friendship was too. Trish had a life of true love and passion to live. I had given myself a life that earned my dad’s approval and nothing more. I had chosen a life for myself that consisted of stability. I was comfortably uncomfortable and I knew it. Trish knew it. But I had to make that feeling go away. I had to find a way to be okay with it all. After all, I chose it. I did this. I created this life for myself. And now it was time to live it.

It’s true that I’m somebody’s something. I can shout it to the world that I’m a wife and as I do, I feel I instantly belong to the biggest clique there is. I fit in. I’m no longer a pariah in the world. I’ve joined a club. My mom and dad are proud. Jordan’s parents are proud. But it’s all at the cost of my own happiness and from the looks of it, Jordan’s too. 

Is it my duty as a wife to pull my new husband away from his computer, away from his work, to look at me? Am I obligated to tear off my clothes and throw myself at him? And if so, why am I the one who’s obligated to try and make this work? Why not him? After all, it takes two to tango. It’s our last night in this damp dark cabin and I’m willing to bet we’ve said less than a thousand words to each other the whole time we’ve been here. What a way to start a marriage! I’m sitting on the bed, a pillow propped behind my back. The television is on low as I hold my book in front of my face pretending to read. Instead, I am peaking above the words. Watching him work. Watching him ignore me. Watching him wish I wasn’t here. And I can’t say I blame him. I wish I wasn’t here either. This isn’t how it’s supposed to be and we both know it. It’s just that neither of us is brave enough to say it out loud. 

Jordan’s biting on the end of his pen, a bad habit he has. I want to ask him if he’s happy. I want to talk to him. Just talk. Not fight. Not yell. Not accuse each other of anything. I just wish we could have an honest talk. I just want to ask him if he’s glad we’re married. I want to ask him if he thinks we made a mistake. Should I? Can it really make things any worse than this? 

I flip down the top corner of the page I am on in my book and close it, setting it on my lap. I keep my eyes on Jordan as he works, still gnawing at his pen. I open my mouth to speak and watch as blue ink spurts across Jordan’s concentrated face. “Dammit!” he screams and stands to toss his leaking pen across the room. He lets out a scream that sounds more like he is being gutted. This is not about the ink on his face. This is about us. It’s about what has silenced us both, choking our throats and filling us with the poison of resentment. 

“Jordan” I say quietly, not wanting to further upset him. I stay seated, my book still neatly pressing against my bare legs. I want to laugh at the absurdity of it all. I wish we could both laugh at ourselves, at our unhappiness. Maybe then we could figure it all out. But instead Jordan is pissed and I’m frozen.

“Stupid pen!” He screams again, slapping the palm of his hand against the wall beside him. He runs his hands through his short hair and begins heading toward the door. 

I stand. “Jordan. We need to talk.” I’m not sure he hears me and so I say it again. “We need to talk, please wait.” My voice is softer than I expect it to be. I smell the scent of Cool Water as I follow his trail and meet him at the door, before he opens it. His hand is on the knob and I place mine on top of his. 

“Do you-“ my eyes fill with tears. I’d convinced myself I was fine with the week of silence, fine with being ignored. Fine with how things were. But I’m not. I draw in a deep breath and begin again. “Are you glad we’re married?” There. I said it. It’s out there. I can’t take it back now. I press my right hand to my stomach, thinking about the baby that is growing inside. Now is not the time to tell him. Maybe after we get back home and things have settled down. 

I’m met with silence. He averts his eyes from mine. I stare down at my hand, on top of his, resting on the door knob. We need to talk about this. We have to. 

“Jordan…” My voice trails as I choke back tears. We should have talked about this before the wedding, not after. But here we are. 

And then I get an answer. “What the hell do you want me to say Kitty? Seriously!” He swipes his hand from beneath mine and punches the heavy door. 

I take a step back. I want to tell him to stop calling me Kitty. My name is Casey. But now is not the time. I can’t make him angrier than he already is. I have to say something, I know this. “I want you to say what you feel. I want you to say…” I pause, pushing a stray hair away from my forehead. I move my eyes to try and meet his, but Jordan’s eyes are racing from side to side, he’s ready to hit something else and I hope it’s not going to be me this time. His eyes are full of rage. “Jordan, I want you to say what you really think. Are you glad we’re married? Because spending five days locked away in a honeymoon cabin this way sure doesn’t feel like it. I’m not accusing you of anything. I’m just putting it out there. I just want to talk. Can we do that, please?” I am careful to keep my voice at an even tone and I motion for him to follow me to the bed. I sit on the edge of it and wait for him to follow. He does. 

After what feels like an eternity of silence, Jordan speaks. “I know you don’t love me anymore.” This time he finds my eyes and we hold each other’s gaze in a stare-off. I win. He looks away before I do. Yet he’s still daring me with his words to tell him he’s wrong. Only, he isn’t wrong. He’s dead right.

“And do you love me? Are you still in love with me? Because if you are, it doesn’t feel like it Jordan.” My voice is quiet and calm. I place my hands behind me, releasing the pressure from my back.

“Does it matter?” He fights back as I watch him pretend to fiddle with the laces on his shoes.

“Well,” I remind myself to stay cool. I’m not trying to provoke a fight. It’s just a discussion and it needs to stay that way. I can hear crickets chirping outside of the cabin walls. The light from outside of the windows has disappeared. Only the glow of the television set allows us to keep seeing each other. “I’d like to think that marriage matters. That our marriage matters. It just doesn’t feel like it does. And Jordan, I don’t know what to do. What do we do?” I’m asking him as if I’m a helpless toddler. I am not. But I don’t know what else to do. I feel stuck. We’re stuck. And we have to figure out something. I know there’s no magic potion that’s going to make us fall madly in love. I know the best we can hope for is an amicable friendship that we’re agreeing to call marriage. 

He’s shaking his head and then he places his elbows on his knees as he slumps forward. I’m sitting on the opposite edge of the bed. You could fit two adults between us. I’m biting my lip so hard that I begin to taste droplets of blood. If only the wedding photographer were here now. If only our friends and family- our invited wedding guests- could see us. We’re the picture of misery and we’ve been married a total of five days. Neither of us has an answer because there isn’t one. 

“We could get an annulment…” I whisper a while later, still biting my bottom lip.

Like me, he doesn’t move. Jordan stays slumped forward on the opposite end of the bed. His head is still buried in his hands. “We will not.” I know he says this not for himself, but for the embarrassment he would face from his parents, his friends and co-workers. He will not be humiliated. He would rather be miserable. And as if on cue, his cell phone rings, sending my heart into a fury. It’s his mother, the one and only human Barb E. Dahl. I lean my neck from side to side and then look up at the ceiling, staring at the fan above us. I’m pretending that it is interesting, but it is anything but. Just like I’m pretending this marriage can work, because Jordan says it has to. After a few minutes I lean back on the bed, still watching the ceiling fan. That’s when I tune in to Jordan’s voice. Up until now his phone conversation has been merely a series of muffled words. But now I’m listening. Now I hear his words. “We’re having the time of our lives.” He says the words like he means them. And then I realize, this is what we’ve both chosen. This is the time of our lives and we’ll never get it back. 
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CHAPTER 6

 

YESA

 

I RUN AWAY FROM my own wedding until I reach my parents backyard and climb the roped latter that leads to the tree house. This is not the backyard of the house Trish and I grew up in, but it is the tree house we spent years playing and fighting in. Our parents may not be outwardly affectionate but they are sentimental when it comes to some things; like the yellow tree house. “It just has too many memories” they always say. And lately they’re sure to add in a wink, “Our future grandkids will love it.” 

When I was just ten and Trish was fifteen, we painted a sign for our tree house and hung it above the entrance. That was the first summer I was allowed to climb the rope and play in the tree house. Before that, I’d always been told that I was too little and it was too dangerous. I’d never felt so grown up as the day I was allowed inside of the tree house. Trish and I were never best friends, but that summer we spent nearly every day together in the wooden tree house. We painted the sign with red paint. Trish drew bubble letters and told me that I’d better stay in the lines or it would mess up the sign. I did as I was told, desperately wanting my big sisters approval. We called the tree house THE TC CLUB, for Trish and Casey, and the sign said just that. Beneath the name we painted on our tree house sign, Trish took a thick black permanent marker and handwrote NO BOYS ALLOWED. She scratched it out a year later. The tree house was one narrow room. The exterior was painted a bright yellow, the inside, white. It had three plexiglass windows, one on each side, and an open doorway in the front. Just before the open door was a small white deck. I always wanted to hang curtains in the windows but Trish told me we didn’t need curtains when we were that high up in the air. She said only the birds could see us and they wouldn’t tell our secrets. 

I didn’t have any secrets when I was ten, but now I do. I’m back in The TC Club in my wedding dress and despite my racing heart I still laugh when I look up at our hand painted sign and see where Trish marked out the “No Boys Allowed” part. I’m in my wedding dress, in my childhood tree house. This is the only place I knew to run to for safety. I must be a lunatic! I’m a grown adult who just left my groom at the alter in front of all of our guests and I’m sitting in a tree house, laughing to myself or maybe at myself, I’m not really sure. I’ve surely lost it. I lean my back against the far wall and stretch out my legs, realizing that they almost touch the opposite wall. This place is much smaller than I recall. I used to think it was a palace. Now I can hardly fit myself inside. 

What am I going to do? What happens next? Even if Jordan finds me and begs me to come back, I will not. I cannot. But I doubt there will be any begging. I can only imagine the anger he feels toward me. I have humiliated him in the biggest way. He will never forgive me. But right now I don’t care. Right now I’m happy being tucked away in the trees where no one can find me. Right now I’m terrified, but at least I can breathe. That reminds me, I hate this dress. It’s too tight, too restricting. I never wanted this one. I look down at my dress and see my pencil thin legs stretched out in front of me. I can’t bend my legs if I want to; not in this dress. So I do just that. I bend my legs so that I can sit in a pretzel position, the way Trish and I always sat in the tree house and drank lemonade from fancy glass tea cups. I don’t want to be confined anymore. I want to be happy. I watch the fabric of the dress tear as I move my legs into position. At first it’s a bunch of tiny tears. I can hear the dress ripping and I want to cheer, but instead I begin to cry. Not because I am sad; in fact, it’s the opposite. It’s because I am free. It’s because I know I did what I knew was right. My legs achieve the pretzel seat and my knees poke through the dress, right down to my ankles. I draw in a deep breath and realize I can now breathe on my own terms; not short shallow breaths, but long deep ones. I feel happier here amongst the trees than I ever did in our – his – place. This is my place. I helped paint the walls.  I helped decorate the room. Trish let me pick out the speckled rug that I am sitting on now; the one that nearly covers the entire floor of the tree house. I can’t believe it’s still here, in such great condition after so many years. This is more of a home to me than that bacon smelling apartment ever was. There are pieces of me here; at his place there were none. And I knew now that I wanted to have pieces of me scattered amongst any place I called home because I didn’t exist solely to serve someone else, I existed to fulfill my own destiny. 

As I sit with my back against the wall, my bare knees popping through the holes on each side of my torn wedding dress, still in a pretzel position, I roll my head to the left to stare out of the plexiglass window. In the tree closest to the one where I sit is a mother robin. She is bending forward into her tediously built nest and feeding a worm to her three hatchlings. I know there are three because I can see their little beaks bobbing upward to reach for the worm. I place my hand on my stomach and remember the positive pregnancy test from this morning; news I never had a chance to tell Jordan. News that will eventually alter my life in a huge way. I needed to figure out how to build a nice safe nest, just like the robin. And like her, I know I need to do it on my own.

 

 

 

 

AT SOME POINT I fall asleep in the tree house. When Trish finds me I am curled up in a tiny ball on the old rug, twenty-feet above the rest of the world. I don’t have a pillow or a blanket, but it’s the best sleep I’ve had in a long time. Trish shakes me awake and when I sit up and wipe my eyes, for a moment I think we are kids again. For a moment I think we’re going to drink lemonade together from our fancy tea cups. But then I look down at my ripped white dress and remember that I am supposed to be an adult, only I’ve just ran out on my wedding with no explanation and I’m hiding in my childhood tree house. If Trish wouldn’t have found me, I could have hid here for days. She’s the only one who would have guessed I’d be here. I’ve never thought we were close, but maybe we know each other better than we think. Maybe sisters don’t always hug and scream with delight; maybe some sisters just know when to come around; when they’re needed. Maybe that’s the point of sisters after all; to have someone who understands the real you, no matter how much you try and hide. 

After I take a minute to adjust to the light, my eyes meet Trish’s. We don’t speak a word. I expect her to tell me that everyone is really mad or that I shouldn’t have left like that. Instead she leans toward me and hugs me. Her arms wrap around my back and I rest my head on her boney shoulder. Her hair smells like strawberries. She holds me and rocks back and forth, sitting on her knees. The two of us hardly fit in the small space together. It’s hard to believe so much time has passed. My throat burns as I urge myself to hold back my tears. And finally, after a while, I push my head away from her shoulder and speak. I shake my head, trying to articulate what I’m feeling. “I know I made a fool of myself. But I’ve never felt so alive in my life. I’m terrified, Trish.”

She meets my eyes and gives me an understanding nod. I know we live very different lives, yet I know she gets it. I know she hears what I am saying. She brushes a fallen hair from my face and then places a hand on my bare knee as it pokes through my ripped wedding dress. I watch a smile creep onto her face and I reflect the same back to her. She wants to know why the dress is ripped, but she’s not going to ask. So I tell her why it is this way. “I felt too confined. It wasn’t what I wanted, but I tried to tell myself it was. Everyone said it looked so nice, but I never felt that it did.” I run my fingers along the silk dress. It was beautiful, it just wasn’t right for me. 

I watch Trish run her fingers through her hair while simultaneously biting the left edge of her lip. “You’ll know it, almost instantly, when you find the right one; the one that’s for you. I promise you, you’ll know it Yesa.” Her words wrap around me like a warm blanket and I know although it doesn’t look like it to the rest of the world, I’m going to be all right. I’m going to be better than all right, I’m going to be happy. Because I won’t settle for anything else. I would rather be alone and free, than together with the wrong person. I won’t settle for mediocre. I want the real thing; I only wished I’d realized it sooner. 

 

***

 

WHO SELLS THEIR beautiful San Francisco bungalow to live in an RV? My sister and her husband; Trish and Eddie. School starts in two more weeks and right now I am crashing on the mini-couch of an RV. The RV is parked at a local state park. I have never pitched a tent or camped in my life. I’ve never done something that wasn’t expected of me; until now. Now I’m on a roll. Now I’ve ran out on my own wedding without so much as a word of explanation to anyone. And now I’m sleeping on the mini couch of an RV. The only belongings I have of my own are a torn wedding dress and my cell phone. The cell phone is brand new, though. Trish went out and bought me a new one. At least I will still be Ms. Jane when I return to my new batch of kindergarteners. 

I haven’t had any more bouts of morning sickness, thank goodness. And I have an appointment scheduled with the doctor for a pregnancy test. Until then, I’m doing my best to try not to think about what – or rather who – might be growing in my stomach. Nothing about my future is certain. 

My parents have been calling my cell phone a dozen or more times a day since the wedding. I haven’t answered any of their calls. I won’t even listen to their voice mails. I already know what they’ll say. What is wrong with you? How could you humiliate us like that? How is Jordan? Jordan hasn’t called once. Not even a text. I was prepared for his angry rants and raves, but not hearing from him feels like a blessing right now in more ways than one. 

I’ve always been a late sleeper, but what I’m doing now probably constitutes as depression. I am glued to the couch. My hair is a mess, I know this without even looking in a mirror. If I’m so happy, why am I acting so morose? Why am I moping around like a lost puppy? Am I that scared of the unknown? Trish and Eddie fry eggs in the mornings and grilled cheese sandwiches for lunch, the kind with the thick bread and oozing cheese. But I haven’t been hungry. I feel like a child when they tell me I have to eat at least one bite before I push my plate away. I must be draining for them. I am draining on myself. I don’t even want to be in my own company. Today when I step into the cold shower I promise myself that I’ll make a plan. I can’t stay on their mini-couch forever. I’m sure they’ll be leaving soon, anyway. There’s only so much Trish can photograph in Oxboro. After the blood test at the doctor’s, I’ll make a plan. I have no idea of what that plan might be, but I’m hoping something will come to me. After all, this is what I wanted. Freedom. To be on my own; a chance to figure it all out. A chance to really live. So I need to stop moping and start living. I have to stop realizing what I don’t want and start realizing what I do. 

I feel bad about leaving Jordan at the altar. I feel bad for running out on our wedding the way I did. But I can’t help but wonder if he feels bad about any of it. I ran for a reason. A reason he wasn’t willing to discuss or even acknowledge. I ran because we weren’t right together and I knew it. I didn’t think I could get away, I thought it was too late and then I realized I still had a choice. No one was going to save me from something I knew in my heart was wrong, so I had to save myself.  In the end, I’m certain it’s what’s best for both of us. No one deserves to be in a loveless marriage. 

I turn off the shower, my hair is dripping wet. Grabbing two towels, I wrap one around my head, the other around my body. As soon as I step out onto the bath mat I am standing in front of the foggy mirror. My reflection is a blur through the smoky air. I don’t know how a cold shower can drum up heat, but then I look around at how tiny the bathroom is and realize that anything could make it foggy in here. I stare back at my blurry outline in the mirror and wonder what will happen next. I whisper to myself a single question. “What do you want?” And I repeat it again and again until the answers come to me through wet eyes. I stretch out my arm and use my finger to write the letter R, cutting through the fog on the mirror. I finish writing my answer. REAL LOVE. And then I ask my reflection again, “What do you want?” When nothing comes to mind, I keep asking until I know the answer, because I know there’s more. Next I write across the foggy mirror: JOB I LOVE. I ask myself the question again, “What do you want?” FOLLOW MY HEART. I feel the wet dew on my index finger and wipe it on my towel. Everything in the cramped space is damp and my body is still dripping from the shower. I step back to re-read my mirror list. Real love. Job I love. And follow my heart. Three simple things. Surely I can figure those out. I press my shoulders back and raise my chin as I stare at my reflection surfacing on the mirror. The fog is beginning to lift, but I can see my face through the words I have just scrawled.  As the thick air in the bathroom begins to rise, I realize that I’ll be okay. I don’t need to be glued to the couch, paralyzed by fear. I don’t have anything to be fearful of. Instead, I have the whole world at my fingertips. In the blink of an eye, in the moment I turned and decided to run, I gave myself permission to live. No one else was going to give it to me, so I gave it to myself. And now it is time to do it. Now it is time to live. If that means being scared sometimes, so be it. Scared could be good if it means following my heart.

Trish knocks on the door to the bathroom. “Be right out!” I holler back. 

“Come to dinner with us tonight. We’re going out!” She shouts through the thin door. I know she’s crossing her fingers when she asks. She’s been so nice since she’s been in town. I don’t know where I’d be staying if she weren’t here. 

I surprise her by opening the door instead of replying. She nearly falls into the tiny bathroom with me. I smile. “Okay.” 

“Okay?” She is surprised again. Not only am I off the couch and smiling, I am clean and I said I would go to dinner. 

I nod. “I’m ready to move forward. I can’t hide out on your mobile couch forever.” I roll my eyes and she steps back, allowing me to pass by. Her eyes keep following me. It’s a small space.

“Good for you sis.” She returns my smile. “I promise you, you’re going to have the time of your life. It’s out there waiting for you right now.” She winks and turns toward her bedroom, telling me that she and Eddie will be ready to leave in fifteen minutes. My students will still call me Ms. Jane, but from this point forward I’m going with a new name for all other purposes. I don’t want to be Casey anymore. I don’t want to be the girl who lived like a zombie, thoughtlessly going through the motions of her life. I’m turning over a new leaf. I’m going after the three things I want. The things that really mean something. So I need a new name. I need a name that reminds me of this. Instantly, I know what it is. My childhood nickname from Trish. Yesa. It’s Casey spelled backwards (drop the c). Because that’s what I’ve done; that’s what I’m doing. I’m turning my life upside-down. I’m starting over and I’m not going to be blind this time. I’m going forward, leaping with both feet and two wide eyes. Yesa Jane, meet the world. 
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CHAPTER 7

 

KITTY

 

IT’S CHEESY, I KNOW, but I made dinner for my husband. It still feels weird to say it out loud. My husband. It isn’t the dinner I’ve made that’s the good part. The dinner is just mashed potatoes, green beans and grilled chicken sandwiches. I am fully aware that things have started off a bit rocky for us, and I want to do everything I can to make it better. Maybe if we try a little harder, everything will fall into place. Happiness takes work. Anything worthwhile does. Maybe if Jordan knows he’s going to be a dad, he’ll get his act together. I know he’s always wanted to be a dad.  

The last time I remember feeling giddy was after we got engaged. I had been caught so off guard that the sparkling diamond and lathering of compliments turned me into a smiling bobble head. I’d spent the next year planning and plotting our wedding. I’d spent so much time soaking up the flattery that I hadn’t stopped to think about how it all made me feel without the outside influence. Without the adoration. But this time was different. This time it was a baby- our baby. I’ve always known I’ve wanted children. So this time I knew it was something – someone – we both wanted.

When Jordan walks in from work he tosses two lap top computers and a navy blue bag onto the couch. I smile and try to meet his eyes, but I’m unsuccessful. He is staring at the lap tops like they are alive; like they are listening to whatever it is that he’s telepathically trying to tell them. I clear my throat from the kitchen, trying again to get his attention. When that doesn’t work I speak up. “Hey babe. How was your day?” I ask quietly, not wanting to upset him. I just want to have a nice dinner together. I just want to be happy together, for us and for our little one. I place my hand on my stomach, thinking about the life we are creating. The life that will depend on the two of us for his or her source of love. 

“Fine.” He mutters, not bothering to ask about mine. “What’s for dinner?” He asks the question with expectation, because it is there. I know I said it is cheesy that I made him dinner, but I should have said it is required. It’s part of the job. Cheesy just sounds more cheerful, so I chose that. I’m trying. 

I try to and recite tonight’s menu, but he interrupts with a loud grunt.

I am still smiling and my face feels hard like plastic. “But first…” I motion for him to join me in the kitchen and he all but rolls his eyes. I pretend I don’t notice. “Can you come and check the oven for me?” I turn my back to him and pretend to be busy with the chicken sandwiches. I’m pulling out bottles of ketchup and keeping busy as I place them at the center of the table. After a few minutes I haven’t heard him open the oven door. I force myself to turn around. He is standing in the kitchen right behind me, but he isn’t moving. “Jordan?” I place my hand on his shoulder to let him know that I am not being forceful. He’s told me on more than one occasion that he hates it when I boss him around. I’m not trying to boss him around at all. I’m trying to surprise him. I’m trying to make us happy. I’m trying, dammit. I’m trying, but he’s not playing along. He never does when we’re behind closed doors. 

“Why do I have to check on the oven? What am I even checking for? You’re free, you’re making the meal. You check it.” He shrugs so that my hand falls from his shoulder and back into place by my side. He says the words with distain; as if he’s just taken a bite of the hottest pepper and he needs to spit it out, quickly. 

“Would you just mind checking it for me?” I plead, desperately wanting this to work out. My patience is wearing thin although I’m willing it not to. Can’t just one thing work out for us? 

“Would you mind having dinner ready a little sooner?” He says with an emphasis on sooner. He stomps over to the table and pulls out his chair, plopping down, waiting to be served. He won’t play along. 

I want to throw a plate against the wall. I want to scream. I want to tell him to make his own damn dinner. But I said I do. And in this marriage, for me I do means, I do serve you, I do obey you, I do what you say when you say it, I do…everything. I’m not sure what it means for him other than I do nothing but go to work and come home to treat you like crap. Somehow it doesn’t seem balanced; it’s not fair. None of this is. 

Instead of serving a perfect dinner plate in front of his face, I smash his chicken sandwich with my fist, watching it ooze across the plate and melt into the mashed potatoes and green beans. This is how I compose myself before I turn to open the oven. The oven that is cold because I never turned it on. The oven that has a single item inside because I wanted Jordan to find it. I wanted him to appreciate my creativity. I wanted him to find my eyes without my pleading and I wanted his eyes to tell me that we were going to be okay. But his eyes don’t find mine and nothing tells me that we are going to be okay. Nothing. 

Jordan is still sitting idly in his chair at the table while I hold the tray with a single hamburger bun. A bun in the oven. It was supposed to be cute. It was supposed to be fun. But nothing about this has been cute or fun. I stomp over to where he is sitting and let my fingers drop the tray in front of his face. The tray lands perfectly in front of his chest and the bun bounces up once before falling into a heap of two pieces. 

“Very funny.” He leans back in his chair, not understanding the meaning. “Are you trying to tell me you’re on a diet? I noticed you’ve gained a few pounds.” His voice was full of arrogance.

That did it. I couldn’t take it anymore. “I’m pregnant, asshole.” The words seem to hit him with force. He still didn’t get the reference, that much was clear. I watch as his ruffled brow tries to grasp the words I have just spoken. 

After a moment, a smile creeps into the corners of his mouth. His eyes rise to meet mine. “I’m going to be a dad?” He murmurs looking back and forth from my stomach to my eyes. It was the smile I’d wished for, but not like this. It shouldn’t be this hard. 

I nod. He reaches out his hand and places it in the center of my stomach. I take a step back, allowing his hand to fall. I don’t want to be touched. I want to be loved and this isn’t love. This is something else. 

I walk back into the kitchen and grab his plate with the smashed sandwich. When I turn to walk it back to him, he’s gone. He’s on the couch, on his cell phone, calling his parents. He’s telling them our news when we haven’t even discussed it ourselves. This was supposed to be our chance at redemption; our chance at a happy marriage. This was supposed to be ours- not theirs. I turn and plod back into the kitchen. I grab my plate, the one with the fluffy sandwich. I grab a bottle of ketchup and a glass of water and head to the bathroom. I want to eat alone. I want to pretend this isn’t happening. I want to pretend I never married him. 

