
[image: image]



He was the perfect husband. Until he wasn’t.

When Shelly’s marriage ends in divorce, she’s left completely devastated and feeling like she’s never going to find love again.

Until she meets Eric.

Shelly can't believe her luck. The first person she meets after (reluctantly) joining online dating, and he’s handsome, caring, everything she ever wanted and more. From romantic dates to expensive gifts, it’s as if she’s in a dream.

But just when Shelly thinks she’s finally found her happily ever after, she begins to realize that all is not as it seems. As the cracks start to develop, perhaps Eric isn’t the perfect man she thought he was. Will her dream become a nightmare?
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BUFFY ANDREWS

lives in south central Pennsylvania with her husband, Tom, and Wheaten Cairn terrier, Kakita.

By day, she works for USA Today Network as its Regional Engagement Manager for the Northeast.

By night, she writes middle-grade, young adult and women’s fiction.

Some of her fiction ideas pop into her head at the most inopportune times, such as during a sermon or in the shower or when she’s supposed to be listening in a meeting. She’s written all over church bulletins, jumped out of the shower more than once to write down an idea and turned meeting handouts into storyboards.

If you see her out and about, don’t be surprised if you see her pull out the notebook she keeps in her purse. She’s forever taking notes she’ll use later. After all, life is full of wonderful details to capture.

	
To those caught in a psychopath’s web of lies and deceit, I pray that you’re able to escape and find peace, heal and be happy. You matter.
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Chapter 1

I looked in the mirror and no longer recognized myself. I hated my life and had thought about taking it.

No one would miss me.

I was a zero.

Nothing.

Zilch.




Chapter 2

A Year Ago

I couldn’t believe Jackie had talked me into this. After a bitter divorce, brought about by my husband’s affair five years ago, I swore I’d never date again. But here I was going through profiles on an online dating website. I must be insane! Did I really want a man in my life? I’d been on a couple of blind dates since my divorce and both ended in disaster. The first guy spat spaghetti sauce in my face when he laughed during dinner and the second paid the bill with three different gift cards. If I ever dated a guy again, he’d have to be exceptional.

I sat on the couch with my cat Izzy curled up next to me. I started laughing and Izzy’s head popped up. ‘Sorry, girl. Didn’t mean to scare you but this guy apparently thinks wearing a blue work vest with “May I Help You?” printed on the front is sexy.’ She purred and I scratched her neck. ‘Yeah, I know. No man is better than some man.’ I looked at a few more profiles, including one bare-chested guy wearing a baseball cap with the tagline: Cowboy seeks his cowgirl. Uh, no. Not for me. Nor was the guy whose plan it was to find a ‘good woman and build an empire around her’ or the guy who noted ‘I have a washer and dryer at my house so a first date at the Laundromat is out.’

‘Good God, Izzy, are all men jerks?’

Just when I was about to give up I stumbled upon a profile that seemed normal: EricT. He liked the outdoors and considered himself to be adventurous, spontaneous and fun-loving. He looked handsome. Unlike most of the profiles I’d seen, EricT had a full head of hair and straight teeth. Drats! He lived two hours away. Long-distance relationships rarely work out. And I certainly had no intention of moving.

I’d spent the past five years focusing on my real estate career. I’d regained some of the confidence I’d lost when my ten-year marriage to Scott ended in a firestorm after I caught him cheating.

I was thirty-two when I married Scott. My sorority sisters teased me about being the last one married. Most of them were married before they hit the quarter-century mark, but I wasn’t in a hurry. I didn’t plan on getting married more than once so I wanted to make sure I made the right decision. Turned out it was the wrong one!

I was now forty-seven and while I didn’t need a man to make me happy, I missed the intimacy and companionship.

When Scott and I started to have problems in our marriage, I wondered if things would have been different if I could’ve given him children. But over time I realized he was the problem, not me. I was the one who battled cervical cancer a year after we got married. He should have been there for me instead of rolling between the sheets with what I now believe had been a long list of women. He was a cheat, and I was better off without him.

I sat my laptop on the coffee table and went into the kitchen to make a salad for dinner. I’d been trying to eat healthier. The change of life had knocked on my door, and it had brought unwelcome guests: Weight and High Blood Pressure!

I was loading the dishwasher when my best friend Jackie called.

‘Hey, Jack. I was just going to call you.’

‘Sure, sure.’

‘No, honest. I just finished eating.’

‘Have anything good?’

‘The usual. A—’

‘No, wait! Let me guess. A salad topped with chicken, cucumbers and vinaigrette dressing.’

I laughed. ‘Am I that predictable?’

‘Yes. You need to learn to be more adventurous when it comes to eating – and dating.’

‘Whoa! Wait a minute. Who says I’m not adventurous when it comes to dating? As a matter of fact, I signed up for that online dating site you’ve been bugging me about.’

‘When?’

‘The other day.’

‘The other day!’ Jackie’s voice was so loud I had to hold the phone away from my ear. ‘And you’re just telling me now?’

‘I was going to tell you. Honest. I just wanted to see if I saw anything interesting first.’

‘And did you?’

‘Not really. Well, maybe one. At least he had straight teeth and hair.’

Jackie laughed. ‘Is it really that bad?’

I walked to the sofa and sat down. ‘Shopping for a guy online feels weird.’

‘But you do almost all of your shopping online,’ Jackie said.

‘This is different. It’s not like I’m buying a new blazer or blouse.’

‘But it’s efficient. Much easier than striking up a conversation with a stranger at the gym or in the produce section of a supermarket. Dating websites bring like-minded people together.’

‘I guess I just don’t have a lot of faith in a dating website algorithm. In some ways, I think technology makes getting to know someone harder. Let’s face it, most people probably lie on their profiles, and it’s difficult to gauge sincerity when you don’t see facial expressions or body language.’

‘But if it goes well online, you eventually meet and see all that,’ Jackie said.

I noticed a loose thread dangling from my shirt sleeve and ripped it off. ‘Yes, and what happens? People want to know if the person they go out on a date with is “the one” within ten minutes of meeting them. I mean, seriously. How much can you get to know someone in a couple of hours when you’re both nervous and on your best behavior?’

‘I agree that some guys might want that instant gratification,’ Jackie said, ‘and if they don’t get instant results will think the date is a bust and move on. But I’m sure they’re not all like that.’

I sighed. ‘I guess all of this is making me feel like an option instead of a priority. Besides, I’m not very good at selling myself. It takes skill to write a compelling dating profile.’

Jackie cleared her throat. ‘You’re selling yourself short, Shelly. You’re a great writer. Always have been. I’m sure your profile is perfect.’

‘Thanks. I’m just not sure that a perfect partner is a click away.’

‘Well, what about the profile you just mentioned. Is he a possibility?’

‘EricT?’

 ‘It has a nice ring to it. Eric T. Have you messaged him?’

‘Uh, no.’

‘You totally should.’

‘No way am I texting a guy first. I don’t want to seem desperate or too anxious.’

‘Ugh! You’re impossible,’ Jackie said. ‘I’ll talk to you tomorrow. Remember, tacos at Tony’s.’

‘I wouldn’t miss it for anything. I swear my skin is turning green from eating so many salads. A greasy Tony’s taco is just what I need to get my color back!’

A few minutes after I hung up with Jackie, my phone beeped. It was a text from EricT.

Hi! What’s your cat’s name?

I realized he’d seen the photo of me holding Izzy online.

I laid down the book I’d picked up to read and typed my response.

Izzy.

Cute name.

Thanks. Do you have any pets?

No. I had a dog growing up, though.

What kind?

Golden retriever.

Golden retrievers are sweet. Good with kids.

Do you have kids?

No.

Me neither.

An hour later, I’d texted more in sixty minutes than I had in my entire life! I couldn’t remember the last time I’d felt this comfortable talking to a man. I learned EricT stood for Eric Talbot. He worked in sales, and loved horses and craft beer.

When I crawled into bed that night, with Izzy snuggled beside me, it was the first time in a long time that I thought about a guy.

I woke the next morning and remembered that I was spending the day with a couple who were relocating to the area. I had planned to show them five properties. By the end of the day, I’d be ready to devour a Tony’s taco!

I reached for my phone on my nightstand and realized I’d already received a text from Eric.

Thanks for talking last night. I really enjoyed our conversation.

It felt as if I was being tickled from the inside. It’d been years since I felt butterflies in my stomach. I texted back, Me, too!

As soon as he received my text, he texted again. Maybe we can talk on the phone later. Can I call you? 

I’d like that, I texted. I should be home by nine-thirty. 

Great! I’ll call you then. Have a great day, Shelly!

You, too!

I jumped in the shower and dressed for work. I had to call Jackie on my way to pick up my clients to tell her about Eric.

‘Wait! What? So EricT texted you last night and I’m just hearing about it now?’

I laughed. ‘And this morning. And he asked if he could call me later.’

‘Well, well, well, Shelly. I believe you have an admirer.’

‘Oh, it’s nothing. Just some texts, but he seems nice.’

‘Hmmm.’

‘What’s “hmmm” mean?’

‘Oh, I don’t know. Just hmmm.’

‘No, I know that hmmm. It means you’re thinking something. What is it? What are you thinking?’

‘Hmmm.’

‘Come on! Tell me,’ I pleaded.

‘Oh, okay. I just detect a sliver of excitement in your voice. And, well, it’s been a while since I’ve heard that.’

I pulled into the hotel where I was picking up my clients. ‘Gotta go. Picking up my clients now.’

‘Perfect timing, eh?’

I laughed. ‘I’ll see you later at Tony’s.’

‘Can’t wait.’

 The day went fast and after showing the Randalls four properties I was beginning to think we’d never find the perfect place. But when I pulled up to the luxurious brick home in a new bundled golf community, they were the most excited I’d seen them all day.

By the time I finished showing them the four-bedroom, three-bath home, I knew they were smitten. This home was perfect, just what they’d been looking for.

It reminded me that so often in life we’re not exactly sure what we’re looking for. But we know it when we see it. There’s something about it that says, this is right for me. I knew the Randalls had found their Happy Ever After, I just hoped that one day I would find mine.




Chapter 3

A couple of hours later, I delivered the Randalls’ offer to the listing agent on my way to meet Jackie. Tony’s always drew a crowd on taco night, but Jackie’s blow-in-the-wind fiery red hair was hard to miss. I walked to the bar and slid into the seat she’d saved next to her.

She looked up from her phone. ‘About time you got here.’

I hung my purse on the hook under the bar. ‘Sorry, I had to finish some paperwork.’

Jackie smiled. ‘Make a sale?’

‘Hopefully. The out-of-town buyers I told you about loved the last property I showed them.’

Jackie sipped her rum and Coke. ‘Great!’

I ordered a gin and diet tonic. ‘I’m starved. I barely ate anything all day.’

‘Me, too. I’ve been saving my calories for tacos!’

‘I didn’t know you were counting calories,’ I said.

‘Some lady at work is doing it and talked me into doing it with her. I cheat a lot though.’

I laughed.

The bartender slid my drink in front of me and took our orders.

‘So, Bruce asked me where I wanted to go for our twentieth anniversary,’ Jackie said.

I turned to face Jackie and nearly fell off my bar stool.

‘Yeah, I know. It surprised me, too. We both know how frugal he is. When I said I wanted to go to Paris, he had a coughing fit so severe I thought he was going to pass out. As soon as he recovered, he made a dozen excuses why that wouldn’t be a good idea. Overseas travel is dangerous. Neither of us speak French. Blah blah blah. But the real reason was that a trip to Paris cost a lot more than he planned on spending. He suggested going to the beach.’

‘But you always go to the beach,’ I said. ‘That wouldn’t be that special.’

‘Exactly!’

‘Well, maybe he’ll come around,’ I said.

‘He’d better if he wants to go to Canada.’

‘Canada?’

‘Yeah. A few hours after we had the Paris discussion, he tells me he wants to go on a fishing trip to Canada with his buddies. I figured it was probably why he brought up a twentieth-anniversary trip in the first place. I told him if he’s going on a fishing trip, I’m going to Paris – with or without him.’

‘I’d go,’ I said. ‘Do you think Bruce would mind if we went? I mean, it wouldn’t be the romantic vacation you dreamed about, but…’

Jackie laughed. ‘Romantic? Bruce’s idea of being romantic is buying me a new flashlight to keep in my car which, by the way, he did the other day. Let’s face it, after twenty years the romance isn’t what it once was.’

I laughed. ‘Having a flashlight in your car isn’t a bad idea.’

Jackie nodded. ‘Agreed. But having four of them is a bit unnecessary. Anyway, enough about Bruce. If he doesn’t want to go to Paris, we’ll go. Now tell me about Eric T.’

‘He seems nice, but I’m not sure it will go anywhere.’

Jackie shook her finger at me. ‘Don’t do that.’

‘Do what?’

‘Shut the door before you explore what’s on the other side,’ she said. ‘A date or two isn’t going to hurt anything. Besides, distance might be a good thing. Close enough that you can see each other on weekends but not too close that you feel as if you must spend every night together. You never know, he might just end up being the one you’d shave your legs for!’

We laughed again.

Jackie was right about one thing. I wasn’t the type of woman who had to be with someone all the time. As the only child of a single alcoholic mom, I was used to entertaining myself and being alone. I liked my space.

‘Anything new with the kids?’ I asked.

‘Nick’s going to the prom. Actually, let me show you what he did.’ Jackie grabbed her cell phone and scrolled through the photos until she came to one of white lights on a small hill.

I put on my reading glasses. ‘Oh, too cute.’

The lights were arranged to spell ‘Prom?’.

Jackie laughed. ‘The kids try to up one another when it comes to these promposals. Nick surprised me. He thought of it himself. Dug out the Christmas lights and set it up at his buddy’s house.’

I scratched my head. ‘But it looks like it’s out in the middle of nowhere. How’d he power it?’

‘A generator.’

I shook my head. ‘Everything is so much more complicated than when we were young.’

‘Tell me about it,’ Jackie said. ‘And costlier. At least Nick has my romantic genes and not his father’s.’

We laughed.

‘It’s true that Bruce has never been Mr Romantic,’ I said, ‘but you have to admit the man is amazing in so many other ways. And he adores you. He’d never cheat on you. Ever! You’re lucky to have him.’

‘I know. And I don’t mean to complain. No one is perfect. God knows I have my own issues that drive Bruce crazy. And his lack of romance wouldn’t bother me so much if he wasn’t so tight. It’s not like we don’t have the money to go to Paris.’

‘But you know why that is,’ I said. ‘Bruce grew up having nothing, worked his ass off to build his business and provide for you and the kids.’

Two orders of tacos and three drinks later, Jackie and I were caught up, at least for the night. I headed home. Eric would be calling in less than an hour.

I tried to keep busy by tidying up my apartment. When I’m nervous, I clean. Having things to focus on calms me. I cleaned out Izzy’s litter box, straightened the stack of books on the coffee table and fluffed the throw pillows on the couch. Five minutes before he was supposed to call, I sat on the couch and waited for the ring. He called right on time. I didn’t want to appear overly anxious so I didn’t pick up until the third ring.

‘Hello.’

‘Shelly? Hi, it’s Eric.’

‘Oh, hi Eric.’ I tried to sound nonchalant.

‘You don’t sound anything like I thought you would.’

 I laughed. ‘How did you think I’d sound?’

‘Oh, I don’t know.’

‘It’s okay. I know my voice is different. A lot of people ask if I’m a singer because of my raspy voice.’

‘Are you?’

‘No. I can’t carry a tune, although I wish I could. How about you? Can you sing?’

‘Not really. Well, maybe a little. I have a guitar that I pick around on.’

Our conversation went from my voice to our favorite bands to the songs on our app playlists. My shoulders dropped and I slouched on the couch, feeling more comfortable the longer we talked.

‘Can I tell you something?’ Eric asked. ‘It’s personal but I feel as if I can trust you.’

I sat straight up. ‘Sure, if you want to.’

‘It’s about my past.’

‘You weren’t a serial killer or anything like that?’ I joked.

Eric laughed. ‘No. My ex-wife cheated on me. Our marriage ended when I discovered the affair.’

‘Oh, Eric. I’m sorry.’ I went back to slouching on the couch.

‘I was devastated, you know? She was my everything, and I felt as if my heart was being ripped in two. Somehow I survived, picked up the pieces and moved on. I’m not going to lie. It was pure hell for a while. But I’m in a better place now.’

‘I’m glad you’re in a better place. We all deserve to be happy.’

‘Are you happy?’ he asked.

‘For the most part,’ I said. ‘Like you, I was hurt by someone I loved very much.’

There was a pregnant pause.

‘Sorry you were hurt, Shelly.’

A lump formed in my throat. Where did this guy come from? He was so open and honest. I felt as if he deserved the same in return.

‘My husband had an affair, too,’ I explained. ‘Like you, I was devastated. My world was ripped apart and I was never the same.’

‘Thank you for telling me,’ he whispered.

‘I can’t believe I did, but you’re so easy to talk to.’

‘Well, I know all about the tears and feelings of betrayal. To have someone you love destroy you like that is horrible. I understand completely. You’re not alone. Are you in a better place now?’

‘Much better.’

‘I never thought I’d use an online dating site,’ Eric said. ‘It took some time to muster enough courage to try it. I never thought I’d be able to put myself out there. It hasn’t been easy for me and I’m not comfortable doing it.’

‘Tell me about it! Have you been on many dates?’

‘A couple. And you?’

‘Not yet.’

‘Well, maybe we can change that.’

I lay down on the couch. ‘I still have times when I wonder why I married Scott. Looking back, we didn’t have a lot in common. At the time, I thought that was a plus. Now, I’m not so sure.’

 ‘Can we ever be sure of anything?’ Eric asked.

‘I guess not. At least not completely. You think you know someone and then discover that the person you thought you knew was not that person at all.’

‘I’d like to get to know you better,’ Eric said. ‘Will you have dinner with me?’

A part of me couldn’t wait to meet Eric in person and a part of me was scared. It’s only dinner. It’s not like the guy is asking you to go away for the weekend. Live a little, Shelly. Take some chances. He could be the one. It’s just one dinner. What could it hurt?

We made plans to meet at Bella’s, my favorite Italian restaurant, the next night.

I called Jackie as soon as I got off the phone with Eric.

‘Tell me everything,’ she said. ‘Beginning with hello.’

‘He’s amazing, Jack. Sensitive, kind and caring. He told me that his first wife cheated on him. And how devastated and broken he was.’

‘Wow,’ Jackie said.

‘Wow is right. I don’t think I’ve ever met a man so open and honest. His voice cracked and he sounded as if he were about to cry when he talked about his ex-wife cheating on him. I’m not used to sensitive men.’

‘He sounds amazing,’ Jackie said.

‘Yeah, kind of scary.’

‘Don’t be scared,’ Jackie said. ‘Just be aware. You deserve to be happy. It sounds like you guys have been through the same thing. Maybe Eric’s right. Maybe you were supposed to find each other. Maybe this will turn out to be your happily ever after.’

‘Maybe,’ I said. ‘But he almost seems too good to be true.’

‘That’s why meeting him in person will be a good thing. You’ll get to see him face to face. Look, it’s just dinner. Relax. Try to enjoy it. I’ll call at eight to make sure you don’t need rescuing.’

‘You won’t forget?’

‘No. I’ll set the alarm on my phone. Promise.’

Before I went to bed I went through my closet looking for something to wear on my date. I hadn’t bought new clothes in forever. Most of the clothes in my closet were AM/BD – After Marriage/Before Divorce. I’d planned on donating them to a second-hand shop, but just hadn’t done it yet.

I settled on a denim dress that was a bit big, but I added a belt to gather the excess material. I hung it on my closet door. I had an afternoon appointment to show a property to a couple who wanted to downsize, but I’d have enough time to shower and change clothes before meeting Eric for dinner. I couldn’t wait!



Chapter 4

As soon as I arrived at the office the next morning, I found out my client needed to move back the showing by two hours. I looked down at the black skirt and white blouse I was wearing, knowing I’d no longer have time to shower and change before meeting Eric. It wasn’t exactly the look I was going for, but it’d have to do. The listing agent called to tell me the buyers had accepted the Randalls’ offer. I called the Randalls right away to deliver the good news. Maybe this was a sign of more good things to come.

The day dragged on. I caught myself checking the clock every thirty minutes. I couldn’t remember the last time I was this excited and nervous.

After showing my clients the property, I headed to the restaurant and slid into the restroom to freshen up. I pulled out my hair clip and bent over, running my fingers through my long chestnut strands. When I stood, my hair fell across my back and I brought the sides forward so they fell softly over my shoulders.

I stared into the mirror and touched up my smoky eye shadow. I used to hate my amber eyes, wishing instead for green or blue. But I’d grown quite fond of them over the years. It occurred to me that I looked more and more like my mother with time. She, too, had golden eyes and red-brown hair with orange undertones. I never knew my father. Mom and him never married. He died in a motorcycle accident before I was born. I asked Mom about him a time or two, but she never wanted to talk about him.

I pulled the lip gloss wand out of my purse and slid it over my lips, then mashed them together. This is as good as you’re going to look, Shelly!

My heart pounded as I walked into the restaurant lobby. I felt as if the photos of famous Italian composers hanging on the wooden paneled walls were staring at me. ‘O Sole Mio’ played softly in the background. I looked around, wondering if the guy in the black suit with the leather satchel checking in with the maître d’ was Eric. He turned around and smiled. ‘Shelly?’

He was even more handsome in person – tall with sandy blonde hair and bluish-steel eyes, the color of storm clouds right before lightning strikes.

I nodded and he walked over. ‘Hi, Eric.’

He smiled. ‘Finally, we meet in person. Your online profile photo doesn’t do you justice,’ he said.

‘Thanks.’ My insides tingled. I felt excited and scared at the same time. I wanted to tell him the same, but I didn’t want him to think I was only saying it because he did.

The maître d’ escorted us to our table, tucked in the back corner of the dimly lit dining room and Eric pulled out the chair for me. Good manners, a definite plus!

Eric sat down, placing his satchel next to his chair, and ordered a bottle of wine. Takes control of the situation. A man who knows what he wants.

‘I can’t believe we’re finally sitting across from one another,’ he said. ‘I’ve thought about this moment since our first text.’

I smiled. ‘So how was the drive here?’

‘Not bad. Two hours went fast.’

My pulse slowed a bit. I was in a familiar place and I knew that if things went south, I’d be rescued in about an hour when Jackie called. Eric opened his menu and I did the same. I glanced down at a familiar list of entrees. I always plan to try something new when I eat at Bella’s, but it seems I always fall back on my favorite – chicken piccata.

I looked up from the menu to find Eric staring at me. ‘You look beautiful tonight.’

My cheeks grew warm as I felt the dopamine rush of a new romance. ‘Thank you.’

‘Do you know what you want?’ Eric asked.

 ‘Everything here is fabulous, but I’m going with the chicken piccata. How about you?’

‘I was thinking about trying the pork sofrito. It sounds good.’

‘It is good.’

The waiter returned with the bottle of Pinot Grigio Eric had ordered and took our order.

‘We’ll have the bruschetta pomodoro and beet salads to start,’ Eric said. ‘My lovely date will have chicken piccata and I will have the pork sofrito.’

We settled into easy conversation and little by little my pulse slowed.

After enjoying the bruschetta pomodoro, the waiter served our beet salads.

‘I think this is the best beet salad I’ve ever had,’ Eric said.

I picked up my wine glass. ‘It’s delicious but not as good as my grandma’s. She made the best.’

Eric smiled. ‘Tell me about your family.’

‘There’s actually not that much to tell.’ I sat my wine glass down. ‘I have no siblings and my mother was a single parent.’

Eric’s eyelids closed for a millisecond, as if he was trying to imagine me as a child. ‘So no brothers or sisters? Or dad?’

I nodded. ‘That’s right. Just me, Mom and Grandma. Now they’re gone and it’s just me.’ I blinked, trying to keep the tears I felt coming at bay. I usually didn’t tear up when I talked about my family. Maybe the wine was making me a bit melancholy.

Eric sat back in his seat. ‘I’m sorry to hear that.’

I retrieved a tissue from my purse and dabbed the corners of my eyes. ‘But I have a best friend and she’s like family. Jackie and I have known each other since kindergarten.’

‘I bet you were a precocious child,’ Eric teased.

I shrugged. ‘Maybe a little.’

‘I’d love to hear about your childhood. What was it like. What were you like?’

I hadn’t expected his question so I wasn’t prepared to answer quickly. I had to think about it. I chewed on my lower lip. ‘Definitely a tomboy. I loved playing basketball. My mom enrolled me in ballet classes, but I was as graceful as a groundhog. I was more comfortable with a ball in my hands.’

Eric chuckled. ‘What sports did you play besides basketball?’

‘Baseball and soccer. And I was very competitive. I hated to lose.’

‘Do you still play?’

‘Oh gosh no. The last time I hit or kicked or sunk a ball, I was wearing training bras and braces.’

Eric laughed. ‘Well, we should play sometime. If you don’t mind losing, that is.’

I tilted my head and narrowed my eyes. ‘Why, Mr Talbot, are you challenging me?’

 ‘Why not? It might be fun to play you at horse and see who wins. That is, if you’re up to the challenge.’

I held out my hand. ‘Challenge accepted.’

My cell phone rang. It was Jackie. I excused myself and went to the restroom.

‘So, how’s it going?’ Jackie asked.

‘So far, so good. He’s good-looking, even better than his photo online. He just challenged me to a game of horse.’

‘Horse? As in basketball?’

‘Yes.’

‘Okay. It sounds like you don’t need to be rescued. Call me when you get home. I want to hear everything!’

I returned to the table just as the waiter arrived with our main entrees. ‘Can I get you anything else?’ he asked.

Eric looked at me and I shook my head.

‘I think we’re fine for now,’ Eric said. ‘Thanks.’

We settled back into easy conversation between bites. ‘So, now that you know I was a tomboy, what were you like as a kid?’

‘I wasn’t into team sports as much as you,’ Eric said. ‘Not that I never played, but I preferred fishing, hunting, riding horses and other outdoor activities. And I loved to read. I did a lot of that.’

‘A reader, huh? What did you read?’

Eric shrugged. ‘The usual stuff. I especially liked scary books. Still do.’

I scrunched my face. ‘I hate scary books. Jackie gave me one to read once and I couldn’t get past the first chapter. I hate being scared.’

‘What types of things scare you?’

‘I hate snakes and spiders but most of all I hate clowns.’

Eric laughed. ‘Clowns. Really?’