 

***

 

WE’RE WAITING IN THE doctor’s office. I’m in a paper gown sitting on the exam table, my bare legs dangling above the ground as I swing them back and forth. Jordan’s sitting in the corner chair, entertained by the screen on his phone. The next time the door to the room opens we’ll know the results of the pregnancy test. It will be official. I feel goose bumps line my arms and legs as we wait. They must have the air conditioning below seventy degrees. Why do they keep it so cold? I’ve heard that restaurants keep it cold to stop lingering customers from hogging the tables. But it’s not like anyone wants to stay here any longer than they have to. 

I study my finger nails. They are unpainted. I have a hang nail on my ring finger and I decide to pick it. As I pull the hang nail in one quick motion, blood rises to the surface. It stings and I press it in between my lips for a moment. It’s so small, but now it’s throbbing and causing my finger to swell. 

A moment later there’s a polite knock on the door and Dr. Spenson walks in. I stop swinging my legs, watching him as he studies the file in his hands. What does it say? He clears his throat and I don’t know if it’s a bad habit or if he simply wants Jordan to stop staring at his screen and look reality in the eye. If only there was a magic pill for that. He clears his throat a second time and sits in the tiny chair that has been waiting for him, the one with the black circular top and shiny wheels. I wonder if he and the other doctors ever race each other in their little chairs down the narrow hall outside of the door, after hours. For some reason I’ve always wanted to do that. I’ve always found those little chairs hard to resist. They seem to scream “come and play!” But maybe I’m the only one who hears that screaming. Maybe I just need to hear my test results. I need to hear that I am pregnant and I need Jordan to care. 

First Dr. Spenson looks at me. After all, I am the only one who’s looking back at him. So it makes sense that his eyes would land on mine. And the fact that I’m the one who’s body is about to change in unthinkable ways. I am the one who has to prepare for a delivery, which I can only think of as hours upon hours of excruciating pain. My stomach does a flip flop as I wait for him to speak. He must sense the anxiousness in my eyes, because he finally begins to talk, this time without clearing his throat. Maybe he has given up on getting Jordan’s attention. I don’t blame him. “Casey, Jordan…” 

I am surprised when Jordan doesn’t correct him on my name. She goes by Kitty now. He’s always telling everyone that and it’s all I can do not to roll my eyes. I hate the nickname and I don’t want him or anyone else calling me that. But I never say anything. I just let it be. I don’t feel like fighting back. The nickname makes me feel like someone who’s been kidnapped. The bad guy changes the kid’s name so that no one on the outside recognizes her. Only I allowed myself to be kidnapped and I did it in front of all of our friends and family with a smile on my face. I said the words. I said I do. 

“The test came back negative. You’re not pregnant.” 

I gulp and try to force a smile to my face. I feel like that’s all I’ve been trying to do since I walked down the aisle. A big fat plastic smile. I don’t know if it’s working or not. No one is looking to tell me. I nod, wanting to get out of this paper gown and leave. This was supposed to fix us. This baby was going to change everything, I could feel it. But now, there is no baby. I guess there never was. I swallow hard, pushing down the tears that are fighting their way to the surface. My throat burns but I try to push that away too. I open my mouth to speak because no one else will and I have to ask. “I…How?” I take a moment to compose myself. Drawing in a deep breath I try again, shaking my head and steadying my eyes on Dr. Spenson. “But I had morning sickness and I had a positive home pregnancy test.” I’m not accusing him, I’m curious. I’m confused. I expected a positive result today; I didn’t even consider the alternative. 

“I’m sorry this wasn’t the news you were both hoping for.” Dr. Spenson stands to leave. His work here is done. He has plenty of other clients to see. Pregnancies to announce. “Home pregnancy tests are generally accurate, but can produce false results. Again, I’m sorry. The good news is you’re young and time is on your side.” He winks and leaves through the door, allowing it to close with a heavy thud. 

I look behind me at Jordan, still sitting in the corner chair. Still glaring at his phone. I can’t help but wonder if he looked up for any of it. Did he look at Dr. Spenson when he said we weren’t pregnant? I push myself off the exam table, listening to the paper gown rustle beneath me. I grab my clothes from the corner and begin to dress. I pull my wavy blond hair back into a loose pony tail with a hair band I keep around my left wrist. I crumple the paper gown between my hands and toss it in the small red bin and walk to the door. Jordan follows without a single word. 

There’s no need to stop at the main desk because there is no need for a follow up appointment. I am not pregnant. I push through the double doors and don’t bother to hold them open for Jordan who is trailing my lead. Once we’re outside we walk beneath the large awning of the hospital for a quarter of a mile, passing a mother being pushed to her car in a wheel chair, a newborn baby wrapped tightly in her arms. Her husband, or who I assume to be, rushes to open the car door for her and help her in. They are both smiling, happy to be part of a worldwide club- a club of mothers and fathers- that excludes some without any basis. A club that seems to come so easy for most, and for those that it doesn’t, we hide in the shadows of the wounds it brings. We hide behind a plastic smile, secretly wishing for a child of our own and knowing we may not ever have one. Our car is on the far end of the lot. I am walking faster than Jordan and I don’t know if it’s because I want to get away from this place or if he’s extra slow because he is still studying his phone. Either way, I am quite sure that we are not the picture of happiness on the inside or out. The sun is shining but I wish it was raining and dreary. I thought hospitals were a place of sadness, but I just keep passing people carrying cheery balloons or bouquets of flowers with little congratulations cards. I guess I’m the only one who’s sad today. 

I reach the car first and then realize that Jordan has the keys. Annoyed, I turn to see how far away he is. I shield my eyes from the sun to find him. He will be another few minutes and there is nothing I can do to rush him. I press my back against the car. It is warm from the sun and feels good on my skin. For a moment, I close my eyes and slowly count to ten. It’s the only happy thing I can think to do. And then I feel it. My leg tickles and then it is wet. I open my eyes and look down to see a scraggly black and white dog. We meet eyes and his tail begins to wag. His hair is matted, he looks thin. But at least he is free. Unlike me, he can go wherever he wants and do as he pleases. “Shoo!” I use my hands to motion for him to leave. “Shoo!” I keep doing it until he gets the message. We do not have room in our life for a dog. Someone else will help him. I have a relationship that needs saving. Anyway, Jordan would have a cow. I watch as the skinny dog runs off to the neighborhood behind the parking lot. Someone will feed him there, I tell myself as Jordan finally arrives to the car and unlocks it. 

I climb inside the car and pull my seat belt on. I catch myself glancing in the back seat, wondering what it would be like to have a little one riding there. Wondering how it would feel to hear someone call me mom. And that’s all I can do, is wonder; because it’s not happening.  

For the first time since Dr. Spenson spoke to us, Jordan speaks. His eyes are not on his phone, now they are on the road. It seems we never look at each other and I realize I don’t know when that stopped. It was long before we were married. I just don’t know how long. “So you made it all up?”

He’s accusing me of lying. I shake my head. Why would I lie about this?

“You just needed some extra attention, is that it? Did you get enough?” The corners of his mouth curl. He’s mocking me and I can’t tell if it’s because he’s relieved or just angry. 

“Whatever.” I spat. “Ask Trish. She was there with me when I took the test. She saw the result. She saw that it was positive.” I stop to draw in a breath, to keep from crying. My tears will only serve to increase his anger. “Do you ever stop to think about anyone but yourself Jordan? Do you?” I slam my hand against the passenger door. Am I the only one who’s ever married someone and instantly regretted it? Has anyone else ever felt like this? Is this normal? Because it doesn’t feel normal. It doesn’t feel okay. We should be happy. We should be playful. We should be laughing. We should…be in love. But we are none of those things. This was a mistake and we both know it. We both told a little white lie when we said I do. And you know what happens with little white lies. They blow up in your face. They grow into gargantuan mountains of lies. They cause pain. They cause anger. Nothing good can come from a little white lie. And I’m living proof of that; we both are. “Don’t talk to me.”

That gets him. He slams on the breaks and suddenly we’re at a dead stop in the middle of the highway. Cars are beeping as they swerve to miss us. I see a man pass by in his black SUV, giving us the middle finger. None of it can hurt me anymore than Jordan has; any more than this ring on my finger. Jordan unlocks his seat belt and leans toward me, pressing his pointer finger between my eyes. “You. Will. Never. Tell. Me. What. To. Do.” Fire should be coming out of his nose he is so pissed. “Got it?” He smiles, feeling that he’s won. 

I nod and a few seconds later the beeping stops and we are driving again. But no matter where we go, we can’t escape what we’ve done. 
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CHAPTER 8

 

YESA

 

MY PARENTS HAVE LEFT more than two dozen phone messages and texts since I ran out on my wedding. Until today, I hadn’t bothered to listen or read any of them. But today I do. Today I want to clear them off my phone. I’m not going to live with regrets. That’s why I ran. And I won’t let them, or anyone for that matter, bully me into going back to Jordan. I’ve chosen a different path. I don’t know what it holds, but I’m excited to find out. As I plod through the voice mails and texts I find their words filled with you shouldn’t have’s and how could you’s. Their messages tell me how they are humiliated. Not one of the missives asks how I’m doing. Not once did they ask if I was okay. But that’s how it goes. I’m learning that you can live your life for the praise and adoration of the everyone else, while you might feel miserable inside or you can live for yourself and not worry about the rest of it. I’ve chosen the latter and I don’t know where I found the courage to do it, but I’m glad I did. I can thank Trish for that. I think if it weren’t for our recent bonding, I wouldn’t have realized that I could do what I want. I wouldn’t have known that my happiness was an option. But I do now. 

I decide to put an end to the nagging phone calls and texts from my parents. I call them back. My dad answers on the first ring as if they’ve been worried sick about me. But I know that’s not true. They’ve been worried, but it hasn’t been for me. 

“Casey?” My dad asks, as if he doesn’t recognize my voice. It feels strange to hear him call me Casey, since I’ve decided to use my new name, Yesa. But I don’t correct him. 

“Dad.” I answer, waiting for his lecture. 

“Why haven’t you returned our calls? What’s going on?” He demands and I hear my mother’s voice in the background asking him if it’s really me.

“I am returning your call. I just called you.” I state in a matter of fact manner. 

“Your mother and I-“ he stops and I hear my mom whispering something to him. I don’t try too hard to make out what she’s saying. I’m only calling to put an end to the nagging. As the wedding had grown closer, my parents had been using me, at least it felt that way. They wanted to be near me, they wanted to tell their friends about my happy engagement, about our beautiful wedding plans. At the time, I’d thought it was nice. I’d thought they were trying to help. Now I realize they wanted the image and nothing more. They wanted what I had to give to them, and now I had nothing. Now I had damaged that image. “We just want to let you know…

As my father’s voice trails, I think, this is the part where they should say we just want to let you know that we’re here for you, that we love you no matter what. If you need to talk, if you need anything, we’re here honey. But instead he continues in his gruff voice. “Casey, we just want to let you know that we’re disappointed.”

I race to cut them off before they can go any further. “I know. I got your zillion voice messages.” I say flatly.

My words are ignored and he continues. “That’s enough Casey.” He clears his throat and I hear my mom whisper to him again. “Good luck making it on your own. Don’t expect any help from us. We all have to live with the choices we’ve made. Now it’s time for you to live with yours.” With that he hands the phone to my mom. “Good-bye Casey.” She whispers through her own sadness. I wish I could say she is upset for me, but I know she isn’t. She is sad for herself, for what she can’t tell the world and for what she has to. I am not the perfect daughter they portrayed me to be. Marriage was going to seal my ranks as the golden child; instead I have blown it all to pieces. 

I don’t bother to say good-bye and instead I use my finger to end the call. At least they won’t be bothering me with constant calls anymore. I grab my keys and head out the door. My doctor’s appointment is today. Today I find out if I’m going to be a mother myself. If or when I am a mother, I make a vow here and now to love my child for exactly who he or she is. I make a vow to support their choices, so long as they are following their heart. As a parent, how could you want anything else? How could you want your child to have a life of less so that you could feel like something more? 

 

 

 

I NEVER TOLD Jordan about the positive home pregnancy test. If the doctor confirms it, I will have to tell him. I don’t know how or when. I don’t know what that means; I can only imagine split parenting. Three-and-a-half days with me, three-and-a-half days with him. Sharing every other Christmas with my child. Sharing my child with Jordan’s future wife; I’m sure there will be one. I gulp, telling myself not to worry about any of this just yet. I can worry once I hear the confirmation. I can worry once I know. Right now, nothing is certain. Worrying won’t change anything and it certainly won’t fix it. 

I thought about asking Trish to come with me today, but I don’t want to be a burden. I’m a big girl; I can do this on my own. I appreciate knowing that she would have come if I’d asked her. She’s already been kind enough to let me sleep on the built-in couch in their RV. 

When the doctor comes in he looks to be suppressing a smile. Does that mean the test confirms the positive result? He is humming to himself and tapping his pen against my file. I wonder if he’s really reading what’s on the front page or just pretending to. He only has to deliver a two word diagnosis to me. Not Pregnant. Or you’re pregnant. There can’t be that much to read. “Ms. Jane,” I jump when he speaks. 

“Yes?” I raise my eye brows, eager for his words.

“The test results show that you are not pregnant.” He is no longer smiling. I misread his face when he entered the room. 

I nod, taking in the news. “Is it common for false positives with home pregnancy tests?” I am curious.

He clears his throat. “It happens sometimes.” This time he smiles sympathetically. I do not need his sympathy. I will be a mother someday, but now is not the right time. Now I don’t have to deal with custody battles and the rest of it. I feel a flush of relief wash over me at the realization of what this means for my life. “And the sickness?”

“I imagine you had a bug or it could have just been your nerves. Stress can do funny things to all of us.” He turns to flip through a pile of pamphlets and seems to find the one he is looking for. “If you’re looking for ways to reduce your stress, you should try yoga.” 

Is this doctor seriously recommending yoga? I want to laugh out loud, but instead I take the pamphlet from him and thank him for the suggestion. Yoga, really? 

“You’re so young. You shouldn’t let stress impact you to the point of illness. And if you do want to have children in the future, reducing your stress levels can be very helpful in that endeavor, too.” He smiles again as if he’s bestowed on me the secret of a good life. And then I think, as strange as it is, maybe he has. 

I leave the doctor’s office as I came; alone. There’s no one to call to share my news – or lack of news with. I will tell Trish and Eddie tonight. Jordan never needs to know. I’m not pregnant, so it doesn’t concern him. We’re not married. 

It’s such a nice day today that I’ve parked at the edge of the hospital lot. It’s a bit of a walk, but I don’t mind. The sun feels good against my skin. As I head to my car I realize I feel lighter. I hear the birds chirping in the trees above. I hear several newborn babies crying as they leave the hospital with their parents. I see a man carrying a pink CONGRATS balloon toward the hospitals entrance. I find my mind beginning to wander. I’m thinking about buying a pair of yoga pants. If nothing else, they look comfortable. I stick the pamphlet in my purse as I near the car. When I look up I see a matted black and white dog trotting toward me. I squat down to greet him. “Hey little guy…” I pat him on the head and see that his fur is crawling in pesky fleas. His long hair is pulled tight with knots. He leans his head into my stomach as I continue to pet him and I feel his thin ribs beneath the mess. I look for a collar or an ID tag around his neck and find none. I know in my heart that he is homeless. I know he needs help. And I need a distraction. I need someone to love who loves me back and I think I’ve just found him. I watch as his tattered tail begins to wag, his head still pressed into my stomach as my hands stroke his dirty fur. “What’s your story?” I whisper before realizing I’m asking myself as much as I’m asking the stray dog. We can’t fix our pasts but we can try and point ourselves in the right direction for the future. I stand and wonder if he’ll scurry away. Instead, he stays close to my feet, not wanting to be left alone. I unlock the car door and motion for him to jump in. He eagerly accepts my invitation and hops right into the passenger seat. I laugh. “You’re a lucky little guy, you know that?” I slide into the driver’s seat, shut my door, pull on my seat belt and turn on the car. He doesn’t budge. He sits at full attention, facing forward, ready for whatever is going to come next. He doesn’t know what to expect, but he knows it will be better than what he had. That’s when I realize we’re a lot alike. “Lucky is a good name. What do you think?” He turns to look at me through his matted fur, his eyes focused directly on mine. His head cocks to the side and I mirror him. I remind myself that right now I’m living on a mini couch in an RV that isn’t mine and now I’m going to have to share that tiny couch with a mutt. But I don’t mind. Something tells me he won’t mind either. 

Before leaving the parking lot, I pull out my cell phone to call Trish. This, I want to tell her. “I’m bringing home a friend.” I smile through the phone.

“You’re pregnant? The doctor confirmed it?” She replies before I realize that I should have thought that’s what she’d think. I didn’t preface my statement very well.

“No, I’m not.” I laugh. “But I did find a stray dog and I named him Lucky.”

After a moment of silence, Trish processes what I’ve just told her and laughs with me. “Congratulations!” We both know that we thought that word would be spoken for an entirely different reason. Regardless of this fact, I know she means it. I am happy and she is happy for me. 

“I’m on my way back. You’ll meet him soon. Oh, and Trish?”

“Yeah? Do you have a cat too?” She’s still laughing.

“I’ll be finding a place of my own soon. I promise.” And I mean that.

“No worries.” 

“Thank you.” I murmur while reaching over to pet Lucky again. 

We hang up from our call and I back out of my parking spot and head to the road. If you would have told me a few weeks ago that I’d be single with a dog today, I would have said you were crazy. But here I am. Maybe I’m crazy, but I know that I’m exactly where I want to be.
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CHAPTER 9

 

KITTY

 

I’VE DECIDED THAT all of this true love business is crap. I don’t believe in it. It’s just propaganda, utilized to sell movies and books based around love stories. It’s not real. In the spirit of facing reality, I’ve decided to face the facts. I’ve also decided to enroll Jordan and myself in couples counseling. With the realization that love is a myth, it only makes sense that the truth is, love is hard work, plain and simple. And if it’s hard work, I can fix this; us. If it’s not about love and just about work, we can make it. True, we’ve have a rocky start. But sometimes the best things start off slow. Look at some of the Olympic athletes; you hear stories of how they started out in their sport placing last and now they are competing for a gold medal. Hard work did that. But in other ways, I’m beginning to see our relationship like I see an abandoned house. There was a time it was once beautiful, but then something happened causing it to deteriorate over time. That doesn’t mean it can’t be beautiful again. The theme prevails. Hard work can fix it. We can be fixed.

School is in full swing and I find myself aching for something more, yet I don’t know what. Maybe I need to work harder there too. Although I feel like I’m putting everything I have into my work. Maybe it’s me. Maybe I’ve hit a rough patch. I don’t despise my job and for the most part, the kids are good. I guess I just want to feel fulfilled and I’m not sure where to turn anymore. Did you ever have that feeling when you were a little kid, that when you got older and became an adult everything would be easy? And now, when we’re adults, we look back and think about how simple everything was when we were little. As the saying goes, the grass is always greener. Maybe if I could just shift my perception, every aspect of my life would start to improve. Maybe.

On a positive front, my parent’s think I’ve got it all figured out. Although I haven’t spoken to her, they told me Trish and Eddie sold their California home and bought an RV- to live in. Can you imagine? Her decisions only serve to push me up further in the ranks with my folks. To some extent, it’s always been this way. Now that I’m married to Jordan it wouldn’t be farfetched to say it’s escalated. 

Last night we had dinner with Jordan’s parents, Jim and Barb. That’s what we do the first Saturday of every month. I’m sure it would be more often if they didn’t live in Michigan. My parents, on the other hand, we have dinner with every Sunday night. We haven’t missed one since we said our vows. Generally we have dinner at their place, but sometimes we go out. And each time we have dinner we are showered with more gifts. They’ve given us an antique cedar chest, a new washer and dryer, a gourmet set of cookware, certificates to a bed and breakfast along with passes to an adjoining ski resort and last weekend they wrote us a check for one thousand dollars. The subject line said “just because”. They hinted around with sly smiles creeping onto their faces, asking when they might become grandparents, but I knew that wasn’t what the gifts were for. The gifts were because we made them happy. Our marriage made them happy. And in an odd way, it made me feel proud to know this. I am searching for the good in our relationship and any snippets I can find, I cling to. It’s part of looking at my life through a new lens. 

“How does it make you feel, to live five hours away from your parents?” She is looking at Jordan. We are not allowed to have cell phones or electronic devises in therapy and for that, I am thankful. I don’t know how I got Jordan to agree to come to weekly couples counseling, but I did. I told him that we had to both work hard if we wanted to make this work. I told him I didn’t want to be in a marriage that was dead from the start. He’d muttered a few words and I heard okay and that was the end of it. And now, here we are again. Back in the room that is supposed to cure us. A room that is supposed to somehow fill us with giddiness and affection. So far, it isn’t working. But I’m still holding onto hope. What other option do I really have? 

“Uh….it’s fine.” He runs his hand through his short hair and I know he is hoping his muttered words are enough to push the attention away from himself and onto me. 

“Can you elaborate?” She asks patiently.

He clears his throat. “Uh…I don’t know. I don’t know what else to say. We see them once every month, so it’s not bad?” He ends the sentence with the tone of a question, when all he really wants to know is if that counts for enough.

“Okay. That’s good Jordan.” She nods and scribbles something in the notebook on her lap. I can’t help but wonder if she’s actually taking notes or if she’s doodling. I would be doodling. This conversation is less than interesting and seems to be going nowhere. Now she turns her gaze on us both. “Have the two of you been doing any of the exercises I suggested in our last session?” Her slim eyebrows rise as she waits for our reply.

I wait, silently counting to twenty, yet I know Jordan will not attempt to answer. He only does what he has to, nothing more. When I get to twenty I answer because someone has to. “We haven’t.” I admit without guilt. I didn’t try and he didn’t try. There is no one to blame. 

She nods again and scribbles another note on her paper. “It’s understandable that you’re both busy with your careers, but it would be helpful for you to give at least one of the exercises a try this week. Let’s make it a goal for the two of you to A) go to bed at the same time together each night…”

Jordan let’s out an obvious grown. He likes to stay up later than me. He likes to work on computers and watch violent movies. I can’t remember the last time we went to bed at the same time. I’m not sure I like the idea, but she’s the therapist, she’s the one that’s supposed to cure us. I’m willing to give it a try, although I can’t say I’m looking forward to it. Going to bed at the same time means fighting over the television remote. It means one of us being annoyed that the volume is too low or too high; that the show isn’t the right show. It means less distance between us and more fighting. I’m sure of it.

She continues, “And B) Each night when you go to bed, tell each other one thing you like or admire about each other. Just one. And it can be anything.” She sits back in her chair watching us on the couch. We’re sitting with a full empty cushion between us. I’m holding a white throw pillow against my chest, my legs are crossed. Jordan is leaning back, his arms outstretched to either side. 

I nod and I assume Jordan does the same, but I don’t look to see. Whatever he’s done is enough to cause our therapist to smile and tell us she’ll see us next week. 

 

 

TWO NIGHTS LATER, Jordan and I awkwardly head to the bedroom at the same time. For some reason I would rather Jordan stare at me while I stand in front of him completely naked than do this. This feels too personal. This feels too clumsy. But we’re just going to bed. Oh, and then we’re supposed to say one nice thing about the other person before we lay down to go to sleep. One nice thing. I have no idea what I’ll say. 

I climb into bed first. I pull the covers back, folding them neatly, halfway down the bed. I prop both of our pillows up against the headboard, not knowing what else to do. I am fidgety and it’s best if I keep my hands busy. Jordan is in the bathroom, I can hear him brushing his teeth. I sit back against my pillow. I pick up the television remote from my nightstand and then place it back down like it’s a hot potato. If Jordan sees me holding the remote, we’ll instantly start fighting about who decides what we’ll watch as we fall asleep. Neither of us considers doing anything but watching television. We need something to fill the silence; to distract us from our own realities. Eventually Jordan emerges from the bathroom and I can smell the fresh mint on his breath. He clumsily climbs into bed, sliding his legs beneath the blankets I have folded down for him. At first he places his hands neatly in his lap and stares straight ahead, pretending that the dark television set is fascinating. After another minute he continues looking forward and mutters, “So I guess we need to do part B).” He sounds less than enthusiastic. 

Trying to defer his lackadaisical manner, I muster up a bit of pep. “She wants us to tell each other one nice thing or something we admire about each other.” I smile, turning toward him, although he is still staring forward.

He is like a statue and I want to shake him. I want to tell him to play along and stop pouting. I want to tell him we both made this decision, together. It isn’t my fault alone and it isn’t his. It’s ours. We did this. We chose this. So let’s make the best of it. Can’t he just complete this one miniscule exercise with me? If he can’t think of one nice thing to say, he can just make something up. Just play along, I want to scream. Just stop acting like this is all my fault, like somehow I’ve singlehandedly ruined his life. I wait for another few minutes, silently counting to fifty to keep from screaming. My kindergarten students act more mature than he does sometimes. 

“Fine.” I can’t take it anymore. I’ve counted to fifty three times and still Jordan isn’t speaking. Still, he is staring straight ahead as if he’s turned to stone. Maybe he has. My curiosity- or possibly my lack of sanity- gets the best of me. I reach my hand out to touch him, resting my fingers on his arm. He is wearing a fitted gray T-shirt and with a single touch I remember when I used to feel more. And I know he remembers. I just don’t know where those feelings went. They’ve evaporated. At one time, they were really there. I remember now, as I wrap my fingers around the top of his arm. It should sadden me that his first reaction is to flinch when my fingers first touch him. But it doesn’t. Instead I just hold on. Isn’t that what we’re doing anyway? Holding on. At least I know he hasn’t really turned to stone. “If you won’t play, I will.”

That lights a small spark under him. He laughs, but it is not the kind of laughter that draws me in. “Oh, this will be good.” He rolls his eyes. 

“Seriously Jordan!” I unwrap my fingers from his arm and place my hands back in my lap. We are sitting side by side in bed, both of our backs against the headboard, both looking straight ahead. Jordan has a smirk across his face and I am trying not to scream. I am so fed up. I feel like he is trying to make our lives difficult. He is trying to make me annoyed. At least I’m not trying to do that to him. I’m just existing. And now I’m trying to play this dumb game or exercise, whatever the hell it is. “You really make it hard…” My voice fades. I know I need to stop. I can’t say any more or it will end bad. 

He laughs again. “I make it hard? Seriously, me? How can you say that?” Now he turns to face me and this time I pretend I have turned to stone. Really, I’m just trying not to cry. “I can’t wait to tell the therapist that your one nice thing is that I make everything difficult.” He can’t stop laughing and it’s causing pure anger to boil my insides.

“You’re a real piece of work.” I mutter through clenched teeth. 

“Oh! I get two nice things. Lucky me.” He spats back.

I have nothing more to say. I should have known this exercise would be a disaster; when it comes to the two of us, everything is. This marriage is. After what feels like an hour, I grab the television remote from my nightstand and toss it to his side without as much as a glance. I hear it crack against his elbow and I don’t bother to apologize. I pull the covers up to my chest and rest my head on my pillow, facing the wall. The gap between the two of us is big enough to fit two whole people. I close my eyes and hope to fall asleep quickly. I don’t want to hear the violent dribble that he’ll surely be watching when he clicks the POWER ON button on the television. I thought hard work could fix us, but now I’m not sure that it can. It doesn’t seem to be working. What are we going to do? What if we can’t fix this – us? What have I done? Is it really right for both of us to live a miserable existence because of one mistake? Is it? To make matters worse, I don’t have a soul to talk to. Outside of our couple’s therapist- whose work seems to only be making us worse, although I didn’t think that was possible – I have no one. I can’t tell my parents about this. They’re too proud; too happy. I can’t tell Trish. We don’t talk and she’d supported me before the wedding when I told her I wasn’t sure this is what I really wanted. She’d just say “told ya so.” I can’t tell my co-workers at school, that’s not the place or time to discuss something this heavy. On the outside it looks like I have it all. I have a fancy diamond ring, parents who adore me, a steady job, and I’m a wife. It looks so perfect. But it doesn’t feel that way. On the inside, I feel more alone than I’ve ever been. On the inside, I am terrified that I have made a huge mistake that can’t be fixed. 

I was going to tell Jordan that I loved his dark eyes. The truth is, I always have. I liked them most when they used to look at me in a way that made me know I was loved. I like them now because I’m still holding onto hope that one day they’ll look at me that way again. That’s what I was going to tell him. But he went and ruined it. I shouldn’t be surprised. I feel a tear squeeze through my closed eyes. It makes a small thud on my pillow and I make no attempt to wipe it away. I know there are more on their way. I draw in a deep breath, careful to keep my eyes closed, willing myself to sleep. At least when I sleep, I can be somewhere else; I can forget what it feels like to be living in a nightmare. I curl my legs together and pull them up toward my chest. Lately I tend to sleep best in the fetal position. And then I hear it. It’s not the sound of the television set. It’s his voice. It’s Jordan. I feel my body tense beneath the blankets, bracing for whatever insult he is about to throw my way. 

“I thought it was nice that you put toothpaste on my toothbrush tonight. You haven’t done that in a while.” He is whispering and I’m floored that his words haven’t ripped me to shreds. I don’t know what made him try. I can’t remember the last time he said something remotely kind to me. I keep my eyes closed and feel the tears still finding their way out through the corners. I keep myself still, careful not to move. I want to feel safe curled up in my little ball. I want to hang onto his words. They are not magic. But they feel warm and it’s more than I expected. 

“I like your eyes, when they look at me.” I mumble back. My lips taste like salt. I lick them, reminding myself that it’s possible I’m dreaming. I don’t know if I’ve really said those words out loud and if I have, has Jordan even heard me? I don’t repeat them. I can’t. Saying it once leaves me feeling depleted. 

I nearly jump when I feel his hand land on the small of my back. “Remember, my parents are coming to town tomorrow for the week. They’ll be here when you get home from work.” He says the words quietly, without inflection. And then I hear the click of the television and the shouts of angry people through the screen. 
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CHAPTER 10

 

YESA

 

LUCKY SLEEPS CURLED UP against my stomach on the mini-couch in the RV. He doesn’t mind and neither do I. The day after I found him, I made an appointment with a local dog groomer to shave his mats. The knots ran so deep that his black and white fur had to be completely shaved to salvage his appearance and to help him feel better. The countless fleas are long gone and he eats his meals with a vengeance. I’ve been taking him on a one mile walk or run each morning, too. School has started, so we get up earlier now, but he doesn’t mind. When he sees me grab his leash it’s all tail wags and sloppy kisses. We both value our freedom in the mornings. 

This morning I’m short on time, so we’re running the mile loop. We rarely see another human this early and there is never any traffic to worry about. Since the RV is parked at Wrenwood State Park, I am surrounded by mature trees, wandering deer and the occasional raccoon or opossum. It’s the best scenery I can ask for. And it always smells like summer, even when it’s not. When I told Trish that, she asked me what summer smells like. To me, it smells like a mixture fresh air, left over campfires and sap on the trees. She laughed and then agreed. I clip Lucky’s leash onto his collar and we begin running down the paved road. We run two-hundred meters ahead of us and turn right. We haven’t been together long, but Lucky already knows the route, I don’t even have to prompt him when to turn. He’s leading the way with his ears pressed back and his eyes focused ahead. Something tells me he’s never been this happy. Running and walking in the mornings has become the best stress reliever. All of my frustrations seem to boil to the surface when I’m covered in sweat and by the time we’ve finished the mile, I feel like I’ve shed that layer of anxiety and I can leave it behind. This morning I’m frustrated about the same things I always am. I would have guessed that my fears of being alone would have surfaced, but oddly I’m not the least bit worried about being single or about temporarily living on a mini-couch in my sister’s RV. Maybe I should be, but I’m not. Instead I find myself frustrated about teaching and longing for something more. I want to start something of my own, something that brings me joy. I just haven’t figured out yet what that is. On every walk or run, as I take a new step, I assure myself it will all work out. But the next day I’m right back at it, racking my brain for that something more. Wondering what will light a fire inside of me and bring in an income. 

We turn the next corner and I watch as an opossum scurries off the road and into the words. Lucky needs to use the bathroom so we come to a halt. Admittedly I’m one of those people who never carry little baggies. He does his business and then we’re back into our run again. And then it hits me, just like that. I look at Lucky running ahead of me and watch his tail wagging and I know in my heart this is what I want to do. I’ll start small and build my business one client at a time. Once I have enough clients to go full-time I’ll leave teaching and take the leap as a business owner. Until then, I’ll juggle both. Maybe one day I’ll hire an assistant! Maybe one day I’ll expand to other cities and counties! But wait, I’m getting ahead of myself. I have to actually start the business first. My head is suddenly spinning with to do lists and dreams. I feel alive, maybe for the first time. I’m really going to do this. I realize I’ve picked up the pace. Lucky is no longer running in front of me, tugging on the leash. Instead we’re side by side, racing the last quarter mile back to the RV, our temporary home. We’re stride for stride and as usual, when we finish our mile, my frustrations have somehow melted away. I’m energized in a new way today. I know what I’m going to do with the rest of my life and I have Lucky to thank for that. I squat down to my knees and rub Lucky’s fur, kissing the top of his head and telling him good job. I was terrified when I ran out on my wedding. It’s hard to believe it’s been two-months since that time. So much has happened; so much has changed. When I ran out that day I wasn’t terrified of being alone as much as I was scared of what would happen next. I didn’t know where I’d live or who I’d meet. I just knew as odd as it was, it was what my heart wanted. It was right for me. And for some reason, I didn’t let fear stop me. I thought it would, but it didn’t. And now here I am. I run or walk every morning. I have a dog. I am living on a mini-couch in my sister’s RV. I’m actually friends with my sister, Trish. Yes, I’m still in a job that only feel’s so-so, but I’m working on that. I’ve just decided the business I’m going to open. Maybe one day I’ll find true love. Maybe. But even if I don’t, something tells me I’m going to be okay. 

 

 

TWO WEEKS AFTER THE wedding I single-handedly wrecked, I mailed a package to Jordan. The package contained my engagement ring and a letter. I didn’t want to talk to him on the phone and apparently he’d felt the same way. I avoided email as it felt too impersonal and I was all too aware of the fact that on email words can easily be read the wrong way. I decided a letter was the best way to go. In the letter I took the blame for everything, even though I wasn’t sure I really felt that way. I wanted to convey to him that I was sorry for humiliating him, but that I truly felt I was doing us both a favor. I wrote that maybe neither one of us could fully understand it now, but in time maybe we would. Maybe. I wrote to Jordan that I want us both to find happiness in our lives and for one reason or another it didn’t feel that we would ever find that if we stayed together. I meant that. I’ve learned that two people can fall in love and later fall out of it. Just because love exists for a moment, doesn’t mean that it will always remain. I kept my letter to one page and signed off by wishing him all of the happiness that life can bring. There is someone out there that will make him truly happy and I hope there’s someone out there who will do the same for me. I have to hope there is; because Jordan and I weren’t doing that for each other and it didn’t feel right to pretend to be something we weren’t. 

Since Trish and Eddie are allowing me to stay with them until I find a place of my own, I’ve taken on the duty of grocery shopping for the three of us. It’s a small contribution for such a big favor they’ve done for me- and now for Lucky, too. During my lunch period today I spent five minutes scarfing down my peanut butter and jelly sandwich and baked chips, five minutes scribbling a grocery list and the other twenty-minutes doodling in a notebook and coming up with to do lists and name ideas for my business. In the afternoon as my kindergarten students sat in a circle while the school librarian reads them Where the Wild Things Are, I wrestled various business name ideas over in my head and smiled to myself for what I was planning. When other teachers stopped by my classroom to say hello or ask how my day was, they always approached me with a solemn face. They always assumed I would be depressed and angry for the fall-out of the wedding. I was certain my run-away bride stunt had been going around the teachers lounges like wild fire since the start of school. I saw the way the other teachers looked at me and silenced their voices when I entered a room. I watched their sympathetic eyes follow me as I walked through the hallways. I’m sure they love the fact that I’m living on a couch in my sisters RV; it only adds to the drama of “poor Ms. Jane.” But I ignore it all. I smile, not because I need to, but because I want to. They can think what they want about how my life looks or sounds on the outside. It doesn’t matter to me anymore because I’m happy on the inside. So often we, as a society, delude ourselves into thinking that happiness is seen on an external view, when really that’s exactly the problem. External views are merely mirages, distorting any sense of true reality. It’s the internal view that truly exists and only the beholder knows its truth. 

I’m in the parking lot of Dots Grocery sifting through my purse to find the grocery list I made at lunch today. I check the new text message on my phone and see it’s from Trish. Come to yoga class with me tonight at 8PM. She’s been begging me to go with her since we’ve been living together. I’ve always said no, but today I say yes. I text Trish back and tell her I will go with her tonight. She replies reminding me to pick up organic orange juice at the store. I add it to my list and toss my phone back into my oversized purse. I head into the store, drawing in a deep breath of cool October air. The sun warms the top of my head and I squint to look ahead, avoiding the cars that are pulling in and out of parking spaces. Everyone’s always in a hurry at the grocery store and the parking lot always seems to be rampant with hurried adults for one reason or another. The double doors open as I enter the store and the greeter offers me a cart and says hello. I push past the check-out aisles, going against the current of customers. I like to walk through the store backwards. It’s something I’ve always done. Dots, like most grocery stores is set up to have the flow of customers turn left when they enter, to start at the produce. I turn right and start at the cheese and juice aisles instead. It always feels like I have more browsing time this way. I glance down at my list reminding myself of everything I need to be sure and get. When I look up I realize I’ve pushed my cart onto the tip of someone’s shoe and quickly apologize. As my eyes rise to meet his I feel faint. It’s Jordan. 

I haven’t seen him since he was in a tux and I was in a too tightly fitted white dress. We both stare at each other, our mouths forming matching O’s. I feel my eyes growing larger. I’m trying to say something but the words just won’t come. What do you say to the guy you humiliated? I am clueless. It’s like a car wreck that I can’t look away from. I can’t look away from him but it’s not because I’m happy to see him, it’s because I can’t believe I’m seeing him. How could I have not thought about this? Of course we were bound to run into each other at some point, we live in the same town for god sakes. Just because we broke up doesn’t mean that he ceases to exist. I can’t help but wonder what he’s thinking, looking back at me. How long have we been standing here? Why did I have to run over his foot with my cart? I have to say something. This is going on too long. It’s too awkward. 

“Jordan.” I know, original. All I can think to say is his name. At least it’s something.

“Casey.” His voice is flat, but I can feel the anger hiding behind it. I want to tell him I go by Yesa now, but I don’t want to diminish my name by letting him call me that. I watch as he shifts the weight from one foot to another. I bought him the boots he’s wearing. 

Suddenly I remember he gave me the black button up top I have on and I feel myself cross my arms in front of my chest in an attempt to hide it. “How…how are you?” I don’t want to sound patronizing; instead I try to make my voice cheerful.

I watch as he rolls his eyes. Ah, there’s the Jordan I know. His immaturity shoots me back to reality and I remember why I ran that day. I’m glad I ran. “Seriously?” He coughs a laugh.

“All right then.” I look back down at my list for something to do and make an attempt to maneuver my cart around him. 

“I heard you’re living in an RV.” He can’t resist. He has to cut me down. It’s tempting to fight back, but there’s nothing here I want to fight for so I don’t. 

I push my cart around him and look ahead at the shelves of bread. But I know he won’t let me get away that easily. We might be broken up but I still know him. “Hey, I’m talking to you!” There’s the temper I remember. 

Turning my head I look back at him. He wants a reaction. He wants something to win. I smile and feel my grip grow tighter on the handle of my grocery cart. “Jordan.” My voice is quiet and calm. I do not want to cause a scene. “I said everything I needed to in the letter I sent to you. I hope you find happiness. I hope – “ I stop before I say something dumb. 

“Why, because you already have? Are you sleeping around with someone else?” His voice is growing louder. My eyes dart from side to side, silently apologizing for the distraction we are causing. 

I shake my head, still stiffly smiling. “Because I just want us both to be happy and we weren’t happy together. So I hope we both find it. That’s all.” I think about placing my hand on his arm in an attempt to calm him, but then I think better of it. I turn to walk away, refocusing on the shelves of bread. I’ve never realized how many brands and options there are. 

And then I feel him breathing on my neck. He mutters the words through clenched teeth. “It’s your crazy hippie sister isn’t it? Trish told you to run out on me?” I feel the stares of a few shoppers as they pass by. No one stops to relieve me despite their apparent interest.

“What? No.” I turn to face him; we are only an inch apart. I don’t know how to make him leave. His eyes look like fire. He has nothing but hatred for me. Should I turn and run? Scream for help? Dial 9-1-1? But nothing has actually happened. I don’t know what I would say anyway. 

“You hope I’m happy? Well, I hope you are. Do you have everything you dreamed of? A mobile house that’s not even yours. You’re going to grow to be an old maid. No one’s good enough for you, are they?”

I have nothing to say. I can’t win. I am happy but I’m not about to explain that to him. And I’m not an old maid. I’m in my twenties. When did that become old? And someone is good enough for me, but it certainly isn’t Jordan. He’s only standing to prove that to me again right now, yet he doesn’t even realize it. He doesn’t see himself as flawed. He views himself as perfect. I put an end to my thoughts, fearful that somehow he’ll hear what I’m thinking. We’re not together but we still know each other. 

My back is pressed against the front of my cart. He’s standing in my personal space and I’m afraid to breath. I know he’s not mad at me because I left him. He’s mad at me because I humiliated him. I’ve already apologized for that, in my letter, and I don’t want to say it again. I want to move on and he should too. I know his wounds must still feel fresh but what’s done is done. 

“If you’re trying to be cool like Trish, just know, you never will. You’re not that girl. You’re the girl…” He points his finger at me and pushes it forward to stab my left shoulder. “You’re the girl that needs someone to take care of her. The girl who can’t do anything for herself. You’re the girl who runs when she’s scared, who cries when she’s hurt. Because you’re weak. You’re pathetic. You’re a coward.” His eyes are glossy and I know he is fighting tears.

His words aren’t true. I would have been those things if I’d stayed; if I’d said I do. But I didn’t. And so I’m not. I draw in a deep breath and look down at his pointer finger pressed sharply against my shoulder. I take his finger in my hand and gently remove it, placing it back at his side. I squeeze it once and tell him good-bye. As I turn to leave I feel his eyes burning a hole in my back. He thinks his pain is something it’s not. He thinks he’s lost something good, but we were anything but good together. One day he’ll realize that my running away gave him everything he really wanted. One day he’ll realize that what I did was for the both of us; to give us a chance at finding real happiness. But for him, today is not that day.
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CHAPTER 11

 

KITTY

 

MY PARENTS CALLED and told us they have a surprise. Well, what they really said was “guess what?” and my mom was filled with so much giddiness I thought she was going to burst into a million pieces. The guess what was merely the hook. They wanted to string us along for a bit. We won’t actually find out what the answer is until this evening when we meet up. They promised they’d tell us then. I’m not holding my breath. Last time they said guess what they ended up telling me they bought me a twenty-year old used Buick. I know, I should have been grateful for the free car, but believe me, there were plenty of strings attached that only I could see. 

Jordan and I are walking through the state park; something we’ve never done. We’re not outdoorsy people, but our couples therapist suggested we start taking walks together and see where that leads us. If it works as well as her last suggested exercise I don’t know why we’re even trying. But here we are. Outside, taking in the fresh air and the sounds of every variety of bird singing in the trees that tower above us. It’s a cool day, we’re both wearing sneakers, pants and t-shirts. Funny, now that I think about it. We’re dressed alike. I always thought that couples that dressed alike were madly in love. Another theory of adulthood I’ve debunked. We’re even both wearing maroon t-shirts. How lame is that? Anyway, like I said, we’re trying. I’m trying. We’re here. Outside. Breathing fresh air. Walking side by side on a quiet paved road. We don’t have a map or a goal destination. We’re simply going through the motions and at least one of us is hoping that magic will kick in. But even I’m beginning to lose hope on that one. I know counseling isn’t the cure-all-end-all, but I thought it would have helped at least a little by now. As we round the corner I watch a guy who looks to be around our age, walking his dog. His dog is (ah-hem!) using the bathroom and when he is done, the duo simply walk away without picking it up. I can’t help but roll my eyes. What if someone steps in it? I remind myself not to get wrapped up in someone else’s drama. Our therapist says if we find ourselves getting frustrated at other people it’s because we are really frustrated with ourselves. She’s probably right. I am frustrated with myself, for a lot of things. So I forget about the man and the dog and without too much thought I reach my hand forward and grab onto Jordan’s. It doesn’t feel natural, but I do it anyway. We are a married couple and we should hold hands. He doesn’t grab on tight, but he holds on. Although we finish our walk through the woods without a single word, holding hands is enough for me in this moment.

 

 

 

 

MY PARENTS HAVE ALREADY given us so much. I don’t know what they have in store for us tonight. Jordan and I arrive punctually at their house. Both of my parents are already dressed and have on light jackets. They are nearly pushing us back out the front door. “Nice to see you too.” I joke, looking around to see if there are any unfamiliar Buick’s in the street.

“Oh, Kitty!” My mom waves her hand at me dismissively. And yes, even she calls me Kitty now. Everyone does. “Jordan, can you believe this one? Is she always so –“

Before she can finish I interrupt. “Mom, what is this all about? What’s the big surprise?” I flash a smile, knowing that it will please them. Again, it’s not that I’m ungrateful, it just feels smothering to be showered with gifts all of the time. And I know what the gifts are for. The gifts are for following the unspoken rules of our family. Marry the right person. Have babies. I’ve achieved one of two and I’m quite certain I’ll achieve the second in time; I know they’re sure of it too. Hence the gifts and the excessive giddiness. 

“My, my…someone’s sure impatient!” She sings.

Jordan takes a step toward me, standing by my side and I realize this is by his own doing. He reaches his arms behind my back and touches his fingertips to the small of my back, herding me toward the car like a cow. I’m not sure if I should be flattered or offended that he’s making this effort. I pretend not to notice his touch and walk to the car with the group, bending down to open the back door and climb inside. Jordan climbs into the front passenger seat. My dad is driving. My mom walks around to the far side of the car and climbs in the back seat to sit next to me. This is how we always sit, girls in back, boys in the front. I can’t remember it being any other way. Jordan and my dad begin talking about football and I instantly tune them out. My mom turns to me and asks if I knew Abbie Lyndrom had another baby. I shake my head indicating that I didn’t know. She continues on, listing other former classmates who have recently gotten married or had children. It’s an exhausting list; it always is. In my mom’s world, girls my age are getting married and popping out babies left and right. She always finishes her gossip by pressing her right hand into the small of her neck and muttering something about how preposterous it is that Trish can’t be like everyone else. I never agree or disagree. I just listen. After all, I am strapped into the back seat of a car; a car that I have no idea where it is headed. 

My mom never seems to notice how quiet I am. I know she likes having someone listen to her for once. She doesn’t have that at home. I fill the role of the rule obeying good daughter to her satisfaction. After a bit I look out the car window and notice that we have been driving in circles through my parent’s neighborhood. Why haven’t we gone anywhere? Is my dad losing his mind? Does anyone else notice that we’ve been driving for nearly ten minutes and we haven’t even left the neighborhood? I look around at the three of them and everyone seems content. Jordan and my dad are still engaged in an intense football conversation. My mom is picking at her fingernails, studying her manicure. I sit quietly, watching my dad turn the corner again. We are literally driving in one big circle throughout the neighborhood. I hear Jordan let out an “Ahhh…” and realize I haven’t heard him sound that happy in a long time. It actually sounds genuine too, not just for show. Maybe that walk did have a little magic in it. The football conversation comes to a lull and I watch as my dad turns to look back at my mom. They both smile and I see the giddiness rising up in my mom again. She looks like a child on Christmas morning, so excited for something we have yet to find out. She is almost bouncing up and down in her seat. She nods at my dad and he clears his throat, turning back to look at the road ahead of us; although he should have it memorized by now, as many times as we’ve driven this loop. The car is quiet except for the hum of the engine and the quiet music playing on the radio; the volume is so low I can’t hear any of the words they are singing. I can’t even tell if it’s a male or female artist. I lean back in my seat, my eyes darting back and forth as we pull into the driveway. Maybe they forgot their wallet or purse? But it is not my parent’s driveway. I look out my window and see that their house is next door. My dad really is losing it. First he’s driving in circles and can’t find his way out of the neighborhood and now he’s in the neighbor’s driveway. But why is this all making my mom so happy? Maybe I’m the one who’s losing it. 

“We’re here!” My dad announces, throwing open his car door and looking back to motion to each of us to do the same. 

I feel the wrinkles creep across my forehead. I look to the right and see their house, the porch lights glowing in the night. And then I look back at the neighbor’s house where the four of us are standing in the driveway. Jordan’s too polite with my parents to say anything so I know I have to. “I don’t get it?” I look at my mom and then my dad, waiting for an explanation. Waiting for someone to tell me which one of us is crazy. Please don’t let it be me. 

My mom is laughing and she leaves my side to stand by her husband. Jordan and I are left standing on our own and we both watch, confused, as my parents walk up to the front door and open it with a key. I see a light flip on inside, next the porch lights come to life. My mom pops her head out from the front door and motions for us to come in. I don’t know who their neighbors are, but something about this feels strange. 

Although we are hesitant, Jordan and I walk forward toward the front door. As we’re walking, Jordan grabs my hand and I hold on. When we reach the front door my parents are standing there with giant smiles from ear to ear. “Surprise!” The both shout. Jordan and I look at each other- actually look in each other in the eyes. It feels like a breath of fresh air to look at him that way. Suddenly we are a team. Confused, but nevertheless, a team. I turn my eyes back to my parents. Are they throwing some kind of surprise party for us? At the neighbor’s house? And for what? It’s all so odd. 

We step inside the home, still holding hands. I look from left to right and then up at the massive stairwell. I don’t see any other people here. It seems to be just the four of us. My mom leans into my dad’s arm and he nods; a secret code telling her she can now speak. “It’s five bedrooms, fully furnished and it comes with great neighbors.” She’s laughing again and it’s starting to freak me out. When neither of us replies, she continues. “There are plenty of rooms to fill with kids…It’s yours!”

Jordan squeezes my hand and we look at each other again without thinking. I imagine the look on my face is as surprised as his. His eyes are big and round and his ears curl toward the back of his head. Did they buy us a house? “Wow…” Jordan says, turning to face my dad. “Thank you. I feel like I need to say something better, something bigger than that, but I don’t know what to say. Thank you…” We are both stunned and for the first time in a long time we are both feeling the same emotion at the same time- and it’s not anger. 

“Seriously?” I am shocked. They have showered us with gifts, but a massive house? A house of any kind for that matter, but this one is ours? Like Jordan, I don’t know what to say or do. We both stand like statues staring at my parents. Meanwhile my dad stands before us, soaking in the adoration. My mom is smiling from ear to ear, eager to take us on a tour. 

She’s nodding excessively. “We’re neighbors! Can you believe it?”

My mouth forms the shape of an O and I blink, wondering if I am dreaming. We have a house! And it’s a giant, gorgeous house. We get to move out of his- our – bacon smelling apartment and live in the lap of luxury. It’s ours! I can hardly believe it. I reach my arms out wide and hug my mom. We don’t do that often, but something this big warrants a hug. And then there are hugs all around between each of us. 

“Let me take you on a tour.” We all watch as my mom turns and heads to the back of the house, urging us to follow. The house is immaculate. It boasts five bedrooms. The master suite is on the first floor. Two of the upstairs bedrooms share a Jack-and-Jill bathroom. Another has its own ensuite. The kitchen is huge and has cherry cabinets that reach up to the ceiling. The living room has a gas fireplace and vaulted ceilings. And there’s an unfinished basement where Jordan can have his man cave and make an office full of computers and equipment. The yard has a white picket fence and at this house I wouldn’t expect anything else. The house is furnished; the last family moved out of the country and couldn’t take large items with them. We have a piano, couch, beds and dressers. We’ll bring our own rugs and linens of course, but otherwise there’s nothing to do but add the keys to our key chain. When we reach the front door at the end of our guided tour, we all take turns hugging again. I look around at the beige walls and the large stairway banister. We are going to live here. Everything is so pristine it’s like a museum. Nothing is out of place. As we stand in the entrance way each chatting about our favorite things in the house, I feel a twinge of something in my stomach. Trish is living in an RV and I get to live here? Somehow it doesn’t seem fair. But then, we all make our choices. She chose to be a rebel and I chose to follow the rules. There are consequences to every choice we make in life and I’m just reaping the benefits of mine. If they gave Trish this house she wouldn’t accept it anyway. I know she’d say they were just trying to control her. She’d say she would never live in a glass fish bowl that is this house. I guess that’s the difference between us. Trish thinks there’s something better and I accept what I’m given. 