‘Yes, really. They’re creepy.’ I felt a strong need to convey the seriousness of my answer, however stupid it seemed. ‘Clowns have paint on their faces and you have no idea who they are. And their red cheeks are the scariest. You can never guess their intentions because of the masks they wear.’

‘Have you ever gone to the circus?’ Eric asked. ‘Those are nice clowns, right? They aren’t scary.’

‘All clowns are scary,’ I said. ‘What about you? Are you scared of anything?’

 ‘Hmm. Not really.’

‘There’s nothing that scares you?’ I pressed for an answer. Eric rubbed his neck. ‘Well, maybe one thing. Depths.’

‘Depths? Why depths?’

‘When I was young, I dove for sand dollars in the Caribbean. Once, I dived too deep and struggled to return to the surface. I thought I was going to die. After that, I never dove again. I tried to, but I’d break out in sweat just thinking about it. I hated the idea of not being in control. I always thought I’d like to learn how to scuba dive, but there’s no way I’d be able to. That traumatic experience ruined me for life.’

‘Sounds frightening.’

‘It was, especially for a ten-year-old.’

‘Did you go to the Caribbean a lot growing up?’

He nodded. ‘My parents had a house on St John island.’

‘Wow! St John has beautiful beaches. I was there once a long time ago. Do your parents still have the house?’

Eric shook his head. ‘My parents died a few years ago. They sold the house when I went to college.’

‘Do you have any siblings?’

‘No, only child like you. My parents didn’t have me until they were in their early forties. Mom didn’t think she could have children and then I came along.’

‘That must have been a surprise!’

‘Sure was.’

We continued our conversation over coffee and when I checked my phone, I was surprised to realize we’d been there for nearly four hours.

‘I should be going,’ I said. ‘I have some work to do when I get home.’

Eric paid the waiter and we walked out of the restaurant together. ‘Thank you for dinner,’ I said. ‘It was great seeing you in person, much better than texting.’

Eric stopped. ‘You don’t like texting?’

I shrugged. ‘It’s okay. I know it’s how most people communicate these days, but I prefer talking on the phone or in person.’

Eric smiled. ‘I’ll keep that in mind. And I hope to see you again, soon.’

I raked my front teeth over my lower lip. ‘I’d like that.’

Eric wrapped his arms around me. I hadn’t been expecting a hug and I wobbled a bit. The butterflies in my stomach took flight again and for a couple of seconds I didn’t want him to let go. I felt warm and safe in his embrace.

	
	
My entire drive home, I couldn’t stop thinking about Eric. The way his dimples popped when he smiled. The way he listened more than he talked. He seemed so gentle and kind. And he was so easy to talk to. Maybe Jackie was right. Maybe this would be the one I’d shave my legs for.



Chapter 5

When I got home, I changed into my pajamas and called Jackie. She picked up the phone before I even heard it ring.

‘About time you called! I’ve been dying to hear about your night.’

I gave her a play by play. ‘He’s so easy to talk to, Jack. Maybe it’s because we’ve been through similar experiences with our exes, but I feel like he really understands me. To be honest, it’s a bit scary to feel so comfortable around him so soon.’

‘I think that’s what they call chemistry.’

‘Yeah, I guess.’ I yawned.

‘You sound tired.’

‘I am. I need to sleep. I’ll talk to you tomorrow.’

I crawled into bed and heard my phone ping. It was a text from Eric.

Enjoyed our dinner. Sleep well.

I texted back, You, too!

Even though I had the entire bed to myself, I always slept on the left side, as far over as I could without falling out. When I was married to Scott, he sprawled out leaving me little room. Some habits die hard, I guess. Strange how we continue to do something even when it no longer makes sense.

Morning came too soon. I’d hoped to sleep in but the tenant living above me decided that six in the morning was the perfect time to vacuum. I stumbled into the kitchen to make a cup of coffee.

I sat down with my tablet and read the news. Just when I finished, my cell phone rang. It was Eric. He remembered I preferred talking over texting.

‘Good morning!’

He sounded way too chipper for this early in the day.

‘I just wanted to thank you again for a terrific night.’

‘I should be the one thanking you. I really had a great time.’

‘I was wondering about that game of horse.’

‘Horse?’

Eric reminded me of the basketball challenge. ‘So, are you ready to lose?’

I laughed. ‘The only person who’s going to lose is you.’

‘You sound pretty sure of yourself.’

‘I am.’

‘Sounds like we need to settle this once and for all. Can you play this afternoon?’

‘Uh, yeah, I guess.’ I was shocked he wanted to see me again so soon, but the attention made me feel special. ‘But do you really want to drive back here again today?’

‘Absolutely,’ Eric said. ‘I don’t suppose you have a basketball court where you live.’

‘Actually, we do.’ My apartment complex had tennis and basketball courts. ‘But I don’t have a basketball.’

‘I’ll stop and pick one up,’ Eric said. ‘Does early afternoon work for you?’

‘Perfect!’

I immediately called Jackie to tell her about my Sunday afternoon basketball date.

‘Good lord, he’s driving here again today! He must be smitten.’

I glanced around my living room. ‘Guess this means I need to clean this morning.’

‘He’s coming to your apartment?’

‘Yeah, I figured we’d play here. We have those newly refinished basketball courts down by the pool.’

‘Okay, but be careful.’

‘Don’t worry. It’s not like I’m going to let anything happen that I don’t want to happen.’

Izzy rubbed her snowball head against my leg as I hung up the phone, so I picked her up.

‘Looks like we’re getting company, Iz. You’ll get to meet Eric before Jackie.’

She purred and I put her down so I could eat breakfast. I hadn’t planned on spending my morning cleaning, but I hadn’t known I’d be having company either. I never dealt well with the unexpected, but I was trying to change that.

I wanted to be more spontaneous like Jackie. A memory popped into my head of when Jackie and I were planning a girls’ trip to Las Vegas. I had researched the trip for days and came up with an itinerary that was nearly hour by hour.

‘You’ve got to be kidding me,’ Jackie had said. ‘We’re going on this trip to relax, Shel. Ditch the itinerary.’

‘All of it?’

‘Keep a list of things you’d like to see, but part of the fun is what you discover along the way. I know you’re an organizer and a planner. I know you feel uncomfortable not knowing everything in advance. But that’s what makes life an adventure.’

I smiled at the memory. I knew Jackie was right and I was trying to live my life a little more carefree. I hadn’t been entirely successful but agreeing to see Eric when I hadn’t planned to was part of learning to go with the flow. Jackie would be proud. I threw in a load of laundry and dusted and vacuumed my apartment. Then I moved on to scrubbing the bathroom and kitchen floors and watering my peacock plant.

The plant had silver and green markings on its upper leaf surfaces and reddish purple underneath. It always amazed me that a plant could have two sides and look so totally different depending on your perspective. I guess if I think about it, people can be like this, too. Maybe it’s simply a part of nature.

A couple of hours later, my apartment was cleaner than it’d been in a long time and I jumped in the shower. What should I wear for our basketball date? Pink nylon running shorts with mesh liner or a pair of denim shorts? I pulled out a white T-shirt that would go with either. In the end, I opted for the running shorts because I thought they at least gave the illusion I knew what I was doing. I smiled to myself. It had been a long time since I’d cared this much about my appearance.

I Googled ‘basketball horse’ to brush up on the rules. It had been years since I’d held a basketball, so I was certain I’d be the first to spell ‘horse.’ But then again, Eric could be just as out of practice as I was.

I glanced inside the refrigerator and found several eggs, a bag of carrots, six bottles of water and a few cans of beer. I didn’t have time to run to the grocery store so I figured if playing horse went well and dinnertime neared, I’d suggest ordering pizza and having it delivered.

I jumped when I heard the doorbell. My stomach started to flutter again. I felt like a teenager. Where were these feelings coming from? When I opened the door Eric, dressed in black running shorts and a white T-shirt, smiled and handed me a beautiful bouquet of sunflowers.

‘Hello, beautiful.’

‘Thanks. Please, come in.’

It didn’t escape my attention that he’d brought my favorite flower, just one of the many questions he’d asked at dinner the night before.

He followed me to the kitchen and I retrieved a crystal vase in the cupboard above the stove. He put his leather satchel on the chair and spun the basketball on his finger. ‘Ready to lose?’ he smirked.

‘We’ll see about that,’ I teased back.

Eric scanned my apartment. ‘Nice place. Do you like living here?’

I arranged the sunflowers and greens. ‘It’s okay. Sometimes I think about buying a bigger place. I’d like a little more room.’

‘Would you ever consider moving out of the area?’ he asked.

I sat the vase on the table. ‘Probably not. I mean, my job is here. Why?’

Eric shrugged. ‘No reason. I just wondered if you’d ever consider moving. Seems like you could do your job anywhere, right?’

‘Yes and no. I could sell real estate anywhere but I’d have to get to know the market first. For example, the housing market here is different than the housing market where you live, even though we’re only two hours away.’

‘Oh, I see. Guess I didn’t realize that.’

I grabbed two bottles of water from the refrigerator and we headed for the basketball court around the corner from my apartment. It was a sun-kissed day, without a cloud in the sky, and the slight breeze made being outside comfortable.

‘Looks like we have the courts all to ourselves,’ I said.

Eric tossed me the basketball. ‘Let’s practice first.’

I dribbled the basketball. ‘It’s been so long I thought I might have forgotten how to dribble.’

‘You’re doing great. Now take a shot.’

I stopped dribbling and took a shot. I was about ten feet from the basket and it bounced off the backboard. Eric got the rebound and passed the ball to me. ‘Try again.’

I inhaled deeply and tried to remember all the things I’d long since forgotten about form. I squared up to the basket, making sure my feet pointed towards it and my hips were in alignment. I kept my shooting elbow in tight to my hip. I raised the ball above my head so my shooting arm formed an ‘L’ and bent my knees. I could hear my gym teacher say: Let the ball roll off your fingertips as you snap your wrist. Your left hand only guides. 

I visualized the shot, imagining a nice high arc like a rainbow. I concentrated on my form and released the ball, watching as it sailed through the air and into the basket. ‘Yesss!’ I punched the air.

Eric retrieved the ball. ‘Looks like I might have some stiff competition. Ready to start?’

‘If you’re ready to lose,’ I teased.

He walked over and placed the ball in my hands. His dreamy eyes pierced mine. ‘If I win do I get anything special?’

I pulled out a piece of gum I’d stuffed in my shorts pocket earlier and held it up. ‘The winner gets this.’

Eric laughed. ‘Okay. Game on. Be prepared to give up the gum. You can go first.’

I shook my head. ‘No special treatment. Do you have a coin to toss?’

He pulled out a quarter and tossed it in the air. We both reached down to pick it up and our hands touched, sending electric impulses throughout my body.

‘Looks like you won.’ Eric smiled.

I went to the free throw line and took a shot. It bounced off the rim.

Eric grabbed the ball. ‘Nice try.’

He shot from the right, about five feet from the basket, and it went in. He retrieved the ball and passed it to me. ‘Your turn.’

I went to the spot where he stood and took a deep breath. Should I use the backboard or aim for the hoop? Back in the day, I was decent at making bank shots so I chose that. Bingo!

‘I do have some stiff competition,’ Eric teased. ‘Let’s see if I can make this one.’ He went to the free throw line and nailed the shot. It was my turn. I took a deep breath and imagined the ball sailing through the air and into the net. ‘Dang!’ I stumped my foot. ‘Guess I have an H.’

An hour later, I found myself out of water and out of luck. And out of a piece of gum! ‘I can’t believe you beat me three times. Are you sure you haven’t played in twenty years?’

‘Honest. Cross my heart. But I can leave the basketball with you in case you want to practice for our next competition,’ Eric teased.

‘Who said there’ll be a rematch?’ I smirked.

‘I thought you’d want the opportunity to avenge yourself. I mean, I know how competitive you are. I want to give you the chance to beat me.’

I shook my head and smiled. ‘Would you like to come back to my apartment and have a beer?’

‘A beer sounds great.’

I stuffed the basketball in my closet and grabbed a beer from the refrigerator. ‘Sorry I don’t have a lot to eat. I wasn’t expecting company. But if you’re getting hungry we can order a pizza.’

‘Do they deliver?’

‘Yeah. And it’s pretty decent pie.’

I ordered pizza and Eric and I took our drinks into the living room and sat on the couch.

‘Comfy couch,’ he said.

‘Thanks. I’ve had it forever.’

Eric turned towards me. ‘Did you have it when you were married?’

‘Yes. I got most of the furniture in the divorce. The only thing Scott took was the flat-screen TV.’

‘It doesn’t bother you having a house full of things you shared together?’ he asked.

‘No, not really. It saved me a ton of money. Most of the furniture I picked out anyway. Well, except that TV.’

The doorbell rang. ‘Looks like the pizza’s here,’ I said, jumping up.

Eric placed his drink on the coffee table and stood. ‘That was quick.’

‘Yeah, it’s not far from here.’

Eric followed me to the door and insisted on paying the delivery boy. He handed him a fifty-dollar bill and told him to keep the change.

The boy’s eyes widened. The pizza was fourteen dollars. I was sure the delivery boy had never received a thirty-six-dollar tip on a fourteen-dollar pizza. Wow, he’s generous!

‘You were right,’ Eric said a few minutes later as we settled back on the couch with our slices. ‘This is excellent pizza. But not as excellent as the company.’

‘Thanks. Are you always this sweet?’

‘I try to be.’

I picked up my napkin and wiped my mouth. ‘I had fun today. Thanks for coming.’

‘Me, too. We’ll have to do it again. I mean, after you practice.’ Eric grinned. ‘No, seriously. I had a wonderful time, Shelly. No one has ever made me this happy before.’

‘Ever?’

‘Never,’ he said.

I felt my face heat up. ‘But I’m nobody special.’

Eric stared into my eyes. ‘Yes, you are special, and I’m so glad I found you.’

He leaned in to kiss me and I pulled away. I wanted to kiss him, but I worried that a kiss would lead to something else, and I wasn’t sure I was ready for that. ‘I’m sorry, Eric. I like you. A lot. I just haven’t kissed a guy in a long time. Can we slow things down a bit?’

‘Sorry,’ he said, sitting back. ‘I can’t help it. I feel such an intense connection to you. But I don’t want to scare you away. I promise I’ll never do anything you don’t want me to do. I won’t kiss you, unless you want me to. And if our relationship progresses, you’ll be the one to decide how far it goes and when.’

My heart melted as I listened to Eric. He valued me. He wasn’t going to pressure me for anything I wasn’t prepared to give. I realized I was falling for him. I knew it was too soon to have feelings so deep, and yet I couldn’t help myself. No man had ever said the things he said to me. No man had ever made me feel so beautiful and so wanted.

‘Thanks,’ I told him. ‘That means a lot to me.’

‘I was thinking you should come visit me. I’d love to show you around the city.’

‘That sounds fun.’

‘Any chance I could talk you into coming next Saturday? You can spend the night and go home Sunday. I have a spare bedroom.’

‘I’d love to, but before I give you a definite yes, let me double-check my work schedule. Can I get back to you tomorrow?’

‘Sure.’

I walked Eric to his car and he hugged me. I felt as if I were wrapped in a warm, cozy cocoon and I was sad when he released his embrace. I watched him pull away and walked back to my apartment. As I was cleaning up I found a note addressed to me on the kitchen table.

Shelly,

You are special!

Love, Eric




	
Chapter 6

I texted Eric. Found the note. TY

He texted back: Is it too soon to tell you I miss you?

Lol

I’m serious, he texted.

Later, Eric.

And then I promptly called Jackie to tell her everything.

‘Omigosh! I think I’m falling in love with him,’ she said.

I looked at the flowers he’d brought. ‘Yeah, I keep pinching myself. Is this real? Is this really happening to me? It’s like those fairy-tale romances you read about, but you never think it’s going to happen to you.’

Jackie cleared her throat. ‘So, when am I going to meet him? What about a double date next weekend?’

‘He asked me to visit him. Said he had a guest bedroom.’

‘If you go, make sure you give me his address. I’ll call to check in with you.’

The week went by in a blink. Eric and I talked for hours every night and my days were filled with thoughtful texts from him.

On Wednesday, I walked into work to find a gorgeous arrangement of sunflowers on my desk. I opened the card. I hope these make you smile, Eric.

I took a photo of the flowers and sent it to Eric along with a message. Thanks for the flowers. They’re beautiful.

Patty, the office busybody who always looked like she was dressed for a funeral, walked over. ‘Gorgeous flowers. A new admirer?’ She winked.

If I told Patty who sent the flowers the entire office would know by the time I closed my file cabinet drawer. I wasn’t ready for that. Patty walked away when she realized I wasn’t going to divulge any details.

I caught myself thinking about Eric throughout the day. I’d hear a song on the radio that reminded me of him and my insides would turn to liquid. When I dressed for work, I’d wonder which outfit Eric would like better – the skirt or slacks and blazer. And despite my busy life, I practiced shooting baskets every day at the gym. I was determined to beat him the next time we played.

Thursday morning I woke up and felt warm. At first I thought I was having a hot flush, but I quickly realized I had a fever. I doubled over in pain from stomach cramps and ran to the bathroom, where I camped out most of the day. I thought I’d escaped the stomach flu that had swept through the office. Apparently I hadn’t.

I was supposed to meet Jackie at Tony’s, but I knew I’d have to cancel. I called to tell her. ‘There’s no way I’m going to make it.’

‘That bad, huh?’ Jackie said.

‘Yep. I’ve been camped out on the bathroom floor most of the day. I don’t remember the last time I felt this sick.’

‘It’s been going around my work, too. Is there anything you need?’

‘No. Stay away. I don’t want you to get this. Guess I’ll have to call Eric and tell him I won’t be coming this weekend.’

‘Oh, that’s right. You were supposed to go down to his place. That stinks.’

‘Sure does. And I was really looking forward to it, but all I want to do is sleep. Even if I felt better by tomorrow morning I wouldn’t go.’

‘Well, go back to bed and if you need anything call me.’

I hung up and called Eric.

He answered before I had a chance to speak. ‘How did you know I was thinking about you?’ Eric teased. ‘I can’t wait to see you this weekend.’

‘That’s what I was calling about.’

‘Shelly, what’s wrong. You don’t sound like your normal cheerful self.’

‘I’m not. I’m sick. Sorry, but I won’t be able to make it down tomorrow.’

‘You have nothing to be sorry about. Of course I’m disappointed I won’t get to see you, but I totally understand. Is there anything I can do for you?’

‘No, but thanks anyway. I think the best thing for me is rest.’

We hung up and I grabbed a water bottle from the refrigerator and crawled into bed. Izzy snuggled beside me.

‘I don’t know, Izzy. I haven’t felt this lousy in forever.’

In fact, the last time I felt this sick I was married to Scott. That’s when I learned how seriously he took his vow to love me in sickness and in health. He was as caring as the stink bug I’d found crawling in my car earlier in the day. But when Scott was sick, he reverted to his childlike self. He was the world’s biggest baby and expected me to be at his beck and call.

I managed to get through the night only throwing up once. In the morning, I felt like I’d been to a war zone. My gut hurt. My head hurt. My back hurt. I thought about eating a banana but just thinking about it made me nauseous. Instead, I filled up my water bottle. I knew it was important to keep hydrated.

I went into the bathroom and splashed cold water on my face. God, Shelly. You look awful. Gray bags draped under my eyes. My hair was a tangled mess. About all I could manage to do was brush my teeth. The rest would have to wait.

A few hours later, I was awakened by my ringing cell phone. It was Eric. I wasn’t in the mood to talk, but I didn’t want to be rude. I figured he was calling to check up on me. ‘Hello.’

‘Shelly?’

‘Yeah,’ I croaked.

‘Can you come to the door?’

‘What?’

‘Can you come to the door?’

‘My apartment door?’

‘Yeah.’

‘Why?’

‘I left something outside your door. I didn’t want to get too close and get sick. Call me back so I know you got it.’

What the…? I crawled out of bed, stumbled to the front door and looked through the peephole. No one was there. I cracked the door a few inches and peeked out. I didn’t see anyone. Then I looked down and saw a huge pink bag with ‘Get Well’ written on the front.

I picked up the bag and carried it to the kitchen table. I pulled out a large plastic container labeled chicken soup. Then a box of crackers, a bunch of bananas and a jar of apple sauce. There was also a brown, fluffy teddy bear and a note.

Shelly,

I can’t get you out of my mind. I wish I were the one who was sick and not you. I hope you enjoy the chicken soup I made. If there is anything I can do for you, please let me know. When you cuddle the bear, I hope you think of me.

Love, Eric

I couldn’t wait to call Eric. ‘Thank you so much. I can’t believe you made me soup and drove all this way to deliver it.’

‘No distance could keep me from you.’

‘Are you for real?’

Eric cleared his throat. ‘What do you mean?’

‘It’s just that no man has ever talked to me the way you talk to me.’

‘Is that a bad thing?’

‘No, it’s just different.’

‘Different good or different bad?’

‘Different good.’

 ‘That’s a relief,’ Eric said. ‘Look, Shell, I don’t want to scare you. And if being nice to you is scaring you, then I’ll try to turn it down a notch or two. But it’s hard because I really care about you and I want to make you happy.’

I took a deep breath. ‘You are making me happy. I’m just not used to it I guess.’

‘Look, I can’t change your past and how you were treated, but I can change your future if you’ll let me. You’re everything I’ve been looking for in a woman and more. You should go back to bed and get some rest. Can I have a raincheck for next weekend?’

‘You can count on it.’

I put the soup in the refrigerator and went back to bed. I texted Jackie.

Eric made me soup and dropped it off.

Jackie texted back. He drove all that way? 

Yes.

Jackie sent a smiley face. No one has ever made me soup.

Me neither.

Sounds like a keeper.

I know. Pinch! Pinch! Pinch!

It’s real girl. Enjoy it!

I spent most of the day in bed. When I finally got up it was dinnertime, so I made a bowl of Eric’s chicken soup. It was delicious. Big chunks of meat, fat slippery noodles and broth seasoned just right. It tasted as good as the soup my grandma used to make.

I took a photo of the bowl and texted it to him. Delish! Thanks again!

He responded in what felt like nanoseconds. Feeling better?

A little.

Good. Keep pushing the water.

OK. Later.

You can count on it, he texted.

I showered and crawled back into bed. Izzy curled up next to me. She hadn’t left my side all day. Normally, she rotates to different spots around the apartment, but when I’m sick or upset, she stays by me. I reached down to pet her and she purred. I turned on the TV, thinking maybe I’d watch a movie. The last thing I remember is the hero carrying the girl out of a factory. She’d found her white knight. Had I?




Chapter 7

 The coming days brought more flowers, more texts and more phone calls. I couldn’t remember the last time I felt this happy. I was back to feeling human again and busy at work. I wasn’t going to complain, however. The housing market had been in a slump and I was enjoying the rebound. My bank account was, too.

I checked the time. It was already after six and I had to meet Jackie at Tony’s. Maybe I should just cancel. But that’d be the second Thursday night in a row, and I couldn’t do that to my best friend.

I picked up the files on my desk and stuffed them into my tote. I texted Jackie to tell her I was on my way. Twenty minutes later, I found her at our usual seats at the bar with her face in her phone.

Jackie sipped her drink. ‘Hey you!’

‘Sorry.’ I was out of breath from rushing. ‘I have buyers coming from out of town tomorrow, and I had to set some things up.’

‘Are you excited about this weekend?’

‘Totally! I can’t wait! But I won’t get there until Saturday afternoon. I have a hair appointment in the morning with Andre and I didn’t want to cancel it. You know how difficult it is getting an appointment with him, especially a Saturday appointment.’

Jackie scanned my head. ‘Your hair always looks gorgeous.’

‘Thanks.’

‘Are you doing anything different?’

‘No. Just getting it trimmed.’ I held out my hand and looked at my nails. ‘I could really use a manicure, too.’

Jackie swung out her legs so I could see her sandal-clad feet. ‘I just had a pedicure.’

I looked down at her toes peeking out of her sandals. ‘Oh! I love the magenta.’

She lowered her legs. ‘Me, too. I couldn’t decide between the cobalt blue, the chartreuse and this. I figured I’d start with this color and try the other two later.’

The bartender came over to take my order.

‘I’m in the mood for something different. How about an orange crush?’

‘Speaking of crush…’ Jackie winked. ‘How’s Eric?’

I laughed. ‘Great. It’s so weird how we can talk for hours and never run out of things to say.’

‘When am I going to meet him?’ Jackie asked.

‘We’ll see how this weekend goes.’

The bartender returned and slid my orange crush in front of me. I took a sip. ‘I like it.’ I turned to Jackie. ‘Want a taste?’

She took a sip. ‘Not bad. So, did you get the invite for our high school class reunion?’

I rolled my eyes. ‘It’s that time again?’

Jackie pumped her fist. ‘Thirty years, baby.’

‘Ugh! Don’t remind me.’

Jackie shook her finger at me. ‘You’d better go. After standing me up at the last reunion, you promised you’d go to this one.’

‘That’s because I was getting divorced and definitely not in the mood to mingle and act like my life was great.’

‘But you’re in a better place now, right?’ Jackie stared into my eyes.

‘Much better, thanks to Eric.’

‘Maybe he’d go with you.’

I scrunched my nose. ‘I’m not sure that’s a good idea. Eric wouldn’t know anyone. He’d probably feel uncomfortable, and I’d feel as though I had to entertain him. If I go, I want to be able to catch up with classmates I haven’t seen in forever and not worry about Eric having a good time.’

Jackie and I spent the rest of the evening chatting about high school classmates – those we’d like to see and those we wouldn’t.

‘Remember Eddie Nace?’ Jackie said. ‘Now he was hot. I used to daydream about running my hands through his long brown hair. He was almost too pretty to be a guy.’

I laughed. ‘There wasn’t a lot I liked about high school. Mom was drunk most of the time and I couldn’t wait to go to college to get away from her.’

‘You had Matt.’

‘True, I had Matt. And I felt terrible breaking up with him when I went to college, but we were better as friends than boyfriend and girlfriend.’

‘I hear he’s divorced,’ Jackie said.

‘Really? Who told you that?’

‘I ran into Liz the Loud Mouth at the grocery store the other day. We were talking about the reunion and different people. She mentioned it. Maybe he’ll be at the reunion.’

‘It would be nice to see him. Matt always seemed like a forever guy. I wonder what brought about the divorce.’

‘Maybe you’ll find out.’

I smiled. ‘Maybe.’