 

 

 

 

WE HEAD TO THE FROZEN Spoon to celebrate. They have the best ice cream in Oxboro. The Frozen Spoon has every regular flavor of ice cream you can dream of, plus they have an assortment of off the wall flavors like chocolate heaven (a mix of chocolate ice cream, chocolate chip cookies and chocolate pudding swirls) and corn-on-the-cob (no further explanation needed) and even pizza flavored ice cream. My parents have taken me to The Frozen Spoon since I was little. After ballet recitals and when I got straight-A’s. It’s a staple in our town. Some people travel for hours to come here just to try one of the off-the-wall flavors of ice cream. It’s safe to say, if you’ve been to Oxboro, you’ve been to The Frozen Spoon. 

Now my mom’s giddiness has spread among us like wild fire. When someone buys you a house, you find yourself suddenly walking on cloud nine. There’s no avoiding it. My parents walk through the winding line and order first. Jordan is next and orders a plain vanilla cone. When it’s my turn I step up to the register and order two-scoops of chocolate heaven in a waffle cone. My mouth is watering as I think about what my taste buds are about to experience. The shop is packed with wall to wall customers; it always is. Everyone is happy here. It’s ice cream after all; how could you not be happy? We take turns shuffling through the line with our destination being the far register where we pay and are handed our ice cream. My parents motion to an open table in the far corner of the shop. Jordan turns to me and for a minute I think he’s going to say something meaningful. Instead, he bends down toward me, a smile on his face. “Can you hold this for me? I’ll be right back.” He nods his head toward the restroom. Well, it wasn’t heartfelt, but he did look me in the eyes. He was smiling. So, it’s something. I take his ice cream from him, holding his in my left hand and mine in my right. I look ahead, trying to push my way through the crowd of people, finally reaching an empty corner where I will wait for Jordan to return. 

The room is filled with laughter and chatting. Some people are carrying cones with four or five scoops of ice cream. Jordan’s single and my double scoop look measly compared to some. I move my eyes to the ground, trying not to run into anyone. Just as I’m about to reach the corner I feel my forehead run smack into someone’s chest. “I’m sorry!” I blurt, forcing myself to look up. He’s tall with blond hair and light blue eyes and he’s smiling back at me. “I’m so sorry!” I repeat, not knowing what else to say. And then I follow his eyes. They are looking down toward his shoes. I quickly look back up at the two cones I am holding and realize my top scoop of chocolate heaven has fallen and is splayed across the strangers shoes. I realize then that chocolate heaven ice cream looks more like an accident with dog excrement when it splatters. 

He laughs. “Don’t worry about it. It’s just ice cream.” He reaches toward the counter to grab a pile of napkins. As he bends down to wipe his shoes I stand dumbfounded in front of him, watching him clean up the mess I caused. He tosses the soiled napkins into the trash and wipes them once more before standing up again. “You look like you’ve seen a ghost, are you all right?” He’s trying to console me, it feels backwards. 

I giggle nervously and shift my weight from one foot to the other. People are rubbing the sides of my arms as they squeeze by carrying their own ice cream prizes. Our eyes meet and he holds my gaze despite the chaos. I feel a zap of energy rush through my veins and my stomach flops. 

“Ready?” Jordan’s voice chimes from behind me and I quickly snap into motion. I hand him his ice cream. He doesn’t notice that my top scoop is gone, or maybe he just thinks I’m really hungry. Either way, I’m glad he doesn’t ask. We push our way through the crowd and head to the back corner table where my parents are sitting. I look back once and catch the stranger’s eyes again, but only for a fleeting moment. And then I am sitting in a booth, on a double date with my parents. 

My dad nods toward my ice cream cone as I take a bite. “Chocolate misery?” He asks, wondering about the flavor. He hates chocolate anything and I’m sure he’s making fun of my selection.

When I swallow, I wipe my mouth with a napkin and correct him. “Close.” I smile. “They call it chocolate heaven.” I raise my cone to take another bite when I realize it’s all a matter of perception. 
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CHAPTER 12

 

YESA

 


		Take a vacation 

		Go to at least one concert a year

		Start a business

		Fall in love

		Always listen to my gut

		Go to yoga classes

		Run or walk daily with Lucky

		Do something that makes me happy, every day

		Never compromise who I am for someone else’s vision of who I should be

		Dance in the rain



 

I WAKE UP AT FOUR in the morning to write my list. Lucky is curled up at my side, still fast asleep. He doesn’t even budge when I reach to grab a pen and paper and flip on my reading light. It’s not a bucket list if that’s what you’re thinking. It’s what I’m calling my happy list. It’s a list of things I want to do that make me happy. Some are small and simple, like going to yoga class (now that Trish has me hooked). Others are enormous, like number nine. It’s not a checklist. It’s a list I want to live by for the rest of my life. To an outsider, I might look scared or sad because I ran away from my own wedding, but I don’t feel that way at all. I feel more alive than I’ve ever been and I wouldn’t trade this for anything in the world. 

Trish and Eddie will be leaving soon, traveling the country in their RV. Lucky and I will not be accompanying them on their journey. We have a journey of our own to embark on. Anyway, I have my teaching job and I’m starting my new business inspired by Lucky. It’s an in home pet-sitting business for when pet guardians go out of town and can’t bring their pets with them. Instead of boarding their pet at a noisy kennel, pets can stay in their own homes and I come to them several times a day, to keep them as close to their normal routine as possible. On the side I’m offering dog walking services too; for those who work long hours or have to be gone for the day and their dog needs to get some exercise. I’m the one to call for the job. I’ll get to be around pets all of the time and I’ll be helping pet parents. They will be able to leave their pets at home, worry free and return home to happy pets. I can’t imagine anything better. I’ve purchased my insurance for the business and have my pet CPR certification and other details in place. I’m building a website and creating flyers and marketing materials to spread around town. I’ve spoken with the local animal shelter and rescue groups to ask them to place my pet sitting flyers in their adoption kits. Local realtors are going to share my flyers with their pet loving clients too. I know in my bones that my business will be a success and I’m bursting at the seams to tell the world about it. But right now my world consists mostly of Trish and Eddie. They know I’ve been working on something, but I haven’t shared the details with them yet. After everything that’s happened over the last four-months (since I ran out on my own wedding), and now after a day of apartment hunting, I am set on the name of my business. No Place Like Home Pet Sitting and Dog Walking Service. Because I can’t think of a better place to be than home. Home is a place where you know you’re safe and loved. My home has been a mini-couch in an RV and I wouldn’t trade this time or space for anything. Home is the best place in the world. It doesn’t matter where it is or what it looks like, but there should be nothing better. So I can’t think of a more fitting name for my business venture. 

It’s December now and I’m hoping to start working with my first few clients this month. With all of the hustle and bustle of the holidays and travel plans, I think it will be a great month to start. My plan is to build the business through referrals. If I do a good job, I know I can grow. I’ll be on winter break for several weeks this month from teaching, and after that, I’ll take appointments around my teaching schedule. I have holidays, weekends and evenings free. Who knows, maybe one day I’ll hire an assistant. Maybe one day I’ll be able to pursue my business full time. For now, I have my own little furry guy who’s ready to go for a run. I look at the clock and realize I’ve been daydreaming about my happy list for nearly two hours. It’s six in the morning, time to throw on my sneakers and grab Lucky’s leash before I head off to another day of teaching. I stumble to the bathroom to brush my teeth. When I’m done, I lace up my running shoes; Lucky is spinning in circles with excitement. He’s the best sleeper in the world, but when it’s time to head outside, he’s ready to go. I glance up at the front of the RV and see that the window is covered in white. I smile like a child on a snow day. We might have a school delay with the surprise of winter. Either way, I’m heading outside to play with Lucky by my side. I tuck my hands into my sleeves, clip Lucky’s leash to his collar and head out the door. I’m taking care of number seven and number eight on my list at the same time. Lucky pounces his front paws into a thin layer of snow as we begin to run. His black nose has turned white. Trish always tells me I changed Lucky’s life the day I saved him, but I think he’s changed mine. As we run along the deserted road I study the pine trees that tower above us, each one holding a thin layer of snow. I feel like I have stepped into one of Bob Ross’s perfect paintings. Just a girl and a dog running through a snow covered park on an early December morning. Lucky’s tail wags with excitement. My stomach flip-flops thinking about my new business, thinking about all that is to come. Thinking about how much has changed because of one decision. What if I would have stayed? What if I would have married him? When I ran into Jordan at the grocery store a few months back, I knew without a doubt in my mind that I had made the right decision. But it still scared me to my core to think I could have stayed. I could be living a completely different life; an existence of confinement and suffocation. I didn’t have my happy list then, but I’m glad I have it now. I’m glad I made the decision I did. I’m glad I didn’t compromise who I am to become someone everyone else wanted me to be. I can’t imagine where I’d be right now if I hadn’t run. I don’t ever want to go there. 

I tell myself to focus on what’s real, what’s here and now. I shake away the thoughts of what could have been, thankful that it wasn’t that way and I watch Lucky run ahead of me. His paw prints are stamped in the snow. It’s coming down so heavy now that it’s filling my eyelashes with its weight. I wipe my eyes with my hands and quickly tuck them back into my sleeves to stay warm. If Lucky is phased by the cold he doesn’t show it. We round the next bend and I watch as a family of deer stand with elegance in the beams of sunlight breaking through the trees. I’ll miss running here when Lucky and I move into our new apartment. I’ll miss Trisha and Eddie when they’re gone. I’ll even miss sleeping on that tiny couch in the RV. It’s become my home. I used to think that life would be so simple once I became an adult. It’s been anything but simple. I always strive to have a stable life, a life that everyone dreams of. But now I realize, I’m not everyone and life is not stable, it’s completely unpredictable. Ironically, it’s the unpredictable parts that have been the most enlightening; the most altering; the most amazing. 

Although it is snowing, a mile has gone by rather fast. We’ve been doing this for a while now, so we’re probably both in better shape. As we return to the RV, I see the front windshield is completely covered in snow. I know Eddie and Trish aren’t awake yet, but they’ll be in for a surprise when they are. Trish will be able to capture some amazing photos in this weather. 

I’m not quite ready to head back inside and throw on my teaching clothes. I bend down to unclip the leash from Lucky’s collar and pat him on the head. “Good job today little buddy.” I smile before I fall to the ground. I lay my head back in the white snow and move my arms and legs to make a snow angel. I’m sure if anyone sees me, I’ll look like a total lunatic, but I don’t care. I open my mouth to taste the crisp snow that is still falling from above and I watch as Lucky plops down on the ground next to me, rolling onto his back, all four legs held up in to the air. I’m really hoping school is cancelled due to the weather; as the two of us play in the snow I tell myself I’m going to call in sick if it’s not. I need to sign the apartment lease today and more than that, Lucky and I need a day to play; a day to appreciate all that we have. My dad once told me that we are each of the choices we’ve made. He said it to me when I came home from junior high and showed him my math test; I’d gotten a D. He might have been trying to parent me with tough love, but I realize his words ring true now more than ever. We are the sum of the choices we’ve made, and tomorrow we’ll be the sum of even more choices. 

 

 

 

 

I HEAR THE FLOP OF MY SNOW boots hitting the pavement as we walk into the yoga studio. Trish and I are both carrying our yoga mats; mine is pink, hers is red. I snicker to myself at the realization that I have my own yoga mat. We’ve arrived a few minutes early and take our time walking in. The snow has stopped since this morning, leaving behind several inches of its fluffy white aftermath on the ground. 

“What did you do to enjoy your snow day?” Trish turns toward me and smiles, her yoga mat held by a thin black rope bobbing behind her back as we shuffle through the snow. 

Pressing my lips together I tell her the news. She already knows about my pet sitting business. But this news is bigger. This news means I’m moving off the couch in her RV and I know once I tell her that Trish will be wondering the same thing I am. Will we still keep in touch once she and Eddie leave? I push of lock of fallen hair from my forehead and look back at her. “I found an apartment for myself and Lucky.” I smile. I am excited and sad at the same time. I can’t live on her couch forever, but I’ll miss this, whatever it is. I guess normal people call it being sisters. I’ll miss that. I don’t want it to change, but it feels like it will. “I move in the day after Christmas. So there’s still a little time and we can spend Christmas day together.” My parents haven’t spoken to me since our phone conversation months ago. They hate what I’ve done to their reputation; a runaway bride. They seem to have come to terms with the fact that Trish will never be a puppet of a daughter, but me, they had their hopes that I would fulfill those wishes, for them. And I failed. I can’t say I’ve tried to contact them either. There are so many modes of connection, but neither of us has reached out even once. I refuse to chase after them, trying to win their approval or love. I’m just living my life. They’re the ones that are missing out by blocking me from their lives. I’m grateful to have Trish. Honestly, I don’t know what I’d do without her. 

Trish nods, accepting the news. “I’m going to miss you little sis.” I can’t remember her ever calling me little sis. But it’s what I am, who we are. “I’m glad you have Lucky.”

“Don’t worry about me. I’ll be fine. I’ll miss you too. But I’ll be fine. I’ll make new friends. Promise, big sis.” I wink as we reach the doors of the yoga studio and step inside, kicking the snow from our shoes and breathing in the warmth. 

“Oh, I’m not worried about you. I’m excited for you! My little Yesa is all grown up. I’m looking forward to traveling around with Eddie in our RV, but a part of me wants to stay put too, because I want to stay near you. You’re starting a business and you just have so much ahead of you. Promise me you’ll stay in touch. We can call and email every day.” We’re both sitting on a bench in the narrow hall outside of the yoga classroom. I plop my boots beneath the bench and Trish does the same. 

“Thanks for saying that. And not to be corny, but thanks for believing in me.” I stand to hang my winter coat on the rack behind us and then sit back down on the bench next to Trish, waiting for the instructor to emerge and tell us to enter the studio. A few additional people file into the hall and begin taking off their snow covered boots and preparing for class, too. “You are going to have the time of your life traveling in that RV, and let me tell you, the couch isn’t that bad if you ever need it for a nap. It’s pretty cozy.”

Trish tells me about some of the stops they have planned. They want to go to the Outer Banks in North Carolina, out west to Yellowstone, Seattle, Grand Canyon and up to New England to visit Rhode Island and the east coast. I’m a little envious, but I know my life is here and now my business is here, too. I feel like we should do something to celebrate all of the adventures that are heading our way. Not as a good-bye, but rather as a good luck. The yoga instructor emerges in front of all of us now waiting in the narrow hall. Nearly fifteen of us are sitting on the bench, chatting with each other in bare feet and tight pants. She invites us into the studio and says that class will begin in five minutes. She tells us to bring our mats and to be sure and grab a block, a belt and a bolster as she points to a wall of shelves on the far side of the yoga studio. We all stand, begin to file into the studio and turn our chatting into soft whispers. I feel the wooden floor boards creaking beneath my bare feet as we enter. 

“Let’s get ice cream after class, just the two of us.” Trish leans toward me and I feel my mouth begin to water at the thought. I am hungry and ice cream sounds good. The perfect way to celebrate all that is to come, for both of us.

We take our places, sitting with our legs in pretzels on our yoga mats. The room has exposed brick walls, shiny hardwood floors, dim lighting and four vanilla scented candles glowing behind the instructor who sits facing us with her hands in prayer position in front of her heart, her eyes soft and focused on the ground. Once everyone is quiet and still, the instructor who looks to be in her early thirties, slim and incredibly fit, begins the practice. “Oscar Wilde said, be yourself, everyone else is taken. I would like you to take a moment and absorb this statement. Be yourself, everyone else is taken. What does it mean to be you? For a moment, let’s drop the labels – mother, sister, wife, nurse – whatever those labels may be for you, drop them now. Who are you without the labels?” She pauses for a moment and then continues, “Let’s take a moment before we begin our practice. Silently set an intention for yourself. Once you consider who you are without the labels, what is your intention for this practice? It can be something along the lines of finding relaxation during your evening or perhaps it might be allowing yourself to be happy. Whatever you decide your intention is for this practice, set it now and keep it with you throughout the hour.” We sit for another few minutes in silence and then stand to begin our sun salutations, vinyasas and so forth. I set my intention to focus on gratitude, but to be honest, in the back of my mind, my stomach is begging for the ice cream that is to come. 

 

 

 

 

WE HEAD TO THE Frozen Spoon after yoga class. Our parents took us here anytime we celebrated any achievement. My favorite kind of ice cream is called chocolate heaven. The shop is packed, as usual and we stand in line waiting for our turn to order. If you think you don’t like ice cream in the winter, you haven’t been here. When we reach the register Trish orders first and gets a double scoop of corn-on-the-cob ice cream. I laugh, thinking how ridiculous of an ice cream flavor it is. But then I remember we’re celebrating. What the heck. I order two scoops, one of my favorite chocolate heaven, the second scoop of corn-on-the-cob. I’m not sure that I’ll like it, but I may as well give it a try. It’s my treat, a small token of my appreciation for all that Trish has done. Once we have our ice cream in hand, we’re craning our necks, searching the room for an empty table for two. Everything is full and so we decide to stand against the wall and wait for something to open up. 

“I forgot! I’m going to get a bottle of water. I’ll be right back.” Trish hands me her dish of ice cream and I make my way to the wall while taking my first lick of corn-on-the-cob ice cream; not bad. Pleasantly okay, actually.  I decide to stop at the counter and grab a handful of napkins before I find a place against the wall. As I press Trish’s dish of ice cream and my cone into my left hand and reach for the napkins with my right, I hear a splat. 

“Oh no!” I blurt, watching my top scoop of ice cream fall to the floor. Before I can bend down someone steps in the blob and grabs tightly onto my arm, trying not to fall. “Oh my gosh!” I’m quite aware that I’m about to cause a huge domino effect with my spill. What remains of the cup and cone of ice cream are now in my left hand, while I reach to squeeze the stranger’s arms with my right. The moment my hand touches his I feel a jolt of electricity rush through my veins. The world seems to stop, despite the crowd of people surrounding us and as our eyes meet and my stomach flip-flops back and forth. I open my mouth to say something, to apologize, but nothing comes out.

He laughs. “Don’t worry about it. It’s just ice cream.” He lets go of my arm and I drop my hand back to my side as he reaches toward the counter to grab a pile of napkins. He bends down to wipe his shoes as I stand dumbfounded in front of him, watching him clean up the mess I made. He moves effortlessly and tosses the soiled napkins into the trash and then bends down once more to wipe his shoes again before standing up. “You look like you’ve seen a ghost, are you all right?” He’s trying to console me and it feels backwards. 

I giggle nervously and shift my weight from one foot to the other. People are rubbing the sides of my arms as they squeeze by carrying their ice cream cones. Our eyes meet and he holds my gaze despite the chaos. I feel a zap of energy rush through my bones and my heart seems to stop. I don’t know why I can’t make myself speak. His eyes have some kind of hold on me and I can’t look away. I’m like a fly who’s just realized they’re caught in a spider’s web, unable to move. Okay, maybe that’s not the best analogy. The fly is on his way to death and he knows it. I feel like – well, buzzing. I am buzzing. I don’t know how else to put it. You can tell by my words, my brain is turning to mush and I’m helpless to stop it. Oh, wait, he’s waiting for an answer to his question. I shake my head, still unable to speak. And then somehow I manage to say, “I’m so sorry.” I bite the side of my lip and feel my face grow pink. 

His hair is blonde, cut short and his blazing blue eyes are cutting through me to my core. I like it. He chuckles again and places his hand on my shoulder. “Really, it’s okay. No worries.” He assures me. He looks around and I wonder if he’s looking for his date. I don’t want his hand to leave my shoulder. I don’t want him to stop looking at me. 

“There you are! Got the waters.” I’ve forgotten I’m here with Trish when she reappears through a group of ice cream eaters, holding two bottles of water in the air, feeling victorious. 

Without thinking, I turn to the stranger who somehow I feel I’ve known longer than two minutes and I laugh. “I dropped the ice cream and had a little run in.” I’m trying to be casual, but I don’t think it’s working. My voice sounds all sing-songy and weird. 

Despite my awkwardness, the stranger waves at Trish. “I’m Travis.” 

“This is Travis.” I repeat and I am sure I am only making myself look more foolish at this point. What am I, a parrot?

Trish looks back and forth between the two of us. My face is hot and I want to press the dish of ice cream up against it to cool off, but I resist the urge. “Nice to meet you Travis.” She looks at me and winks. “And this is my little sister, Casey. But those who love her call her Yesa.”

I feel like I should want to kill her, but I really want to hug her. At this moment I swear I have the best sister in the world. I will have to tell her thank you later. But right now I’m paralyzed and longing for Travis’s eyes to meet mine again. The three of us stand together quietly, each with a smirk across our face. No one really knows what to say next. 

“Okay, I’m going to grab that open table over there. Yesa, feel free to join me when you’re ready.” She reaches to pluck her cup of ice cream from my hand and presses the cold bottle of water against my hot face. She knows me too well. I close my eyes for a second, taking in the coolness. But then I hear her say something as she cheerily trots away. “Travis, good to meet you. She’s single, you know. Feel free to give her your number.” I can’t look at her. I’m mortified. But then I feel his hand on my arm again and my eyes somehow meet his. I feel lightheaded. Maybe the corn-on-the-cob ice cream isn’t agreeing with me. I know that’s not really it, but I try to tell myself it is. 

I watch, still stunned from Trish’s graceful exist. Travis walks up to the counter and the girl behind the register hands him an ink pen. He comes back to me, I haven’t moved an inch and I’m still dumbly holding my ice cream cone, with one good scoop remaining. For a moment, I realize I am thankful the corn-on-the-cob scoop of ice cream was the one to fall. I still have my scoop of chocolate heaven to enjoy. Travis reaches for my hand and I think I will faint when he turns my palm face up. He uses the pen to write his phone number and then pushes my fingers closed around it. “Yesa.” He smiles, tossing the word around in his mouth. I grab the pen from him and then reach for his hand and write my number on his palm. 

I somehow find the ability to move my legs and walk away before I can say anything stupid; not that I haven’t already made a fool of myself. I’m not exactly good at the whole flirting thing. I look back, careful not to trip on my own feet, and find his eyes through the crowd. They are still on me and it feels like a match has been lit inside of me. I’ve heard stories about people meeting their soul mates and knowing it in the very first instant. Honestly, I never really believed those stories. I just thought people told them because they wanted to believe in them. But right now I’m changing my mind. Right now I believe them. Because right now I’ve just had one of my own. It’s like nothing I’ve felt before. I have to see Travis again. I find my way to the table where Trish is sitting. She’s finished her ice cream and is smiling at me like she has a secret. I sit, still stunned and look at her from across the table. “You’re good.” It’s my way of thanking her. I don’t know what else to say. 

She takes her plastic spoon and flips it into her bowl. “I know.” She winks. “So, did you exchange digits or what?” She wants to hear the good stuff.

I nod and open my hand to show where he’s written his number. Her eyes widen and as I follow her gaze and look at the palm of my hand, I realize he’s written more than just his telephone number. Meet me here, tomorrow at 8. I gulp and look back at my ice cream. Chocolate heaven can’t compare to the words scrolled across my hand. This night has been quite the celebration for what’s yet to come.
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CHAPTER 13

 

KITTY

 

WE’RE RINGING IN THE New Year as neighbors to my parents. They know when we’re home and when we’re not. They have an extra key to let themselves in at will and they even know the code to the garage door. If Jordan and I were in the newlywed phase, making out all of the time, it would be difficult if not impossible to deal with their constant intrusion. But we’re not. Marriage hasn’t been that way for us, and so I guess it’s okay that my parents have full time access to our new house. They remind me daily that they bought it; therefore, silently giving them the right to do as they please. The property is in their name. I don’t know if it’s the lack of sex or intimacy, but living next to my parents has us both – Jordan and me – up in arms about, well, everything. We blow up at each other for every tiny little thing. We all but roll our eyes when one of us walks in the door. There’s no “welcome home honey”, there’s no kissing and hugging. There’s just annoyance. Pure and utter irritation. We rang in the New Year literally flanked by both sets of parents. Jordan’s on our right, mine on our left. We all got together at our new house, but it doesn’t really feel like ours, because I’m reminded that it isn’t, regularly. Jordan’s been working late a lot and going out with friends whenever we don’t have family obligations. I can’t say I blame him. I wish I had friends. I don’t and I blame it on being a wife, but maybe it’s just me. Maybe I don’t know how to make friends as an adult. I can’t even get along with my own sister. 

I feel so bitter about everything all of the time, I’m beginning to wonder if I need to talk to someone; like a therapist. Yes, I know we go to couples counseling, but that’s not the same. That’s for our relationship. But sometimes I feel like it might help me to talk to someone about me, about my anger and annoyance. About how I can learn to be happy in the life I’ve chosen for myself. Jordan wouldn’t want to spend the money on more therapy, but I’m not sure the money really matters when I feel like I’m losing my mental sanity. Ugh. Maybe I’m just having an extra bad day. I’ll give it a few more weeks and then decide whether or not I should bring up the whole therapy thing. We’ll see. 

Although we’ve been fighting, constantly and keeping our distance from each other as much as possible, I’ve asked Jordan to go out and get ice cream with me tonight. He says I ask to get ice cream every week. I don’t think I do. I think he just hates when I ask him to do something with me. I told him that last week and he spat back, telling me that I am going to get fat if I keep eating this way. We certainly don’t act like most newlywed couples; at least I hope it’s not this way for everyone else. We got our ice cream to go and Jordan is driving. I’m eating my two scoops of chocolate heaven, this time I got my ice cream in a dish. If Jordan thinks I’ll get fat, at least I’m not eating the extra calories of a cone right now. That has to count for something, right? I stare out the window, not wanting to look in Jordan’s direction. He’s taping his fingers on the steering wheel as we sit at another red light; we seem to be hitting every single one tonight. I want to scream at him to stop taping his fingers, but I can’t. It will only cause another fight and I can’t stand to fight anymore. So I just stare out my window and shove spoonful after spoonful of chocolate heaven into my mouth. It’s growing dark outside and I see the glow of the shop signs blink to life as we wait at the red light. There are a chain of four businesses in a row at this light. A photography studio, yoga studio, a health foods store and a barber shop. The light on the yoga studio sign flickers on and off until only the Y lights up. The rest of the bulbs won’t come to life. I roll my eyes. Yoga. All of those women in skinny pants, stretching together because they have nothing else to do. Stupid. 

The light turns green and Jordan speeds off. He must be as ready to get out of this car as I am. I don’t know why I always ask him to get ice cream with me. I don’t know why I try, if you can even call this trying anymore. We’ve been married almost six months. We have a beautiful house, albeit next to my parents and owned by my parents. We’re young. We both have steady, stable careers. I shouldn’t have anything to complain about. But I feel empty inside. My life is void of any real love. The only emotion that consumes me is anger. I have no one to give love to and no one to receive love from and that makes me feel lonelier than I’ve ever been. 

After what seems like an hour of driving home in silence (in reality it’s only been fifteen or twenty minutes) Jordan speaks. He acts like we’re a normal couple. He acts like we’re just chatting and that we don’t have this heavy sheet of annoyance floating between us. “My parents are going to stay with us for the week. They’ll be here next Monday.” And there it is. He doesn’t ask if it’s okay. He doesn’t ask if that works with our schedules. He just tells me how it is. 

I nod my head, drawing in a deep breath and silently counting to ten. I’m trying not to scream. Trying not to tell him I don’t want his parents to stay. I mean, what argument can I possibly have? I don’t want your parents to stay, but we have to see mine every day, literally every day, because they live right next door to us. Because they bought us this goddam house. I didn’t think that would go over very well, so I chose silence instead. Nothing I say to Jordan goes over very well anymore. 

I know Jordan wants me to fight back. I think he’s enjoying the bitterness for some reason. Me, not so much. I glance over at him as we sit in the car, now parked in the garage. We are sealed off from the rest of the world, for the moment. I see a twinkle in his eyes. He’s enjoying this; making me squirm. He knows I don’t want his parents to stay with us for a week. Two sets of parents at all times is too much. If I don’t break before then, if how I am now isn’t already broken, I will break when they come. I can’t take much more. I feel like I’m suffocating. I take my last bite of ice cream, scraping the bottom of the dish with my spoon to make sure I haven’t left anything. “Oh, I’ve been meaning to tell you…” I smile and try to make it seem like love although we both know what we have is far from that. “My dad wants to take you hiking next weekend.” Jordan hates the outdoors. “And he said something about camping, too. He said he will fill you in on the details later this week. He’s really excited to spend some time with you.” I remind myself to tell my dad that Jordan wants to go hiking and camping. I’ll be sure to get it all set up behind the scenes. 

Now it’s my turn to watch Jordan squirm. Like me, he wants to say something, he wants to fight back but he knows if he does we’ll head into an all-out war, again. All we ever do is fight. He presses his lips together tightly, trying not to show me that I’m getting to him. But I know I am. We know what we’re doing to each other and we just can’t stop ourselves. I’m certain it will not end pretty. My best hope is that it will end at some point. If it doesn’t have an ending, if it’s truly till death do us part we are in for a very long haul. 

“Are we done?” He questions, failing to hide his indignation. The automatic light that turned on when we first entered the garage to our house, illuminating each of our faces in the dark car, has just clicked off. We are now sitting in the pitch dark. Maybe it’s better that we can’t see each other’s faces. But then I realize it doesn’t matter, because you can cut the tension in this car with a knife. The weight of annoyance is almost too heavy for either of us to take. 

“I don’t know, are you, Jordan?” I push back. I don’t know what else to say, but I don’t want him to think that he’s won. I don’t want to be the first one to call it quits, to storm out of the car and pout. This is turning into a game, a battle of will. 

“You’re such a baby.” 

Here we go. I roll my eyes because I know I don’t have to hide it. He can’t see me in the darkness.

“I’m not going camping with your dad. You know I hate that shit.”

“Who’s the baby now?” I mock.

“Shut up Kitty.”

“Oh. My. God. Stop. Calling. Me. Kitty. I hate that name!”

Silence.

I’ve hurt his feelings. I cut him deeper. I won. So there. If I’ve won, why doesn’t it feel good? I don’t feel any different. I still feel annoyed. I still feel angry. I thought winning was supposed to feel light and happy. I know this isn’t really winning. There is no winning in this situation. In our situation. So I toss another line back at him. I keep playing the game. “If you’re not going camping, you’re parents aren’t staying in our house. It’s my house too. I have to give my permission.”

“Whatever.” I hear him gulp.

I crunch my empty ice cream dish beneath my foot on the floor of the car. At least it’s something to fill the silence that sits between us. And then I can’t hold out any longer. “Are you trying to drive me crazy? And I don’t mean that in a good way.”

“Yep. That’s exactly what I’m trying to do, Kitty.”

“Stop calling me that!”

 

“It’s your name.” Our comebacks are rolling off our tongues so fast that I can hardly keep up.

“It’s not. My name is Casey. But somehow you’ve managed to change my first and last name. Somehow you’ve managed to turn me into a bitter person who’s angry all of the time. Thanks for that.” I stomp my foot and reach for the door. I don’t care if I lose by leaving the car first. When I thought I’d won, it didn’t feel so good. Losing couldn’t feel much worse. It doesn’t matter anyway. We’ll just have another fight like this one tomorrow and the next day and the day after that. Couples therapy has sure done wonders. 

“Oh, I see. That’s what you think! You think I’ve changed you. I think you’re the one who thought you could change me. You thought you could have a beautiful wedding and get tons of attention. You thought that once we said I do everything would magically change, that we would somehow be happy. Well, you were wrong. You were so wrong!” I hear the exasperation in his voice. “You thought you could make me into someone you could love. Your name may have changed, but you haven’t.”

My hand finds its way to the car door handle and I pull, letting it swing open. I can hardly put his words together in my head. They’re not making sense to me. I know he’s angry, but I don’t even know what we’re fighting about. Does he? Do we ever know? My head is spinning. I feel the chocolate ice cream rising up from my stomach to my chest. I think I’m going to be sick. I step out of the car into the darkness of the garage and use my hands to find my way across the front of it, finding the handle to the door that leads inside our house. “Run away. That’s what you always do.” Jordan opens his own car door and shouts at me. I’m not running away, I’m running to the bathroom and I don’t think I can get there fast enough. If I didn’t feel like this I would turn around and ask him if he remembers the day we first met. I would ask him if he really thought we’d make it, if he thought I was the one for him. Instead, I sprint to the bathroom and slam the door, turning the lock and kneeling down to the toilet. I get sick and it doesn’t stop after one time. I hold onto the edges of the toilet seat and feel my eyes roll back into my head. The room is spinning. My hair keeps falling in my face, but there is no one to pull it back. No one to rub my back. I live next door to my parents and I have a husband, but I don’t have anyone to comfort me when I need it most.
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CHAPTER 14

 

YESA

 

LUCKY AND I MOVED into our new apartment while Trish and Eddie drove away on their tour-of-the-country RV adventure. A part of me wished I’d gone with them, but I knew I had to move on with my own life. Trish and Eddie needed time as a couple, too. I was grateful to spend Christmas with them. They pulled away on New Year’s day; the perfect day to begin their journey. Trish promised to email, text and call. I haven’t heard from her yet, but I hope I will. She’d be proud of her little sister; I’m still going to yoga class once a week, although it’s different without her. I miss her. Those are words I never thought I’d say until this past year. How could I spend more than twenty years not knowing my own sister? I’m glad we know each other now. I wouldn’t have it any other way. 

The apartment is nice. It’s sparsely decorated, but I love the fact that it’s our home. I have a big bed, no more mini-couch in the RV and Lucky still sleeps curled up next to my stomach every night. I have a few pictures of Trish, Eddie and me in frames throughout the living room. Otherwise, it’s just the essentials. Dog leashes, my computer, bed, a few pots and pans and a couch. I don’t need much. Outside of work, all of my free time is spent walking or running with Lucky, running my pet sitting business and hanging out with Travis. Yes, that Travis. The Travis I met by spilling my ice cream on his shoe at The Frozen Spoon. The Travis that wrote his phone number on my hand and asked me to meet him again the next night. The Travis that fills my stomach with flutters of butterflies. The guy with the buzz blond hair and beautiful blue eyes that stole my heart the moment we met. That guy. So, I haven’t really had time to decorate the apartment. I’ve had more important things happening and for that, I am grateful. I thought I’d be lost and lonely when Trish left, and don’t get me wrong, I miss her. But my life has taken some unexpected twists and turns. I certainly wasn’t expecting to meet Travis Tate. I wasn’t expecting to feel something for anyone, maybe ever. I could only dream of starting a business…but now, here I am. I’m doing all of it. Sometimes when I wake up in the morning I pinch myself to remember that it’s all real. 

I gained my first five pet sitting clients over Christmas break. One is a single dog home; a small poodle mix named Alfred. Another is a five cat, one dog home. The cats have their own drinking fountain that constantly circulates the water and the dog, Peanut gets to swim in the indoor pool. Yes, they really have an indoor pool. The other three client homes have various sizes and ages of dogs. It’s good extra money and I enjoy the work. Before she left, Trish told me this is only the beginning. I think she’s right. For now I’ll juggle two careers and one day, I hope I’ll be a full time business owner. Things have gone fairly smoothly since starting. The only mishap I’ve had was on my first pet sit with Alfred the poodle. He growled and showed his teeth at me when I arrived. I offered him treats and got down on my knees to be at his level and still he wanted to attack me. He was guarding his home, his territory and I understood that. After an hour and a half of convincing him that I was a safe person and everything was okay, he came around and we had a good visit. Every career has its downfalls. Teaching places me around screaming children while pet sitting brings the occasional aggressive dog. I’m learning as I go. Is there any other way?

I finish putting on my mascara followed by a light smear of lip gloss. Travis will be here anytime now. We have tickets to the Maroon 5 concert. Travis doesn’t know about my happy list, but going to a concert is one of the things I listed. This will be our fourth date and already I know we have something special between us. If Trish hasn’t called by the end of the weekend, I’ll have to break down and call her. I have so much to share about Travis and the business; and she’s the only one I want to share it with. Lucky is resting next to my feet, curled into a tiny ball as I stand in front of the mirror. I place my mascara and lip gloss back into the makeup drawer, close it and bend down to pet Lucky before heading out to the couch. My cell phone buzzes and I grin reading the next text message. It’s from Trish. Hey Yesa! Just checking in on my favorite sis. How are things with Travis? How’s the business? Call me sometime. We’re in North Carolina! XO, Trish

I plop down on the couch, Lucky jumps up and does the same on the cushion next to mine. I type a quick reply to Trish while I wait for Travis to arrive. I’m you’re only sister, so I have to be your favorite. I have five clients right now. Travis is on his way to pick me up for a concert. The apartment is good. Lucky is good. I miss you! I’ll call tomorrow. Are you at the beach? Love, Yesa

As I hit SEND, there’s a knock on the door. Perfect timing. I pat Lucky on the head, grab my purse and head to the door. I feel my lips reaching up toward my ears. While I love Maroon 5, I’m even more excited to hang out with Travis Tate. Our first date was the night after we met. He wrote his number on my hand, along with a message to meet up with him at the ice cream shop the next night. We met there, had ice cream together and then went to an indoor putt-putt course. I don’t even know who won the game. We tried to keep score but wound up spending more time flirting than playing the game. More than once we had to turn around and tell a pack of kids playing behind us, to pass us up on the course. Neither of us were in a hurry. We weren’t there to play putt-putt, we were there to explore the chemistry between us. The course was eighteen holes. On the second hole Travis stood behind me, wrapped his arm around my waist and kissed my neck. Goose bumps popped up on the nape of my neck and down my spine. He pulled away and I was left to putt, helpless at getting my ball anywhere near the hole. Instead, I longed for him to kiss my neck like that again. On the fifth hole Travis hit a hole-in-one and I impulsively kissed his cheek. I wanted to kiss his lips, but I chickened out at the last minute. I hadn’t kissed anyone beside Jordan in years. I was worried Travis wouldn’t think I was a good kisser. I was worried about all of the things you stress about on a first date; how is my breath? Does he think I look good? Is he into me? Does he like being around me? Does he know I like him? Am I too obvious or not obvious enough? Am I any good at this whole flirting thing? On hole number nine it took me twenty-two hits to get my ball into the hole. Pathetic, I know. But I didn’t care and Travis didn’t seem to either. That’s when he instituted the rule that whoever lost each hole (whoever had the most hits) had to pick truth or dare. Since I lost that one, I picked dare. Travis dared me to run up to the pack of teenagers at the hole in front of ours and stand by the hole and wave my arms and yell “hit me with your best shot”. I did the dare with Travis standing on the sidelines laughing the whole time. The teens thought it was great and played right along. They hooted and hollered and eventually finished playing the hole and moved on. At hole ten, I lost again. This time I picked truth. Travis asked, “What’s the biggest lie you’ve ever told?” 

Ha! I knew the answer to that one. But should I say it? On a whim, I decided to be honest. After all, I wanted him to know the real me. There’s no sense in hiding what will eventually come out. “That I loved my fiancé.” There, I said it. And once I did, I wished I could take it back. I watched as he stared at me, silently judging me. If I could lie about love, he probably wondered if I was really into him. 

He replied by nodding his head and raising his eyebrows inquisitively. He knew there was more to the story. “It’s a long story.” I added, trying to soften the blow. “What matters is, I eventually let him know and we both went our separate ways.” I swung my putter behind my shoulder and motioned to him to follow me and head to the next hole. He lost the next one and picked truth. That was easy, I asked him the same question. “What about you?” I said. “What is the biggest lie you’ve ever told?”

“Oh, that’s how it’s gonna be.” He winked, resting his weight against a plastic boulder behind him. “Well, I’ve never faked being in love. I’ve never had a fiancé. But once I cheated on a Calculus test. It was in high school, I hadn’t studied and I needed to pass the test in order to stay on the baseball team. It was lame, but I did it, and luckily, didn’t get caught.”

I studied him, looking at him from his feet to the tip of his head, pretending to mull it over. “And it was just the once?” I winked. 

He assured me it was. “I love dating a badass.” I teased. Oh, I said dating. I didn’t mean to say that. I didn’t want to label what this was- what we are. We hadn’t talked about that. We weren’t anywhere near that. I thought my eyes were going to bug out of my head as I tried to fix the damage I’d done. “Sorry, I didn’t mean dating, I mean-“ I fumbled on my words. Instead of letting me flop around like a fish out of water, he came up behind me again and gently kissed the right side of my neck just like he had on the second hole of the course. I melted in his arms, closing my eyes to enjoy every second of it. He lost hole number eleven and chose dare. I dared Travis to climb to the top of one of the giant plastic boulders at the center of the putt-putt course, throw his arms in the air and yell “I’m the king of the world!” He did it and about half of the people on the indoor putt-putt course turned to stare and laugh at him. But it only made me like him more. There wasn’t one thing that was making me fall for him, it was everything. From the moment we met I felt magnetically drawn to him and as the night went on, it only grew stronger. The next six holes were filled with goofing off. I did two cartwheels on one hole before hitting the ball. On another, we both putted our balls while we sat on the ground, not allowed to stand. It’s a lot harder than you’d think to putt a ball into the hole while you sit on your bum. Somehow we’d forgotten about the truth or dare element on those six holes; we were too busy acting less mature than most of the teenagers that filled the course. It felt good to be a kid again. It felt good to laugh. It felt good to be looked at like that; with nothing but love and happiness. 

The final hole of the course had a spinning wheel with every other slat being solid. If you made a hole-in-one here, you won a free round of putt-putt for another night. Neither of us hit a hole-in-one. Not even close. But Travis reinstated the truth or dare rule. He lost by one stroke. He chose dare and I dared him to kiss me. It was the best dare I’d ever given and the best kiss I’d ever received. When our lips touched something electric jolted through my veins. I felt like putty in his arms and I longed for him to hold me forever. 

I replayed the kiss and that night in my head as I cheerfully glided to the door and pulled it open, ready to wrap my arms around Travis and head out to the concert. Only, when I opened the door it wasn’t Travis. It was Jordan. 

Jordan looked me up and down, assessing my attire and pushing his way through the door and into my apartment. He didn’t say a word; he just looked around as I stood dumbfounded by his presence. Lucky jumped off the couch and growled. He stood close to my feet as he kept his canine eyes on Jordan. I left the door open and looked out into the hall of the apartment, not sure if I wished for Travis to show up now or not. I wanted Jordan to leave. I didn’t know how he had found me. I hadn’t seen him since we bumped into each other in the grocery store, months ago. “Jordan, you have to go.” My words are rushed together so they sound like one. His eyes are bloodshot and he smells like alcohol. “How did you know I lived here?” I demand. The answer doesn’t really matter; I just want him to leave. 

“A little birdie told me you were here…” He stumbles around looking at the framed photos. “You’ve just forgotten all about me, haven’t you? You’ve moved on so easily.” He smiles, but it is not a friendly smile. He is creeping me out and I want him to leave. Lucky starts to bark and I reach for my phone, just in case. “And you got yourself a little mutt too, I see.” Jordan points to Lucky as he continues to bark. I try to place my body in front of Jordan. I am much smaller than he is, but still, I try to herd him toward the door and out of my apartment. 

“Jordan, what do you want?” I am surprised at the strength of my own voice. I think he would have slapped my face if I’d have spoken to him in this tone when we were engaged. 

“You, of course.” He leans down and tries to kiss me. I turn away just in time. He smells awful, like a mixture of booze and cigarettes. I’m sure he’s just come from a bar. 

I manage to move him closer to the open door. Almost close enough to close the door in his face, but I need him to still move a few more feet to be successful. “We’re not together Jordan. It didn’t work out. It wasn’t meant to be.” I gulp. Where is Travis? 

“It wasn’t my decision though, was it? You took it upon yourself-“ he stumbles, grabbing onto the frame of the door. I almost have him out. I can almost close the door. Lucky is still barking and he’s helping me herd this drunk away, and I am grateful for the assistance. 

“Jordan.” My voice is firm, sharp. He stumbles into the hall without realizing it and I quickly slam the door and lock it. Lucky barks a few more times and then sits by the door, growling a low, constant rumble to keep us safe.

My fingers are shaking as I text Travis from my phone. Are you almost here? I don’t want to be pushy, but I also don’t want him to run into Jordan on his way to my door. 

A few seconds later he texts back. Sorry, running late. I’m in the parking lot. Be right up.

I press my face against the door and look out the peep hole. I don’t see Jordan in the hall. Lucky is still guarding the door, but he’s stopped growling; I take that as a good sign. I think Travis will be fine. Jordan doesn’t know who he is anyway.  I pace by the door, waiting for Travis. Two minutes later there’s a knock on the door and I look out the peep-hole to check and make sure it is him before I open it this time. It is. I open it and pull him inside, locking the door behind him. I throw my arms around his waist and rest my head against his chest. “I’m so glad you’re here.” I whisper. 

He holds me in his arms. “Are you okay?” I nod, trying to assure him that I’m fine. I don’t think I’m very convincing though. He pushes away from me and looks into my eyes and then back at the locked door. “Are you sure? It seems like something’s got you spooked?” He watches me for a moment and then bends down to pet Lucky who is wagging his tail and pressing up against his legs. “Hey there little buddy.”

I squish my mouth to one side and tell him about Jordan’s surprise visit. “But you guys are okay, right?”

I love that he considers Lucky’s well-being, too. I assure him we’re fine. I tell him I was just a little shaken up when he arrived and I was worried Jordan would come back again. “He’ll leave you alone. I’ll make sure of it.” He doesn’t say it as a threat; it feels more like he’s draped a soft blanket around my shoulders with his words. I know I’ll be fine; we’ll be fine. “Are you still up for the concert?” He rubs my left arm and kisses my forehead. I don’t know how we found each other, but I’m glad we did. 

“Of course, it’s Maroon 5!” I stand on my tip-toes and kiss his cheek. “I’m ready to go anywhere with you.”

Travis raises his eyebrows and his eyes twinkle. “Anywhere?” 

I run my fingers along the sides of his neck and hold his face in my hands. “Anywhere.” I smile devilishly. “But right now we have a concert to get to.” I grab the front of his shirt with my hand and pull him toward the door. 

“Have I ever told you how much I like you, Yesa?” He always calls me Yesa. I don’t think he’s called me Casey once. Trish told him the first night we met that anyone who loves me calls me Yesa. I wouldn’t want him to call me anything else. 

I shake my head. “Not lately.” I pretend to be bashful, selfishly wanting to hear all of the reasons he likes me. 

“Well, there’s your sexy laugh, your bright eyes, your amazing putt-putt skills…”

I laugh at the same time Lucky lets out a single bark. We both look down as he stands at our feet, wagging his tail. 

“And of course there’s Lucky.” He finishes.

“So you like me for my looks, my putt-putt abilities and my dog.” I pretend to think, realizing that I almost said love instead of like. “Okay, I’ll take it.” I lean forward to press my lips against his. This has to be love. There can’t be anything greater than this. We both say good-bye to Lucky and Travis reaches to open the door. We’re already going to miss the opening acts of the concert, but neither of us cares. When the door opens, I hold my breath, hoping Jordan won’t be waiting on the other side. I peek my head in the hall and Travis assures me it’s okay. The coast is clear. Jordan is gone and I’m with Travis. We walk to the car hand in hand, ready for whatever comes next. 
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CHAPTER 15

 

KITTY

 

“WHY DID YOU MARRY ME? Why did you say I do?” The new ritual is, every time we fight, I end up puking. And we fight every day. It’s become part of our routine. I don’t bother disguising my tone of voice; we have nothing to hide anymore. We both know what to expect from the other. Anger. Resentment. Frustration. Annoyance. All of the makings of an unhappy marriage. I can tell Jordan is even annoyed at me for running to the toilet after each new fight. Neither of us can win. It’s just how it is. It’s what we’ve become. 

He is staring back at me, his eyes blazing into mine. He looks like he wants to choke me. I’ve been wanting to ask him this question since the day we said I do. And now I’ve finally said it. It’s out in the open. It’s the center of every argument we have, why not talk about it? Come to think of it, why didn’t our couples therapist ever ask each of us this question? It seems so simple, so straightforward. So honest. 

“Why did you marry me?” He throws the question back in my face like it’s a dirty rag, a hot potato that’s not worth holding onto. 

“Jordan, for just this once, can you stop being a child?” I beg. We are standing in the kitchen on an ordinary Thursday night. Because fighting is ordinary for us. Acting childish is normal when we’re alone in this big house. 

“Oh, you’re one to talk. Why don’t you run next door and cry to mommy and daddy?” He mocks. “Or maybe you can just puke in the toilet again.” He uses both hands to make air quotation marks when he says the word puke. I want to punch him in the gut, but that’s not how we fight. Not yet anyway. 

After our last argument, yesterday, when things calmed down, Jordan spoke to me in a normal tone. He told me he thinks I’m getting too worked up when we argue. I told him we needed to stop arguing so much. He rolled his eyes and shouted something about how I must have high blood pressure and it’s not good for my health. I stomped off and that was that. Like I said, today was just another day in paradise. “Just shut-up.” It’s all I have to say. It’s not great, but I’m tired of this. I don’t think we’d know how to stop fighting even if we both wanted to. It’s what we know; it’s who we’ve become. 

“Good one.” Jordan runs his fingers through his hair, giving him something to do outside of the stare down we’re in with each other. 

“Seriously. Are you going to answer the question or be a big baby? You might not believe this, but I’m not trying to fight. I honestly want to know. Why did you marry me? And if you can’t answer that, why did you ask me to marry you? Maybe we should start there. It’s a valid question Jordan. It’s the root of all of our problems.”

He squints his eyes at me. “Translation: I’m the root of all of our problems. That’s great Kitty. Great. Maybe I should just ask you how you want me to answer the stupid question. Do you really think there’s an answer that will fix us?” He throws his hands in the air.

“You still didn’t answer.” I state flatly. I’ve given up on telling him to stop calling me Kitty. He won’t listen. Like us, it’s a lost cause.

“Because I don’t have one. I don’t have an answer to that question. I don’t know why I asked you to marry me, I guess I thought we were that couple that met at the duck pond. I thought we made each other laugh. And why did I marry you?” He shakes his head. “I wish I knew the answer to that one. I wish I did. I guess we were on a track to get married, we spent so much time planning, we never stopped to think about us, as a couple. I don’t know what else to say.” He’s still shaking his head. He pretends to smooth an invisible wrinkle on the front of his shirt and looks down. “What’s your reason? Why did you marry me?”

I have to answer because he did. I know I owe him that much. Plus, I think it’s good we’ve finally brought this all out into the open. I don’t know that it will help us in any way, but it feels good to speak openly instead of just throwing insults at each other’s heads. I rub my nose with my finger, fending off a sneeze. It works. “I didn’t want to. I thought about calling it quits on our wedding day. I thought about telling you good-bye. But it all felt too rushed, too sudden. I think our relationship died before we were engaged. I’m not sure when, but I know it did. For some reason we both clung to the memory of our love from the start, from the duck pond. We thought that’s what we had when really whatever we’d had had dissolved and left us behind. Neither of us wanted to see the truth. I don’t know why. But we just didn’t. We ignored reality and pressed on with the image we wanted of ourselves.” There, I said it. It’s how I really feel. I think we might be making progress. Maybe we can have a real conversation now instead of a screaming match, now that we both know how we really feel. Now that we both know we lost whatever we’d had a long time ago. Putting a ring on our finger and moving into a big house wasn’t going to solve what we’d lost. 