I didn’t realize how much fun Jackie and I were having reminiscing, until I saw the time. I told Eric I’d call him when I got home around nine and it was nine-thirty.

Driving home I realized how much Jackie and I had been through together. She was there growing up whenever my mom flew into one of her alcoholic rages and I needed a place to escape to. I was there when her children were born. We’d shared everything. There wasn’t anything I didn’t know about her and she didn’t know about me. I hoped that never changed.

I called Eric as soon as I walked into my apartment.

He sounded anxious, speaking at a rapid rate. ‘Is everything okay?’

‘Uh, yeah. Why?’

‘I was worried.’

‘About what?’

‘You.’

‘Why were you worried about me?’

Eric cleared his throat. ‘You said you’d be home by nine. It’s going on ten.’

‘Oh, sorry. I didn’t mean to worry you. Jackie and I were reliving our high school days and lost track of time. We have a reunion coming up.’

‘Reunions can be fun. You get to see people you haven’t seen in a while. I went to a couple.’

‘Did you enjoy them?’ I asked.

‘They weren’t as bad as I thought they’d be. I didn’t have a date so that made it a little awkward. I felt as if people were judging me for being single.’

‘Really?’

‘Yeah. Guess it just bothered me a little. Do you need a date?’

‘I was planning to go alone.’

‘I’d go with you. I mean, if you want me to.’

‘Oh, I wouldn’t do that to you. You wouldn’t know anyone, and I wouldn’t want you to feel uncomfortable.’

‘I wouldn’t feel uncomfortable,’ he insisted. ‘I’d enjoy meeting your friends.’

‘You would?’

‘Sure. I want to know everything there is to know about you, Shelly.’

‘Oh, okay. So, do you want to go?’

‘Are you asking me?’

‘Yes,’ I said in my most cheerful voice.

‘Then I’d love to go. When is it so I can get it on my calendar?’

I hung up the phone and realized I’d just invited Eric to my high school reunion. I had mixed feelings. On the one hand, it would be nice not to show up alone. On the other hand, it was just an extra thing to worry about.

Saturday morning, Andre was waiting for me when I walked into the salon. I sat down on his chair. He ran his long fingers through my hair. ‘You just want a trim?’

‘Yes. Nothing drastic.’

‘One of these days I’m going to talk you into doing something a little outside of the box.’ He fluffed my hair.

Andre was as out of the box as they came. I never knew what color his long hair would be when I came in. Today it was purple. He was tall and lean and feminine. Prettier than a lot of women. Prettier than me.

I looked at my reflection in the mirror. It was the same hairstyle I’ve sported for decades. I found comfort in the familiar. I wasn’t one of those people who craved constant change. When I faced change, especially when it was forced on me like my divorce, I did so with trepidation. I guess it went back to what Jackie had said about me being a planner. I did better with change when I could plan for it. When it took me by surprise, I felt as though someone had pushed me out of the plane before I had the chance to make sure my parachute worked.

Andre washed my hair and began trimming. ‘So, anything new in your world?’

‘I went out on a date.’

Andre stopped cutting and I could see his eyes widen in his reflection in the mirror.

‘A date? For real?’

I smiled. ‘Yeah.’

He resumed trimming. ‘Wow. Didn’t expect that answer, but yay for you! So give me the details.’

‘Well, we met online.’

‘Online? I thought you didn’t do the online thing.’

‘I didn’t. Well, up until now. Jackie talked me into it. Most of the profiles made me want to vomit. They were so fake and phony. One guy posted a photo of his tongue hanging out. He looked like a dog in heat.’

Andre laughed. He’d been doing my hair for the past twenty years. We’d seen each other through life’s ups and downs. Besides Jackie, he probably knew more about me than anyone. He was there when Scott left me and I was there when he and his husband brought home their infant son.

‘I’m leaving to go visit Eric for the weekend when we’re finished here,’ I told him.

‘Are you nervous?’

‘A little.’

Andre laid the scissors down on the counter and picked up the hairdryer. ‘Don’t be nervous. Just be yourself and have fun.’ He fluffed my hair. ‘Now, how does that feel?’

‘Much better. Thanks!’

	
I listened to an audiobook while driving to Eric’s house. A Year of Second Chances was about a woman who’d found a list she’d written when she was seventeen. On it she’d scribbled all her hopes and dreams, a bucket list of sorts. She’d realized there was still time to accomplish those dreams and she set about doing just that. It occurred to me that I was about the same age as the character. God willing, I still had a lot of life left. I didn’t want to spend it alone. But did I have the courage to purposefully seek change? I wasn’t sure.

I crossed a bridge and drove into the city. Eric’s house was easy to find. It was a gorgeous Greek Revival row house located in an older section of the city that was crowded with historic homes. Eric had mentioned he’d bought the property about two years ago after his parents died and he came into a sizable inheritance. He hadn’t said how much he inherited and I didn’t ask, but I had the feeling it was substantial by some of the things he mentioned. The vacation house in the Caribbean being one of them.

Slowly I drove past; the green shutters popped against the crisp white house. I admired the intricate iron work along the parlor floor and entrance and the lush window boxes overflowing with perennials and greens.

Following his instructions, I turned right onto Locust Lane. It was narrow, and I breathed a sigh of relief there were no cars coming towards me. I turned right at the stop sign and drove about thirty feet before pulling into a space behind his house. I parked beside his black SUV. I texted him to let him know I’d arrived.

He was at my door in Superman seconds. As soon as I got out of the car he wrapped me in his arms and squeezed me tight. ‘How was the drive?’

‘Not bad. I listened to an audiobook.’

He stepped back and his eyes scanned my body. ‘Something’s different. Hmm. Your hair. You did something to your hair.’

I tossed my head, flinging my hair off my shoulders. ‘I was at Andre’s before coming here.’

Eric looked puzzled. ‘Andre?’

‘My hair stylist.’

‘Oh, yes. Of course. You mentioned that. You look amazing.’

‘Thanks.’ I looked up at the house. ‘Your house looks amazing.’

Eric grabbed my overnight bag from the back seat and took my hand. ‘Let me show you around.’

We walked up the sidewalk through his backyard. Even though the area was small, Eric had managed to turn it into a private oasis. A wooden fence surrounded the yard. A small pergola was tucked into the corner. The sidewalk was made from large pieces of slate. Dwarf shrubs and trees along with bold perennials packed the space.

I stopped before entering the back door and turned around. ‘I had no idea you had such a green thumb.’

Eric laughed. ‘There’s a lot about me you don’t know – yet!’

I followed him inside and he gave me the grand tour.

I looked around, drinking in every detail. ‘I love the high ceilings, built-ins and molding.’

‘Thanks. Most of the molding is original.’

We walked into the dining room, tiled in classic black and white marble. ‘Is this floor original?’ I asked. ‘It’s absolutely gorgeous!’

Eric smiled. ‘Yes. Original floor and original fireplace.’

I turned around in a circle. ‘Your dining room could be featured in a home decorating magazine. It’s gorgeous.’ I ran my hand over the cherry table and sideboard. ‘Are these pieces you bought?’

‘Yes. I like antiques, as you can see. The whole house is full of them.’

As I toured the house, I noticed that nothing was out of place. Even the books on the coffee table were neatly stacked, largest to smallest, each one placed exactly in the middle of the one beneath it.

My vocabulary was nothing but ooohs and aaahs. The upstairs was equally impressive, from the leaded stained-glass windows to the mirrored tiles in the bathroom.

‘Here’s the guest bedroom.’ Eric opened the door and I walked into the buttercup yellow bedroom.

I turned in a circle, my eyes jumping from the brass bed to the antique wooden armoire to the oak washstand with its harp style towel bar. ‘Everything is so beautiful.’

‘Please make yourself at home,’ Eric said. ‘My home is your home.’




Chapter 8

I sat across from Eric eating the Cobb salad he’d made for lunch. ‘Not only are you a skilled decorator, but you’re also a whiz in the kitchen. This is delicious. Thanks!’

‘Glad you like it. Whenever I eat a Cobb I think about the Brown Derby in Hollywood.’

I nodded. ‘Ah, yes. The purported birthplace of the Cobb salad.’ I laughed.

‘What’s so funny?’

‘I was just thinking about that scene from I Love Lucy. They’re eating at the Brown Derby and Lucy inadvertently causes a waiter to hit William Holden in the face with a pie.’

‘My grandmother loved that show,’ Eric said. ‘You’re way too young for that!’

I smiled. ‘I’m an old soul, I suppose. I love old black-and-white movies and TV shows. I’m forever watching the channel that broadcasts all the oldies but goodies.’

Eric sliced a dinner roll in half and buttered each side. ‘Maybe we can watch that channel later. First, I’d like to show you around town. There’s a lot of cool stores you might like. I have to run by the university anyway to check on one of my properties.’

‘You own properties?’

‘Just a few. I rent them to college students. It’s proven to be a nice investment and a great side income.’

That explained the bush of keys he carried around. Maybe that’s why he wondered if I’d ever move here. He probably liked living near his properties in case there was an emergency, like a broken water pipe.

I finished my salad and stood to take my plate over to the sink.

‘Sit!’ Eric shouted. His eyes and mouth were wide open as if my behavior had shocked him.

I jumped and almost dropped my plate. I’m certain he noticed the horrified look on my face. What just happened? I felt like a child being scolded by a parent.

He held up his hand. ‘Sorry. So sorry. I didn’t mean to startle you.’ He jumped up and rushed over to me, rubbing my arm. ‘I didn’t mean to scare you, but I want to take care of you. You’re my guest. Please sit. Relax.’

‘I’m not used to being pampered.’ I sat back down. ‘I spent most of my life taking care of myself.’

‘Well, I want to take care of you. I want this weekend to be perfect for you.’

‘It’s off to a great start.’ I sipped my wine.

Eric smiled.

I finished my wine while he cleaned up. He was very thorough, wiping off the salad dressing bottle and butter container before putting them in the refrigerator. He straightened the set of canisters sitting beside the stove and wiped all the counters, even the ones he hadn’t used.

‘Is there anything you can’t do?’ I asked. ‘You cook, you clean, you build, you decorate.’

Eric smiled and took my empty wine glass and placed it in the dishwasher before turning it on. ‘Are you ready to go downtown?’

I followed Eric out to his car and he opened my door and I got in.

‘I’ll be right back,’ he said. ‘I forgot something.’

When Eric returned, he was carrying his leather satchel. He threw it on the back seat and it slid off. I reached to pick it up and put it back on the seat.

‘No!’ he shouted.

I shook. It was the second time in less than an hour that he’d made me jump out of my seat.

‘Sorry,’ he said. ‘I did it again, didn’t I? I didn’t mean to startle you. Please forgive me. I’m just fussy about my satchel. It’s sort of like a pocketbook to me.’

‘I wasn’t going to open it or anything,’ I explained. ‘I was just going to put it back up on the seat.’

‘I know,’ Eric said. ‘I feel like such a jerk for making a big deal about it, but it’s very personal to me.’

I nodded. ‘No problem. I understand. I have things that I’m particular about, too.’

His reaction to the satchel had startled me, but after seeing how neat his home was and how everything was just so perfect, I wasn’t surprised. I was curious about what it held, though, especially since he was so protective of it.

Eric drove down the main street in the city towards the campus on the outskirts of town. ‘Do you want to see the campus?’

‘Sure. I’d love to. I haven’t been on a college campus in years. Actually, since I graduated.’

Eric glanced over at me. ‘You’ve never gone back to visit?’

I looked out the window, surveying the surroundings. ‘No, but I might this year. My sorority is having a reunion.’

‘I didn’t know you were in a sorority,’ Eric said.

I looked at him and smiled. ‘There’s probably a lot about me you don’t know.’

‘Like what?’

‘Uh, I don’t know. Little things.’

‘For example?’

‘I hate odd numbers and cameo jewelry and any show containing the word “reality”.’

‘Really?’

‘Yes. And I hate clicking on a twenty-second video and having to watch a forty-five second commercial first.’

Eric nodded. ‘I’m with you on the commercial pre-rolls. They drive me crazy, too.’

‘What bugs you? Besides visitors helping to clean up after dinner or touching your satchel,’ I joked.

He looked at me and smiled. ‘It’s going to take me a long time to live those things down, isn’t it?’

‘We’ll see,’ I teased. ‘It depends on how good you are the rest of the visit.’

‘Oh, I’ll be on my best behavior,’ he assured me. ‘You can count on that!’

‘Good. Now, tell me what bugs you.’

Eric looked at his sleeve. ‘I hate putting a coat on over a long-sleeve shirt and having the shirt’s sleeves roll up to my elbow.’

‘Good one.’

‘And I hate reading online dating profiles in which the woman states she likes to have fun – as opposed to what, hating fun and being miserable?’

I laughed. ‘Yeah, I’ve read some doozy online profiles, too.’

Eric reached over and touched my arm. ‘Thank God my days of reading online profiles are over. I found my match.’

My face warmed and tingles erupted inside. He’s so sweet. Kind and gentle. And thoughtful. Very thoughtful.

We left the campus and turned right, driving about three blocks before pulling in front of a two-story house with gray siding and black shutters. Eric turned off the car. ‘I’ll be right back. I just have to check on something.’

Not that I wanted to go with him, but Eric didn’t ask, which seemed strange given how polite he was.

Eric grabbed his satchel and hopped out of the car. I watched as he ran around to the back of the house. I passed the time looking at photos on my phone. I had a ton of images of Izzy. Then there were lots of photos of houses I’d sold and a fair number of Jackie and me, mostly selfies taken at Tony’s.

About twenty minutes later, Eric returned. He laid the satchel on the back seat. This time it didn’t slide off. ‘Sorry, that took a little longer than I anticipated.’

I wondered what he had to do but figured if he wanted me to know, he’d say.

We drove downtown and parked in a garage near the shopping district. The streets were lined with boutiques and quaint shops selling everything from specialty teas to hand-crafted soaps.

We checked out all the stores and I found myself walking out of most of them with a shopping bag. ‘If I see something I like I can buy it myself,’ I told Eric.

‘I know,’ he said. ‘But I want to buy it for you. You deserve to be pampered, remember?’

Eric pointed to a jewelry store about twenty feet away. ‘Let’s see what they have.’

I followed him into the small store. A glass display case on the right caught my eye. I walked over and leaned down to get a better look. ‘These pieces are gorgeous.’

The clerk heard me and walked over. ‘I agree. This entire section is jewelry that came from estate sales.’

 Eric, who was leaning over the case next to me, asked: ‘Is there anything you’d like to try on?’

‘Oh, I couldn’t possibly afford anything in this case.’

Eric rubbed my back and leaned in so his mouth was inches from my ear. ‘You don’t have to buy it. Try on something for fun.’

I pointed to the brilliant oval blue topaz cocktail ring.

The clerk removed the ring from the case. ‘This is one of my favorites. It’s 14-carat white gold and the topaz is surrounded by twenty-four tiny diamonds.’

She handed me the ring, and I slid it onto my finger. ‘It fits perfectly.’

The clerk smiled. ‘It just came in from an estate sale last week. When I first saw it, I thought it looked like it hadn’t been worn.’

‘Do you like it?’ Eric asked.

I straightened my arm and flipped up my wrist. ‘It’s absolutely beautiful, but I’m afraid it’s not in my budget.’ The price tag on the ring said $1,895.

‘We’ll take it,’ Eric said.

My hand flew to my heart. ‘No. I can’t allow you to buy me something so expensive.’

‘You don’t have a choice.’ He turned to the clerk. ‘Please clean the ring and wrap it.’

I playfully slapped Eric’s arm. ‘You have to stop buying me things.’

Eric smiled. ‘I enjoy making you happy. Besides, it’s only money.’

I shook my head. ‘You’re impossible! But thank you. I’ve never been with a man who treated me so well.’

‘Even your ex-husband?’ Eric asked.

‘Even him.’

Eric wrapped his arm around me and pulled me in tight. ‘I’m glad you like it. You deserve all the happiness life has to offer.’

The clerk returned and handed me a small white bag. She smiled at Eric and then at me. ‘You’re one lucky woman.’

I nodded. ‘I know.’

After leaving the store, I stood on the sidewalk and turned to Eric. ‘You’re not buying me another thing today. That’s it! We’re done.’

He pointed to an ice-cream store. ‘Not even an ice-cream cone?’

‘Not even an ice-cream cone. I’ll buy.’

Ten minutes later we left the ice-cream store – Eric holding a waffle cone of chocolate and me a small cone of vanilla.

‘Have you ever done those personality quizzes?’ I asked Eric.

‘Not sure I know what they are.’

‘You know. The kind where you answer a bunch of questions and based on your answers it delivers a result. Like What Kind Of Ice-Cream Flavor Are You?’

‘No, but I’m guessing you have.’

I laughed. ‘I’m vanilla. No surprise there. The quiz said I was an idealist and gullible, loving and supportive. Those quizzes are so silly.’

‘Wonder what chocolate means?’

‘I know because Jackie was chocolate. It said she was aggressive, competitive and decisive.’

‘Is she?’

‘Pretty much so. Let’s put it this way, when she gets mad you don’t want to be anywhere near her. She will slay you!’

Eric laughed. ‘Thanks for the warning. I’ll definitely stay in her good graces.’



Chapter 9

Four hours after we left Eric’s house, we returned loaded down with bags. After getting ice cream, we shopped at this Taj Mahal of a grocery store. It was incredible. There must have been a dozen buffets serving everything from sushi and subs to pizza and pasta. There was even a bar to make your own trail mix.

We ended up buying several things to munch on later – cheese, olives, and some Italian meats. Eric also bought two steaks to grill, but after all I’d eaten I couldn’t imagine being hungry enough to eat a steak.

I checked my phone and saw several texts from Jackie and a voicemail.

How’s it going?

Everything alright?

Text so I know you’re good.

Call me.

I held up my phone. ‘Do you mind if I call Jackie?’

Eric shook his head, and I walked to the backyard and sat on the green Adirondack chair nestled in a cozy corner and surrounded by black-eyed Susans. It was early evening and the pale glow of the moon was beginning to show.

‘It’s about time you called,’ Jackie said. ‘I was worried about you!’

I recounted my day to the sound of several gasps from the other end.

‘What? He bought you a $2,000 ring?’ Jackie asked.

‘Yes. I obviously didn’t want him to, but he insisted. He said he enjoys pampering me.’

‘Maybe he should give Bruce lessons,’ Jackie said. ‘His idea of pampering me is holding the door open when I’m unloading groceries. Anyway, you’re good, right? I don’t have to worry.’

‘No, I’m good. I’m going to spend the night. In the guest bedroom, of course.’

‘Of course,’ Jackie said in a voice that didn’t sound convincing.

I shifted in the chair. ‘What? You don’t think I will?’

‘I don’t know. Maybe. Don’t you think he might be expecting something? I mean, he just spent a boatload of money on you.’

‘No, he’s not like that.’

‘Well, okay. Good. What’s up for the rest of the night?’

‘We talked about playing some basketball but I think we’re both a little tired so we might just watch a movie. I told him how I love black-and-white movies and he suggested watching one together.’

‘Okay. Call me when you get home tomorrow. And have fun!’

A ladybug landed on my thigh. In many cultures, ladybugs are signs of good luck. I picked it off and gently placed it on the grass.

When I walked inside, I found Eric sprawled out on his leather recliner. ‘Everything okay with Jackie?’

‘Yep, she’s great.’

‘You two are really close, aren’t you?’

I nodded and sat down on the sofa. ‘How about you? Do you have any close friends?’

‘Not really. I mean, I have friends, but nothing like you and Jackie.’

I yawned.

‘Are you tired?’

I leaned back on the couch. ‘I definitely don’t think I’m up for creaming you at basketball.’

Eric laughed. ‘Been practicing, huh?’

I smiled. ‘Dang right. I hate losing.’

Eric got up from his easy chair and walked over and sat beside me. ‘I’m tired, too. Let’s watch a movie instead.’

Eric turned on the TV. ‘What’s that channel with all of the old black-and-white movies you like?’

I told him and he found the channel.

‘My absolute favorite,’ I shouted. ‘Casablanca.’

 Eric laid down the remote. ‘Casablanca it is. Here’s looking at you, kid.’

I laughed. ‘Of all the gin joints, why’d she have to walk into mine?’

‘We’ll always have Paris,’ Eric said, flipping up the footrest and leaning back.

‘I’ve always wanted to go to Paris,’ I said.

‘I’ll take you there. And maybe we can visit the beaches of Normandy. That’s one place I’ve never been.’

I snuggled next to him, resting my head on his shoulder, and he slid his arm around me.

I don’t remember dozing off, but two hours later I woke up to see the film credits rolling on the TV screen and Eric asleep. I didn’t want to wake him, but I had to go to the bathroom. I managed to slip away without him waking.

I washed my hands and looked in the bathroom mirror. The person staring back at me was someone I’d forgotten. She was happy. For the first time in a long time she was enjoying life and having fun. All because of Eric.

I heard Eric call my name, and I walked out of the bathroom and nearly bumped into him in the hallway.

‘Sorry I fell asleep,’ Eric said.

‘No worries. I fell asleep, too. I woke up when the movie was over.’

‘Can I get you something to drink?’

‘A beer would be great.’

I followed Eric to the kitchen and we grabbed two beers and the cheese and crackers and other finger foods we’d purchased earlier. We carried them into the living room and spread them on the coffee table.

 ‘Growing up,’ Eric said, ‘I was never allowed to eat in the living room. My parents didn’t allow me to eat food anywhere but the kitchen or dining room.’

‘Really?’ I picked up a piece of cheese and plopped it in my mouth.

Eric stabbed an olive with a toothpick. ‘How about you?’

‘My mom didn’t care. As long as she had her booze I could do just about anything. When I was little, I loved building tents in the living room. I’d drape a blanket or sheet over the furniture and use pillows to keep it in place. Mom would let me eat in my tent.’

Eric jumped up. ‘Let’s build a tent.’ He sounded like an eight-year-old.

‘Are you serious?’ I jumped up, too.

‘Why not? I’ll get some blankets.’

Eric returned with a couple of blankets. ‘You show me what to do.’

For a few minutes, I felt like a child again. I took one of the blankets and spread it over the two sitting chairs next to each other. ‘Move the hassock in front of the two chairs then stretch the blanket to the hassock and anchor it with pillows from the couch.’

Eric did as I instructed. I picked up the other blanket. ‘Let’s drape this one from the couch to the chair nearest you.’

When we were done, we crawled inside.

‘We did it!’ Eric laughed.

‘I think I’ll keep you for my tent-making partner,’ I joked.

He leaned towards me and lifted my chin. Our noses almost touched and I felt his breath on my upper lip. ‘I’ll be your partner any day!’ Our lips touched and my insides turned to liquid. The kiss was everything I’d imagined and more, filled with passion and urgency. I hungered for more and he followed my lead. I felt the blankets fall down and cover us. But I didn’t care. Eric was doing things to me I’d only dreamed about. He was making me feel things I’d never felt before. And there, at that moment, blanketed by his warm kisses and tender love, I felt like I was in heaven and I knew I’d never be the same. I wanted this guy more than I’d ever wanted anyone in my entire life. My head said, No, it’s too soon. But my heart said, Yes. Don’t stop. No one has ever made you feel this way. Enjoy it. 

I went with my heart.




Chapter 10

The next morning, I woke up twisted in a blanket on the living-room floor. I followed the smell of bacon to the kitchen where I found Eric making eggs, dressed in white boxers with yellow smiley faces on them.

‘It smells delicious.’

He turned towards me. ‘Welcome to Chef Eric’s, ma chérie.’ He tried to sound French. ‘May I serve you some breakfast?’

‘S'il vous plaît, Monsieur Talbot.’ I also tried to sound French.

We laughed. ‘That’s all the French I know,’ Eric said. ‘Well, except for the French I used last night.’ He grinned.

‘And the French you used last night was much better than the French you’re using this morning,’ I teased.

‘Well, the morning’s young,’ he playfully bantered back. ‘Now, how would you like your eggs?’

 ‘Scrambled would be great.’

He pointed to the cabinet next to the sink. ‘Mugs are in there. Help yourself to the coffee. There’s cream in the refrigerator.’

I grabbed a cup of coffee and sat down at the breakfast table. ‘Are you sure you don’t want me to make the toast?’

He leaned to his left and reached for the toaster, already loaded with bread, and pushed down the lever. ‘I have that handled. Just relax and enjoy your coffee.’

Eric finished scrambling my eggs and scooped them onto a plate along with a few pieces of bacon and a couple pieces of toast.

‘It looks delicious,’ I said. ‘I’m not used to eating this much for breakfast.’

He fixed his plate and sat across from me. ‘I wish you could spend the day.’

‘Me, too. Yesterday was a lot of fun.’

Eric winked. ‘Especially last night.’

‘Yeah, that wasn’t bad either.’ I smiled.

‘Maybe we can do it again?’ Eric jabbed his eggs with his fork.

‘What? Make a tent?’ I laughed.

‘That and some other things.’ He winked. ‘Do you believe in fate?’

‘I’m not sure. Do you?’

‘Yes, I do. I believe there is a higher power that brings people together for a purpose. Maybe you and I found each other for a reason. There were dozens of profiles on that dating site and yet you were the one I texted. Why?’

‘You liked my cat,’ I laughed.

‘But there were other women whose photos included cats. I didn’t text them. Just you. We’ve both been to hell and back. Maybe we were supposed to meet. Maybe this was God’s plan all along. You deserve a loving and trusting partner. I do, too.’

 ‘Why don’t you come visit me next weekend? I really want you to meet Jackie and her husband. Maybe I could cook dinner for all of us.’

‘Sounds great, but don’t worry about cooking. I’ll take us all out for dinner. Just pick the place, somewhere we won’t feel rushed.’

I finished my coffee and showered, wishing I didn’t have to leave and could spend the day with Eric. But I had to get home to Izzy, and I’d left a mountain of paperwork on the kitchen table.

Eric had already showered, and I heard him playing his guitar as I dressed. I packed my bags, including all the things Eric had bought me the day before, and joined him in the living room.

‘You sound great.’ I sat on the couch beside him.

He turned his head and smiled. ‘Want to try it?’

‘Sure.’

I turned so my back faced him. He placed the guitar on my lap and wrapped his arms around me demonstrating how I should hold it. His breath tickled my neck as he spoke. Feeling him so close to me sent the butterflies in my stomach into a frenzy, and I found it difficult to concentrate. I felt his silky lips on my neck as he softly kissed it, starting from behind my ear and ending at the base of my neck.