Jordan’s eyes widen. We’re looking at each other from across the kitchen and for once it’s not with glares of anger. It’s just looking. In a way, I feel like we’re standing naked in front of each other for the first time in a long time. I feel exposed and I think he does too. Honest words can do that sometimes. “You were going to run out on our wedding?” His voice is a soft murmur when he asks the question. 

I shrug. “I don’t know.” I didn’t, obviously. But I thought about it. It didn’t feel right, our marriage. But I felt helpless to stop it. I wished we’d taken time to really talk about things before the ceremony. I couldn’t leave you standing there in front of everyone and just not show up.” For the first time in as long as I can remember, I see his eyes go glossy. He is trying to hold back tears. I don’t know if it’s because of the realization that we could have avoided this train wreck of a marriage or if it’s because he’s hurt that I had thoughts of standing him up at the altar. 

“I never thought about leaving you. I just thought we could make it work. I thought…” He pauses for a moment and I know he is trying not to show his emotions. He is trying to be tough. “I thought whatever we had when we met at the duck pond, whatever we had during the beginning of our relationship was enough. I thought our love was stronger. I thought we were going through a rough patch, but that things would get better once all of the pressure of the wedding was over.” He places both hands to the sides of his head, his elbows pointing out as he paces. “I thought we loved each other. And I thought love was supposed to conquer everything.” He throws his hands wide out into the air. “Clearly, I was wrong. Either this…” he motions to me and then to himself, “this was never love at all, or we just aren’t strong enough.”

We stand in silence for a while before speaking again. I feel my stomach churn. This is the most dialogue we’ve exchanged since we said our vows. It’s the most honest either of us has been, too. 

“I’m sorry.” I speak first, submitting to the pressure of the awkward silence. “I’m sorry. I thought about leaving, but I didn’t do it. I’m sorry we fight all of the time.” And now I feel the tears welling up in my own eyes. It’s strange that our shouts have transformed into sobs, although I’m not sure this is how our discussion, or whatever you call this, will end.

“I think it’s a little late. Don’t you?”

I raise my eyebrows. “I don’t know. Is it ever too late to try?”

He shrugs and looks down at his feet. “What are we trying for? To be the couple we were when we first met? I don’t think that’s possible. That ship has sailed. Just saying…” His voice trails and I know he is right.

“I don’t think we can be that couple either. You’re right, that ship has sailed. We aren’t that couple anymore.” I think we’ve both accepted that, or at least realized it. It would be impossible not to. “But we can still be a happy couple, I think. Don’t you?” I’m asking myself as much as I am asking him. I want him to say yes, although I don’t really know why. Maybe because it’s easier to stay in a relationship that we know, rather than give up and start something new. Something new means something totally unknown. Something new means something terrifying. It means change. In my heart, I know I should want that. I should run toward that. But in my head, I just want to fix what we have. Can’t we do that? 

“Maybe.” He gives a single word reply and it’s lacking anything remotely close to hope. 

“Okay. Maybe we can try.” I try to infuse optimism into my voice, but I’m pretty sure I haven’t done a good job. We both seem to land on the word maybe and sit there. What does it mean? What does maybe look like? How are we going to try? What are we going to do to make ourselves fall back in love? Were we ever really in love or was it just a crush that we both held onto for way too long? How can we make a go at this if we don’t know what specific actions we’re going to take? Can we really force love? Is it worth it to try? Should love be this much work?

“Well, maybe we can start right now.” I toss it out there, and this time I really am hopeful. “Jordan, I’m pregnant.” I take a step back and press my hands behind me on the kitchen counter. I watch Jordan’s mouth open and close like a fish. It seems like he’s trying to say something but neither of us can hear the words. 

“Jordan, I’m-“

“I heard you.” He nods and then brushes an imaginary hair from his forehead. “Is this why you said we should try with us, because of the baby?” He’s trying to fit it all together in his mind. He’s trying to digest the conversation we just had and grasp the fact that he’s going to be a dad…and I’m the mom. I don’t know if he’s panicked, upset or happy. He’s not giving me any clues. I just know that it’s a lot for him to take in right now. And then I watch as his whole face lights up and the worry lines on his forehead suddenly are at ease. “It’s a fake out. Like last time.” He spats.

So he wants it to not be true. That’s what his face is telling me. I shake my head. “Sorry. Not a fake out. It’s the real deal. I’ve been to the doctor and everything. I didn’t want to tell you until I knew for sure this time.” My words are not sympathetic to his possible angst. I didn’t do this. We did this. 

It seems impossible that I’m pregnant, unless I cheated on him, which I did not. But it’s only nearly impossible and that narrow margin that allowed for a chance at pregnancy somehow took its little opening and ran. We’ve had sex exactly three times since we’ve been married. Three times in over six months. I’d gone off birth control a month after we were married. I didn’t think I had a need for it with the way things had gone. What were the chances that I would actually get pregnant? I guess they were pretty high, because I am pregnant. I have a little boy or girl growing inside of me right now. A little child that is going to call me mom and Jordan, dad. A child that is going to depend on us for his or her survival, for love and belonging and for guidance. How in the world are we going to provide guidance to a child when we can’t even figure out our own relationship? We can’t even get along, so how is that going to work? Maybe we should amend our maybe we’ll try answer to a yes, we’ll both try; we’ll both promise each other that we’ll fall in love- with each other. Can we do that? 

Seriously, we did the deed three times. And two of the three were from nothing more than obligation. Once just after our wedding. Another time after a fight, about month ago when I actually felt bad for the way we treated each other. The third time was after Jordan’s parents stayed with us for a week and I got smashing drunk by myself. Jordan came home and well, it just happened. Anyway, tons of couples do it all of the time and never get pregnant. Why us? Is this the Universe’s way of punishing us for marrying the wrong person? When the doctor confirmed my positive test, I immediately thought it must be karma. If the Universe has a voice, I imagined her taunting me by saying, If you want to ignore me, you’ll see what will happen. Watch this! 

“Okay. So I’m going to be a dad and you’re going to be a mom.” He’s talking to himself more than he is to me. “Okay.” I think he is going to start pacing again, only he walks straight out of the room. I hear him pick up his cell phone. He ran to call his parents. Of course. Instead of hugging me or at least kissing my forehead, instead of spending a moment of togetherness with our news, he runs to someone else. Of course he does. All of my feelings of anger, frustration and annoyance rise to the surface again. We should be celebrating this news together or at least digesting the news together. We should tell our parents together. This isn’t how it should be. We can’t be parents when we can’t even figure us out. I feel my muscles tighten beneath my skin. My stomach flips and quivers low in my gut. My hands begin to shake and I run to the bathroom, getting sick, again. I hear the sound of Jordan’s laughter in the background of my hurling into the toilet. He’s not happy for us, he’s only happy for how this makes him look. He’s happy for what he gets to say to his parents and for what they’re saying to him. Oh, we’re so proud of you. We’re over the moon with excitement for you. Way to go son! It seems odd that parents tell their grown children they’re proud of them for placing sperm into someone. I’ve never thought about it until now, as I hang my head over the toilet alone, again. I press my left hand to my stomach. “At least I’ll have you.” I whisper. It breaks my heart that I’ll have to share him or her.
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CHAPTER 16

 

YESA

 

HER NAME IS MOLLIE Daniels. I did it! I hired my first employee. It’s only the end of February and No Place Like Home has grown so much that I had to hire help. I created a training booklet and sent her to a pet C.P.R. certification course. I added Mollie to the insurance plan and now we’re on our way. She’s a college student at Oxboro and has a flexible schedule. She’s a pre-veterinary student, too. I couldn’t have found anyone better. I have more than forty clients now and continue to add more each week. Mollie has shadowed me on a handful of pet sits and she has earned my trust. She’ll be handling the dog walks and pet sits that are scheduled for the days and times when I’m teaching kindergarteners. It’s perfect. I keep my cell phone on me at all times, so if Mollie ever has any questions or if any issues arise she can reach me. 

It’s weird not to call my parents and tell them the news. To me, it’s huge. To them, they’re still ashamed of me. They still want me to redo the past. I called Trish on my lunch break to tell her. She screamed in delight, genuinely proud of me. It was enough to get me to stop sulking about my parents and get back to celebrating the growth of No Place Like Home. I miss her. Trish and Eddie are in Orlando now. Trish promised to email me some of her new photos from their travels. She has an online gallery where the public can buy her photography prints and said it’s going well. It reminds me that I want to order a few for my apartment. My walls are still bare. I want her to come home, to meet Travis for real. I know she met him the first night, the night I dropped my ice cream on his foot, but I want her to meet him now that we’re a couple. 

Last night Travis came to my apartment for dinner. We played twenty questions at his suggestion, not mine. It wound up being fun. Although we’ve been dating for a little while now, I hadn’t realized how much we didn’t know about each other. It made me realize that with love, you just know. With love it just is or it isn’t. The little details of our lives, the things we think make us who we are, they’re just details. They’re just fillers. But without the chemistry, without the love, the rest of it doesn’t matter. I asked Travis:

“What’s your favorite part about work?” He’s a ghost writer which means he is commissioned by people who want to have their story told and he writes it for them. They tell him the story, he writes it and gets paid, but their name is on the book. 

“That I’m a writer.” He said with a wink. “I’ve always wanted to be a writer and now I am.”

I followed up with: “What’s the worst part about your job?” It only seemed logical. 

“That I’m a ghost writer. My name is never on anything. But one day that will change. This is all just practice before I start writing my fiction novels.” And I know he will do it. I know in my heart one day he’ll be a well-known fiction novelist. But instead of telling him that I just smile, nod and move on to the next question. 

Eventually I asked the personal questions. “Have you ever been in love?” Honestly, I wasn’t sure I wanted to hear the answer. 

“Once.” That is all he gave. I raised my eyebrows, wanting the story.

“It was at the end of high school. She died in a car accident.”

And then I wished I wouldn’t have asked for more. “I’m so sorry.” I whispered. I felt terrible for digging up such a painful memory. And what question do you ask after a moment like that? We sat in silence for a bit. I pretended to pick at a piece of invisible lint on my sweater to occupy myself. 

Eventually the sound of Travis’s voice broke the silence and for that, I was thankful. “And then there’s now.” He reached his hand across the table and grabbed onto mine. Our fingers intertwined, sending tingles across my skin and down my spine. 

“And then there’s now.” I repeated, suddenly hoping I didn’t sound like a lame echo. 

Somehow I managed to ask Travis the rest of my allotted questions and he asked twenty to me. But my brain was in a fog from that moment forward. I never truly believed in soul mates until that moment. Admittedly, I have always been skeptical that love can only come in the form of a crush, or lust. But for the first time in my life, I’m beginning to believe that there truly might be someone who is meant for me in this world. And someone I am meant for. When Jordan and I met at the duck pond, I was sure I’d found love and I think he’d say the same. But this, whatever this was between Travis and me, it was different. It was more. It was real. And I hope on every star in the sky that it will last. With Jordan, what we had at the start was merely a mirage. It didn’t last, although we both kept oddly wishing it would. I don’t want it to be that way with Travis. With Jordan, when the love, or lust, whatever it was, faded, we replaced it with the goal of fulfilling an image for society; the image of a perfect couple. We were more focused on fulfilling the image of perfection than we were on actually keeping our love in check. But with Travis, Trish is the only one who even knows he’s in my life. I don’t need to tell the world because I know what we have is real. I don’t need the external validation to make me feel better. I feel fine. In fact, I feel more than fine. When Travis asked if I’d been in love before I thought about all of this and I answered honestly. “No, I haven’t.” I told him point blank. “But I’m glad I am now.”
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CHAPTER 17

 

KITTY

 

 AT LUNCHTIME THE teachers’ lounge is full of gossip. As an elementary school teacher, I’m surrounded mostly by other female teachers. Jordan’s told me on more than one occasion that he’s glad I eat lunch with women. He always implies that I would have an affair if there were men around. But if he heard the way the way women talked in the teachers’ lounge he might change his mind. And it’s not just today, it’s every day. The main topic of conversation is husbands. Bad husbands. Absent husbands. Ignorant husbands. The faults of husbands in general. Abbie Lawrence, a second grade teacher, is going on and on about her husband, venting to the nodding crowd. “He hired an assistant and she’s a twenty-year old college student!” Everyone gasps. “She has long blond hair, big brown eyes and is as thin as a rail. Do you think he hired her for her brains?” Mumbles fall across the crowd. There are a dozen or so teachers, all female, gathered in the teacher’s lounge. I’m sitting on one of the old mauve couches, the one pushed against the back wall. One other teacher, Susan Maden sits with me, intently listening to Abbie’s dilemma. No one ever has any sound advice to offer, but we all listen and nod and ooh and aw at the right times. 

Susan surprises me and stands up from our couch, taking her turn to lead the conversation. “Ralph is laid off. You would think since he’s home he’d help around the house while I’m here at work. You would think he would do the dishes or vacuum. Something. Anything.” She throws her hands in the air. “At least help with driving our kids to and from their sports and activities.” She shakes her head. “But no, he can’t be bothered. He’s too busy watching Sportscenter and sulking about how bad he has it. And then he has the nerve to complain about the fact that we haven’t done the deed in a while…the gull! How’s a woman supposed to feel sexy when she’s face down in work twenty-four-seven? Tell me that!” She isn’t looking for a reply, we all know this. She’s looking to be heard, because she isn’t heard at home. Susan places her hands on her hips and sits back down on the couch and I feel the cushion bounce as she does this. I don’t know if it’s the force of the bounce or if the pregnancy has my hormones out of whack. I never participate in these bashing conversations, but suddenly I find myself standing, still holding my peanut butter and jelly sandwich in my right hand and letting it flop to my side. Everyone’s eyes are on me and now I know I have to speak. I feel an extra pressure since I haven’t contributed before. The weight of expectation is almost too much to bear. I begin to bend my knees to sit back down, but Susan grabs my hand and stands with me and whispers that it’s okay. “Go ahead honey,” she murmurs. “Let it out.” It feels like some sort of therapy and I almost laugh at the thought. If only Jordan knew what I was doing now, I would never hear the end of it.

“I’m pregnant.” It’s a flat statement that gets a rise from the small crowd. I chickened out, it seems to be a pattern for me. I wanted to unleash the frustration that’s bottled up inside of me. I wanted to tell them how things really are with Jordan, but instead I blurted out the one thing I knew would make them all turn to mush. The other teachers clap and say congratulations. When they stop, I’m still standing with Susan by my side. Everyone knows there’s more. There’s always more. If there wasn’t, I wouldn’t be standing. I wouldn’t have everyone’s eyes on me. “And I feel more alone than I ever have. Jordan ran to call his parents when I told him the news. He didn’t hug me or say anything to me, really. It’s not that he’s upset about being a dad. I think he’s happy about that. But I’m not sure he’s happy I’m the mom.” I feel my voice catch and I stop talking to save myself from shedding unwanted tears. Susan rubs my back and Abbie walks over and hugs me. After a moment I find myself surrounded by a circle of congratulations and giddiness. They don’t get it. Maybe I didn’t explain it right. How do you really explain the fact that you’re in a loveless marriage? I said the P word. Pregnant. Once you say that, everyone’s eyes glaze over and they can’t hear anything else. The one time I choose to participate in the gossip, in the venting about husbands, and I single handedly turn the conversation to a happy pregnancy announcement. Instead of finding a shoulder to lean on, I’ve found an army of giddiness, literally surrounding me and I am helpless to escape. What did I expect? I work with women who have chosen to spend their – our – lives around small children, helping them learn and grow. Nothing gets past the P word here. Nothing. I realize I’ve just expanded my emptiness. I’m in my first year of marriage, I’m young and now I’m pregnant. No matter what I say, people see what they want to see. I’m the image of happiness. So why doesn’t it feel that way to me?
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CHAPTER 18

 

YESA

 

I STILL RUN WITH Lucky every morning regardless of the weather. We’re up even earlier now because I do a morning round of pet sits before heading to school. This morning I visited with Oscar, a pit bull mix who is full of love and covers me in slobbery kisses, Tia and Maria, two Siamese cats (sisters) who want nothing to do with their toys and everything to do with lounging in sunny windows, Toby the senior Chihuahua whose tongue hangs out to one side of his mouth (due to his lack of teeth) and my final morning visit was with Nala, a Labrador Retriever mix who walks with a bit of a limp after she had a miraculous comeback from a stroke that left her paralyzed everywhere but her head for six weeks. My morning was full and I loved every second of it. Sure I stepped in dog poop in Oscar’s backyard. I had my hands scratched by Maria the cat while rubbing her stomach and Toby had an accident in his house before I arrived and it was a messy clean up. Some might scrunch their nose at what my morning entailed, but not me. I was exactly where I wanted to be. But now I was here, at school and I find myself planning for this evenings pet sits. I look at my phone every chance I have, to see if my assistant, Mollie has called or texted with any questions or issues during her mid-day pet sits for No Place Like Home. During my lunch break I stay in the classroom instead of heading to the teachers’ lounge like I usually do. I’m spending my lunch time inputting new pet sitting client information into my laptop computer. My eyes nearly bulge out of my head when I look at the upcoming month. Every day is filled with multiple pet sits. My clients come mostly through word of mouth. A lot of teachers and other employees at the school have been using my service and the referrals keep coming. I’m so thankful to have Mollie’s help. She’s such a blessing. She’s someone I can put my trust in and who always follows through with her commitments. I don’t know how I could do this without her help right now. If things continue to progress at this rate, I’ll be able to give notice to the school by the end of the school year and concentrate on my business full time. When a knock taps on my classroom door I barely hear it, consumed by all of my excitement toward my business. The knock comes a second time and I drop my pen and hurry to close the program on my laptop where I’d been inputting my new client information. I turn my head with a smile before I see who is entering. It’s Audrey Benson, one of the second grade teachers at our school, known amongst the teachers as Gossip Girl. Ms. Benson was well aware of her nickname and loved it. There were no complaints coming from her, she wore the nickname more like a badge of honor. 

“Oh, hi Casey.” Only my co-workers still call me Casey and I guess at times my parents, although I haven’t spoken to them in a long time. Audrey smiles dimly, looking down at me. I see her eyes flutter across my desk, trying to figure out what I’m up to. I don’t want to seem obvious, so I don’t move my arm to cover my pet sitting notes splayed across the left side of my desk. I figure if I let them be and I hold eye contact with her, she’ll focus on me instead. 

“Hi Audrey.” I try to sound cheerful, although I know she is here to dig up gossip (i.e. find out why I’m not in the teacher’s lounge for lunch) or spread gossip, neither of which I’m interested in partaking in. She moves closer and presses her fingertips onto the top of my wooden desk. I don’t make an attempt to stand and instead just sit, holding eye contact, waiting for what is to follow.

After a minute or so she continues. “Everything going okay?” She asks, trying to sound sympathetic and concerned.

I nod. “Yep, great. How about you?” I don’t really care to know but I want to move the conversation along so I can get back to planning my pet sitting schedule.

“Great, thanks.” She returns the nod. “So-“ she draws out the o. “A little birdie said a certain someone has a new man. I just stopped by to find out if it’s true. Is it?” Audrey raises her eyebrows up and down and then places her hands to her hips. Her dark brown hair is pulled back into a tight ponytail and I watch as her hair sways back and forth like a pendulum as she anticipates my reply.

“Ah, well…” I stutter on my words, flustered. So she came to dig up the gossip on me. Now I know why she is here. “I, uh…”

“Oh, come on now. Spit it out. Love’s never hurt anyone!” She chirps, swinging her hips from side to side, nearly drooling for an answer.

“I’m dating someone, yes.”

“Do you love him?” She presses further.

“I really don’t want to discuss personal matters at work.” I shrug, looking down at the papers on my desk, wishing for something to occupy me.

“Come on Casey, don’t be like that. We all just want you to be happy after what happened last year and everything with J-“

I cut her off before she can finish. It wasn’t my happiness Audrey cared about, it was the attention she would gain with new news to spread throughout the school. “I am. Happy.” I stand and force a smile to my face. I try to use my body language to move Audrey toward the door. She has overstayed her welcome. “I really should eat my lunch now.” I extend my arm toward the door, escorting Audrey to exit. 

She’s walking backwards, slowly, trying to continue the conversation, or rather, the questioning. “Does Jordan know?”

I want to stomp on her foot. Who is she to be asking such questions? Why does she care if Jordan knows? If he doesn’t, will she make sure he does? You never knew what Audrey Benson’s plans were. Once she had gossip, she ran with it like wild fire. There was no telling where the information she obtained would end up. “Yes.” I spat, taking another step toward the door, encouraging her to leave. 

“What do your parents think? Do they wish you were still with Jordan or do they like the new guy better? What is his name?” The questions keep coming and they’re getting more frantic as she nears the door.

“Audrey, really. I’m happy. Jordan and I have moved on. End of story. There’s nothing more to tell.”

She cocks her head sideways and stares at me for a minute, studying my features and trying to figure out if there is any way she can extract more information from me. She must determine that I won’t divulge anything more because she finally turns on her heels and leaves. “Don’t be a stranger Casey. Come and eat with us in the lounge tomorrow.” She winks, as if we are best friends. Ha! Hardly. But she’s happy because she’s extracted some gossip from me. She has something to tell the others. I, on the other hand, feel like I could strangle her. So many probing questions! 

Call me crazy, but I prefer barking dogs and purring cats to workplace gossip. My students return to the classroom no more than a minute after Audrey closes the door and walks away. I stack my pet sitting notes together in a pile and tuck them into my desk drawer as I stand to begin a lesson on the letter L. L is for love, I think to myself as I ask the children to take their seats. From what I know, Audrey Benson doesn’t have love in her life; instead she married a man who insists on treating her like a mother more than his own wife. Audrey can gossip all she wants. She can share the stories of mine and others lives, but she’s only doing it because she doesn’t have anything worth sharing in her own life. I tell myself to shake off her prying and her judgment. Happiness is all that matters, not silly pettiness. And I’m happy. What matters is who I have in my life. And I have Travis Tate. I have Lucky. I have Trish and Eddie, even though they are traveling the country. And I love them all. They are what matters. Not a gossip like Audrey Benson. 

 

 

 

 

I’VE LEARNED THAT Travis Tate, although sexy in every way, has his flaws. Like the rest of the world, I’ve learned he’s not perfect. But it only makes me love him more. Seriously, how is that possible? He hogs all of the blankets on the bed at night, often leaving my legs hanging out in the cold open air. I pull the comforter back in my direction and try to take back what is mine, but usually it’s a lost cause. I’ve taken to stashing an extra comforter under the bed on my side and I pull it out to cover up with on nights that I’m especially cold. Another not so perfect habit Travis has is when he shares my drink. He doesn’t just take a sip, he guzzles it, leaving me with the last warm sip. I hate sharing drinks with him, but I bite my tongue because it’s not worth stirring up trouble over. When we get in the car, his stereo is always blaring to the point of making me cringe. He knows it’s a pet peeve of mine, but it still happens every single time we get in the car together. Maybe you know you truly love someone when you fall for them even more because of their blunders. Jordan had a long list of annoying tendencies and let me tell you, none of them made me love him more. They made me so annoyed I thought I was going to pull all of my hair out. Jordan whistled country music in the morning, and I’ve never been a morning person. He sang loud and out of tune in the shower. Every. Damn. Time. It drove me crazy, and not in a good way. He picked at his feet whenever we sat on the couch together. Even the way he scratched his head at night, it all made me insanely pissed. But with Travis it was different. I can only begin to guess what idiosyncrasies he’s found with me. One day I’ll be brave enough to ask him. For now, I don’t think I want to know about all of my flaws. 

Tonight we’re at dinner, nothing fancy, just a little Italian restaurant called Presto Pasta. Italian music is playing loudly through the ceiling speakers. Dishes clank from all directions and pleasant murmurs of conversation surround us from our table. I love how I don’t have to try so hard with Travis. I can just talk. I’m not walking on egg shells with every sentence I speak. I can tell him how I really feel about anything and the same goes for him. We’re on the same page with the big things: we’re both liberals when it comes to politics. When it comes to finances, we both believe in saving and investing. We’ve spent a number of Saturday night’s watching Suze Orman reruns. Yeah, it might sound lame, but it really isn’t. Watching the show allowed us to openly talk about our beliefs around money without all of the awkwardness that the topic could potentially bring about. We’re both entrepreneurs at heart; Travis with his writing and me with my pet sitting business. We both want to have kids one day, too. And Travis loves Lucky just as much as I do. It’s not an act just to get down my pants, either. 

He’s eating chicken parmesan and I’m eating baked ziti. We’re halfway through our meal when I’m watching him twist his fork in a circle to gather his next bite of noodles and I hear Jordan’s voice. I know it is him, but I am too paralyzed to turn around. Yes, we live in the same town, but why do we have to run into each other, again? I continue watching Travis twirl his spaghetti before taking a bite. I want to grab his hands and disappear. Just a minute ago we were laughing about who says um more when talking to other people. Stupid, I know. But I’m lucky to have someone to be stupid with. Now I feel my body turn tense at the sound of Jordan’s unmistakable voice. Maybe he won’t see me. Maybe he’ll sit on the other side of the restaurant and we won’t cross paths. Maybe we can finish our meals and get out of here before we run into each other. Maybe. I close my eyes and draw in a deep breath, wishing for one of my maybe scenario’s to somehow come true. When I reopen my eyes Travis looks at me with concern.

“You okay?”

I nod. “Yeah, just full.”

“Are you sure?”

I shrug. “I’m fine, really.”

Now it’s his turn to nod, but his eyes tell me he’s skeptical of my reassurance. Should I warn him that Jordan is here? No, I think I’ll just stay quiet about it and hope that we don’t run into each other. After all, the place is packed. There is an actual chance that we can get out of here without being seen. It’s not that I’m afraid to be seen with Travis. I’m not, at all. I just don’t like running into Jordan, ever. And if Jordan sees me with Travis, I’m afraid he’d lose it. When Jordan drunkenly stumbled into my apartment, I was reminded of how angry he was. Always angry. It’s been such a long time, but I don’t think he’s gotten over the fact that I left him. I doubt he’s ever really wanted us back together, the way we were. I know it bothers Jordan that he was dumped, and it was done in front of all of our friends and family. I get it. But at the same time, I’ve moved on and I want him to do the same, too. It’s time. 

I can’t help but to watch Travis eat each bite of his chicken parmesan. I’m guessing he has nine more bites before he’s done. I don’t want to rush him, but I do want to leave. I’m not talking and we’ve been talking with ease the whole dinner, until now. No wonder he’s asked if I’m okay. When Travis has (my best guess) three bites left of his meal, I cringe. 

“Well, well.” I look up to meet my parent’s eyes. They are standing at the edge of our table, both with their arms crossed over their chests. I bite the corner of my lip, this can’t be happening. My parents are here and Jordan? I try to force a grin, but nearly choke on my own saliva instead. “This doesn’t look like Jordan to me.” My dad turns to face my mom. In turn, she looks down at me, meeting my eyes and then turns back toward my dad. 

“No, it sure doesn’t.” She mocks surprise.

I wait before I speak. Travis looks at me, trying to read my face. 

“Well, if it isn’t the Jane family!” I want to die. Jordan walks up and stands behind my parents, placing an arm on each of their shoulders as if they hang out regularly. “How have you been?” He asks my parents, ignoring my existence; one thing I’m actually grateful for right now. 

My parents exchange pleasantries, hugging Jordan and telling him how much they’ve missed him. All the while I sit quietly, watching the show. Travis taps me beneath the table with one of his legs, but I don’t look at him. I can’t. I feel terrible putting him through this. Our whole evening has changed in one fell swoop.

“And Casey.” Jordan nods in my direction. Is he trying to pretend we’re old friends? Isn’t there a rule or something about how to act towards former fiancés? If there is, surely this isn’t how it goes? Funny he’s not mentioning our last encounter, the one where he was rude and drunk inside of my apartment.

I open my mouth to speak for the first time and then shut it again, changing my mind. Nothing I say can make this situation any less awkward. 

Jordan turns and says something like nice to see you to my parents and then leans down, hovering above Travis’ shoulder just before he walks away. I watch him as he mutters words into Travis’ ear. “She’ll leave you, too.” I hear him say. I want to kill him. How dare he say that!

I take a deep breath when he walks away from the table. I don’t even bother to see if Jordan has brought a date. I don’t care. Instead I look from Travis, up to my parents who are still towering over our table. “Mom, dad. It’s been a while. Thanks for the calls.” I can’t help the sarcasm. I didn’t think I’d cared that they’d ignored me since the wedding, but now that they’re standing in front of me, I know that I have. I do. I’m livid. How can parents ignore their child for following her heart? How can they care more about their own image than their relationship to their daughters? I’ll never have an answer for it and as I glare up at them I feel rage coursing through my veins. 

“Honey, the same to you.” My mom sing-songs. To anyone passing by, they would be led to believe we were a happy family, all smiles and nods. But I know better. I know how they really feel. It’s as clear as day. 

I stand, not wanting to be beneath my parents any longer. “In case you’re curious, this is Travis. And we’re leaving.” I reach to take Travis’s hand. He mutters an awkward nice to meet you as I drag him past their glares. I’m pulling him behind me, walking up to a waiter to hand him cash for our meal. We didn’t have our bill yet, but I gave him more than enough to cover everything and told him to keep the change. We head out the door and to the car and I can’t get there fast enough. 

“So, do you want to talk about it?”

I shake my head.

“Your parents seem great.” He winks when I look at him. I love that he understands without me having to explain. I know we’ll talk about it later, but for now, I just want to get out of here and go back to being our happy selves. After we climb into the car and pull on our seatbelts I lean toward Travis and rest my head on his shoulder before he pulls out of the parking lot. 

“I think you’re pretty great.” I tell him. “Do you know how much I love you?” I push my head back so I can look him in the eyes. 

“Do you?” He jokes. “Do you know how much I love you Yesa?” Every time he says my name my insides melt a little more. He’s called me Yesa from the very start. He’s called me Yesa since the first day we met, when Trish told him that everyone who loves me calls me that. 
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CHAPTER 19

 

KITTY

 

“TO WHAT DO I OWE this pleasure?” It is my version of a hello when I realize it is Trish who has called me. Mom and dad must have told her to call. We haven’t spoken in ages, maybe not since the wedding. I can’t even remember. We’ve never really gotten along and it’s no different now that we’re adults. 

“How are you?” Her voice sounds chipper and full of pep. I’m sure she didn’t want to call me, but she did it anyway. I know I’m not exactly pleasant to talk to but I can’t seem to muster up the energy to reciprocate the positive vibe she’s giving off. How is she always so perky?

“Fine. You?” I state flatly. And then I add without interest, “Are you and Eddie still traveling the country?”

“Yes! And we’re good, thanks. Loving every minute of our journey. I’ve captured some amazing photographs, too. I can email you a few if-“

I stop her before she can continue. I know it’s rude, but I don’t want to hear about how fabulous her life is right now. “I’m pregnant.” I interrupt, although I’m sure she already knows. Why else would she call? My parents cannot keep a secret to save their lives. I don’t say the words with enthusiasm. I only say them to top what she was saying first. There. I win. My news beats hers. I’m sure my parents think so, too. Living on the road in an RV is no kind of life and being a photographer is not steady work. I don’t know how she survives, honestly.

“Oh, wow. Congrats Yesa!” Surely she is faking her excitement. Why would she care if I’m pregnant? She’s not even going to be around to hang out with her niece or nephew once they’re born. She’ll be too busy traveling. 

I pause as I realize she called me Yesa. She hasn’t called me that in forever. It was her nickname for me when we were kids. It’s my name spelled backwards, minus the c. For a moment I close my eyes and let myself reenter childhood, before all of the obligations and responsibilities. Before Jordan. Before pregnancy. “Thanks.” I reply, rolling my eyes on the other end of the line. It’s not like it’s hard to get pregnant. Why do people tell me congratulations? Congratulations on having sex with your husband; that’s what they’re really saying, right? 

“Oh my gosh, we can swing by and take pregnancy photos. And of course I would love to take the little ones newborn photos if you’d like.” She sounds genuinely happy and for some reason it is shocking to me to hear someone who is so upbeat. The teachers at school are always ragging on their husbands and sometimes even on how exhausting their own children are. It’s always, can you believe he/they… or you’ll never believe what I had to put up with last night. But now I’m talking on the phone to my only sister and she’s full of brightness. It’s strange, really.

“Cool.” I mutter, not trying to hide my lack of enthusiasm. 

“We’re in Utah right now, but we’ll circle back. We’ll make a plan to be back in Oxboro by the time you’re eight months along. And then we can just stay until the baby is born. I’m so happy for you little sis. I really am. I know we don’t talk as much as we should, but maybe…” Her voice trails and I hear who I assume to be Eddie whispering something in Trish’s ear, her attention is stolen from me. After a minute or so she returns, clearing her throat before speaking again. All the while I’ve sat quietly, picking at my cuticles. “Sorry.” She apologizes for the interruption but then she jumps right back into her excitement. Why is everyone else more excited about my pregnancy than I am? Is that normal? “Oh my gosh!” She squeals. “We should totally go to yoga classes together once I’m home. It will be good for you while you’re pregnant, you know. I think you might like it, too.”

I feel my eyes rolling again. Yoga. Ugh. I don’t think so. “Maybe.” I say curtly, although I know I’ll never go along with it. I wonder if Trish remembers our conversation before the wedding. Does she remember that I had cold feet? Does she really think Jordan and I are truly happy? Maybe she doesn’t even think about it at all. Maybe it doesn’t really matter. I’ve learned that if you look the part on the outside, society doesn’t give a second thought to how you must really feel or not feel. If you look the part, to the world, you are labeled as happy. If you live a less traditional life, like Trish and Eddie, the world leans more toward labeling you as strange, different, and weird. It’s just how it is. And no matter how much you try to tell the world that it’s not how it really is, no one is listening. People see what they want to see and that’s that. I’ve been lost in thought and not listening to what Trish has been saying. Her words have merely been background noise for my random thoughts. When I hear her say Jordan’s name I jolt back to life and begin listening again.

“So, are you going to tell me?” Trish asks.

“Sorry. What?” I shake my head and remind myself to listen this time.

“Is Jordan excited to be a dad?”

“He is.” I answer. I’m not lying, but I’m also not telling her that he cares more about being a dad than tending to me. We are not a team on this or any other front. We are married, yes. But we are so distant from each other.

“I’ve never told anyone this before…” Why in the world would she confide anything in me? We’re not close. We’re sisters by blood but nothing more. She continues, “but I can’t get pregnant. We tried for three years. I’ve been to specialists and everything and I guess it’s just not meant to be.” She laughs nervously.

Instead of jumping in to console her I crumple a piece of computer paper into a wad near the phone, pretending that our connection has suddenly gone bad. I hang up on Trish and walk away, leaving my phone behind. I will not be party to Trish’s self-pity. She has everything I don’t. She has true love. She has freedom. She has a job she loves. She has genuine kindness in her heart. I gave up the chance at any of those things when I said I do to the wrong man. 

 

 

 

 

JORDAN WAS ECSTATIC and just like when I told him I was pregnant, instead of celebrating with me, he blurted out the news, as if it were all one long word: Igotapromotionandwillbemakingloadsmore money and ran to call his parents to fill them in on all of the details. Details I was spared. The promotion happened nearly five weeks ago and since that time he’s been traveling, a lot. He’s spent a week in Chicago. A weekend in Indianapolis and another in Pittsburg. Now he’s in New York City for four days. I know he works on computers, but otherwise, I have no idea what he does for a living. I guess I’ve never really cared to know. Jordan’s over the moon about all of the travel. I can’t say I blame him; it gets him away from his hormonal pregnant wife, that is me. It gets him away from the train wreak that is us, in general, with or without a baby on the way. And I’m left alone in a giant, hollow house that sits next to my parents. I spend my nights alone soaking in a bubble bath or blindly flipping through television channels, eventually residing on a reality television show causing my already spaced out head to go totally brain dead. 

Tonight the cable is down and I’m surfing around on the internet. Inevitably I wind up on Facebook and cruise around the pages of old high school and college friends, people I haven’t spoken with in ages. I get sucked into the photos, scanning for who’s married, who has kids and how many, where people vacation- things I don’t really care to know, but the information is there, so why not? I have nothing better to do until the cable is working again, anyway.  I click from one friend’s page to their friend’s page and so forth. Before I know it, I’m looking at someone’s page that I don’t know and I’ve never heard of. And then I see it. Jordan Wiener. His name is tagged on the photo. I squint my eyes and look closer. It’s him, definitely. But who is he with? I don’t recognize any of the others in the photo. At first I think that maybe it’s an old photo someone’s posted. I study Jordan’s face and see the stubble on his chin. I see the small wrinkles that form around the outside corners of his eyes. Now I’m certain that it’s a recent photo. Maybe with his work friends? I study the photo, looking closer. Jordan’s holding a beer in one hand, the other is wrapped around someone. A girl. My heart is beginning to race as I try to put the pieces together. Who is she? Where is he? When was this taken? I look at the date on the posted photo. Posted last night. This is very recent. I see people dancing in the background. There’s a bar. Okay, he’s in a club. Nothing to worry about, I try to reassure myself. But still I can’t shake that nagging feeling that I need to look again. Look closer. The girl is looking at him in the photo. Her eyes are on his and they are both smiling like they have a secret. Do they? I click on Jordan’s name and flip to his Facebook page and find one additional photo that I know is not meant for my eyes. Again, Jordan’s been tagged in the photo. He probably doesn’t know it yet or he would delete it, not wanting me to accidently see. Too late. I’m looking at it now and I can’t seem to look away. This photo is even more telling than the first. In this photo Jordan looks to be dancing. He is a horrible dancer. Nevertheless, he is dancing in some club, a beer in his hand. He is looking right at the camera, his mouth open as if he’s howling or something along those lines. Idiot. But Jordan’s behavior in the photo isn’t what drops my jaw. It’s the girl standing behind him, grinding him. She has one arm wrapped around his waist, low on his waist. Too low. The other arm is being held up in the air above their heads as if she is readying a lasso for my husband. It’s the same girl from the first photo. And she’s pretty. Dark hair, hazel eyes, tan skin. Before I blink again, I know he’s sleeping with her. I know there are probably others, too. 

I continue to stare at the two photos as I feel a single tear drop from my eye and land on my lips. I lick it away tasting the drop of saltwater. My left hand is pressed against my stomach subconsciously trying to shield our unborn baby from seeing what my eyes are showing me on the computer screen. My right hand is on the mouse, hovering over the photos, unable to click away. I scold myself for Jordan’s actions. You knew this would happen. I scream silently in my head. You’re so dumb and now you’re carrying his baby. You’re trapped. Look what you’ve done. Look what you’re doing with your life! Before I can finish berating myself I stare in awe at the screen, at Jordan’s Facebook wall, as I watch both photos disappear. He must have seen them on his phone and removed them as soon as he could. But it wasn’t soon enough. No more than a minute later my cell phone is ringing. It’s Jordan. I pick my phone up in my hand, but I don’t answer it. Instead I throw it across the room and watch it shatter into a million pieces as it slams against the far wall.
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CHAPTER 20

 

YESA

 

TRAVIS TOLD ME HE wants to introduce me to his parents, but they’re out of the country until fall. I told him that was an easy out, but I knew he was telling me the truth. Now we’re in the car coming home from dinner. Travis is driving and I’m in the passenger seat with a doggie bag of leftovers on my lap for Lucky. The radio is obnoxiously loud but I don’t mind because Sara Bareilles is singing Brave and it always makes me happy. Half way through the song Travis reaches to change the station. I reach to grab his finger before it hits the change button, he hits it anyway and now Tim McGraw is singing a song I’ve never heard. Tim McGraw. I don’t even want to tell Travis how much I don’t listen to him now that I don’t have to. Instead of saying something, I poke my finger on the radio and change it back to Brave. Take that Travis.  It’s all fun and games, for the time being. I smile and tap my fingers on the doggie bag and look out the window because I love this song and because I won the radio war. I can’t believe we’ve never fought over the radio before now. But before the song is over, as I’m taping my fingers and belting out a tune, Travis changes the station without regard for my obvious happiness. I’m left singing “I wanna see you be brave!” in silence as the station he switches it to is between songs. I turn and playfully punch Travis in the bicep. “Hey!” I’m mad that he’s changed the station, even if it is just to mess with me and I’m embarrassed that he’s just heard me singing out loud without back-up.       

He shrugs and looks straight ahead, focusing on the road. “We hear that song every other time we’re in the car.”

“So?”

“So, I wanted to listen to something else.”

“So…” I drag out the o. “Speak up. Don’t just change the channel. Rude much?” I don’t know why but I’m getting pissed. What makes him think he gets to pick what we listen to?

“Chill out.”

“What?”

Silence. Did he just tell me to chill out? It’s not like he just cursed at me or anything, but I feel hurt. We don’t talk to each other like that. What’s with him tonight? Now the radio is playing an old Reba song. I like Reba, but that’s not the point. The point is he shouldn’t get to choose. After a few beats Travis speaks up again. “You have a great singing voice. Have you ever considered auditioning for American Idol?” He teases, but I sense an undertone of malice in his words. 

“Shut up.” I don’t think I’ve ever been so sassy with him. I know I don’t have a beautiful singing voice, but I like to pretend I do. Great. Here we go. I’ve been thinking what we have is so terrific. I thought we were really connected. I thought Travis Tate was the one. And now we’re fighting over the stupid radio. Seriously? I can’t think of anything better to say than shut up, so I sit quietly, looking out the window. I can smell the left overs inside of the doggie bag. It smells like rice and chicken. 

“I like it when you sing to me.” He taunts me. I feel his head turn toward me, but I don’t move my blank gaze from the passenger side window. After another minute I feel his hand press against my thigh. “Hey…” he taps, trying to get my attention. 

I refuse to look at him. I know it’s stupid, but I’m pissed. 

“Say what you wanna say, and let the words fall out!” He belts out a tune, singing the words from Sara Bareilles’ Brave. I peek out of my left eye and see his right arm swinging in the air dramatically as he sings the words. His left hand holds onto the steering wheel. I press my lips together trying not to laugh. He sings again, “I wonder what would happen if you say what you wanna say!” He emphasizes the word say and I can’t help but look at him now as he sings to me in his oh so out-of-tune manner. Our eyes meet and I burst into laughter. He’s being dramatic as he sings. Okay, so he’s turned what could have been a colossal argument into a guffaw. We both realize that we’re being so painfully wrong and dumb that now we are cackling like children. I really love this man. I feel my shoulders relax as Travis grabs my hand. He is still singing and now I know that he is a terrible singer, too. In fact, I’m certain he’s worse than me and that makes me feel better for some reason. When we get back to my apartment I step out of the car and look up at the sky. It is full of thousands of stars. There must not be a cloud to hide a single one. I’ve never seen so many stars in one night sky before. After Travis climbs out of the car I point above us and we gaze at the stars together in the dark. 

“Can you believe how many there are tonight?” I say, still looking up in awe. Seriously, there are so many stars I wish I could take a picture. I wonder if it is some kind of special night. I’ve heard that there are certain moons like the blood moon and the harvest moon. I wonder if this night has a special name and astrologists expected to see ten times the number of stars than any other ordinary night. 

Travis wraps his arms around my waist as I face him and I think he is hugging me so I place my arms around his neck. But he isn’t hugging me, he’s picking me up. He gently places my bottom on the hood of his car and then places himself next to me and lays back with his hands behind his head. I do the same. We lay there like we’re watching a movie, but we’re just watching the stars and that’s more than okay with me. It’s my life, and right now it’s the best movie I’ve ever seen. It hasn’t even been a minute before we both point and shout at the same time. “Did you see that?” It was a shooting star. I’ve never seen one until now. I feel giddy with childlike excitement. A shooting star! 

“Make a wish.” Travis says. “I made mine.” He grabs my hand, we both keep our free hands behind our heads and we continue staring above us, waiting, hoping for another shooting star. Maybe, if we’re lucky. But still, we’ve seen one and that’s pretty great. I wonder how many people go through their entire lives never seeing even one.

I squeeze my eyes closed for a beat and make a wish. I wish for a long, happy life with Travis. I don’t tell him what my wish is and he doesn’t tell me his, either. I feel his thumb move up and down on my hand and I know without a shadow of a doubt that we are meant to be together. I don’t know how to put it into words exactly; all I can say is that I can see our life together. I can see our future all in that instant as we lay there on the car, holding hands and looking up at the starry sky. And I know it’s a happy life. I know it’s the life I want. 

“Another one!” I scream and giggle, amazed to watch a second shooting star cross our path. This has to be a good omen and even if it isn’t, it’s still amazing. Two shooting stars in one night! We lay on the hood of the car, hand in hand for forty more minutes, and we see seven shooting stars. The only words we speak are to alert each other of the next shooting star that we see. We don’t have to say any other words, I know in this moment that we love each other now more than ever before. And that is more than enough.

 

 

 

 

AFTER WITNESSING SEVEN shooting stars we stumble into the apartment. We have not been drinking, but I feel euphoric. Lucky is jumping at our legs, excited to see us and to receive his treat. I shake the contents of the doggie bag out into his bowl and he devours the food with a wagging tail and total delight. I stand and walk to the trash to throw the empty bag away. When I turn around Travis is holding two dishes of ice cream. Both dishes have double scoops. I look at the two half gallon cartons of ice cream still sitting on the kitchen counter and know that he made a stop at The Frozen Spoon to pick up my favorite kind, chocolate heaven. His dish is full of mint chocolate chip. I thank him for the ice cream by kissing him. I take the ice cream in one hand and his hand in my other, pulling him toward the couch. After two or three steps I watch as my top scoop of ice cream falls out of my dish and onto the carpet. “I’m such a klutz!” I wince, dropping my hand from his and placing my dish of ice cream in it as I run to the kitchen to retrieve a towel and some cleaner. 

“Wait!” I hear Travis plead. But I’m already in motion. I don’t want a stain to set in the carpet. The faster I can clean it, the less of a chance it will leave a mark. As I rush back with the cleaner and towel in hand, I see that Lucky has beat me to it. He’s licking up the ice cream in a rush. He must love chocolate heaven too, although I don’t think chocolate is good for dogs. I pat Lucky on the head and gently push him away telling him the ice cream will hurt his stomach. As I do this, Travis is on the ground with me. I reach for the towel, but Travis’ fingers are already in what’s left of the ice cream. 

“What’s going on?” I ask, confused.

“Nothing, ugh…hang on.” He’s focused on the ice cream as he frantically fingers through it. “Oh!” He shouts with relief. His fingers clasp something in the ice cream. We are both down on the carpet on our knees, Lucky is sitting right by my side. The three of us are within an inch of each other’s noses looking down at the ice cream on the carpet.

“Your hands are covered in chocolate ice cream!” I laugh, looking back and forth between his messy hands and his blue eyes.

Without another word he leans forward to kiss me. Lucky takes the opportunity to lean down and lick the rest of the ice cream up from the floor. When we pull back from the kiss Travis sits back on his legs and holds his messy chocolate covered hand out in the air toward me. 

“Please don’t wipe that on me!” I beg, a smile creeping across my face.

He holds his hand steady and I watch it as he turns his palm upright and I see the ring. Now Travis sits back up onto his knees, his eyes twinkle, sending my stomach into a hundred flip-flops. My eyes widen as I look at the sparkling ring. It has a little bit of chocolate heaven on it, but shouldn’t every engagement ring? I sit back on my feet, watching Travis. I’m in awe. “Yesa” he’s never called me anything else. “I know it sounds crazy, but I knew the moment we met at the ice cream shop that we could have an amazing life together. And now we’re living it. I love you so much and I want to spend the rest of our lives together. Will you make me the happiest man on earth and marry me?”

I watch him kneeling before me and of course I already know the answer to his question. Of course! But first, I lean forward and place my hand in his sticky chocolate covered hand. I feel the ring sitting between our palms, poking my skin. If he is messy, I’ll be messy with him. “I love you so much too, Travis.” I want to tell him so many things right now. I want to tell him that I can see our whole lives together when I look into his eyes. I want to tell him that no one’s ever made me happier and no one ever will. I want to tell him that in the blink of an eye he changed my entire life when I spilled the ice cream on him the night we first met. Oh, the irony that I spilled the ice cream again tonight! I nearly laugh out loud when I think about how perfect his proposal is. He couldn’t have possibly planned for me to spill my ice cream again. At least Lucky didn’t eat the ring. Then we’d be waiting around for a different kind of surprise. 

“Is that a yes?” He raises his eyebrows.

“Yes! Yes, I’ll marry you Travis Tate. Of course I’ll marry you.” I lean forward as he places the chocolate covered ring on my finger. Lucky leans in to lick his hands and then my ring. 

I wink at Travis. “Obviously, Lucky approves too.” I laugh and then lean in to kiss him. We don’t make it any further than the couch. I throw the red afghan over my back as I press my body on top of his. I could kiss Travis Tate forever. Lucky for me, now I get to. It’s official. 

In the morning when we wake and push ourselves off of the couch, I see the bottle of cleaning spray and the unused towel still sitting on the carpet. Only there is no stain. Lucky took care of that for us while we were preoccupied with each other. It only serves to confirm my belief that when you’re with the right person, everything else seems to find a way of working itself out. I can’t wait to call both Trish and Mollie to tell them about last night. Especially Trish. She was there the day Travis and I met. And this time she’ll be at a wedding where I’ll stay. A wedding where I’ll actually say I do. A wedding that I actually want to attend. This time it feels right. 
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CHAPTER 21

 

KITTY

 

I NEVER BROACHED THE subject of the promiscuous Facebook photos on Jordan’s page. I know I should have, but I didn’t and now I won’t. It’s been too long and anyway, I’m pregnant. So things just are how they are. My stomach is growing, my bouts of morning sickness have been a bear, and well, what else is there to say? I’m fat, I’m hungry and tired all of the time and I’m pretty sure I have a cheating husband. But on the outside everything looks great. On the outside we’re just another happy couple preparing for the arrival of our first child. If I had a dollar for every time my parents told me they’re proud of me, I would be a rich woman. But I don’t and I’m not. Not rich in the sense of money or love. 

I guess it’s because I won’t bring up the pictures, I haven’t dared to call Jordan out on what I know he’s done and doing, so my anger finds a way to manifest itself without words. I’m so overwhelmed with the pregnancy, the fear of child birth, the frustration of my loneliness, the constant praise from my parents, living next door to my parents in a home they technically own, and the fact that Jordan’s a cheater. Maybe if I’d talk about it out loud, maybe if I could find a way to use my words and get it all off of my chest, I would accept the way things are and move forward. But I can’t and I don’t. So my anger is manifesting itself in the form of debilitating panic attacks. They happen at the oddest moments. In the grocery store, after a bout of morning sickness, or after dinner with my parents. I never know when the next one will strike. I didn’t know what was happening at first. I thought it might be a side-effect of the morning sickness, because that’s been nothing short of horrible. But after five or six times, I looked up my symptoms on WebMD and sure enough, learned that I have been having full blown panic attacks. Sudden dizziness, loss of breath, rapid increase in heart rate, sweaty, seeing black spots. Lucky me. I went alone to the doctor, just to be sure and they agreed with my self-diagnosis. Panic attacks. They said I should try yoga and I just laughed. Yoga is for people with too much time on their hands. Yoga is for thin, happy people. Yoga is not for me. Yoga is for people like Trish. Free spirits. And I know I am anything but free. No one else knows about my panic attacks, although they seem to only be increasing in frequency. Lucky me, again. Each time I have one, I swear I am having a heart attack. I swear I am dying. Most of the time when I have them I am alone. If I’m around other people, I quickly find my way to the bathroom, close the stall door and sit on the cold tile floor, rocking myself back and forth, and waiting for it to pass. If I told my parents about the panic attacks, I wonder if they’d still be proud of me? I don’t need to wonder long though, because I already know the answer.