‘I want you,’ he whispered as he pulled back my T-shirt and kissed my shoulder.

His voice was as smooth as whiskey on a cold winter’s night and just as welcome. I moaned.

‘Do you want me?’ he asked.

I turned my head and we kissed. He lifted the guitar and placed it on the floor. This time there was no tent. He carried me to his bed and gently laid me down. I slid out of my clothes while he slid out of his. He caressed every inch of my body before our bodies melded together and my insides exploded. Afterwards, he held me in his arms.

‘I wish you could stay,’ he whispered.

‘I wish I could, too.’

‘You could move in with me,’ he said, half teasing and half serious.

I smiled.

‘Seriously, Shelly.’ He caressed my cheek. ‘I haven’t felt this way about anyone for a long time. I don’t want to scare you, but I can see myself building a future with you. Nothing has ever felt so right.’

I was beginning to feel that way, too. I loved how I felt when I was with Eric. The way he looked at me with those piercing eyes made me feel as if I was the only one in the world that mattered. For the first time in a long time, moving didn’t seem such a bad idea. I called Jackie as soon as I got home. ‘He’s amazing, Jackie.’

‘You did it, didn’t you?’

I giggled. ‘Yes. And no man has ever made me feel the way he makes me feel.’

‘That good, huh?’

‘The best I’ve ever had. Not that I’ve had a lot, but you know what I mean.’

I told Jackie about the tent and the attempt to learn how to play the guitar.

‘He sounds so romantic. I can’t wait to meet him!’

‘You will next week. He’s coming for the weekend. Are you and Bruce free for dinner on Saturday?’

‘Yes. That sounds fun. Do you want me to cook?’

‘No, Eric wants to take us out. Said I should find a place where we won’t feel rushed.’

‘How about Alfred’s?’

‘That’s perfect. I’ll call and make a reservation. Are you going to the gym tomorrow?’

‘Yes, I’ll see you then.’

I hung up with Jackie and read the texts Eric had sent me since we said goodbye.

Miss you already!

Turn around? Wish you could.

Can’t stop thinking about you.

Next weekend can’t come fast enough.

Night, my love.

We hadn’t said I love you, yet, but I knew it was only a matter of time.


Chapter 11

When I walked into the office the next day, there was a package waiting for me. It had been overnighted. I hadn’t ordered anything and when I did, I never paid extra for overnight delivery.

I shook the box. It sounded like books. I took it back to my desk and opened it.

Oh! My! Gosh! He didn’t!

Eric had sent a box of black-and-white film classics. Citizen Kane, Casablanca, Sunset Boulevard, Double Indemnity, Dr Strangelove, To Kill a Mockingbird, It’s a Wonderful Life, and others.

I texted him immediately. Got the movies. Thank you so much!

He immediately texted back. Glad you liked the surprise. I love making you happy. 

We’ll have to watch one next weekend when you visit.

Definitely! Have a great day!

You, too!

I felt as if I were a helium balloon floating skyward, buoyed by the wind, leaving all my worries and cares behind. I never expected when Eric and I first texted a month ago that I’d feel this way so quickly, but I did.

I told Jackie about the surprise after exercise class that night. She clutched her heart. ‘He’s so romantic.’

I opened my locker. ‘I know, right? Sometimes I think it’s all a dream and I’m going to wake up and he won’t be there.’

Jackie grabbed her things out of her locker. ‘Doesn’t sound like you have to worry about that.’

‘I can’t wait for you to meet him,’ I said as we walked out of the gym.

We walked to our cars and came to mine first. I hugged Jackie. ‘Thanks for always being there. I love you.’

‘I love you, too. See you later.’

That night, after I talked to Eric for an hour, I watched one of the movies he sent: It’s A Wonderful Life. Every year at Christmas, Grandma and I used to watch it together. It always brought tears to my eyes. So many memorable characters, memorable lines and memorable moments. I especially loved the end when George Bailey realizes that he’s not a failure but rich beyond his wildest dreams thanks to great friends and family. That night as I snuggled in bed with Izzy by my side, I felt rich.

The week buzzed by and when Saturday arrived I was ready to relax. I woke up early to run to the grocery store. I wanted to pick up some items for lunch and maybe some cheese and olives to snack on later. Eric had texted that he was on his way and would be at my apartment by eleven.

When I got home, I jumped in the shower and shaved. I was glad my nail technician could fit me in at the last minute on Friday. I wanted to look my best for Eric.

The doorbell rang and I expected it to be Eric, but it was a young boy selling candy bars for a school fundraiser. I ran to get money to buy two but when I returned, the boy was gone and Eric was holding a bouquet of sunflowers and the entire box of candy.

‘Where’d the boy go?’

Eric handed me the box. ‘I bought all of his candy.’

My eyes widened. ‘But there must have been fifty bars in that box.’

Eric picked up his satchel and overnight bag. ‘Take them to the office for your co-workers to enjoy.’

‘You’re too much!’

Eric followed me into the kitchen and watched as I put the flowers in a vase. ‘I think I’ve received more flowers from you in the short time we’ve known each other than I have my entire life. You really don’t have to bring me flowers every time I see you.’

He kissed the back of my neck making me dizzy with desire. ‘But I like buying you flowers.’

I twisted my neck. ‘Eric, stop. Let me finish arranging these flowers.’

‘But I’ve waited so long to be with you again.’ He continued to plant soft kisses on my neck.

I put the last sunflower into the vase. ‘It’s only been six days.’

‘But it felt like six years.’

I held up the vase. ‘Done. What do you think?’

‘I think I want to devour every inch of your body.’

I set the vase down. The truth was, I’d been counting the minutes until we’d be together again, too. He scooped me up and carried me to my bedroom and laid me down. I started to remove my shirt.

‘No,’ he said. ‘Let me do it.’

I lay on the bed, and he slowly undressed me. My insides squirmed in anticipation, which, from the smile on his face, he seemed to enjoy. He slowly removed each piece of clothing as if he were unwrapping a gift and wanted to prolong the surprise for as long as he could. He kissed every area of my body: My neck, my breasts, my belly button, my inner thigh. I thought I was going to die I wanted him so much.

‘Please, Eric.’

‘Do you want me?’

‘Yes. Very much.’

‘Are you mine?’

‘Yes.’

‘Say that you’re mine.’

I moaned. ‘I’m yours.’

‘You belong to me?’

‘Yes, I belong to you. I think I love you.’

‘Say it again.’

‘I love you.’

‘Oh, Shelly, I love you, too!’

And with that Eric undressed and completely consumed me. I thought our love making last weekend was great, but today had topped that. I’d never been with someone so skilled in knowing how to please me and love me. I knew then that I’d never want to live without him.

‘Who do you belong to?’ Eric asked afterwards.

‘You.’

‘Say it.’

‘I belong to you.’



Chapter 12

We met Jackie and Bruce at Alfred’s at six. Eric insisted on stopping to buy Jackie a bouquet of flowers. When we walked into the lobby, they were waiting for us.

Standing next to Bruce, who was the size of a defensive lineman, Jackie looked like a child. She was a foot shorter than Bruce so closed the gap by wearing six-inch heels. She looked stunning in her mid-length red dress that accentuated her curves. And Bruce didn’t look too bad either. I wasn’t used to seeing him in a coat and tie, but Alfred’s was the kind of place you had to dress up for.

Jackie hugged me. ‘You look beautiful. Is that new?’

I wore a simple yet elegant black dress with cap sleeves and a flared shirt. I whispered in Jackie’s ear. ‘Found it on the sales rack at Piccolo’s. Paid ten bucks!’

‘Nice.’ Jackie nodded. ‘And the ring.’ She lifted my hand to get a closer look. ‘It’s beautiful.’

‘Not as beautiful as the woman wearing it.’ Eric kissed my cheek.

‘On that, we can agree,’ Jackie said, taking the bouquet of flowers Eric had handed to her. ‘They’re beautiful. Thank you.’

After introductions, we followed the maître d’ to our seats, through a maze of tables dressed in white linen to the far corner. Eric pulled out my chair and I sat down. Jackie stood at her chair waiting for Bruce to follow suit. Instead, he pulled out his chair and sat down.

Jackie looked at me and sighed, mumbling something that I couldn’t make out but imagined was more than a few choice words for Bruce.

Eric ordered a bottle of champagne. It was expensive and I could tell by the way Jackie’s eyes jumped she was surprised he’d spend so much on one bottle.

‘So, Eric,’ Bruce said. ‘What kind of sales are you in?’

‘I sell electronic interface equipment for automotive computer networks.’ He opened his menu.

‘How’s business been?’

Eric looked up. ‘Great. What about you?’

‘I own a roofing company. And we’ve been busy, too. We had one heck of a hailstorm come through two months ago, and a lot of roofs were damaged.’

‘Guess the storm was good for business then,’ Eric said.

‘Very good.’

I felt relieved that Bruce and Eric were bonding. If Eric was going to be in my life, it was important to me that he got along with my friends.

The waiter opened the bottle of champagne and poured each of us a glass. Eric raised his glass. ‘A toast to great friends, great times and many more to come!’

After appetizers of shrimp cocktail, Jackie and I excused ourselves to go to the restroom.

I opened my purse and took out my lip gloss. ‘So, what do you think?’

‘He’s incredible,’ Jackie said, powdering her forehead. ‘I can certainly see why you’re falling in love with him. He’s so generous and has great manners.’

I hugged Jackie. ‘I can’t believe he chose me. Out of all the women on that online dating website, why me?’

‘What do you mean, why you?’ Jackie put her compact back into her purse. ‘You’re a wonderful human being. You’re gorgeous inside and out.’

Tears formed in the corner of my eyes. ‘I haven’t felt this special in a long time. I don’t want to lose him.’

She rubbed my shoulder. ‘What makes you think you will?’

‘Nothing he’s done, that’s for sure. I guess I don’t have the confidence I once had.’

Jackie grabbed my shoulders and turned me to face the mirror. ‘Look at you. Radiant smile, glowing skin, happy eyes. You’ve never looked more beautiful or seemed so happy. Enjoy every moment. You deserve it.’

When we returned to the table, Eric and Bruce were talking college football. They were laughing and very animated, pretending to throw and catch the football. Eric ordered a bottle of wine to accompany our dinner and after the first glass, I felt a bit tipsy.

‘This is delicious,’ Eric said as he cut another piece of his prime rib. ‘So tender and tasty. How’s the crab cake?’

‘Very good,’ I said. ‘Alfred’s never disappoints.’

We talked through the meal about sports, our jobs, Bruce and Jackie’s kids and other topics that bubbled to the top. By the end of the meal, I was feeling a bit lightheaded and stuffed.

‘Would anyone like an after-dinner cocktail?’ Eric asked.

Jackie and I declined but the men ordered a glass of Sambuca. When the check came, the waiter handed it to Eric like he’d instructed him to do when we arrived at the restaurant.

Bruce pulled out his wallet.

Eric held up his hand. ‘I got it.’

Bruce laid out a few bills. ‘Let me help.’

Eric shook his head. ‘This one’s on me. I insist.’

Bruce looked at Jackie who shrugged, before he tucked the bills back in his wallet. ‘Thanks, I’ll get the next one.’

We walked out of the restaurant. ‘Thanks for inviting us,’ Jackie said, hugging me and then Eric.

Bruce shook Eric’s hand. ‘Yes, thanks again for dinner,’ and then he hugged me.

‘See you soon.’ I waved goodbye to Bruce and Jackie, and Eric and I walked to his car.

‘I really like Jackie and Bruce,’ Eric said as he opened the car door for me. ‘They’re fun.’

Eric got into the car. ‘Is there anywhere you’d like to stop on the way home?’

I shook my head. ‘I figured we could go home and watch one of the movies you sent.’

‘That sounds like a perfect ending to a perfect night.’

When we got home, we changed into more comfortable clothes. Eric put on sweatpants and a T-shirt and I slipped on a pair of yoga pants and a top.

‘Which movie do you want to watch?’ I laid them on the coffee table so he could pick.

‘That one.’

I picked up Citizen Kane and put it in the DVD player. ‘Have you seen this before?’

‘No.’

‘I’ll warn you it’s sad, but it’s one of the best movies ever made.’ I snuggled on the couch beside Eric, burying my head into his chest.

‘What makes it so sad?’

I looked up at Eric. ‘Orson Welles plays a character unable to feel empathy for other people. He craves and demands attention from the entire world, abusing both his wealth and his power. He’s a narcissist who goes into rages when he doesn’t get what he wants. And he dies alone.’

‘You know what?’ Eric said. ‘I don’t want to watch a sad movie. Do you mind if we watch something else?’

We watched Roman Holiday instead.



Chapter 13

‘Tell me I’m insane to even consider moving after only three months of dating,’ I told Jackie when we met for our usual Thursday night at Tony’s.

Jackie sipped her rum and Coke. ‘You’re not insane; you’re in love. I hate that you’re moving, but I’m glad that Eric compromised and is willing to move also. One hour away is better than two.’

‘That’s for sure. And an hour commute is better than a two-hour commute’

‘When you’re in love, you make things work,’ Jackie said. ‘Besides, I always have an extra room if you need to stay over.’

I pulled out my cell phone to show Jackie some of the homes we were scheduled to see that coming Saturday.

‘They all look beautiful,’ Jackie said. ‘Do you have a favorite?’

I shook my head. ‘I’d like living in a housing development more than in the country, though. It’s nice being close to the store and the doctor’s and dentist’s offices.’

Jackie grabbed some peanuts from the bowl on the bar and threw them in her mouth. ‘Does Eric think he’ll have trouble selling his home?’

‘No.’ I laid the phone on the bar counter. ‘The sale sign went up yesterday and he already had a showing today.’

‘Wow! That’s fast. He could sell his home before you two buy a home.’

‘I know, but that’s better than the other way around.’

Our tacos came and we dug into them. ‘Either these tacos are super yummy tonight or I’m super hungry,’ Jackie said.

I laughed. ‘Me, too.’

We finished our tacos and placed another order. We were hungry.

Jackie grabbed some napkins from the dispenser on the bar and wiped her fingers. ‘Are you planning to spend the night after touring the homes?’

‘Yes. Eric made a hotel reservation. He thought it would give us more time to check out the area.’

‘He thinks of everything, doesn’t he?’ Jackie said. ‘Does he have any faults?’

‘I’m sure he has,’ I said. ‘I just haven’t seen them yet. Sometimes I squeeze myself to make sure I’m not imagining all the great things that have happened since meeting him. It’s like being on a rollercoaster and inching up the lift hill. My heart is pounding so fast I think it’s going to pop out of my chest. I get to the top and I look over the rail. I want to turn back but I can’t. It’s too late, so I just throw my arms in the air and enjoy the ride. And when it comes to the end I’m glad I couldn’t push the stop button and I want to do it over and over again. It’s all just so perfect. He’s perfect.’

‘No guy’s perfect,’ Jackie warned.

‘I know, but you know what I mean. He’s as close to perfect as I’ve ever had.’

‘Well, I hope we’ll still be able to meet up at Tony’s, at least occasionally.’

‘Of course. I wouldn’t give up our girls’ night for anything.’

‘Did you ever get the complete story on his ex?’

I nodded. ‘Yes. Eric told me he found her having sex with her boss at her work Christmas party.’

‘Ouch! That had to hurt.’

‘I’m sure it did. And get this, he caught them because he got guacamole on his shirt.’

‘What?’

‘Yeah. Eric said he booked a room at the hotel where the party was held so they could drink and not have to worry about driving home. After getting some guacamole on his white shirt, he went back to the hotel room to change and found them in bed. He immediately left for home and a co-worker brought Lisa home the next day.’

‘So, if it wouldn’t have been for the guacamole, he wouldn’t have found out.’

‘Exactly.’ I sipped my drink, weighing whether to ask Jackie the question I wasn’t sure I wanted to know the answer to. ‘Jackie, do you think my relationship with Eric is moving too quickly.’

‘Maybe a little, but I’ve also never seen you this happy. Ever. And I want you to be happy, but I don’t want you to get hurt. I guess I’m just protective.’

‘True, you are. I remember the time an older girl bullied me on the playground. We must have been about eight at the time. You marched over and whacked her a good one.’

We laughed.

‘Yeah, and she never bothered you again after that,’ Jackie said.

‘True. And I’ve always appreciated how protective you’ve been of me. Not having siblings, you were the one who always had my back. And I’m grateful for that. I just can’t explain how Eric makes me feel. It’s like I’ve known Eric for years as opposed to a few months. Nothing has ever felt so right. I look forward to his cheerful morning texts and our two-hour chats at night. I honestly can’t imagine life without him.’

‘Well,’ Jackie said. ‘It doesn’t look like you’ll have to.’

The bartender returned with more tacos and refreshed our drinks. By the time I got to my apartment, the moon was high in the sky – buoyant, bright and big.

After getting home, I called Eric just like I promised.

‘So how was your time with Jackie?’ he asked.

‘Great.’

‘Did you meet any guys there?’

‘No, of course not.’

I detected a hint of jealousy in his voice. ‘Look, Eric, you have nothing to worry about.’

Eric sighed. ‘Sorry. I just get a little jealous when I think about you being in a bar filled with guys who would like nothing better than to get in your pants! I’m not there to protect you or to show them you’re mine.’

‘Ah, that’s so sweet. Thank you for loving me, for making me feel so special. You’re the only guy I want.’

‘Are you sure?’

‘Absolutely. If you weren’t, do you think I’d have agreed to move in with you?’

We talked for about five minutes and then I crawled into bed. I felt guilty I hadn’t spent a lot of time with Izzy lately. I think she was feeling a bit neglected, so when she jumped up beside me, I petted her until I fell asleep.

I didn’t feel like going to the gym the next morning, but I forced myself to go. I’d missed too many gym days lately and my clothes felt a little tight. I was working out on the elliptical when an old high school classmate walked up. Jeff was in incredible shape. He and his wife usually worked out together.

‘You look like you’re working hard,’ Jeff said.

‘Trying to. I can tell I haven’t been here for a while. Where’s Alice?’

‘She and her sisters went on a sister trip.’

I smiled. ‘That’s great.’

‘Yeah, I told her to go. She thought maybe I’d be upset because she was going on a cruise without me, but I thought it was great.’

We chatted some more about our upcoming reunion before Jeff left. Jeff and Alice started dating in sixth grade. I can still remember the day Jeff, a string bean of a boy with boat-sized feet, passed a note to me to hand to Alice. They sat on either side of me in adjacent rows. Alice read the note and marked it with her pencil and handed it back to me.

‘Miss Post,’ our teacher, Mr Billet, said. ‘Would you care to share that note with the rest of the class?’

I slid down in my seat, hoping he’d forget about the note and move on. But he didn’t. He waddled back and stood in front of me, his three-hundred-pound body practically smothering me.

I looked up at him. ‘Uh, well. It’s not my note.’

He held out his hand, his sausage fingers motioning me to turn over the note. I had no idea what the note said but I knew it was a private message. I’d considered tearing it up and swallowing it, but the thought of having to swallow that much tablet paper made me gag.

Jeff stood. ‘It’s my note, sir.’

Jeff always said sir and ma’am. His father was in the military and he was known for being extra polite.

Mr Billet looked at Jeff. ‘Then perhaps you’d like to read it to the class? Better yet, write it on the chalkboard.’

I couldn’t see Alice’s face, but I was sure it was as red as a raspberry. Jeff walked up to the blackboard and wrote:

Alice, will you be my girlfriend? Check a box:

Yes.

No.

I’ll think about it.

The class laughed. Mr Billet walked to the front of the room and stood beside Jeff. ‘So, class, what do we think Alice’s answer was?’

There was silence.

‘Miss Post, what do you think Alice’s answer was?’

I looked over at Alice, who was slouched down so far in her seat the top of her forehead was in line with the top of the desk.

I took a deep breath. ‘I have no idea.’

Mr Billet turned to Jeff. ‘Would you like to know what Alice’s answer is?’

Jeff shook his head yes.

Mr Billet handed Jeff the note. ‘Go ahead. Open it.’

Jeff slowly opened the note, just far enough that he could read it.

‘What’s it say?’ Mr Billet asked.

Jeff looked back at Alice, who now was sitting straight up at her desk and staring at him.

‘Well, if the cat got your tongue, write it on the board,’ Mr Billet bellowed.

Jeff picked up a piece of chalk and drew another little box and wrote next to it: Never. Then he checked that box.

The class laughed. It was only years later that I learned Jeff had made up the answer. He didn’t want to embarrass Alice by checking the yes box.

I’ve never forgotten this story. So, when I found a note Eric had tucked into my purse last weekend and read it, I burst into tears. It said:

Will you be mine? Check a box:

Yes.

No.

Maybe.

I checked yes.





Chapter 14

Eric and I ate breakfast at a small café around the corner from the real estate office where we were meeting Kathleen, the agent showing us the properties. Kathleen knew I was a real estate agent and had agreed to take a smaller commission. We had planned to visit five homes, so I knew it was going to be a long day.

I sipped my coffee. ‘Stop staring at me and eat your eggs.’

Eric jabbed a piece of breakfast sausage with his fork. ‘Sorry, but it’s been a week since I saw you.’

I rolled my eyes. ‘More like five days.’

Eric looked at his watch. ‘Actually, five days, fourteen hours and…’ He looked at his watch again. ‘Twenty-three minutes.’

I shook my head. ‘You’re impossible!’

We finished breakfast, Eric paid the bill and we left to meet Kathleen. The first house we toured was a traditional brick colonial in an upscale neighborhood. I loved everything about it, but Eric wanted a property that had a little more privacy.

He looked out the bedroom window. ‘We’re just too close to our neighbors. I can practically see into their window!’

I shook my head. ‘But you lived in an urban row house, smack up against neighbors on either side.’

‘I know, I know. I sound crazy. But I guess I was just hoping for a little more space. Something that was a little more private. Something different.’

Kathleen showed us two more houses in nearby developments. All of them were gorgeous and in move-in condition, but I could tell they didn’t have the privacy Eric had in mind.

The fourth house was a modern log cabin situated on two acres on the edge of a state park. It was only a few years old and it was enormous: five bedrooms, three and a half baths, a dream kitchen and a huge great room with a floor to ceiling stone fireplace.

‘Just imagine,’ Eric said, ‘all of the wildlife we’d see.’

I knew he’d already made up his mind. He loved the property. I didn’t like the idea of being so far from town. Right now, it took me five minutes to get to the grocery store. It would take me about thirty if we moved here. Plus, it would add about fifteen minutes on to my work commute.

We walked outside onto a stone patio that was covered with a retractable awning. The owners had a large rectangular table that sat six at one end and an all-weather wicker sectional patio set on the other.

Eric walked over and sat on the sectional. ‘Does the patio furniture stay?’

Kathleen looked at the sales sheet. ‘No, but you can always ask for it if you make an offer.’

Eric patted the cushion next to him. ‘Try it out.’

I walked over and sat beside him. ‘It’s comfy.’

‘Couldn’t you just imagine sitting here at night looking up at the stars?’ He looked up at the sky. ‘It would be amazing.’

Just then a deer meandered out of the woods and into the clearing. Several seconds later when the deer realized she wasn’t alone, she darted away.

‘That’s something you don’t see in the city,’ Eric said. ‘Or a housing development.’

I sighed. ‘But there are a lot of other advantages to living in a development.’

‘Name one.’

‘When you live in a development, you have neighbors close by who can help you and everyone looks out for one another. Once when Scott and I were on vacation, our neighbor noticed a strange car in our driveway. She investigated and discovered it belonged to our cleaning lady. Neighbors do that sort of thing.’

As soon as I’d mentioned Scott’s name, I noticed a slight change in Eric. His smile disappeared and he pulled back his shoulders and pumped out his chest, as if he was preparing to fight.

Kathleen checked her watch. ‘Well, you certainly don’t have to decide right this minute. We have one more house to see. Why don’t we go there?’

The final house wasn’t in a development but located on a windy country road. I got out of the car. ‘What’s that smell?’

Kathleen pointed in the direction of the field across the road. ‘I believe your neighbor raises cattle and pigs. It looks like they’re spreading manure.’

I scrunched my nose and turned to Eric. ‘Doesn’t that bother you?’

He nodded. ‘It’s a bit strong.’

We looked at the house but ruled it out pretty quickly.

Kathleen drove us back to the office. We agreed to discuss the homes and get back to her the next day.

‘Are you sure you don’t have any other questions?’ Kathleen asked.

I held up the papers she’d given me. ‘I think we have everything we need to make a decision.’

After checking into our hotel, I plopped on the bed. ‘I’m totally exhausted. Mind if I close my eyes for a few minutes?’

‘Me, too,’ Eric said, taking off his sneakers. ‘It’s been a long day. We’ll talk later.’

Eric and I fell asleep within minutes of hitting the mattress. An hour later, I woke up and found Eric sitting at the desk looking over the papers. He heard me stir and turned around. ‘You really don’t think you’d be happy living in a home where you can see deer and other wildlife in your backyard?’

‘It’s not that I wouldn’t be happy, but there are clearly disadvantages, most notably an extra fifteen minutes on to my commute.’

I crawled out of bed and went to the bathroom to freshen up. When I returned, Eric was gone. There was a note on the desk. Be right back. Had to get something out of the car.

I picked up the papers he’d been looking at and noticed Eric’s satchel on the floor leaning against the desk leg. For a split second, I considered looking inside it. Eric’s obsession with his bag made me a little uneasy. What was in it that he had to be so secretive about? I’d tried bringing it up once or twice, but always had to let it go because he was so vague.

I reached down to touch it when the room door opened and I jumped. I thought my heart would pop out of my chest.

Eric walked in carrying a big box wrapped in pink paper and topped with a white bow.

‘I have something for you.’ He sat the gift on the bed.

‘Eric, I told you to stop buying me things,’ I playfully scolded him.

‘It’s not much. Just a little something.’

I sat on the bed and opened the gift, pulling out a beautiful black dress with a lace neck and sleeves and a hook closure with keyhole back. ‘It’s beautiful.’ I ran my hand over the fabric and gushed.

‘Did I get the right size?’ Eric asked.

I looked at the tag. ‘Perfect!’

‘There’s something else in the box,’ Eric said.

I shook my head. ‘You thought of everything.’ I held up the strappy black shoes and black purse.

‘I thought you could wear it to your high school reunion.’

I nodded. ‘I see.’

‘Are you upset?’ he asked.

‘No, it’s just that I was planning to wear another dress. But I can wear this one if that’ll make you happy. Just let me try it on first to make sure it fits.’