Now, not only am I pissed about what I know Jordan is doing on his “business trips”, but I’m beyond heated about having the panic attacks, too. I’m getting fat, throwing up and feeling like I’m going to die, all while perfect Jordan is out groping other girls and probably much more than that. I don’t want to let my mind go there, though. Not right now. Right now I’m driving to school, thankful that it’s a work day and I don’t have to sit home alone and wonder who Jordan’s spending his time with while he’s away on supposed business. It’s one of those mornings when I hit every single red light in my path. I’m already running ten minutes late and now the red lights. I have a cup of coffee in the drink holder next to me, but my last sip tells me it’s quickly growing cold. It already tastes stale. I am a mile away from school when I see a string of ducks trotting slowly across the road ahead of me. It’s a mother duck and her eleven goslings making the trek. Normally I would stop and ooh and aw over their cuteness, but not today. I am the first car to approach the ducks and I come to a stop, although I don’t want to. They are in my way. The bumper of my car nearly touches their feathers when I put the car into park. After a minute I am so full of frustration. I look at the clock. The kids will be in my classroom without a teacher. My heart is racing and I feel the heat rise inside of my body. I slam the horn on in my car, beeping at the ducks as they march in a line across the road. “Damn geese!” I scream, slamming my hands on either side of the steering wheel. 

Eventually the ducks finish crossing and I finish my drive, squealing into a parking spot on the far end of the school lot. I throw my bag over my shoulder and jog to school, my pregnant belly in tow. Being here should make me feel better. I made it. I don’t hit any ducks, either. But I don’t feel any of the relief I’m looking for. Instead I just feel the same. I just feel enraged. I throw myself through the doors, pushing past a few hurried children and not bothering to hold the door open for any longer than it takes me to get my own body inside. I jog through the hallway and hear one of the other teachers, Abbie Lawrence call out to me. “Mrs. Wiener!” I cringe every time someone calls me that. I hate that name; my name. “Mrs. Wiener!” She shouts again and I turn to meet her eyes. She smiles at me sympathetically. “Pregnancy issues?” She cocks her head to the side, pretending to care. 

I nod. Sure. We can call it that. We can call it whatever the hell you want. I have issues and I know it. I just don’t want to talk about it. Especially not with Abbie Lawrence.

Another teacher, Susan Maden comes up behind Abbie and pushes ahead, reaching her arm out to touch mine. She runs the palm of her hand down the side of my shoulder to my elbow. “You doing okay darling?” 

Again, I nod. “Just running late.” I say curtly. 

Their eyes are both wide as they stare at me. Paranoid, I begin to wonder if I have left some of my breakfast on my face. I wipe my mouth just in case. “We’re here if you need anything, sweetie.” Susan sing songs. I know they mean well, but I also know that they’re not really here for me. What would they say if I told them Jordan was cheating on me? What would they say if I told them I never really loved Jordan? What would they say if I told them I thought I’d done everything right, I thought I’d been playing by the rules of life: I got married, I’m pregnant- but I’m not happy? What would they say then? Would they still tell me they are here for me? Would they still act like they cared? Sure, they’d love the gossip. But we all know they wouldn’t love me. Not if I’m not the perfect wife, the perfect mom-to-be, the perfect teacher, the perfect everything. They wouldn’t be looking at me like they are right now with their big sympathetic eyes. Instead, they’d be looking at me like I was a heartless monster. I know there is nothing I can say to make them understand how I’m feeling. I don’t want to anyway. No amount of words can truly capture the loneliness I feel. I know this now. 

When I reach my classroom I see the children sitting neatly at their desks. A few are huddled together showing off their new baseball cards. Others are doodling on pieces of paper. As the classroom door closes behind me I trade the stares of other teachers for the glares of my young students. They watch in horror as I grab onto the back of my chair. My hands are sweaty and the room is spinning so fast I think I am going to hurl. My body temperature rises and I feel the nape of my neck and the front of my chest cover themselves in beads of dewy sweat. 

“Mrs. Wiener!” I hear a few of the kids yell to me, but I cannot see them. The room is going black. I don’t want to scare them, but I am helpless to stop the attack from happening. I hear the stomping of little feet, more shouts and screams. But my eyes only show me blackness. Slowly I am losing the sounds, too. I feel my body fall to the cold hard ground; my neck jerks back and plants itself against the floor with a thud. I know what is happening but there is nothing I can do. For some reason, in all of that blackness I think of Jordan. I think of him smiling at me. We are at the duck pond. It’s the first time we’ve met and he’s helping me stand up from my fall. My heart flutters with a liveliness that I like. He takes me in his arms and helps me find my footing and together we walk hand in hand toward the sidewalk. “Mrs. Wiener!” I hear the name again. My name. I feel someone touch the side of my face and I know instinctively that it’s not Jordan. My world is still black but I’m back to realizing where I am instead of lingering in some alternate universe from the past. When I hear them yell my name again I am filled with rage. I hate that name and I hate what I’ve become. I think about Jordan placing his hands all over another girl- other girls. I think about his coldness toward me. I think about the moment we both said I do and then it all makes sense. I realize as I lay on the cold classroom floor surrounded by my students that I’d wanted the warmth of love so much that I ignored the price, and now I’m paying it.

 

 

 

 

WHEN I COME TO, MY vision is blurry, but at least I can see again. At least my world is no longer full of darkness. The only problem is that as I regain my sight and my consciousness, I am losing something else. I am still sitting on the ground. I look around and see another teacher ushering my students away from me and out of the classroom. Mrs. Maden, Mrs. Lawrence and Ms. Stevenson are crowded around me now. One has their hand pressed against my forehead, another is holding one of my hands and the third person is rubbing my back. They are talking but I can’t make sense of their words. It’s all mumbles and jumbles to me. I don’t really care what they are saying though because the pain in my abdomen is so severe I can only focus on that. I feel myself bend forward and someone yells “whoa there,” and grabs tightly onto my arm. I don’t know how long it is, but it seems like a minute later and I am covered in wetness. This time it is not sweat. This time it is coming from somewhere lower on my body. It’s soaking me between my legs. And it hurts like hell. I grab my stomach and bend forward again. My vision is still blurry and I have no idea what is happening. I wonder if I hit the floor too hard when I fell. Maybe the baby moved to a weird position. It feels all wrong. It hurts. My eyes are full of tears and I don’t bother to try and hide them. I just want my stomach to stop hurting. “Ohmygosh!” I hear one of the women yell. Her words are so rushed that it comes out as one quick word. “I called 9-1-1!” Another voice screeches. I try to open my mouth to tell them there is no need for an ambulance but nothing comes out when I try to speak. And I’m not so sure that I don’t need an ambulance. I am in a lot of pain. A lot. I just want the torment to stop, but it won’t. No matter which way I contort my body, the pain is still there. It’s not getting better. In fact, I would say it’s getting worse, although every second I swear that’s not even possible. 

I hear my voice finally scream out in what I can only describe as complete agony. I don’t recognize that voice, but it is mine. Someone asks if they should call Jordan and I try to shake my head because I don’t want him here. He’s the cause of this, maybe not directly, though. 

I am losing the baby. I know this before I arrive to the doctor’s office and they tell me themselves. Call it a mother’s instinct if you want. I don’t know what it is. I just know that the little one that was growing inside of me is gone and it’s my fault. If I just would have spoken up, if I just would have told him how I really felt, and I don’t mean just with the cheating Facebook photos. I mean way before that. If I would have used my words, my body wouldn’t have had to retaliate by showing me how much I’ve messed everything up. But I didn’t and it is. I thought our baby would save me and maybe he or she would even save us. I was wrong. Instead, I killed my baby. I killed our baby because I couldn’t waltz through the wrong life like it was all okay. I couldn’t find the strength to cope with the sting of loneliness and so the desolation and heartache won. They won by taking everything away from me. And now I’m left alone with a cheating husband, a terrible name, parents who are beyond proud of the image I’ve bestowed upon them and now I have something to add to that list, the worst tragedy of all; my dead baby.
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CHAPTER 22

 

YESA

 

I GAVE MY NOTICE at school. When this school year is over, it will be my last. No Place Like Home has taken off with flying colors. My assistant, Mollie is amazing, dependable, and awesome. It’s a little terrifying to take the leap into full time business ownership, but I’m more excited than scared. I know in my gut that it’s the right move for me. 

It’s a rainy Saturday and in-between pet sits Travis and I are doing a bit of house cleaning. He’s moving out of his apartment and into mine until we are married. When he cleans out my desk drawer he waves a piece of paper at me with a giant smile splayed across his chiseled face. I walk over to grab it, but he’s playing a game and I am jumping around like a child trying to snatch the guarded paper. 

“Have you gotten everything on your happy list?” He waves the paper back and forth and I continue to leap for it without luck.

“Hey! That’s not for you.” I tease.

“It is now. Let’s see,” he holds the paper up to his face and reads the items one by one. “Go to a concert. We did that!” He’s excited to check one of the items off. I give up from trying to snatch the list, obviously he’s going to read it. I reside to sitting on the floor beside him, draping my arm across his leg. “Listen to your gut. I would definitely say you do that.” He smiles as I nod in agreement. “Start a business. Check! Go to yoga class. Another check! Run with Lucky every day. Check, again! You’re on a roll Yesa.” He reads a few more items on the list and only pauses when he gets to “Fall in love.” He stops to look at me, our faces only separated by a few inches of space. “Well? Have you gotten that one yet?”

I playfully hit his arm. “What do you think? I’m marrying you, aren’t I?” I wink and lean in to kiss his cheek.

“Okay, check!” He agrees. “Oh, wait. Go on vacation. You haven’t done that.” 

“Good thing we’re planning one with Trish and Eddie soon.”

“Yep, you’ll be able to check that one soon. Duck, North Carolina, here we come!” He wraps his arms around my lower back and pulls me toward him, kissing the top of my head. “So…” he scans the list. “You’ve gotten or are on your way to having everything on your happy list, except one.”

“Oh?” I snatch the list from his hands and scan it myself. “Which one is that?” And then I see it. Dance in the rain. It’s stupid, but it’s on my list. And he’s right, I haven’t done that one yet. “Well, that’s okay. We saw seven shooting stars in one night…that was pretty sweet.”

He nods in agreement. “We haven’t seen a single one since.” He muses. “We’ll dance in the rain one day. Promise.” He pulls me closer and I lean my head on his shoulder. I breathe in his scent and rest my eyes because I know he means it. I know we will dance in the rain, because with Travis Tate it’s impossible not to be happy. He is my happy list now.
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EPILOGUE

 

KITTY

 

       “I’M SERIOUS.” I say as Jordan laughs in my face. “I want a divorce. And I want you to move out as soon as possible.” How can he think this is a joke? How can he not want the same? I plan to move out of this giant home, too. I don’t want to live next door to my parents and I don’t want to live in a home they’ve paid for. I’m sure they’ll want me out as soon as they hear that Jordan and I are done anyway. They haven’t exactly been pleasant to me since I lost the baby. They hate when I throw off their perfect plan. I can only imagine what they’ll say when I tell them I’m leaving Jordan and no one will be living in this massive house. I don’t care anymore though. I can’t live my life for Jordan or for my parents or for anyone else for that matter. I want to live it for me. 

“You’ll never find anyone as good as me.” Jordan spats back, becoming defensive after I insist that I am serious. 

I answer with silence.

“Why would you want to leave me? What have I done to you that is so horrible?”

I can’t possibly sum up the wrongness of our relationship in just a few words, so I don’t. Instead I answer him with this: “We’re just not good together, Jordan. I want us to both be happy and we can’t be happy if we’re together. We’re at each other’s throats all of the time. This is no way to live. I want more than this. I want to be happy. I want to laugh. I want to have a life with someone instead of this, whatever this is…” I let my voice trail. I mean every word of what I’ve just said. Maybe it hurts him to hear those words, but I don’t care anymore. I just can’t care. I have to get it off my chest, although I am careful to say it all in the nicest way possible. I’m not divorcing him to hurt him; I’m divorcing him so that we can both breathe again. So that we can both live our lives in a better way. It only seems fair. I’ve been so bitter about losing the baby that I couldn’t think straight for a while. But for the first time since that horrible moment, a moment I will never forget, a loss I will never stop mourning, I feel a sense of peace. And peace for me, now, simply means a path to happiness. I see a path to happiness and it’s not perfect, but I know it’s what we both need. We’re not good together and we never will be. I believe there’s a better life out there for us both. I don’t care if I end up living alone for the rest of my life, I’m okay with that. I would rather take the risk of being alone than stay in a loveless marriage. 

Jordan and I talk for more than two hours. It’s the longest conversation we’ve had in years; certainly the longest we’ve had as a married couple. When the conversation comes to a close we hug, and that to feels foreign to me. We are ending one chapter and moving onto the next, separately.  I think now we both know it’s for the best. Jordan says he’ll pack his things and be out by the end of the week. We decide that we’ll go through the house together, tomorrow, to separate our things; the joint things that really belong to us together. You don’t realize how many things you collect over the course of a relationship. Pots and pans, bedspreads and blankets, televisions- all of those material things that make a house look like a home when in reality the only thing that can really do that is something we never had, something that you can’t buy; love. 

 

 

 



I DECIDE TO HEAD outside for a walk alone after Jordan and I finish talking, or rather, finish agreeing on a divorce. I find it almost funny that it’s been our longest and best conversation since saying I do. At first I just walk a lap around the block. It is less than a quarter of a mile. When I return I’m not ready to head back inside. The house is too stuffy and I would rather be outside in the fresh air with the sunshine warming my face and hands. I take another lap around the block but still it is not enough to leave me wanting to go back inside the house that has been our hollow home. I walk past our house again but this time instead of going around the block I head down the street in the opposite direction and just walk. I have no idea where I’m going now and that’s okay with me. I don’t need to have a plan right now. I just know I need to breathe the fresh air. I need to feel the sunshine. As I walk I study the houses, houses I’ve never really bothered to look at before because I’ve always been in a rush to get to work or fighting with Jordan in the car. But now when I look at the houses, I realize how beautiful each one is. Some are brick. Others are log homes. Some are old. Some are new. They are all different and that is part of their allure. Eventually I find myself near the school. I wander over to the duck pond that sits less than a mile away from where I work. The pond is full of ducks and geese, and like the houses I’ve walked past, the ducks vary in color and size. Their quacks seem to call me toward them and I obey. I begin walking the perimeter of the pond and watching the ducks swim around in the center. To my right a set of parents kneel on the ground with their small child who can’t be more than two or three year’s old, tossing pieces of bread to the flocks of hungry geese. The child squeals with delight and I can’t help but wonder what our child would have looked like. I continue to walk and turn my attention to the ducks swimming in the pond rather than to the child feeding the ducks on land. I came outside to walk and clear my mind, not to rehash the past or the what-could-have-beens. I turn the corner and see a man about my age walking a small dog. He has blond hair and blue eyes and his dog is trotting at his side without a leash. The dog looks up at his guardian from time to time as the two continue to walk in my direction. As we cross paths I can’t help but feel a sense of familiarity, but then I shake my head and know that that’s ridiculous. I don’t know this man and he doesn’t know me. We lock eyes for a moment and both politely nod and say hello. And then, for whatever reason I ask if I can pet his dog. 

“Sure.” He smiles and his blue eyes draw me in.

With his approval I bend down and reach my hand out for the dog to sniff. 

“His name is Lucky.” I hear the man say above me. The dog begins licking my hand and so I pet him, watching his eyes light up and his tail wag swiftly back and forth. 

“He’s sweet.” I say.

When I stand back up the man tells me that he found the dog a while back as a stray and they’ve been buddies ever since. I smile and tell him to have a nice day as I start to walk forward again.

“I’m Travis.” He suddenly offers and I turn to meet his eyes.

“Travis.” I repeat his name. “I’m K-“ I almost introduce myself as Kitty, I’ve become so used to it. But then I correct myself. “I’m Casey.” We stand in silence for a beat after that, oddly it doesn’t feel awkward. We hold each other’s gaze a bit longer and then I laugh as the dog licks my leg and wags his tail. I say good-bye and we both walk our separate ways. As I draw in a breath of fresh air I am suddenly filled with the realization that everything will be okay. I am certain of it. I don’t know how or why. I just know. And that is all I need. 
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YESA

 

HALF OF OUR GUESTS ARE dogs, No Place Like Home clients. We have a few large water bowls on the ground and shady areas for the canines to enjoy at their leisure. We’ve even provided two small doggie pools beneath the large oak trees. The ten regular attendees from my weekly yoga class are here, including the instructor. It’s weird not seeing them in spandex. Travis’ family is here, including his older brother, his wife and their three children. A few of his friends from Ohio State made the trip, too. We closed on our house a month ago and have been working non-stop to make it our own ever since. It’s nothing fancy; a brick ranch with an unfinished basement. We have a private wooded lot that is rimmed with a short white picket fence for Lucky. After enlisting the help of a few friends, Travis built a small tree house in one of the mature silver maple trees in the very back of the yard. I painted it yellow when they were done building it. It’s the start of October and the leaves are full of vibrant colors; red, orange and yellow make up the back drop for our wedding day and I can’t think of anything more beautiful. 

We have white wooden chairs lining each side of the aisle for our guests. Lucky is running around like a wild man, having the time of his life playing with the other canine guests. He jumps in and out of one of the doggie pools trying to gain everyone’s attention. We put a small bow tie on his collar for the occasion. 

I am standing at the back of the aisle. Trish is my maid of honor and my photographer. She has already walked the aisle and now has her camera back in hand (Eddie took over photo duties while she did her walk). Our ring bearer will walk next, and that is Lucky. After that, it will be me. My dad stands at my side and hooks his arm into mine. We don’t talk much, but my parents have been kind and welcoming to Travis, after a bit of reluctance. I look up at Travis, waiting for me at the end of the aisle. He looks dapper in his tuxedo. It is dark gray and he is wearing a red rose on his pocket to match my dress. I don’t know if Trish has rubbed off on me or if the real me finally feels enough at ease to be seen, but I’ve chosen a red dress. It’s anything but traditional and I love it to pieces. It’s short and puffy, like a grown up tutu. Trish told me that I look sexy in my red floral lace dress. I happily accepted the compliment. Of course I didn’t get the same words from either of my parents. Their comments on my dress were more along the lines of when will you be changing into your wedding dress? and why would anyone wear red to their own wedding? I just shrugged off their questions. I love the dress and I don’t care what anyone else thinks, except Travis, of course. And the way he is looking at me right now from the end of the aisle says everything I need to know. I think he likes the dress, but more than that, I know he loves me, and I love him. And that’s all that matters. Although there is distance between us in this moment, his eyes cut to my core and send a million butterflies fluttering in my stomach. I love it. I love him and I wouldn’t change this moment for anything in the world. His blond hair and blue eyes glisten in the rays of sunlight that fall perfectly where he stands. I know with every fiber of my being that we are meant to be together. I don’t feel nervous at all, instead I am filled with utter excitement and I feel it pulsing through my veins from the tip of my toes to the top of my head. Today I am marrying the love of my life and my best friend. Today I am the luckiest person on earth. 

Mollie stands with Lucky and adjusts his bow tie before sending him down the aisle. He is soaking wet from swimming in the doggie pool, but that only makes me laugh. Our rings are attached to his collar in a small pouch that hangs from his bow tie. I watch with tears in my eyes as he jogs down the aisle and runs straight to Travis, burying his wet head in his hands when Travis bends down to greet him and take the rings. Lucky sits next to Travis for a beat and then takes off, back in the direction of the doggie pools. And now it is my turn to walk to Travis.

I feel my dad’s arm tighten around mine as we step forward. He leans down and whispers, “I’m glad you didn’t run this time.” I should probably roll my eyes, but I’m too happy to care about his intended insult. I count myself as lucky because at least he didn’t throw a blank I’m proud of you my way. I don’t need anyone’s approval to marry Travis Tate. Our relationship isn’t about what the world thinks of us, it’s what we think of us and I think what we have is pretty great. I hold Travis’s gaze as I place one foot in front of the other coming down the aisle. I can’t help but smile. I want to run and hug him to pieces. We don’t have the most traditional wedding, but it is uniquely ours and that is only part of the reason I love being with Travis so much. What we have is ours.

When I reach Travis, I feel my dad’s arm slip away from mine and I reach my hands out to grab Travis’s. I hear the sound of the words being said to us, but I can’t make out what they are. Travis mouths to me that I look beautiful and I feel like I am melting into a pile of mush. I wink at him because I can’t seem to find any words to mouth back, I am overcome with emotion and I never want this day to end. When it’s time for our vows, Travis clears his throat and I see a glare in his eyes. He is holding back tears and now so am I. “I vow to always love ice cream because it’s what brought me to you.” I laugh along with our guests. He is right; The Frozen Spoon will always be our place. “I promise to encourage your kindness and compassion because that is what makes you unique and wonderful. I promise to nurture all of your dreams, because through them your soul shines. I promise to always stand by your side, because we are a team and I know there is nothing we cannot face when we stand together. We are equals in all things. One lifetime will never be enough to love you, but I promise to give you all of my heart and my love for every day we have together. I promise to eat ice cream with you whenever you want to, day or night. And I promise to always call you Yesa, because Trish told me the day we first met, that everyone who loves you calls you that.” He mouths the words, “I love you so much,” for only me to hear. 

My throat is so tight, and tears are silently dripping from my eyes. I’m thankful to have worn waterproof mascara or I would be a mess right now. It’s my turn to state my vows now and I quietly count to ten as I draw in a deep breath in an attempt to compose myself. I want to get my vows out without crumbling into a pile. “Travis,” my voice quivers at the first word. “I take you to be my partner in life. Until you, I never believed in soul mates. I don’t know that I even believed in true love. Thankfully I spilled my ice cream on your feet and our paths crossed. You’ve taught me that true love is not just a fairy tale. True love is when you find the person who makes you shine. True love is when you bring out the best version of each other, through good times and bad. True love is when you can make each other laugh in the middle of an argument. It’s when being together makes you happier than being apart. And that’s what we have. That’s who we are, together. You are the love of my life, my teammate, my soul mate. You are my everything Travis Tate. And soon you will be my husband, too. I don’t remember the exact moment, but early on, I could see my whole life with you when I looked into your eyes. I knew then and I know now that we were meant for each other. Travis, all that I have, all that I am, all that I will ever be, is yours, forever.” When I finish, I press my lips together and I can taste the salt from my silent tears. I find his eyes and mouth the words, “I love you so much”. The rest is a blur. We say I do, we kiss and after that, the marriage officiate pronounces us husband and wife, calling me “Casey Yesa Tate”, which I love, and we run down the aisle, hand in hand. Lucky comes out of nowhere and I feel drips of water from his fur fling onto my bare legs. I already know this will be my favorite picture from the wedding, the three of us running toward our future together.

 

 

 



WE HOLD THE RECEPTION in our backyard, too. No one needs to travel to another destination to enjoy the party. Trish takes a break from snapping photos and she and Eddie run up to us, hand in hand. “Open it now!” She squeals, jumping up and down. 

I look up at Travis and rip open the wrapping paper. Inside of the box I find two framed photographs and I know instantly that Trish took them. The first is a photo of the RV. On the back of the frame Trish has written a note that says it’s always to hang on our wall, to remind me of life’s journey. I love it and I know it will hang on my wall until I am old and gray. The next framed photograph is of a shooting star. I look up at Travis as I hold it in my hands. He reaches his finger out to touch the photo and I know we are both remembering the night we laid on the hood of his car and saw seven shooting stars. I’d told Trish the story and although I had no idea how she’d managed to capture this photo, it was the best gift we could ever be given. “Thank you Trish and Eddie!” I fight back my tears. I have been a mess of giggles and sobs all day and I wouldn’t trade a single second. Trish smiles, wraps her hand around mine and squeezes. As she walks away with Eddie I look up and see our yellow tree house. It’s certainly been a journey.

Travis wraps his arms around me from behind and I lean my head back against his warm chest. “This is the best day.” I close my eyes, letting every part of me fall into his embrace.

“It is.” He replies. 

A moment later a small group of pet sitting clients are surrounding us with congratulations as they hold their cake on little plates in one hand, glasses of champagne in the other. The sky seems to be turning dark and I wonder what time it is. The day has gone by in such a flash. I look up to the sky, still held in Travis’ warm embrace and see thick clouds rolling in. A loud rumble of thunder booms and without further notice rain pours from the sky. Everyone runs to hide under the awning of our backyard deck. We are all laughing and squeezing in tightly, trying to stay dry. I hear the back door open and some of the guests travel indoors, while most stay on the deck watching the storm. “At least we had a sunny day for most of it.” I hear someone mutter. That’s when Travis lets me go and stands before me, taking both of my hands in his. I smile as he pulls me out into the rain. The rain drenches both of us the moment we step out into it. But we don’t care. He wraps his arms around my lower back and I wrap mine around his neck and we kiss. The rain is coming down in buckets and the thunder continues to rumble as we dance in front of all of our guests. Lucky runs out from under the awning and I hear someone call for him, but he doesn’t listen. He knows right where he wants to be. He runs around us in circles as we dance. He barks and wags his tail. It’s official now, my happy list is in motion and I’m dancing in the rain with the love of my life. For a brief moment as I lay my head on Travis’ wet shoulder and look back at our guests who have taken shelter under the deck awning, I realize I might have never met Travis. If I hadn’t followed my heart I would have married Jordan and I would have never believed in true love. I shake my head and kiss Travis’s cheek as I push the thought away. There’s no need to worry about the past. I’m holding onto my present and to my future right now. I’m holding onto a dream come true. 
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LETTER FROM THE AUTHOR

 

Dear Reader:

 

THANK YOU so much for reading Blink. I hope you enjoyed the story.

 

If you enjoyed the book, I would be incredibly appreciative if you would leave an online review for other potential readers. Sharing your review of the book is a huge help and much appreciated. . 

 

Again, thank you to you, the reader. This book is dedicated to you! This book has truly been a labor of love. I am so grateful that you chose to spend time with my book. I hope you’ll check out my first book, The First and Last Everything.

 

Thank you so much for your support- until next time!

 

Stacey

 

PS- You can interact with me online via my blog at http://www.staceysbookblog.com, on Pinterest, and Instagram. Join my monthly e-newsletter, The Book Lover's Club (and be entered to win *FREE* monthly book giveaways!) at: http://www.staceyritzbooks.com
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