I tried on the dress, and the fabric, a mix of polyester and spandex, hugged my body. I sucked in my stomach and walked out to show Eric.

He made a turning motion with his hand. ‘Turn around. Let me have a look.’

‘I’m too curvy to wear something so form fitting,’ I said.

‘Nonsense! You look amazing. The only thing that would make you look even more fabulous would be more cleavage.’

I cupped my breasts. ‘Typical man!’

Eric laughed.

I walked over and looked him in the eyes. ‘Tell me the truth, do you think my breasts are small?’

‘They’re normal,’ Eric said. ‘But if you’re asking me if I’d enjoy bigger breasts, of course I would. I’m a man. But I love you no matter your breast size. What’s important is what you think, how they make you feel.’

My insecurities melted away as he took me in his arms. I loved that he wanted me, that he considered me his. No man had ever wanted me as much as Eric. Scott chose someone younger and prettier. Eric could have someone younger and prettier, but he chose me. Finally, I was someone’s special someone.

The black dress slipped to the floor and by the end of the night, I’d agreed to buy the log cabin.

The next morning over breakfast, Eric brought up combining our two households. We sat across from each other in the hotel dining room and he took my hand in his. ‘Would you mind if we used my furniture and you got rid of the furniture you had when you were married to Scott?’

I hadn’t even thought about what furniture I’d take and what I’d give up, if any. ‘I…I hadn’t thought about it. Some of my furniture is really good furniture.’

Eric held up his hand. ‘And I never wanted to imply otherwise. I just thought that with all of my antiques we have plenty of furniture and really wouldn’t need yours.’

‘Is it Scott?’ I asked. ‘Is it because he and I bought it together?’

Eric’s face was a river of red. ‘To be honest, yes. I love you. I want to be with you, and I don’t want to ever feel like there’s another man in our lives. Every time I walk into a room, I don’t want to be reminded that you were loved by another, held in his arms. I want to be the center of your world. I don’t want to compete with a ghost from your past.’

‘Oh, Eric. You don’t have to compete. You’re more wonderful than a million Scotts could ever be. If it upsets you that much, I’ll give it to Jackie or my god-daughter Lucy. It’s only furniture, after all.’



 Chapter 15

Three Months Later

Jackie walked into my apartment carrying a huge paper bag stuffed with newspapers.

I looked up from the kitchen table where I was packing dishes. ‘Thanks for bringing the papers. I just ran out.’

Jackie grabbed a bundle and laid them on the table. She pointed to the dishes I’d stacked on the kitchen counter. ‘Should I pack those?’

I shook my head. ‘I’m not taking those. They were mine and Scott’s.’

Jackie picked up one of the plates I’d been wrapping and walked over to the counter and picked up a plate stacked next to the toaster. She held up both plates. ‘Are you sure you don’t want to take these plates instead? They’re a little nicer.’

‘No. I like these better.’

Jackie walked back over to the table and wrapped the plate in her hand. ‘Are you okay? You seem a little grumpy.’

I sighed. ‘Just tired. I hadn’t realized how much stuff I needed to get rid of.’

Jackie looked around. ‘Yeah, I guess combining two households can be a chore. Not that I’m complaining because I get your gorgeous dining table and cabinet. Are you sure you don’t want to take them? They’d look great in a log cabin.’

I shook my head.

‘I can still remember when you and Scott bought them. We searched for months looking for the perfect table and you and I stumbled across that shop when we were driving through the Amish country, remember?’

I smiled. ‘Martin’s Chair Shop.’ I walked over and rubbed my hand on the cabinet. ‘Well, if I can’t keep it, at least I know it’s going to a good home.’

Jackie looked puzzled. ‘What do you mean can’t keep it?’

I waved my hand. ‘What I meant to say is that I’m glad you’re taking it since I won’t have room for it. I’ll see it when I visit.’

‘And if you ever change your mind,’ Jackie said, ‘you can have it back.’

‘I won’t change my mind.’ I returned to the table where Jackie had just finished wrapping the last dish.

‘So, what’s next?’ Jackie asked.

‘The set of china in the cupboard. I want to give that to Lucy.’

Jackie’s eyes popped. ‘But you got that set of china for a wedding present!’

I nodded. ‘Yes. I want my god-daughter to have it.’

Jackie walked over to the cupboard, opened the door and retrieved a porcelain tea cup trimmed in gold with pink flowers. ‘I don’t know what to say. This is a gorgeous set.’

‘Just say thank you.’

Jackie hugged me and we wrapped the china, carefully placing the pieces in a sturdy cardboard box.

Two hours later, we were done. I grabbed a bottle of water from the refrigerator and gave one to Jackie. ‘I don’t know about you but I’m exhausted.’

‘Does Eric have as much stuff as you?’ Jackie asked.

I looked around my apartment. ‘More.’

‘Who’s helping him pack?’

‘He hired a company to pack, label and move everything.’

‘Nice.’

‘He offered to pay them to do the same for me, but I wanted to do it. I hadn’t realized how difficult emotionally this move would be for me.’

Jackie sat on the sofa. ‘That’s understandable. Replacing a life you know with one you don’t is stressful. But you need to remember why you’re making this move. You love Eric, right?’

‘Yes. I’ve never met anyone quite like him. Loving, kind. Sometimes it feels too good to be true. And I know it’s all happened so fast.’

‘I agree. Your relationship did progress quickly. Six months after meeting him, you’re buying a house together. But I must admit I’ve never seen you this happy, even when things were good between you and Scott. And work’s going well, too, right?’

I sat down beside her. ‘It’s been a great year so far. Remember that million-dollar home I told you about?’

Jackie nodded.

‘I have someone interested. That would be a great commission if that came through.’

I stood and walked over to a box near the bookcase. ‘Look what I found!’ I handed Jackie our high school yearbook.

She laughed and paged through it. ‘We were quite the fashionistas.’

I laughed.

‘What are you wearing to the reunion next Saturday anyway?’

‘A dress Eric bought me. Want to see it?’

Jackie followed me into the bedroom and I showed her the dress.

‘That’s gorgeous. Try it on. I want to see it on you.’

I put on the dress and twirled around. ‘What do you think?’

‘I think you’ll be turning heads. You look beautiful in it.’

I cupped my breasts. ‘Do you think my breasts are too small?’

‘Oh, no! Not this again! I thought you got over your insecurity about your breasts. Did Eric say something?’

I shook my head. ‘He said he loves me just the way I am.’

‘Good. I’m glad to see he isn’t feeding your insecurity which, I might add, you’ve had since junior high. I’ve told you before and I’ll say it again, your girls are perfect. But, if having bigger boobs is important to you and you want to do it, then go for it. Of course, you could just gain some weight like me and your breasts will fill out along with your stomach and thighs. Just increase your caloric intake and focus on fattier foods like cheeses and sugary foods like cookies.’

I rolled my eyes. ‘You’re crazy!’

Jackie was right about one thing. I always felt inferior when it came to my breasts. I was a late bloomer and stuffed my bra with tissues in junior high. One day in gym class, I bent over and a tissue fell out. Liz the Loud Mouth picked it up and waved it around, telling everyone what I had done. I was mortified. After that, I tried to embrace my gymnast’s physique, but it still bothered me. Sort of like a splinter that you can’t get out from under your skin. There’s a dull ache and the more you try to dig it out the deeper it goes.

I called Eric after Jackie left.

‘I told you I’d have helped you pack,’ Eric said.

‘I know, but Jackie wanted to. And we haven’t spent much time together lately, so it was great catching up.’

‘What did you decide to do with your furniture?’

‘Jackie’s taking the dining-room table and cabinet and I’ve donated the guest-bedroom furniture to a local women’s shelter.’

‘Great. I can’t wait to wake up next to you every day.’

‘You’re so sweet.’

‘It’s easy when I have someone like you. By the way, I’ve arranged for you to have a day at that spa we saw in town.’

‘Wow! You didn’t have to do that.’

‘You’ve been working hard. And since you insisted on packing yourself, I wanted to give you an afternoon at the spa to relax.’

‘Thanks. I don’t think I’ve ever met a more thoughtful person.’



Chapter 16

The next day I went to the gym after work. I wanted to work out with Jackie one more time before moving. Eric and I joined a gym in our new town and planned to go together.

I was getting dressed when Jackie walked into the locker room. She threw her gym bag on the floor. ‘I can’t believe I’m losing my gym buddy!’

I sat on the bench to put on my sneakers. ‘I’m sure you’ll survive.’

Jackie sat down beside me and opened her gym bag. She pulled out a wrapped box and handed it to me. ‘Just a little something for your new place.’

‘Thanks, Jack.’ I hugged her. I ripped off the wrapping paper and lifted the box top. On the left was a photo of me and Jackie as teens. On the right was a current photo.

‘It’s beautiful, Jackie.’ Tears formed in the corners of my eyes.

Jackie smiled. ‘I know we won’t see each other as often, but I wanted you to know that I’m always here for you no matter what.’

A warm tear slid down my cheek. I hugged Jackie again. ‘Thanks for always looking out for me.’

‘I’ll always have your back. Now, let me change into my gym clothes so I’m not late to class.’

One Zumba class and weight circuit workout later, Jackie and I hit the sauna.

Jackie spread a towel on the bench and sat down across from me. ‘What time are the movers coming tomorrow?’

I sighed. ‘Eight. I took off Monday, too.’

‘A four-day weekend will be nice. Are you sure you don’t want me to help?’

I tilted my water bottle and took a sip. ‘I think everything’s taken care of. Eric moved today; I’ll move tomorrow. He said the movers were excellent and I shouldn’t worry about a thing.’

I looked at the timer on the wall. ‘I feel like we’ve been in here forever and it’s only been a couple of minutes.’

‘If you’re ready to get out, just let me know,’ Jackie said wiping her face with a small towel.

I shook my head. ‘A couple more minutes.’

‘You know, there was a time when I couldn’t get you into a sauna.’

‘You’re right. I never liked being trapped in small spaces. I was so afraid the door wouldn’t open and I’d be stuck inside and die.’

Jackie laughed. ‘So, I guess you wouldn’t like having one of those panic rooms.’

‘Never thought about it. Maybe. I mean, it would be handy if someone was breaking into the house. I could just crawl inside and hide and no one would be able to get to me. I sort of like the idea of being able to hide.’

Jackie looked at the timer. ‘Time’s up. Let’s get out of here.’

I checked my phone as soon as I finished showering. There were four texts from Eric.

Can’t wait to see you tomorrow!

Finally, we’ll be waking up together every day!

Where are you?

Call me. I’m worried.

I called him on the way home. ‘I’m sure I told you I was meeting Jackie.’

‘You should download a GPS tracker app on your cell phone so I can keep tabs on you.’

‘You’re joking, right?’

‘Not really. I mean, I worry about you. I can’t help it. I don’t want anything to happen to you. I love you too much to lose you.’

‘Are you saying that if I download the tracker app, you won’t worry so much?’

‘Yes. And I’ll download it, too. That way we can both know where the other is. It’s not about keeping tabs. It’s about having peace of mind that you’re safe.’

It seemed like a reasonable request. And to be honest, I liked the idea of someone looking out for me and keeping me safe. I’m not sure I ever felt as if someone wanted to keep me safe. Maybe Grandma. Certainly never Mom or Scott. It was nice that someone cared so much about my wellbeing. By the end of the night I had downloaded the app.

Eric was right about the movers. They were careful and quick. I stood in the middle of my empty living room and scanned the empty walls. There were a few holes where pictures had hung and indentations in the carpet where furniture had sat.

Jackie and Bruce had just hauled away my dining-room set in a truck they’d rented. What I hadn’t given away was headed to my new home where Eric was waiting for me.

I felt as if I had a watermelon lodged in my throat. It was more difficult leaving the place I’d escaped to after my marriage ended than I anticipated.

I heard Izzy purr and picked her up. ‘I know, Iz. It’s tough saying goodbye but I think you’ll love our new home.’ I scratched her head. ‘I’m sure you’ll find a great spot to watch the deer and rabbits and squirrels in the backyard.’

I put Izzy inside her travel crate and checked every cabinet and room to make sure I’d left nothing behind. I noticed a half bar of soap in the shower and dropped it into the trash bag I’d put in the dumpster outside before I left.

I texted Eric: I’m on my way.

As I left the apartment complex, I glanced in my rear-view mirror. I could still remember the day I’d moved into my apartment. I was scared about starting my life over, of being alone, wondering if I’d ever love again.

As I pulled onto the highway heading south, for the first time in a long time I was excited about my future. I wasn’t sure what it would bring, but I was sure it would be great. After all, I’d found Eric. He was the best thing that had ever happened to me.

About twenty minutes into the drive, I felt hunger pangs and realized I hadn’t eaten breakfast or lunch. It was now two. I noticed a sign for gas and food and decided to get off at the next exit. I pulled into a burger joint. Normally I didn’t eat fast food, but it was either that or a sandwich from the gas station.

Rather than drive and eat, I pulled into a parking space and gobbled down my food. I followed it up with two pain killers to squash the headache my lack of eating had caused. Eric texted.

Hungry, huh?

I jumped, thinking he must be here, too. Then I remembered he knew where I was because of the tracker app. How sweet of him to check up on me. I texted him back: Yes. Very hungry. Was getting a headache. See you soon. 

I wondered if there’d ever be a time when having the tracker app would be more of a curse than a blessing. For instance, I’d been thinking about buying Eric a new watch. A couple of weeks ago, he’d showed me one he liked while we were checking out rings at the jewelry store next to the mall. If he was constantly checking the app, he might see that I was there and my surprise would be ruined.

As the miles fell behind me the reality of being so far away from work hit home. I told my boss the distance wouldn’t be a problem, and I was determined that it wouldn’t be. I planned to keep an overnight bag in my car in case I had to unexpectedly stay over. Besides Jackie, a few co-workers also offered me a room if ever I needed one.

When I arrived at the new house, the movers were unloading the truck. Eric was at my car door as soon as I pulled in. I got out and he threw his arms around me. ‘Welcome home!’

I retrieved Izzy’s crate from the car and we walked inside. There were towers of boxes everywhere.

I sighed. ‘I’m glad I have a long weekend. We have a lot of unpacking to do.’

‘I want to show you the bedroom and see if you like where I placed the bed and dressers.’

Eric had decided that we’d put my bedroom furniture, which I bought after leaving Scott, in the guest bedroom and use his. I walked into the bedroom. ‘It looks great.’

‘Do you like where your dresser is?’ he asked. ‘If you don’t, we can move it to the other wall.’

I smiled. ‘No, it’s perfect. Thanks!’

I liked my mahogany bedroom furniture more but it pleased Eric that I’d agreed to use his oak set, and I liked making him happy. After all, it was only bedroom furniture.

After the movers left, Eric and I started to unpack. We started in the kitchen, where Eric had already lined the cabinets and put his dishes away.

I opened the cabinet where he’d stacked the dishes, saucers and bowls. ‘Wow! You have a lot of stuff. I’m not sure we really need mine.’

I checked the rest of the cabinets and drawers. All of them were filled with his things. ‘Why don’t we just store my kitchen items in the basement? I really don’t think we need to use mine and yours, and since yours is already put away. I can store mine.’

He looked down at the box he’d just opened. ‘Are you sure?’

I nodded.

‘Or…’ he started to say but abruptly stopped.

‘Or what?’

He glanced at the kitchen boxes stacked on the dining-room table, which was also his, and the floor. ‘You could donate them to charity. It’s not like we need them. Like you said, I have all of the kitchen stuff we need.’

My shoulders sank. I’d had some of my coffee mugs since college. For a moment, it occurred to me that I’d be surrounded by mostly Eric’s things. I felt a pang of regret that I’d moved in second. We didn’t need multiple slow cookers or canister sets.

‘Or, if you prefer, I can give mine away,’ Eric said.

‘No, mine’s packed. It doesn’t make sense to unpack mine and pack yours. It’s just stuff.’

We hauled the boxes to the garage and Eric said he’d drop them off at the Goodwill store.

‘Let me call Jackie first to see if she wants them,’ I said. ‘We can keep the sheets and towels and use them when yours wear out.’

That night, Eric made burgers on the grill and we sat outside on the patio overlooking the backyard. I was glad the sellers had sold us their patio furniture. We could have bought new, but buying theirs was easier. It was a perfect evening, warm enough to sit outside without a sweater.

‘Beautiful evening, isn’t it?’ I said, watching as the light of day slowly faded.

‘Not as beautiful as you.’ Eric removed the burgers from the grill and opened a bottle of wine. He handed me a glass and held up his. ‘Here’s to us!’

I gasped. My free hand flew to my beating heart. A silver wine charm dangled from the crystal stem. Tears filled my eyes. ‘Oh, Eric!’

Eric sat his glass on the table and removed the 1.5 carat solitaire platinum ring and knelt. ‘I want to spend the rest of my life with you, Shelly. Will you honor and cherish me and be my wife?’

Tears streamed down my cheeks. Eric wanted me! He loved me! He wanted me to be his forever!

‘Yes! Yes! A thousand yeses!’ I cried as he took me in his arms.

‘I love you more than you’ll ever know,’ he said.

‘I love you more.’

That night, under the glow of the moon, we made love on a blanket in the backyard. It was the perfect ending to a perfect night.


Chapter 17

The next morning, Eric insisted on serving me breakfast in bed. He made scrambled eggs, bacon and toast. He’d even picked a purple wild flower from the backyard and placed it on the tray.

‘I couldn’t find a bud vase,’ Eric said. ‘Guess that’s one thing neither of us had.’

I sat up so he could place the tray over my legs. ‘You know I’m not used to eating this much for breakfast, if I eat it at all.’

Eric shook his finger. ‘Naughty girl.’

I raked my front teeth over my bottom lip. ‘I like being naughty.’

‘Stop teasing me,’ Eric said.

‘I’m not teasing.’

The tray ended up on the floor and Eric ended up in the bed. An hour later, we were both famished so we ate the cold breakfast, feeding each other forkfuls of scrambled eggs and bacon.

Eric jumped in the shower and I called Jackie. As soon as I said proposed she screamed in my ear and I had to hold the phone away.

‘Details, details! I want all of the details and don’t leave any out.’

I told her about grilling burgers and the wineglass charm.

‘That’s so romantic,’ Jackie said. ‘Snap a photo of the ring and send it to me.’

‘Will do.’

‘So, how’s the unpacking going?’

‘Slowly. I decided I didn’t need my kitchen stuff. Eric had already put his in the cabinets and drawers and we don’t need two of everything. Rather than keep it, I thought I’d donate to charity, but I wanted to check with you first. Do you want it?’

‘I definitely don’t need it, but you have really nice things. I could store them in the basement for Lucy so she has them when she moves out.’

‘Great. I’ll have Eric put them in my car and drop them off next week.’

I got off the phone with Jackie and sent her a photo of my ring.

She texted back in seconds. WOW! Gorgeous.

Eric walked into the bedroom with a towel wrapped around his waist. ‘Your turn.’

After showering, Eric and I spent the day unpacking. The photo frame Jackie had given me looked great on top of my dresser. I was putting lingerie into a drawer when Eric walked up behind me and wrapped his arms around my waist and kissed my neck.

‘Stop it. I’m almost done. This is my last box.’ I placed the lacy bra into the drawer.

‘If you get breast implants you’ll have to buy bigger bras,’ Eric said.

‘True.’

‘I’ll buy them for you.’

I turned around. ‘I can afford new bras.’

Eric brushed the hair off my face. ‘Oh, I know you can, but I’d like helping you pick them out.’

‘You would?’ I was surprised. No guy I knew liked shopping let alone bra shopping. But then Eric was no ordinary guy.

‘Yes. I’d enjoy lingerie shopping with you.’

I threw my arms around his neck and we kissed and ended up in bed.

Later that night, I stood naked in front of the bathroom mirror trying to imagine myself with breasts twice the size of the 36B ones I had now. Eric had found a surgeon in the area and surprised me by making an appointment for the following week. ‘I want you in the best hands,’ he’d said.

I brushed my teeth and crawled into bed. Eric turned to me. ‘So, what kind of wedding do you want? Big? Small?’

‘Definitely small. Maybe we could do a destination wedding. Like Jamaica or something.’

‘Or we could just go to the courthouse,’ Eric said nonchalantly.

‘True.’

‘Let’s get married at the courthouse. Next week.’ He sounded definite.

I lifted my head from his chest so I could look at him. ‘Next week? What’s the rush?’

He kissed my nose. ‘Because I love you and I want you to be my wife.’

‘Well, we can’t next weekend. It’s my high school reunion, remember?’

‘Oh. I forgot. How about the week after?’

My entire body tingled. I was flattered Eric was in such a hurry to marry me. I’d never met anyone who adored me as much as he did. The constant gifts and over the top attention were a bit much at times, but I realized how much I’d come to need his love and adoration. If getting married at the courthouse made him happy then that’s what we’d do. I never wanted to please any man as much as I wanted to please him.

We started kissing and within seconds we were both naked under the sheet. ‘Do you have any sexual fantasies?’ Eric asked.

I managed to say ‘no’ as Eric devoured every inch of my body.

‘I’d like to tie your wrists to the bed,’ he whispered into my ear. ‘Would you let me?’

‘I’ve never been bound before,’ I managed to answer in between moans.

‘Don’t move. I’ll be right back.’

Eric returned with two silk ties and held them up.

‘I won’t tie them tight.’

I nodded, wanting him to pick up where he’d left off. He lightly tied my wrists to the spindles on his oak headboard and lit a candle he’d conveniently found in the nightstand drawer. The flame flickered, casting just enough light that I could clearly see him as he stood next to the bed staring at me. I wasn’t sure I liked being restrained, but he seemed to enjoy it. His eyes pierced mine and he coyly smiled, touching his hardness.

I lifted my torso, beckoning him to join me. He held off until I thought I’d go insane. Then he covered every inch of my body with his mouth. His tongue flickered in all the right places. He entered me gently, slowly at first, then faster. He pulled out, teasing me. I moaned and begged him to continue. I pulled against the restraints, wanting to throw my arms around his neck.

‘Relax, my love,’ he whispered as he took me to heaven and back twice.

He untied the wrist restraints and kissed each of my wrists. ‘See, that wasn’t so bad, was it?’

‘No,’ I whispered, laying my head on his chest. ‘It wasn’t too bad.’

The next morning, I woke up to the smell of bacon. I found Eric in the kitchen making breakfast again.

‘Smells delicious.’

He turned around. ‘I was hoping to serve you breakfast in bed again.’

I smiled and poured a cup of coffee.

He walked over and kissed me. ‘Thanks for last night.’

‘Uh, yeah, about that. Where did that come from?’

Eric shrugged. ‘Guess it’s always been a fantasy of mine. Did you like it?’

‘It was okay. I didn’t like not being able to put my arms around you but I loved everything else.’

He returned to the stove to stir the scrambled eggs. ‘I like that you want to make me happy, that you’re willing to compromise. You’re malleable.’

I sipped my coffee. ‘Malleable? What’s that mean?’

‘You know, open to trying new things. It shows how much you love me that you’re willing to please me by doing something I think is hot even if it doesn’t turn you on.’

I wondered if he had other fantasies, if there were other things he wanted to do to me. I wanted him more than I’d ever wanted any man. And I was willing to do what he wanted me to do in exchange for the ecstasy he provided. I belonged to him. He was in control.
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Patty was the first to notice the ring when I walked into the office on Tuesday.

‘Omigod! Omigod!’ She waved her arms. Her dozen silver bangle bracelets fell down her limbs stopping inches from her elbow. ‘Our Shelly is getting married.’

Soon everyone in the office was crowded around me wanting to see the ring and hear all the details.

‘That’s a huge stone,’ said Daphne, the receptionist. ‘Is there another one where he came from?’

‘Maybe it’s one of those fake ones,’ said Stan, who sits in the cubicle next to me. ‘My wife bought a cubic zirconia when we visited St Thomas and everyone thinks it’s real.’

I flashed baby-faced Stan a mean look. ‘Trust me, Stan, it’s real.’

I wasn’t ready for the firestorm of questions. In fact, I’d considered removing my ring before I walked in to avoid the commotion. I wasn’t in the mood for the barrage of attention I knew I’d receive. I managed to dodge most of the questions when my cell phone rang. It was a client I’d been working with. Mr Beach had contacted me a few months before. He’d lost his wife of fifty-five years to cancer a year ago and had just celebrated his seventy-fifth birthday. He wanted to downsize and was just about to sign the contract on a one-floor model when he suddenly got cold feet. He wasn’t ready to leave the house where he and Dorothy had raised their family and spent the better part of his life.

‘Sorry, guys. I need to take this.’ I sat down at my desk. ‘Hi, Mr Beach. What can I do for you?’

‘Gosh, darn it,’ he said. ‘I slipped the other week coming down the steps and it got me thinking that maybe I should’ve moved when I had the chance.’

‘Oh, I see. Are you okay?’

‘Yes, just twisted my ankle and it’s fine now. But I wondered if you’d stop by. I think I’m ready to move.’

I checked my calendar. ‘How about four today?’

‘Thanks, I’ll see you then.’

I got off the phone with Mr Beach and noticed I’d received a text from Eric.

I see you made it to work. Did anyone notice?

I texted. Yes. Everyone!

He texted several heart emojis. Have a great day. Love you!

Thanks! Love you, too!

The day went quickly and I’d realized I hadn’t eaten lunch. I found a pack of almonds in my desk drawer and gobbled those down. On my way to see Mr Beach, I stopped to fill up my gas tank and ordered a chicken sandwich from the made to order kiosk.

Mr Beach was working in the flower bed in the front yard when I arrived. He reminded me of Santa Claus in summer attire, wearing tan slacks and a blue polo shirt. Same white bushy beard and hair and a belly that seemed to have benefited from plenty of good cooking over the years.

I scanned the flower bed, full of vibrant perennials that popped with color – purple, pink and yellow. ‘Your flowers look gorgeous.’

He smiled. ‘Dorothy was always fussy about her flowers. She spent hours deadheading the plants so they’d keep blooming. Guess I don’t want to disappoint her.’ He pointed to the sky. ‘She might take it out on me when I get up there.’

I instinctively looked up at the sky. If I had a dad, I’d have liked him to be like Mr Beach. I felt sorry for him that his two sons didn’t live closer. Both lived out of state and although they’d invited him to live with them, he declined their offers. ‘I was born in this town and I’ll die in this town,’ he’d said.

I followed him inside to the robin-egg-blue kitchen, and he served me a cold lemonade.

I took a sip. ‘Thank you. It’s delicious!’

‘Made it myself. Just like Dorothy used to do. See that metal lemon squeezer on the counter?’

I looked in the direction he pointed.

‘Got that for a wedding present from my mom. She told us that when life gives you lemons, make lemonade. We’ve made a lot of lemonade over the years, me and Dorothy.’

‘You miss her a lot, don’t you?’

‘Boy, do I ever!’ He pulled out a chair and sat down and invited me to do the same.

After listening to Mr Beach’s story, the lemonade tasted even sweeter. I wondered if Eric would love me that much someday. I held up my glass to make a toast. ‘In honor of Dorothy and of the life you shared in this beautiful big house. May we find a new generation to make it their home and cherish it as much as you have.’

We tapped our glasses and Mr Beach pulled a white cotton hankie out of his pants pocket and blew his nose. He was the only man I knew who still used cotton hankies.

‘So how long do you think it will take to sell?’ He leaned back in his chair.

I opened my notebook and pulled out a pen. ‘The market’s good right now. Houses under three hundred thousand are selling fast. I don’t anticipate any problems. This is one of the nicest brick colonials in the neighborhood and you’ve taken great care of it over the years. Plus, it has a lot of curb appeal.’

He nodded. ‘Any idea if the house you showed me a few months back is still available?’

I shook my head. ‘No, but there’s another one just like it down the street. Brand new. They’re just finishing installing the flooring. Let me show you.’

I pulled my iPad out of my tote and leaned towards Mr Beach so I could show him the photos. ‘I really like the dark wooden floors and cabinets.’

‘And how much to add the sunroom like there was on the other place?’

‘An additional forty thousand.’

‘And they could add that to this home?’

‘Yes, or you could build what you want from scratch. Pick the flooring, cabinets, fixtures. Everything.’

He waved his hand. ‘That’s too much trouble.’

‘I’d like to show you the property. When would you be free?’

‘Well, I golf Wednesdays and Fridays. Sometimes Saturdays. But I’m usually done by one and I can go anytime the other days.’

I checked the calendar on my phone. ‘How about tomorrow at three?’

‘Works for me.’

‘In the meantime, I’ll start the paperwork on putting this house on the market.’

After we finished our lemonade and ironed out sale details, I followed Mr Beach outside. ‘Thank you for getting in touch with me again.’ I shook his hand. ‘I’ll get you the best price I can.’

As I slid into the car to drive home, Mr Beach returned to gardening. I smiled. Dorothy would be happy.

I’d forgotten to text Eric to tell him I had a late appointment, so when I checked my texts before starting the car, there were several from him.

Where are you?

Checked GPS. Whose house?

Worried. Text as soon as you get this.

I sighed. On the one hand, I wished he wouldn’t worry about me so much. On the other, it was great that he cared and looked out for my wellbeing. I typed:

Had late appt. Sorry didn’t text. Heading home now.

K. Saw you were at house outside city.

I replied. Yes. See u soon! 

I started the car and resumed listening to the audiobook Eric had bought me. ‘I want to make your commute as painless as possible,’ he’d said.

An hour and a half later, I pulled into the driveway. As soon as I stepped out of the car, I smelled steaks sizzling on the grill. I walked around to the back to find Eric opening the grill cover and poking baked potatoes with a fork.

‘It smells delicious,’ I said. ‘And I’m really hungry.’

He looked up. ‘Finally, you’re home.’

‘Yeah, sorry I was late. I thought you were going to the gym tonight?’

Eric closed the lid to the grill. ‘I was going to, but since you weren’t going to be able to make it I decided to cook dinner for you instead.’

I walked over and he kissed me and held me tight against him for what seemed like hours.

‘Besides,’ he whispered. ‘I have a surprise for you later.’

I pulled away so I could look in his eyes. ‘You keep it up and I’m never going to want to leave you.’ I laughed.

He pulled me in again. ‘That’s what I’m counting on.’

A bottle of wine, steaks, baked potatoes and salad later, I thought I’d burst.

‘You were hungry,’ Eric said.

I explained about missing lunch, finding almonds and the chicken sandwich. ‘Oh,’ he said. ‘I didn’t see you stop for a chicken sandwich.’

I scrunched my nose. ‘What? Do you check my location constantly? When I stopped for gas I bought a chicken sandwich.’

I guess he noticed I was a little annoyed. ‘Look, I just worry about you. I check it throughout the day to make sure you’re safe. I’ve waited my whole life for you and now that I’ve found you, I never want to lose you.’

My heart melted. ‘Thanks, that’s so sweet. But please don’t worry about me so much.’

Tears formed in the corners of his eyes and I felt like I was floating on air. How could someone love me as much as Eric did?

That night after I showered, I found Eric’s latest surprise on the bed. There was a note on top of it.

Put this on. Spread eagle on the bed. I’ll be right there.

What the…? I looked over to the bathroom where Eric was showering. I picked up the sexy black bra set with high-waist panties that laced up at the front and had adjustable garters. He’d also bought thigh-high fishnet stockings with lacey tops. I guess that’s what the garters were for. I also noticed the set included wrist restraints.

Another one of his fantasies? I put on the bra and lacey panties and looked in the mirror. I felt like a Victoria’s Secret model flunkie. I heard the shower stop so I quickly pulled on the fishnet stockings and fastened them to the garters. That’s when I noticed the pair of red spiked high heels sitting on the floor. I picked one up and checked the size. It was my size. I guess I’m supposed to wear these, too. I strapped on the shoes and crawled into the middle of the bed and spread eagle, like he had instructed me to do. Seconds later, he came out of the bathroom.

‘I see you found my surprise.’ He sounded like a little kid on Christmas morning.

I lifted my head. ‘Yes. Although I feel ridiculous in it.’

He walked over to the bed. ‘You’re beautiful. Just like I wanted.’

‘Is this another one of your fantasies?’ I asked.

He crawled onto the bed and started kissing me. ‘Mind if I use the wrist restraints.’

I shook my head. ‘But not tight.’

‘No, not tight. Loose like last night.’

He straddled me and tied my wrists to the bed spindles. ‘You’re so absolutely beautiful.’

‘I kind of feel like a whore wearing this.’

He kissed my arm, starting with my wrist and moving down towards my shoulder. Then he whispered in my ear. ‘Then you’re my whore.’

 I thought he was going a little overboard with the whore roleplaying scenario but couldn’t resist the things he was doing to me. If he got his kicks from pretending I was his whore, what harm could it do? What he commanded, I did. And I did things I’d never done before. By the end of the night, I knew there’d be many more nights when he’d want me like this.

‘Are you asleep?’ he whispered into my ear.

I yawned. ‘Almost. Why?’

‘Thank you for tonight. You listen well.’




Chapter 19

Eric and I had booked a room at the hotel where my high school reunion was being held. We wanted to be able to enjoy ourselves and not have to worry about driving.

I finished applying my make-up and walked out of the bathroom. ‘What do you think?’ I turned in a circle showing off the black dress and strappy black heels he’d bought.

‘You look fabulous. Almost as great as you looked in the lingerie you wore last night.’ He winked.

This past week, Eric had surprised me with more sexy lingerie. I was more comfortable sleeping in sweatpants and a T-shirt, but wearing the lingerie made him happy so I did. I noticed when I opened our suitcase that he’d packed a leopard print set I hadn’t worn yet.

He walked over and kissed me. ‘You’re going to be the most beautiful woman in the room.’ He stepped back. ‘But there’s something missing.’

He reached into his coat pocket and pulled out a long white box with a lavender bow on top. ‘I think this will do the trick.’ He handed me the box.

‘Eric, you’re impossible.’ I unwrapped the box and my jaw dropped. ‘It’s absolutely beautiful.’ I carefully removed the heart-shaped pendant with a diamond in the middle.

‘I looked all over the place for just the right necklace that captures what I feel for you,’ he said.

He looked like he was about to cry.

‘When I saw this, I knew I’d found it. The diamond in the middle represents you and the heart is my heart. I will forever keep you in my heart.’

I took a deep breath. I didn’t want to cry and ruin my make-up. I’d just spent an hour putting it on. ‘That’s the most beautiful thing anyone has ever said to me, Eric.’ I hugged him and we kissed.

‘Well, I mean it. Here, let me put it on.’

I turned around and he draped the necklace around my neck and clasped it in the back. ‘There.’ He planted kisses down my neck and warmth spread throughout my body. ‘A beautiful necklace for a beautiful woman.’

I turned around and we kissed – again. He wanted to take it further but I’d told Jackie we’d meet her at six and we were already ten minutes late.

When we walked into the ballroom, Jackie ran over and threw her arms around me. ‘You look gorgeous, Shel.’ She stepped back and scanned me from head to toe. ‘Seriously, girlfriend. You look amazing. Your hair, your dress, your…hey, is that a new necklace?’ She leaned in to get a closer look.

I touched my necklace and lifted it slightly so Jackie could see it better. ‘Eric just gave it to me. Isn’t it gorgeous?’

‘The diamond hanging around your neck is twice the size of the one on my finger.’ Jackie turned to Eric. ‘It’s beautiful, Eric.’

‘Not as beautiful as the woman wearing it.’

Jackie’s hand flew to her heart. ‘Ahh! That’s so sweet, I think I’m going to cry.’

‘Don’t you dare,’ I said. ‘If you start crying then I will.’

Bruce walked over with a beer in each hand. ‘Who’s going to cry?’

Jackie waved her hand. ‘You missed it, honey. Look at the beautiful necklace Eric gave Shelly.’

Bruce glanced at the necklace. ‘Looks like one I got once in a box of Cracker Jack.’

We laughed.

Jackie pointed to Bruce’s hands. ‘Did you bring me a beer?’

Bruce grimaced. ‘Uh, did you want one?’

‘I just thought that since you had two, you might have brought one for me, seeing that you’re such a thoughtful husband.’

‘Got two so I wouldn’t have to make a second trip for a while, but if you want one you can have it.’ He handed Jackie a beer.

I scanned the room. ‘Where’s the bar?’

Bruce pointed to the far end of the ballroom and Eric and I headed in that direction.

As soon as I heard his voice, I knew Tommy Fitzgerald was behind me. I turned around and was met with a big bear hug that nearly knocked me over.

‘You’re still the prettiest girl in the class,’ Tommy said.

I was sure my face was radish red. ‘Thanks, Tommy.’

Eric cleared his throat.

‘Oh, Tommy. This is my fiancé, Eric. Eric, this is Tommy Fitzgerald.’

They shook hands.

‘Always wanted to take Shelly out,’ Tommy said. ‘But every time I tried to get up the nerve to ask her, another guy had beaten me to it.’

I laughed but couldn’t help but notice that Eric’s laughter seemed forced. We talked a few more minutes before walking away. Boy, I needed a drink. Bringing Eric to my high school reunion was nerve-racking. I was sure it was just my imagination, but it felt like all eyes were on us.

I wondered if I’d see Matt. After the welcome I received from Tommy, I was a little nervous about seeing Matt. I hadn’t told Eric about my high school sweetheart.

Eric and I finally made it to the bar. Jeff and Alice were in line in front of us and I introduced them.

‘Nice to meet you,’ Eric said. He turned to me. ‘Is this the couple that passed the note and were caught by your teacher?’

‘Yes.’ I laughed and explained to Jeff and Alice that I’d shared that story with Eric.

‘Good old Mr Billet,’ Jeff said. ‘I swear he had eyes in the back of his head.’

They laughed and we made some more small talk.

I took a sip of my gin and tonic and surveyed the room while Eric paid the bartender. Jackie had told me we were sitting at Table 30 in front of the stage.

‘Want to head to our table?’ I asked Eric.

Eric made a motion with his arm. ‘You lead, I’ll follow.’

We were halfway across the room when I heard Tommy’s voice again. ‘Matt!’ I stopped abruptly and Eric bumped into me, spilling a little of his drink on his shirt.

I turned around. ‘Oh, so sorry, Eric.’

I pulled a tissue out of my purse and handed it to him. I closed my purse and looked in the direction of Tommy’s voice just in time to see him hug Matt like he had hugged me. Other than his salt and pepper hair, Matt looked just like he had in high school. Tall, lean and a killer smile that took up the bottom half of his chiseled face.

‘Shelly?’ Eric sounded perturbed. ‘I thought we were going to our table.’

Eric had caught me looking at Matt. I had a feeling he was more upset about that than me making him spill some of his drink on his shirt.

‘Uh, sorry. I just saw someone I haven’t seen in a long time.’ I led the way and we walked towards the stage and found our table. I slid in to the seat next to Jackie. She leaned over and whispered, ‘Have you seen David?’

‘Not yet.’

‘He’s even better looking than he was in high school.’

David was Jackie’s steady and she was crushed when he broke it off to date someone he’d met in college.

‘Is this seat saved?’

I hadn’t seen Tommy Fitzgerald approach the table, so his booming voice startled me.

I looked up and smiled. ‘It’s all yours!’

Tommy’s wife had passed away a few years ago from uterine cancer. She was as loud and as lovable as him.

‘So, Eric, did Shelly tell you about the time a bunch of us went to the mountains and got drunk? It was senior skip day.’

Eric glanced at me. ‘No, I don’t believe she has.’

I playfully tapped Tommy’s arm. ‘I’m sure Eric doesn’t want to hear about that.’

‘Well, it was pretty damn funny. Watching you drunk off your ass, throwing up all over Matt.’

I shook my head, realizing that Tommy was already tipsy.

‘No funnier than you making out with a tree you thought was your girlfriend,’ Jackie chimed in. ‘Remember that?’

We all laughed – except Eric. He didn’t seem to find it funny.

We chatted throughout dinner, reliving our glory days when our biggest concern was waking up with a zit on prom day. I tried to include Eric in the conversations, but he seemed distant.

‘I’ll be right back.’ I pushed out my chair. ‘I’m going to the restroom.’

After using the restroom, I ran into Matt in the hallway.

‘Shelly!’ He smiled. ‘You look great!’ He hugged me.

‘Thanks. You, too.’

He glanced at my ring finger. ‘I hear you’re engaged.’

I held up my hand.

‘That’s some rock,’ he said.

‘Well, I have some man.’

‘And he’s a lucky man.’

About five minutes into catching up, I heard Eric’s voice.

‘There you are! I was looking all over for you.’ Eric kissed me on the cheek and put his arm around me as if to say: She’s mine. Back off, buddy!

 ‘I was just telling Shelly what a lucky man you are,’ Matt said. ‘Don’t be the fool I was and let this one get away.’

I felt my face heat up.

‘Never!’ Eric said, putting his arm around me. ‘She’s mine. Forever.’

Eric stressed ‘forever.’

Matt smiled. ‘It was great seeing you, Shel. And it was nice meeting you, Eric.’

I was glad when the reunion ended. My mouth hurt from smiling so much. My feet hurt from wearing strappy heels that added three inches to my five-foot-four frame and felt like stilts. And my head hurt from drinking too much alcohol and not enough water.

Eric was quiet as we walked back to our hotel room.

‘You okay?’ I asked.

He didn’t answer and I could tell he was upset.

When we got back to the room, he undressed and went to bed. I showered and put on the sexy lingerie he’d packed, but when I crawled into bed, he turned away.

‘Eric, what’s wrong? What did I do?’

‘Do I really have to tell you?’

I was dumbfounded. ‘Yes. I can tell you’re upset but I have no idea why.’

He sat up and leaned towards me so his face was only inches from mine. ‘You flirted with every single guy in that ballroom tonight.’

‘Oh, come on. I didn’t. I didn’t even talk to every guy in the ballroom. Only the ones…’

He interrupted me. ‘Only the ones you slept with.’

‘I never slept with Tommy or Matt. Matt and I came close, but we never did it. Besides, that was thirty years ago.’

‘But I bet you’d like to fuck him, wouldn’t you?’

I never heard Eric say the F-word so hearing him say it now startled me. For a second I was thirteen again, and on the receiving end of one of Mom’s drunken rages, when every other word was ‘fuck.’ And, just like I did when I was a child, I apologized for something I didn’t do. Anything to keep the peace and avoid a fight. ‘I’m sorry. I didn’t mean to upset you. I won’t do it again.’

‘Promise?’

‘Yes.’

‘Good. From now on whenever we’re at public gatherings I’m going to rate your attentiveness. Tonight, you got a F. I hope your grade improves.’

‘What? You’re not serious, are you?’

‘What if I am? You said you’d do anything for me.’ He lay back down and turned away.

I sighed. I was tired of fighting over something so stupid. I tried changing the subject. ‘I’m wearing the lingerie you bought me. Don’t you want to see?’

‘I did see,’ Eric muttered.

I touched his back and leaned in so my mouth touched his ear lobe. ‘Did you like what you saw?’ I teased.

‘It was okay.’

I kissed his neck. ‘Just okay?’

He looked over his shoulder at me. ‘Look, Shelly. I’m tired. All I want to do is go to sleep.’

‘But…’

‘No, I said. Please just leave me alone.’

I felt like a cheap whore begging for sex. I ran into the bathroom, took off the sexy lingerie and threw up in the toilet. I spent the night naked on the bathroom floor.



Chapter 20

My head was pounding the next morning when Eric found me beside the toilet.

‘I must’ve drunk more than I thought,’ I moaned, having made my way back to the bed.

‘I ordered breakfast,’ he said curtly. ‘It should be here soon. Meanwhile, drink water.’ He left and returned with a glass of cold water.

‘Thanks.’ I took a sip of the water. ‘I’m sorry about last night.’

He sat on the bed. ‘Don’t worry about it. It was our first time being at a huge public gathering. You’ll know better the next time.’

I still wasn’t entirely sure what I’d done that constituted flirting. I didn’t think I flirted with anyone, but then I didn’t think I was drunk and I was.

There was a knock on the door.

‘Must be room service.’ Eric answered the door and returned with a tray filled with breakfast goodies.

‘Do you think you’re up for sitting at the table to eat?’ He sat the tray on the table.

I crawled out of bed. ‘I can’t remember the last time I had a hangover. It’s been years. Maybe my college graduation.’

Eric pulled out my chair and I sat down. ‘When was the last time you were drunk?’

‘I never get drunk.’ He sounded tense. ‘When you drink too much you lose control and I don’t like losing control.’

I tasted the scrambled eggs and ham. ‘This is delicious, but there’s a lot of food here.’

Besides the eggs and ham, there were potatoes, toast, pastries, fruit, orange juice and coffee.

‘Now you’re criticizing my food ordering skills.’

There was an edge to his voice. I guess he was still upset from last night.

He jabbed his eggs with his fork. ‘You should be grateful I’m taking care of you.’

‘Oh, I am. I definitely am. I was just saying there’s a lot of food. Sorry if I upset you. I didn’t mean to. I appreciate all you’ve done for me. You’re wonderful and I’d be lost without you.’

His shoulders relaxed.

‘Is there anywhere you want to go today while we’re in town?’ I asked.

‘Yes,’ he said. ‘I have some errands to run. Do you think you can hang out with Jackie?’

‘Oh.’ I looked down.

‘Is there a problem?’ he asked. ‘I thought you’d have fun spending the day with her.’

‘Oh, I’d have fun. It’s just that I thought we were going to spend the day together.’

Eric sliced a piece of ham. ‘Look, to be honest I’ve been feeling guilty about making you cancel dinner with Jackie last week to be with me. I figured since we’re in town, you girls could hang out while I do my thing.’

‘Jackie didn’t mind me canceling. Besides, I wanted to be with you.’

He sipped his coffee. ‘I know, but it would make me feel better if you spent time with your best friend. I think Jackie’s been feeling a little deserted. She even scolded me last night about taking you away.’

‘She was only kidding.’

‘Maybe, but I think there was some truth to her sentiments. I’ll pick you up at Jackie’s at eight.’

He left to shower and I crawled back into bed. I called Jackie and asked if I could come over.

‘I have a better idea,’ she said. ‘How about we go shopping? We haven’t gone shopping in forever and I want to pick out something new for your wedding.’

‘I told you not to spend money on anything new. We’re just going to the courthouse. It’s no big deal.’

‘It’s a big deal to me. Besides, it’ll give me an excuse to splurge twice in one month on something new.’

‘Are you sure Bruce won’t get mad?’

‘Who cares?’ Jackie said. ‘He’ll get over it. Your best friend only gets married twice.’

Jackie’s last statement had me rolling on the bed laughing. ‘Thanks!’

‘For what?’

‘For just being you.’ I got off the phone with Jackie just as Eric walked into the room dressed in jeans and a button-down white Oxford.

‘You look great!’ I told him.

‘Thanks!’

‘I called Jackie and we decided to go shopping.’

He nodded. ‘Good. I’ll pick you up at her house at eight.’

He kissed me before he walked out the door, but not before taking the satchel.

I lay in bed another hour, replaying the night over and over in my mind. Dancing to music that had been popular back when I was in high school, reconnecting with people I’d known since kindergarten and hadn’t seen in years. It was a fun night – until Eric and I returned to our room and he accused me of things I’d never do. I reasoned that he was just insecure. I guess I’d have to do a better job of showing him he was the one for me.

A couple of hours later, Jackie and I went to the mall, hitting all our favorite shops. We stopped to get a bite to eat in the food court and found a table in the corner.

I picked up a bunch of fries and stuffed them into my mouth. ‘I can’t remember the last time I had fries. I’d forgotten just how good they taste.’

Jackie sipped her soft drink. ‘That’s why you look so good. How can you not eat fries?’

‘It’s hard, but I’m trying to cut down on carbs.’

‘So how did Eric like the reunion?’ Jackie asked.

‘Oh, you know how it is when you go to an event where you only know a couple of people.’

Jackie nodded. ‘Well, if he didn’t enjoy himself, he sure is good at faking it.’

I wasn’t ready to tell Jackie what had happened. I was still trying to process it myself.

After eating, we ended up in our all-time favorite boutique. We saved it for last because we knew if we went there first, we’d blow all our money. We never had any trouble finding something we loved in this store.

Jackie carried over a piece of lingerie. ‘Isn’t this sexy?’

I gulped. It was the leopard set I’d had on the night before.

Jackie shook the lingerie. ‘Your face is red. You have this, don’t you?’

I nodded.

‘I knew it. Do you always get all sexy for Eric?’

‘Well, he buys them for me.’

‘He buys you sexy lingerie? I so need him to talk to Bruce. Bruce is as romantic as…’ She looked over my shoulder. ‘As that guy putting his hand down his pants to reposition his junk.’

I turned around to see who Jackie was referring to and locked eyes with a bald middle-aged man shopping with his wife, who looked as if she could be his daughter.

‘And that’s another thing,’ Jackie said.

I turned back to face her.

‘No way would I take Bruce along when I went shopping for clothes. He hates shopping. I took him once when we first started dating and I never did again. What about Eric? Is he a pain in the ass when it comes to shopping?’

‘Scott was. But not Eric. He loves going shopping with me. In fact, last week he took me shopping and stood outside the waiting room. I tried on about six dresses and modeled them for him. He insisted on buying them all.’

‘Wow,’ Jackie said. ‘What an amazing guy. And to think you almost didn’t do the whole online dating thing.’

‘Yeah, I know.’

	
It was six when Jackie and I returned to her house. Bruce was grilling some burgers.

‘Is there enough for us?’ Jackie asked.

‘Plenty,’ Bruce said. ‘I went to the store and bought more just in case. Nick has some friends over so I figured I’d make enough for everyone.’

I elbowed Jackie. ‘See how great Bruce is.’

‘Yeah, he might not be Mr Sexy Pants, but he is thoughtful.’

Eric arrived at Jackie’s a little before eight. He didn’t know it, but I’d kept tabs on him via the GPS app on my phone. He’d spent the entire day in a seedy part of town, or at least his phone did. Normally, I never paid attention to the app. But it kind of weirded me out when he told me he had plans for the day. He wasn’t from here. He’d never lived here. Other than me and Jackie and Bruce, he didn’t know anyone in this town – or no one that I knew of. Yet he’d spent the entire day doing God knows what.

Eric handed Jackie a colorful floral arrangement in a glass vase.

She took the flowers. ‘Are these for me?’

Eric nodded. ‘It’s just a small gesture to thank you for being such a good friend to Shelly. I know she really values your friendship, and I appreciate that you’re always there for her.’

Jackie smiled. ‘Thank you but you didn’t have to buy me flowers. Shelly has always been there for me, too. That’s what best friends do.’

On the drive home, Eric was a little quiet.

‘Did you have a fun day?’ I asked.

‘Yes. I did what I needed to do.’

I debated whether to ask him what he needed to do in one of the worst sections of the city, but I didn’t want to get into another fight.

‘That was nice of you to buy Jackie flowers,’ I said.

‘Well, she’s a good friend and good friends should be rewarded. Did you have fun shopping today?’

‘Yes, Jackie got an outfit for the wedding and I bought a couple of tops for work.’

 ‘You’ll have to show me when we get home. I’ll need to approve them.’

I playfully hit his arm. ‘Stop it. You know I don’t dress inappropriately for work.’

‘No, but some of your blouses expose a little too much of your breasts. I get hard just looking at you.’

I looked down at my breasts to check if the top I was wearing was exposing too much.

‘That top is fine,’ Eric said. ‘But when we get your breast implants, it might be too snug. I’ll take you shopping for new clothes then.’

That night, I modeled the blouses I’d bought.

‘You look beautiful in them,’ Eric said. ‘You made good choices. I approve.’

I changed into my nightgown and went to bed. Fifteen minutes later, Eric joined me.

‘Are you asleep?’ he asked.

I peeled open my eyes. ‘Sort of.’

He started kissing my shoulder and then went down my back. I turned over to face him.

He held up a new set of sexy lingerie. ‘Put this on.’

‘Can we have sex one night without me dressing up like a hooker?’ I asked tiredly.

‘But I thought you liked roleplaying.’

‘I do. It’s different. But not every time. Sometimes I just want to be made love to.’

‘But you know I don’t get as hard when you don’t wear the sexy lingerie.’

‘You get hard enough,’ I said.

I was wrong. After I spent what seemed like eternity trying to get him aroused, I changed into the get-up, complete with a cowgirl hat and white boots and whip.



Chapter 21

First thing Monday morning, Mr Beach’s son called to tell me his father had passed away. He’d had a heart attack while gardening. A neighbor found him slumped over in the grass with a handful of seed pods spilled on the ground next to him. At least he was with his beloved Dorothy. Now they could garden together.

I was so upset I called Jackie. ‘Here one day, gone the next. Life is so uncertain.’

‘That’s why you should be happy while you can because you never know when it might end,’ she said.

‘It made me think of Eric. While he has his quirks, he truly wants me and loves me. What do I have to lose except time spent building a life with him?’

‘True,’ Jackie said. ‘Life is full of uncertainty. There’s risk involved in any relationship. No marriage is perfect. No person is perfect. But if you love each other, you’ll find a way to weather the bad times and come out stronger.’

‘Thanks, Jackie, for picking me up.’

By mid-week I was starting to get nervous about the wedding. In two days we’d say those magic words: I do.

When I walked into Andre’s on Thursday, he started humming the tune to ‘Here Comes the Bride’.

I laughed and hung up my purse and jacket.

‘Are you nervous about the wedding?’ Andre asked.

‘A little.’

‘Don’t be. You’ll be a beautiful bride.’ He wiggled his fingers and made an evil face. ‘Now get into my chair. I’ve been waiting to get my hands in your hair.’

I sat down and he threw a cover around my neck and snapped it in the back. He fluffed my hair. ‘Same old thing?’ He sounded ho-hum. ‘Or, are you brave enough to try something different?’ he said in a much more cheerful voice.

I chewed on my bottom lip. I’d been thinking about Eric’s suggestion all week. ‘How about giving me some blonde highlights?’

Andre held his hand up to his ear. ‘Can you repeat that?’

I laughed. ‘I thought maybe it was time for a change. How do you think blonde highlights would look?’

Andre shook both of his hands. ‘Stunning! Absolutely stunning.’

‘Then, let’s do it!’

A few hours later, I took a selfie and sent it to Jackie.

Love it! She texted.

I thought about texting Eric the photo but decided to surprise him instead.

When I got home, he was playing his guitar on the patio. The fire pit was on and a bottle of wine and two wine glasses sat on the table.

I opened the sliding glass door and walked out. Eric looked incredibly handsome sitting in front of the fire pit. The flames flickered, casting shadows across his body. ‘You sound great.’

Eric stopped playing and looked up at me. ‘Ah, you got the highlights. You look beautiful. Turn around.’

I turned around and then walked over and we kissed.

He picked up the wine bottle. ‘How about a glass of wine?’

‘That sounds wonderful.’

We drank the wine and Eric played a song he’d been working on. His guitar playing sounded better than his voice, but I wasn’t about to tell him that.

Eric sat down the guitar and patted his thighs. ‘Come here.’

I walked over and sat on his lap. Eric brushed the hair off my face. ‘You look so beautiful in this light.’

And we kissed and made love right there. There was no sexy lingerie. No ties. No roleplaying. Just two naked bodies intertwined in ecstasy. It was moments like this that made putting up with his fantasies worth it.

‘I love you,’ he said.

‘I love you more.’

	
Eventually we went to bed and fell fast asleep. When I woke up in the morning, I slid out of bed, not wanting to wake Eric. Jackie and Bruce were coming at noon. Eric had arranged for a limo to take us to the courthouse for the wedding and then to the Top of the World, a very expensive restaurant about an hour away.

We’d decided to put off the honeymoon until next year, since we had just bought a house. Eric promised to take me to Paris.

I stumbled into the kitchen and made coffee. Izzy purred and I picked her up and scratched her back. ‘Mommy’s getting married today. What do you think about that?’

This wedding would be so different than my first. Scott and I were married in the church his family attended and the reception was at a beautiful banquet hall nearby.

After pouring cream in my coffee, I went out to sit on the patio. I glanced over at the fire pit remembering how wonderful last night had been. Then I noticed the brown stalks in the day lilies growing next to the patio. I remembered what Mr Beach had said about deadheading plants. ‘You have to pluck the dead stuff so the new stuff will grow.’ I walked over and snapped off the seed pods and pulled out the brown stalks. Maybe life was the same way. You had to pluck off the rotten stuff so new buds could bloom.

The door opened and it startled me.

‘Sorry,’ Eric said. ‘I didn’t mean to scare you.’

He walked over and kissed me. ‘In five hours, you’ll be my wife.’

I smiled. ‘And you’ll be my husband. I don’t think it’ll change things much, though.’

Eric pulled out a chair and sat down. ‘I don’t know about that. I mean we’re making a commitment to each other. Right now, one of us could just get up and leave if we wanted to. Once we’re married, it won’t be that easy. We both know what it’s like being married to someone who doesn’t honor you and take care of your heart. I will always take care of you as long as you take care of me. I promise you that.’

Jackie and Bruce arrived a little early and we gave them a tour of the house.

‘I can’t believe it’s taken me this long to see it,’ Jackie said. ‘It’s beautiful. I love all the antiques.’

I smiled. ‘Thanks. Do you want to help me get ready? Eric and Bruce can hang out in the great room.’

 Jackie followed me into the bedroom and picked up the photo of us. ‘We’ve been through so much together, haven’t we?’

I laughed. ‘Absolutely. And I never thought that would include another wedding.’

I held up my wedding dress.

‘It’s gorgeous,’ Jackie said. ‘The photos you sent didn’t do it justice.’

The cream mid-length dress featured a sheer overlay with romantic Chantilly lace beneath and a shirred bodice.

	
‘Thanks. Eric picked it out.’

‘No way would I trust Bruce to choose anything for me. But Eric obviously has good taste!’

I sat at the vanity in the bathroom so Jackie could apply my make-up. I could do it myself, but she wanted to. She picked up the foundation. ‘Remember the first time we used make-up?’

I smiled. ‘Yes. It was a slumber party at your house and we got into your mom’s make-up drawer. Boy, was she mad!’

Jackie blended in the foundation. ‘We were all blue eye shadow and ruby red lipstick.’

We laughed.

Jackie applied the eyeliner and smoky eyeshadow. ‘What about when we shaved our legs for the first time? We nicked the hell out of them and practically used a whole box of bandages covering up all the nasty cuts.’

I pointed to my eyebrow. ‘And then you took the razor to your eyebrow and took half of it off.’

Jackie looked in the mirror. ‘And it never did grow back in right. I have to color it in with pencil.’

She held up two lipsticks. ‘Which color? Red or Raisin?’

‘Raisin.’

She applied the lipstick. ‘Rub your lips together.’ She stepped back and smiled. ‘You look absolutely gorgeous, Shel. Now for the dress.’

I carefully stepped into the dress and pulled it up. Jackie zipped up the back and stepped back. I turned around to face her. I’d never felt happier.

‘You’re beautiful,’ Jackie said. ‘Absolutely beautiful. You’ve had a certain glow to you since meeting Eric. It’s your turn for a Happy Ever After.’

I widened my eyes and fanned my face. ‘Stop it. Don’t make me cry and mess up my face.’ I put the make-up away and turned to Jackie.

‘For the longest time, I’d look at other couples and wish I had what they had. Bruce and you have been married twenty years and while you’ve had your struggles, you always managed to come out stronger and better than before. I want that. I want a man who loves me and who wants to build a life together. And Eric has given me that.’

Now I could see that Jackie was the one getting teary eyed. I hugged her. ‘Thank you, Jack. For being here, for being my best friend since kindergarten, for always having my back, no matter what.’

Our hug was interrupted by a knock on the bedroom door.

‘You girls ready yet?’ Eric asked. ‘The limo’s here.’

I sniffed and Jackie handed me a tissue. ‘We’ll be right there.’

Eric and Bruce waited for us in the living room. As soon as I walked in, Eric came over and hugged me. ‘You look gorgeous.’

‘Thanks. You look great, too.’

Eric wore a black pinstripe suit with a white shirt and black tie. ‘Are you ready?’

I nodded and we walked hand in hand to the limo.

I’d never been in a limo before, so when I crawled in and found that Eric had arranged to have it stocked with champagne, hors d’oeuvres and flowers, I felt like Cinderella must have felt riding in her pumpkin carriage.

He poured each of us a pre-wedding toast. ‘I’m the luckiest man alive,’ he said.

When we arrived at the courthouse, Eric crawled out first and then helped me out. He turned to the driver, who handed him a beautiful bouquet of sunflowers.

‘Are you ready to become my wife?’ He handed me the bouquet and kissed me.

‘But I didn’t order a flower for you. I thought we weren’t going to do flowers.’

‘I wanted you to have the sunflowers.’ He kissed me and we walked into the courthouse holding hands, along with Jackie and Bruce.

The judge was running a little behind, so we waited in a gathering area near the courtroom until it was our turn. About ten minutes later, we were summoned.

Eric and I walked side by side down the aisle to the judge, an older man with white hair and thick black glasses. Jackie and Bruce followed behind us.

‘Hi, I’m Judge Thompson. It’s great to have you both here today. Are you ready to begin?’

Eric and I looked at one another and nodded. I didn’t realize how nervous I’d be. My palms were sweaty and my heart raced like it was running for its life.

‘We are gathered here for the wedding of Michele Kathryn Post and Eric James Talbot,’ Judge Thompson said. He looked at me. ‘Are you, Michele, here of your own free will, and do you intend to marry Eric?’

‘I do.’

Judge Thompson turned to Eric. ‘Are you, Eric, here of your own free will, and do you intend to marry Michele?’

‘I do.’

‘Today you celebrate one of life’s greatest moments as you join in the vows of marriage. Please repeat after me.’

‘Do you, Eric, take Michele to be your wife?’

Eric smiled at me. ‘I do.’

‘Do you promise to love, honor, cherish and protect her, forsaking all others and holding only unto her?’

‘I do.’

I breathed in deeply as Judge Thompson turned to me. ‘And do you, Michele, take Eric to be your husband?’

‘I do.’

‘Do you promise to love, honor, cherish and protect him, forsaking all others and holding only unto him?’

‘I do.’

The judge waited for Bruce and Jackie to hand him the wedding rings and then spoke. ‘The wedding ring is a symbol of unity, a circle unbroken, without beginning or end. And today, Eric and Michele give and receive these rings as demonstrations of their vows to make their life one, to work at all times to create a love that is whole and unbroken, and to love each other without end.’

‘Eric, take this ring and place it on Michele’s finger and state your pledge to her, repeating after me. “This ring I give as a sign of our constant faith and abiding love.”’

Eric looked at me as he spoke.

‘Michele, take this ring and place it on Eric’s finger and state your pledge to him, repeating after me. “This ring I give as a sign of our constant faith and abiding love.”’

I pushed the ring onto Eric’s finger.

‘Eric and Michele, in so much as the two of you have agreed to live together in matrimony, have promised your love for each other by these vows, I now declare you to be husband and wife. Congratulations, you may kiss your bride.’

Eric and I kissed and then I hugged Jackie and Bruce and thanked the judge. The wedding was the quickest six minutes of my life.

An hour later, we arrived at the Top of the World restaurant. En route, we managed to drink two bottles of champagne and had started a third.

The maître d’ led us to a table by the window. Sunflowers in a crystal vase sat in the middle. I turned to Eric. ‘You thought of everything.’

He kissed me and pulled out my chair. We had a bird’s eye view of the sprawling city below.

‘I bet this is gorgeous at night with all of the lights,’ Jackie said.

Eric sat down. ‘It is. I was here once a long time ago. We’ll have to come back sometime at night.’

Eric had pre-ordered our four-course dinner with paired wine. We started with broccoli soup accompanied by a Gruyère puff amuse-bouche. This was followed by a small crab cake amuse-bouche and then a rich lobster soup with curry.

The waiter brought bowls to the table with a generous heaping of succulent lobster tail meat with arugula oil on the bottom of the bowl. We watched as he poured the soup around the lobster and then served us.

I breathed in deeply, taking in the aromas of curry, sherry and cream. I tasted the velvety soft soup. I moaned. ‘This is absolutely amazing.’

The entire dinner was incredible, from the Scottish salmon to the beef tenderloin. By the time the waiter served the cheese plate and petite desserts, I didn’t think I’d be able to eat another bite.

Jackie lifted her glass. ‘How about one more toast?’

We all lifted our glasses. ‘To Eric and Shelly, an amazing couple with an amazing future.’

We gently touched our glasses and sipped our wine. Eric leaned over and kissed me on the cheek.

‘Thank you for including Bruce and I in your wedding celebration,’ Jackie said. ‘It’s been incredible.’

‘I have one more surprise,’ Eric said.

I looked at him. What more could he possibly do?

He smiled. ‘Jackie and Bruce will return in the limo we came in. Please, enjoy the drinks and food.’ He handed them a key. ‘Here’s the key to the house. I made sure the guest bedroom was ready for you. I don’t want you driving home. Spend the night.’

He turned to me. ‘You, my love, will come with me in another limo. I’ve booked us a night in the Honeymoon suite at Le Grand Hotel.’

‘But we didn’t pack anything,’ I said.

‘You didn’t but I did. I have it all covered.’

I could feel the tears coming and I couldn’t stop them. I was so happy I’d found this man. He was everything I’d always wanted and more.

‘You love me more than I thought anyone could,’ I whispered.

Eric ran his thumb down my cheek, wiping away a tear. ‘You don’t know how happy you make me.’

‘I’ll spend the rest of my life making sure I make you happy,’ I told him.

He was my white knight and I was certain I’d found my happily ever after!



Chapter 22

After checking into the hotel, Eric and I took the elevator to the twelfth floor where the Honeymoon suite was located. When we approached the double doors to our room, he set down his satchel and the overnight bag and picked me up.

‘What are you doing?’ I laughed.

‘Carrying you across the threshold,’ he said, opening the door and carrying me inside. He placed me on the bed, next to two swans made from towels facing each other surrounded by red rose petals. He quickly retrieved the bags in the hallway.

A beautiful sunflower arrangement sat on the small table in the corner along with a bottle of champagne on ice. ‘You thought of everything,’ I said.

‘I wanted to make our wedding night special for you,’ he said. ‘And I even bought you something special to wear.’

He opened the overnight bag and took out a semi-sheer chemise baby doll dress with a G-string.

‘But first, let’s bathe together. I ordered special bubble bath and we can soak and enjoy the champagne.’

I’d never known any man as romantic as Eric, and I couldn’t believe I’d found him and that he was mine.

I watched as he added bubble bath to the large soaking tub and filled it up. Rose petals like the ones on the bed decorated the tiles surrounding the tub. Then he opened the bottle of champagne, filled the two glasses and sat them on the tiles. ‘Ready?’

I nodded. I stood to undress.

‘Wait. Let me do it.’

Eric walked over and slowly undressed me, stopping to kiss my breasts. My whole body tingled and I wasn’t sure I’d make it to the tub. I wanted him so badly. I felt as if my body was going to collapse from so much desire. Eric picked me up and carried me to the tub, lowering me into the hot, sudsy water.

‘Ah, pure heaven,’ I sighed.

 Eric handed me a glass of the champagne and I sipped it while he undressed and slid into the tub, sitting across from me. He held up his champagne glass. ‘To the most beautiful wife in the world. To a lifetime of love and laughter.’

‘And to the most wonderful husband in the world,’ I said. ‘I look forward to spending the rest of my life with you.’

That night was the most magical night of all. We soaked in the tub for a long time and after finishing the bottle of champagne Eric dried me off and carried me to bed.

‘What about the lacey nightie you bought me?’ I whispered.

‘Forget the nightie tonight.’

We fell asleep in each other’s arms and when I woke up, we were still twisted like a pretzel and Eric was staring at me.

‘Thank you for making last night so wonderful,’ I said.

‘I’m glad you liked it. I wish we didn’t have to go home.’

‘Me either.’

We ordered room service and ate breakfast in bed. Since we didn’t have to be out of the hotel until noon, we took advantage of the time. We took another bath together and made love before riding home in the limo.

When we got inside the limo, my phone slipped out of my bag. Eric picked it up and looked at the screen. ‘Did you know you have a missed call?’

I shook my head. ‘My phone’s been acting weird lately. Calls have been going directly into voicemail.’

He handed me the phone.

I looked at the number. I didn’t recognize it.

Eric narrowed his eyes. ‘Who was it?’

I shrugged. ‘He didn’t leave a message.’

‘So, it was a man?’

‘No. I mean I don’t know. It might have been a man or it might have been a woman.’

‘But you said man first,’ he snarled.

‘I was using it to refer to both sexes. I don’t recognize the number.’

Eric shook his finger at me as his face turned fiery red and the vein in the side of his neck bulged. ‘You’re lying to me. You’re seeing someone behind my back. You wouldn’t have said “he” if you weren’t sure it was a man.’

‘No, Eric, no! Never!’

He was like a match that had just been lit, his rage just went poof! I’d never seen him so upset.

‘That’s it. I marry you, treat you like a queen and you’re talking to another man behind my back. Are you screwing him? I bet you are.’ He threw a bottle of water at me and I leaned to the side and it missed by inches.

My hand flew to my chest. ‘Please, Eric. It was probably someone calling about a property. I love you. How can you accuse me of such a thing after last night and this morning?’

He butted his face so close to mine our noses almost touched. ‘You’re supposed to honor and obey me.’

My lips trembled. ‘I never said obey. I said love, honor, cherish and protect.’

He grabbed my shirt and shook me. ‘You will obey me! I swear if I ever catch you with another man, I’ll kill both of you.’

I swallowed hard. He was scaring me and I felt as if he was going to hit me at any moment. ‘Honest, Eric. I don’t want anyone but you. If I didn’t want you, I wouldn’t have married you. I’m sorry if I upset you. Here…’ I handed him my phone. ‘Call the number. See for yourself who’s on the other end.’

He threw the phone at me. ‘Just leave me alone. You don’t deserve me.’

I couldn’t stop shaking. I didn’t understand what had just happened. It was as if Eric had become someone else entirely. I’d seen glimpses of his jealous nature the night of my high school reunion, which I attributed to insecurity brought about by his ex-wife’s behavior. But I’d never seen him act like this. One minute he was the man I knew and loved and the next a stranger I feared. It was like being with Mom all over again. Only instead of an empty bottle of vodka thrown at me, it was a cell phone. With her, I could escape to Jackie’s or lock myself in my room. Instinctively, I wanted to get as far away from him as I could. I curled up next to the door and sobbed.

When the limo driver pulled into our driveway and parked, I grabbed my stuff. I wanted to bolt as soon as the driver opened the door. I was embarrassed by Eric’s behavior and I was sure the driver had heard everything.

I ran into the house and watched from the window as the limo pulled away – with Eric inside.

I kept running through the incident, wondering how something so innocent could turn so volatile. I called and texted Eric several times but he didn’t respond. I checked the app on my phone and it looked like he was at his rental property. I thought about driving to the property and trying to talk to him, but I was afraid that would make things worse. Maybe he just needed time to calm down and realize how ridiculous his accusations were. So instead I took a shower, played with Izzy and went to bed.

The next day, I tried to get in touch with Eric again but he continued to ignore me. The app showed he was still at his rental property, so I decided to go there before going to work.

I parked in front of the house and walked to the front door. I took a deep breath and knocked. No one answered. I looked in every first-floor window but didn’t see anyone. In fact, the only things I saw were a wooden ladder and tool box sitting in the middle of one of the rooms.

	
‘Are you okay?’ Patty asked when I walked into the office. ‘For just getting married you seem down in the dumps.’

I hated that I was such an easy read, but I certainly wasn’t going to confide in Patty.

‘I haven’t been feeling great lately.’ I put my tote on my desk and picked up my mail.

‘Are you taking vitamins?’ Patty asked. ‘You should take vitamins.’

I really didn’t want to get into a lengthy conversation with Patty about vitamins or anything else, so I went into a small conference room to work.

About an hour later, Patty knocked on the conference room door. I waved her in. ‘Luke Crenshaw has been trying to get in touch with you about a property he saw. He said he’s been calling your number but it goes directly to voicemail.’

‘Stupid phone hasn’t been working right,’ I told Patty. ‘Guess I’ll have to get it checked. Do you have his number?’

Patty handed me a small piece of paper with his number on it. I ran into Mr Crenshaw at a builders’ association meeting a while back, and he told me he was looking for a property. I gave him my card hoping he’d call me if he found anything he was serious about.

I looked at Mr Crenshaw’s phone number. It was the same as the missed call from the day before that Eric went ballistic over.

I called Mr Crenshaw right away. ‘I’m sorry for not returning your call, Mr Crenshaw. I didn’t recognize the number and thought it might be the telemarketer that’s been bothering me.’

‘No worries, my dear,’ Mr Crenshaw said in a grandfatherly voice. ‘Might I be able to meet with you to discuss selling my home?’

‘Yes. Absolutely. When were you thinking?’

‘How about tomorrow morning. Say around ten?’

I checked my schedule. ‘Ten is perfect.’

I had trouble concentrating and went home early, using not feeling well as an excuse. When I got home and walked in the door, I screamed. I wasn’t prepared to come face to face with Eric.

‘Omigod! You scared me.’

Eric jumped. I don’t think he expected me to be surprised to see him. He probably thought I’d check the app, but I hadn’t checked it since that morning so I had no idea he’d come home.

‘Eric, I’m sorry. I don’t want to fight. I love you so much. Please believe me that I am not talking to another man. In fact, I just learned that the missed call was a client who’s been trying to reach me about selling his home. I love you. Will you forgive me?’

He took me in his arms and squeezed me tightly. ‘Just don’t do that again.’

I wanted to ask what I’d done wrong, but I wanted to keep the peace more. I grew up apologizing to my mom for things I never did. Life was easier that way. This was no different. I wanted my white knight back, the one I’d fallen in love with. That night, he returned and I was happy in his arms once again.


Chapter 23

Eric held my hand as the surgeon explained the procedure.

Dr Curry, who was bald and built like a linebacker, picked up the breast model on his desk. ‘I’ll make a very small incision in the inferior breast fold.’ He pointed to the fold under the breast. ‘I’ll insert the saline implant through the incision. Once it’s in position, I’ll fill it with a sterile saline solution. I’ll then close the incision. All of this is performed under general anesthesia.’

‘How long does the procedure take?’ I asked.

Dr Curry sat the breast model on his desk. ‘About one hour.’

Eric squeezed my hand. ‘What’s the recovery time like?’

‘Most women can return to non-strenuous activities in five to seven days and to their full range of physical activities, including exercise, in three to six weeks.’

After discussing the procedure for over an hour, during which Dr Curry answered all our questions and shared before-and-after photos of his patients, we left.

‘Are you hungry?’ Eric asked.

‘A little. What about you?’

‘We passed a diner on the way here. It’s a couple blocks away. Let’s go there.’

The diner looked like a throwback to the Fifties with its red and black retro booths complete with laminate countertops with metal banding.

Even the waitress looked like she’d stepped out of the Fifties. She wore a black dress with a white collar and a scalloped white apron.

I remember watching some of the old black-and-white TV shows popular in the Fifties on an oldies channel when I was young. The diner reminded me of those shows, which seemed to follow societal norms that encouraged women to stay in the home and out of the workplace. I never liked how the men were always right and the women, who always wore dresses, seemed submissive to them.

We slid into the booth and ordered coffee while we looked at the menus.

I glanced around and noticed the old-fashioned jukebox sitting in the corner.

Eric looked up from his menu. ‘I hope the food’s decent. I’m starving.’

We ordered the hot roast beef sandwich special and it was delicious. Eric even ordered apple pie à la mode for dessert.

‘Just one bite?’ he asked.

I held up my hand. ‘I can’t eat another bite.’

I drank my coffee while Eric finished his pie.

Eric wiped his mouth with his napkin and laid it on the table. ‘So, what are you thinking?’

I hadn’t talked a lot since leaving the surgeon’s office. ‘Do you think a double D cup will be too big?’

He shook his head. ‘Not at all.’ He pulled out his cell phone to review the photos he’d taken during the sizing session. He flipped to the photo of me wearing the sports bra with the largest sizers I’d tried. ‘I think you look terrific in this size.’

‘I don’t want to look like a stripper.’

‘You won’t, sweetheart,’ Eric said. ‘You’ll look terrific. You’re already beautiful. These will just make you more beautiful.’

‘How about the size below that?’

Eric flipped to the photo of me wearing a smaller size.

I pointed to the photo. ‘Yes, what about that size?’

‘They’re fine, too.’

‘But you don’t like them as much?’

He put his phone away. ‘I like the bigger ones better.’

I sighed. ‘Okay, I’ll go bigger for you.’

The waitress returned to fill our coffee cups. ‘Do you know what today is?’ Eric asked.

I smiled. I wondered if he’d forget. It was the one-month anniversary of our wedding. He reached across the table and held my hands. ‘Thank you for taking care of my heart, for always wanting to please me.’

I called Jackie later that night to tell her about the appointment. Eric was in the office catching up on some work.

‘So, you’re really going through with it?’ Jackie asked. ‘Why is it we always want what we don’t have? You want bigger boobs and I’d like mine to be smaller. I mean seriously. My breasts bounce when I run, and I feel like at any moment one of my girls is going to cut loose and whack me in the eye!’

I laughed. ‘You’re the only person I know who can describe running as a full-on contact sport.’

‘Tomorrow’s Thursday. Let’s meet for tacos like we used to after work. I need some girl time.’

‘You’re on. I have a settlement at four and I can come after that. See you then.’

Throughout the next day, whenever I used the bathroom, I caught myself staring into the mirror while washing my hands, wondering what I’d look like with bigger breasts. The surgeon had suggested I try various sizers to see what I felt comfortable with before making the final decision.

I ordered the bead-filled neoprene sacks in two sizes. According to the order confirmation, they were shipped today, which meant they should be on my door step in two days. I’d stuff my bra with both sizes and see which I preferred. This was a big decision for me and I wanted to make sure I made the right one.

Jackie was in her usual seat when I arrived at Tony’s. I slid in beside her and ordered a drink. ‘Gosh, I feel like it’s been forever since we had a girls’ night out.’

Jackie sipped her rum and Coke. ‘I hate that you live so far away.’

‘Me, too. But I do love the house and I never thought I’d say this, but living in a secluded wooded area has its perks.’

‘Like?’ Jackie smiled.

‘Like being able to walk around the house naked and not worry about a neighbor seeing you.’

‘Whoa! Shelly.’ Jackie laughed. ‘Do you walk around the house naked a lot?’

‘Sometimes Eric likes to spend the day naked.’

Jackie pinched her stomach fat. ‘Really? I definitely wouldn’t feel comfortable doing that even if I did live in the country.’

‘I didn’t at first either, but I like making Eric happy.’

The bartender slid our plates of tacos in front of us. ‘Anything else?’

‘Not right now,’ Jackie said. He walked away and she turned to me. ‘But you’re happy, right?’ She sounded serious.

‘I’m happier than I ever thought I’d be. Why’d you ask?’

‘I just want to make sure. You’d tell me if you weren’t, right?’

‘Yes, of course. I mean it’s not always perfect. No marriage is. I lived alone a long time and it’s been an adjustment living with someone again, especially when you’re married and leaving isn’t an option.’

‘You’ve never thought about leaving, have you?’ Jackie asked.

‘No, no. This is all coming out wrong. I just meant that when you’re married and have an argument, you need to find a way to come together and move on.’

We left the bar an hour later and by the time I got home I was ready to drop into bed, but Eric was waiting up for me. As soon as I walked inside I could see by the look on his face he was angry.

‘About time you got home.’ His voice was sharp.

‘Sorry, guess we got carried away talking. But we don’t get to see each other that much.’

‘So, you’d rather spend time with Jackie than with me?’

‘No, I didn’t say that. It’s just that I see you every day and I don’t get to see her that often.’

‘I’m your husband. You should see me every day.’

‘But I told you last night I was meeting Jackie after work for tacos.’

He threw the magazine he was holding on the floor. ‘And that’s another thing – you didn’t ask me if it was okay. You just decided.’

‘I didn’t know I needed your permission.’

‘Well, it would’ve been nice if you had asked me if I minded.’

‘Sorry, I promise the next time I will.’

‘Good.’

He walked towards the guest bedroom.

‘Where are you going?’

‘I’m sleeping in the guest bedroom tonight.’

‘Eric, please. It was just a night out with Jackie. I’m sorry.’

He slammed the door shut and Izzy scurried under the dining-room table.

I showered and crawled into bed. I felt the empty space next to me. I reasoned that Eric was upset because he loved me so much and wanted to spend as much time as he could with me. Why did I keep messing up?

The next morning, he was gone before I woke up. I looked for a note, but he didn’t leave one.

 ‘Well, Izzy. I guess I really screwed up.’

The entire drive to work, I thought about what I could do to make it up to Eric. I had a couple of ideas, but I wasn’t sure which would be best. Maybe I’d buy him the watch he wanted.

I texted him when I arrived at the office.

Missed you this morning.

Love you.

He didn’t respond.



Chapter 24

I had the crappiest day ever. Besides not hearing from Eric, a deal I didn’t anticipate having problems with had fallen through and another seemed headed that way. But the worst news came mid-afternoon. One of my co-workers who’d been battling cancer had died, leaving a loving wife and two small children behind.

And here I was arguing with Eric over what now seemed like trivial matters. My life could end tomorrow. I’d try harder to please him.

When I pulled into the driveway I saw Eric’s car and breathed a sigh of relief. I couldn’t believe how much I’d missed him. He was working in his office and I walked in. ‘About last night,’ I said. ‘I’m sorry. I really am. It won’t happen again.’

He stood. ‘Come here.’ He hugged me. ‘I wish you wouldn’t make me yell at you. I don’t like yelling at you.’

‘I’m sorry. I’ll try harder. Promise.’

Eric smiled. ‘So how was your day?’

‘Not great.’ I explained about the contract falling through and about my co-worker dying.

‘I’m sorry,’ Eric said. ‘Do you want to hit the gym?’

I shook my head. ‘Just not feeling it tonight.’

‘How about we grab a bite to eat out? I’ve been wanting to try that new Mexican restaurant in town.’

‘Sounds great. Let me freshen up first.’

I changed my clothes and returned a few minutes later. ‘Ready?’

Eric grabbed his satchel and we left.

‘I just realized we hadn’t talked about your day. How was it?’ I asked on the way to the restaurant.

‘Very good. Can’t complain at all.’

I wanted to tell him how hurt I was he hadn’t responded to my multiple texts but feared another argument, so I didn’t bring it up.

We were greeted by a wall of Mexican sombreros when we entered the restaurant. The place was cheerful and bright, with yellow, pink, blue and green walls covered with bright Mexican baskets and other items. We were seated at a booth.

‘Love all the colors,’ I said.

Eric looked around. ‘It’s definitely colorful. I hope the food is good.’

A young man approached our table. He was very good-looking, tall and thin with a smile that I’m sure cost his parents thousands.

‘Hi, my name’s Josh. I’ll be your server tonight.’

‘Hi, Josh,’ I said, noticing he was wearing a T-shirt from my alma mater. ‘Are you a student at Penn State?’

He smiled. ‘Yes.’

‘That’s where I went. What year?’

‘I’m a senior. I’m student teaching at Northeastern High School in math.’

‘Good luck.’

‘Thanks.’

We ordered margaritas and when Josh returned with our drinks, he took our food order.

I sipped my margarita as my mind drifted to thoughts of my co-worker and his family. ‘I can’t believe Andy’s gone.’

Eric didn’t say anything. I thought he’d at least try to console me. I was obviously upset about Andy dying. Josh returned with our meals.

‘That was quick,’ I remarked.

‘We aim to please,’ Josh said as he slid the plates in front of us. ‘Be careful, the dishes are hot. Can I get you anything else?’

I smiled. ‘I think we’re good for now. Thanks.’

I scooped some salsa sauce on top of my chicken enchiladas. Eric dug into his beef burritos.

‘How are the burritos?’ I asked, tasting my enchiladas.

‘Okay.’ He didn’t look up at me.

‘Just okay?’ I asked.

This time he looked at me. ‘They’re good, okay?’

From the tone of his voice and troubled expression, I could tell he was upset.

‘Is everything alright?’ I asked him. ‘You’re quiet.’

He stabbed his burrito with his fork. ‘I just don’t feel like talking.’

He definitely was irritated but I had no idea why. As soon as we got into the car, he flipped out. His arms flailed and he started shouting. ‘How dare you flirt with the waiter!’

‘What? I was just being nice.’

He thrust his keys into the ignition. ‘You were flirting with him. Right in front of my eyes.’

‘Eric, I was not. He wore a T-shirt from my alma mater. I was just trying to be nice.’

‘Well, it didn’t look that way to me.’ He sped out of the parking lot.

I sighed. I was beginning to feel that nothing I did was right. ‘Eric, I love you. I wasn’t flirting with the waiter. I don’t want anyone else but you. Besides, he was just a kid. He could have been my kid.’

He slammed the dashboard with his fist and I jumped in my seat. ‘You will not do that again.’

I froze. I was beginning to feel as if I was dealing with my alcoholic mom all over again. I grew up walking on egg shells, never knowing when something I did or said would set her off. So, I tried to be good all the time and, when she did go bat-shit crazy, I’d cower in a corner and shut down. Or escape to Jackie’s house. It was easier that way. I was quiet the rest of the drive home. Eric didn’t say anything either. That night, we slept in separate beds – again.

	
In the morning, I dressed for the gym. Before we fought the night before, we’d made plans to work out together in the morning. I wasn’t sure if Eric would still go, but I didn’t want to miss cycling class.

I finished my protein shake and was just about ready to walk out the door when Eric walked into the kitchen.

‘Where do you think you’re going?’ he snarled.

‘Uh, to the gym.’

‘Think again,’ he said firmly. ‘You will not be going to the gym dressed like that.’

I looked down at my clothes. I had on black cycling shorts and a tank top. ‘I don’t understand. What’s wrong with what I’m wearing?’

‘You look like a whore waiting to turn a trick on the street corner. Put on a T-shirt.’

‘But it’s so hot in the cycling room,’ I pleaded.

‘Do not argue with me. Do it!’ His teeth clenched in anger and I left to put on a T-shirt.

When we arrived at the gym, I went straight to the indoor cycling class and Eric headed to the locker room to change into his cycling shoes. I was adjusting my seat when a man I’d never seen before sat in the seat in front of me.

‘Excuse me,’ the man said. ‘My name is Ed. This is my first class. Can you show me how to change the height of the seat and raise the handlebar?’

My heart started to race. Between Eric accusing me of flirting with the waiter at the Mexican restaurant the night before and dressing provocatively to attract men at the gym this morning, I was terrified of what he’d do if he saw me helping Ed. I glanced at the door. I didn’t want to be rude. I remembered my first class and how the instructor helped me. Unfortunately, the instructor hadn’t arrived yet.

‘Sure.’ I walked over and glanced at the door again. ‘See this knob under the seat? Just pull it out to move the seat up and down. The saddle should be parallel to your hip bone. I usually stand next to the seat when adjusting it to get the right height.’

‘What about these other knobs?’ Ed asked.

Again, I glanced at the door, wishing the instructor would arrive so he could help Ed instead.

I took a deep breath and pointed to the knob over the handlebar. ‘This moves it back and forth. The one under the handlebar moves it up and down.’

‘Got it,’ Ed said.

I was demonstrating proper posture when I heard Eric clear his throat. I turned around. ‘Oh, Eric. This is Ed. Ed, this is Eric, my husband.’ I stressed husband.

Ed shook Eric’s hand and I’m sure he noticed his sourpuss face, too. ‘So we have a newbie tonight?’ The instructor walked through the door and over to us. ‘Hi, I’m Jim. Welcome to class. I see Shelly got you started.’

I hopped off the bike. ‘But I’m more than happy to let the pro handle it.’ I felt a rush of relief as Jim took over.

I went back to my bike and finished adjusting my seat and handlebars. I’d saved Eric a seat next to me, but he went and sat on the other side of the room. I looked over at him but he stared straight ahead at the wall.

Eric and I usually did some weight training after cycle class, but he told me we were going home.

As soon as we got into the car he started on me.

‘I thought you weren’t going to flirt with any more men,’ he said.

I could feel my blood pressure rising. ‘I’m sorry. I wasn’t flirting. It was his first class.’

‘And why did you have to be the one to help him?’

‘He asked me.’

‘Let me get this straight,’ he said in a condescending tone. ‘He asked you to help him when he could have asked one of the gorgeous women in class? Why would he choose a beast over a beauty?’

My chin wobbled. I couldn’t keep from crying and I sobbed the whole way home.

Over the next couple of weeks, I found myself afraid to look or speak to another man when I was with Eric for fear he’d misinterpret my actions. I also hadn’t met Jackie for tacos at Tony’s because I didn’t want Eric to think Jackie was more important than him.

There were days when I was a beauty and days when I was a beast. I felt as if I were walking on thin ice and that at any moment I was going to fall through and drown. I became much more anxious. But when Eric loved me, he loved me totally and completely. I lived for those moments, when my white knight reappeared.

It was the night before my breast surgery and I showered, thinking about the next day. I ran my hands over my breasts. They fit perfectly in the palms of my hands. I imagined trying to cup my new double D breasts and them spilling out like a wad of pizza dough.

Eric was in bed reading when I walked in towel drying my hair. He sat the book on the nightstand. He motioned me to come closer. ‘Let me see you.’

I walked closer.

‘Drop the towel.’

I dropped the towel.

‘You’re the most beautiful woman I’ve ever known. Come, let me show you.’

‘You don’t want me to put on sexy lingerie?’

‘Not tonight. I’ll give you a break.’

I lay down beside him and he turned off the small lamp on the nightstand. He turned towards me and kissed and caressed my entire body. I couldn’t remember the last time he hadn’t restrained my wrists. It felt so good to be able to wrap my arms around him as he took me so high I thought I’d die.

After, I snuggled up next to him and put my head on his chest.

‘Are you nervous about tomorrow?’ Eric asked.

‘A little, I guess.’

‘Don’t be. I’ll be there. Everything will be fine. You’ll look great. And after you heal, I’ll take you shopping for some new bras and clothes.’

‘You love me, right?’

‘Why would you even ask a thing after what we just did?’ Eric kissed the top of my head.

I drew circles on his chest with my index finger. ‘I guess I mean that you’d still love me if I didn’t get breast implants.’

He kissed my head again. ‘Yes, of course. We went over this before. I’ll love you either way. I just think you’d look better being a little larger. Think of the fun we’ll have with them.’

‘Good God, Eric. It’s not like they’re some kind of toy.’

‘Yes, of course. I didn’t mean it like that. And I suppose I will enjoy them more than you. And I love that you love me enough to do this for me. It shows your loyalty.’

Loyalty seemed like a strange word, but I didn’t challenge Eric. I’d stopped challenging him on things I would’ve taken issue with months ago. I just didn’t want to get into another fight. It was easier to let him win and have his way. I wanted to make him happy. And I learned that when I made him happy, he made me happy.

On the way to my surgery, Eric asked if there was anything special I wanted.

‘I probably won’t eat much today,’ I said.

He chuckled. ‘I wasn’t talking about after the surgery. I was talking about in life. Is there anything special you want? Like a new car?’

I shook my head. ‘No, not really. I like my sedan and it’s only two years old. Why? Are you getting tired of your SUV?’

‘Kind of,’ he said. ‘I’ve always wanted a BMW.’

I knew Eric well enough that if he brought something up, he’d been thinking about it for a while. ‘They’re expensive, aren’t they?’

He pulled into the surgical center parking lot. ‘Yes, but it sure would be nice to have one. Sort of like you getting bigger breasts.’

I wanted to tell him that one of the reasons, perhaps the main reason, I was getting bigger breasts was to look better for him. But I didn’t want to make a scene in the middle of the parking lot or get myself stressed before my surgery. So instead I told him we’d talk about it later.

We got out of the car and walked inside. My phone buzzed and I pulled it out of my purse. It was a text from Jackie.

Thinking of you. Good luck. Call me later.

I checked in with the receptionist, confirming all my medical information. I was the first appointment of the day and the waiting room was vacant. Eric and I sat near the flat-screen TV mounted on the wall so we could watch the morning news. I hadn’t expected to be so anxious. I couldn’t stop shaking my leg.

‘Are you okay?’ Eric put his arm around me.

‘Guess I’m just a little scared,’ I said, wringing my hands.

Eric took my hands in his. ‘Don’t be. Dr Curry is the best in the business. I’ll never let anything bad happen to you.’

I jumped in my seat when the door opened and a woman in blue scrubs stepped out. ‘Shelly Talbot?’

I took a deep breath and stood.

‘Can I come back with her?’ Eric asked.

The nurse nodded. ‘You can stay with her until she goes in for the surgery.’

Eric helped me change into the pink hospital gown the nurse had left along with a pair of soft socks. He kissed my forehead. ‘You’re going to be fine. I promise.’

I knew Eric was trying to reassure me, but I also knew that every surgery involved risk. I’d read stories online about implant infections and how painful recovery is. I was afraid of ending up worse than when I started. I hadn’t told anyone, not even Jackie, but I’d had a nightmare that my breasts turned black and shriveled up like dried prunes. I just wanted to get the surgery over with.

I was glad Dr Curry could place the implant above my chest muscle. It meant less pain and a quicker recovery. Eric held my hand while I waited, constantly reassuring me. When the nurses came to take me to the operating room, he kissed me. ‘I love you and I’ll be here when you wake up.’



Chapter 25

As soon as I came to in recovery, I felt like an elephant was sitting on my chest. My breasts were covered in gauze dressings and bound by a bandeau. I started to cry.

 ‘What’s wrong?’ Eric said, kissing my forehead. He’d been sitting by my bed waiting for me to wake up.

My lips trembled. ‘Are you sure I’m not going to look like a hooker?’

‘No, sweetheart, no. You’re beautiful and now you’ll be even more beautiful.’

The nurse walked over. ‘Is everything okay?’

‘I think so,’ Eric said.

‘She might be a little confused,’ the nurse said, ‘and still feeling the effects of the anesthesia.’

I felt groggy. I couldn’t keep my eyes open. I dozed off again and the nurse returned about thirty minutes later.

‘How are you feeling now?’ she asked.

I yawned. ‘Tired and sore.’

She checked my vitals. ‘Everything looks good. Are you ready for me to review your discharge instructions?’

I nodded and listened as she went over my postoperative care. She talked about cold compresses, not showering until my incisions were closed and my sutures removed, avoiding strenuous activity and a host of other things. ‘Everything I just said is on this sheet. Call the number listed at the bottom if you have any problems or questions.’

‘Thanks,’ I said, feeling pangs of regret about the surgery.

Eric took the piece of paper. ‘Can I take her home?’

‘Yes,’ the nurse said. ‘Pull your car up to the entrance and I’ll bring her out in a wheelchair and help you get her into the car.’

Eric helped me dress and then left to get the car. The nurse wheeled me out just as Eric pulled up. I slept the entire way home and then Eric helped me to bed. At least I was a back sleeper, so I’d have no trouble following that instruction.

‘Remember what the nurse said about elevating your upper back and head,’ said Eric, sliding another pillow under my neck for support. ‘I’ll get the ice packs. Anything else you need?’

‘Maybe some iced water. And a pain pill.’

Eric returned with a glass of iced water and one of the pain pills the doctor had prescribed. ‘Try to get some rest and I’ll check on you later.’

When I woke up two hours later, there was a beautiful vase of sunflowers sitting on my dresser. I eased out of bed and walked over to check who’d sent them.

Thinking of you! Love, Jackie.

I found my cell phone and texted her.

Just woke up. Thanks for the beautiful flowers. Call you when I’m feeling up to it.

K. Love you. She texted back.

Love you, too!

Eric walked into the bedroom. ‘You’re up? How are you feeling?’ He walked over and kissed me.

‘I think I need to take another pain pill, but I want to eat something first.’

‘I made a pot of chicken soup. Would you like a bowl?’

‘That sounds delicious.’

I walked to the kitchen, stopping in the living room to pet Izzy, who was curled on the couch.

I pulled out a kitchen chair and sat down while Eric waited on me.

‘Would you like some crackers?’ he asked.

‘Yes, please.’

I tasted the soup. ‘It’s delicious, Eric. Thank you.’

I’d taken a couple weeks off from work, but I didn’t tell anyone why. I wondered if they’d notice I had bigger breasts when I returned.

I wasn’t crazy about not being able to shower until my sutures were removed or not being able to wash my hair for a week because I couldn’t raise my hands over my head. But I’d put my hair in a ponytail until then, hoping that it would keep my dirty hair from bothering me.

Over the next week, Eric was very attentive. We didn’t fight at all, but then I didn’t go anywhere so he couldn’t accuse me of flirting with anyone or choosing to be with someone else (like Jackie) instead of him.

‘I’ve really liked having you home all the time,’ Eric said one night while we watched one of the old movies he’d bought. ‘I’ve been thinking. I make enough money for us to live. Why don’t you quit working?’

I turned to look at him. ‘No,’ I said firmly. ‘I like my job.’

He grabbed his iPad from the coffee table. ‘I saw this job online the other day and I thought of you. Just look at it, please?’

He found the ad and handed me the iPad.

‘Executive administrative assistant,’ I read. It was for a manufacturing company located in town.

‘You wouldn’t have far to drive,’ Eric said. ‘I know you’re not crazy about the commute.’

I handed the iPad back to him. ‘I don’t like the commute, but I’m not ready to make a change right now.’ I wasn’t in the mood to discuss getting a new job and I was a little irritated that he had brought it up. Didn’t he know I had enough on my mind?

‘Look, I’m sorry,’ he said. ‘The truth is I’m worried about you driving to work this winter. Your car doesn’t have four-wheel drive like my SUV. But we could…’

‘Could what?’

‘Well, I was just thinking that I wouldn’t worry as much if you drove my SUV. We could trade your car in for a BMW.’

Eric had been talking about getting a BMW for weeks. Every night he searched online and showed me photos of ones he liked.

‘I don’t want you to worry. If trading in my car for a BMW and me driving your SUV makes you happy, I’ll do it.’ Eric was taking such good care of me and I appreciated his concern. I heard the excitement in his voice whenever he talked about getting a BMW. I wanted him to be happy.

That night, we made love and it was better than I thought it would be considering my breasts were still swollen and my nipples tender. But Eric was gentle and pleased me in other ways.

The next day, Eric and I went car shopping. We drove to a dealership about twenty miles away. As we walked through the lot looking at the cars, a salesman approached us. ‘Back again?’ he asked Eric.

I looked at Eric. ‘You’ve been here before?’

The salesman laughed. ‘He’s been here so often we joked he ought to get a job here.’

‘Hmm,’ I said, annoyed that Eric hadn’t told me.

‘Still interested in the car you test drove the other day?’ the salesman asked.

‘Yes. I’d like to take my wife for a ride.’

The salesman gave Eric the keys and we both got into the black sports coupe.

 ‘Why didn’t you tell me you were at this dealership before?’ I asked Eric as he pulled out of the parking lot and headed for the highway.

‘Why does it matter?’

‘It matters to me. I thought we were picking out this car together.’

‘We are. That’s why I’m taking you on a test drive. What do you think of the red interior?’

I shrugged. ‘I like the black better.’

‘Can’t you just ever be happy?’ he shouted. ‘I’m buying a car so you don’t have to drive to work in an unsafe vehicle this winter. I’m doing this for you; not me.’

‘I know you’re doing it for me and I appreciate it.’

‘Well, you don’t act like it.’

‘I’m sorry. I do. I love you. If you like the red interior, then get it.’

‘Are you sure you like it?’ he asked.

‘Positive. You’re the one driving it so you need to be happy. If you’re happy with it, I’m happy.’

We left in my car and came home in his new BMW.




Chapter 26

I hate my breasts. I texted Jackie.

Where are you? She texted back.

Clothes shopping with Eric. Do they look like volleyballs? Be honest.

No. You look fabulous. Don’t worry!

I stood naked in the dressing room getting ready to try on clothes and started to cry. My breasts looked like two torpedo tips spot-welded to my chest. I never thought I’d think this, but I missed my pancake breasts. They might not have been much, but at least they were all mine.

I managed to pull myself together and modeled the clothes Eric had picked out. He gave me a thumbs-up or thumbs-down when I walked out of the dressing room to show him. First up was a V-neck black sweater dress.

Thumbs-down. ‘Too tight.’

Black pencil skirt and white blouse. Thumbs-up. ‘You look beautiful.’

Tan pants, blazer and floral shirt. Thumbs-up. ‘Change the shirt to a solid color. The flowers look like something an old woman would wear.’

On and on it went until I had five dresses, three pants, three tops and a blazer that passed the Eric Test. I obviously didn’t model the lingerie, but Eric had chosen that.

‘I can’t wait to see you in the new lingerie,’ he said on the way home. ‘Will you model it for me when we get home?’

I really wasn’t in the mood to wear the sexy lingerie, but Eric had taken me shopping and bought all my clothes, so it was the least I could do.

He sat on the bed and waited for me to emerge from the bathroom. I carefully put on the lingerie he wanted me to model. It was a black lacey piece with breast and nether area cutouts.

I stared into the mirror. My breasts looked a little on the high side, but my surgeon had told me that might last a few months until my body had a chance to accommodate the change in size. I felt like a porn star preparing to shoot a new film. Shelly, what have you done? 

I walked out of the bedroom and over to Eric. He stood and stared, his eyes settling on my breasts. ‘You look absolutely beautiful,’ he said. ‘Turn around.’

I slowly turned around so that my butt was facing him. He touched my bare butt through the opening in the back. ‘The only thing that would make you even more beautiful is a butt implant.’

I whizzed around to face him, surprised he’d had such a thought. ‘You’re not serious, are you?’

He looked in my eyes. ‘I love you. You’re beautiful just the way you are. Forget I mentioned it.’

But I couldn’t forget, and I knew he wouldn’t either. If he mentioned it, he’d been thinking about it. A freakin’ butt implant!

I stood as he kissed each of my breasts, working his way down to the other cutout. I was happy the sensitivity in my nipples had returned. My body trembled at his touch and my desire for him grew. Minutes later, I was undressed and in bed. He couldn’t bind my wrists to the rungs on the headboard because the doctor had instructed me not to lift my arms above my shoulders. But it didn’t seem to bother him. He was enjoying his new toys.

The next morning, Eric made breakfast, but it wasn’t the usual eggs and bacon. It was oatmeal.

‘I thought it might be good if we lost a few pounds.’ He patted his stomach, which was as flat as a Texas road.

I poured myself a cup of coffee, figuring this latest move was aimed at me. ‘I don’t think you have to worry about losing weight, Eric. There’s not an ounce of fat on you.’

‘Still,’ he said. ‘I think we should eat healthier. Starting today.’

I sat down at the kitchen table and he served me a bowl of oatmeal. I tasted it.

‘What do you think?’ asked Eric, sitting down next to me.

‘It’s too bland. It would be better with some fruit in it.’

Eric jumped up and got a banana from the counter and sliced it, putting half in my bowl and half in his.

I took a bite. ‘Yes, definitely better with the fruit.’

He held up a tablet. ‘I planned our dinner menu for the week. I’ll take care of the shopping.’

I looked at the menu. It was filled with chicken and salads. He was serious about us or, rather, me losing weight.

‘Are you nervous about returning to work today?’ he asked.

‘A little, I guess. I wondered if you’d mind if I had dinner with Jackie after work.

He sipped his coffee. ‘That will be fine. Just be home by nine.’

I wore the pants and blazer to work. When I walked in, there was a bouquet of sunflowers on my desk. I opened the card.

Thinking of you. Good luck on your first day back. Love always, Eric.

Patty came over. ‘That man of yours must spend a fortune at the florist.’

I smiled. Yes, and a fortune on these implants!

‘Welcome back,’ said Patty, handing me a folder. ‘You look different.’

She scanned my body from head to feet. ‘It’s not your hair. Something else.’

I prayed that she wouldn’t notice my bigger breasts, but I also knew it was only a matter of time. You can’t hide going from clementine-sized breasts to super large grapefruits. I only had a few blazers and sweater coats that would hide my new physique.

Patty left and I texted Eric. Thank you for the flowers!

I spent the day getting caught up and had an appointment with the sellers of a pre-Civil War property late afternoon to discuss lowering the price by ten thousand. I planned to meet Jackie afterwards at Tony’s. It wasn’t taco night, but I’d settle for some good bar food. After looking at Eric’s dinner menu for the week, it appeared my days of eating French fries and burgers were over.

Jackie waited for me outside Tony’s and when I pulled into the parking lot she walked over and hugged me gently.

‘I’ve missed you.’

‘You, too.’

‘Let me see.’

I pulled back the sides of my blazer.

‘Wow! They’re even bigger in person.’

‘Let’s go into the bathroom. I’ll show you.’

Jackie followed me into the bathroom and I took off my blazer and unbuttoned my blouse.

‘They look terrific,’ Jackie said. ‘I see what you mean about them being a little high, but they’ll settle.’

My chin started to tremble and I could feel the tears pulling in the corners of my eyes. ‘Are you sure I don’t look like a whore?’

‘Oh, no, Shel, no! You look terrific. Honestly. I wish I hadn’t been on vacation when you had it done. I feel bad I wasn’t there for you.’

I buttoned my blouse. ‘Don’t give it a second thought. You had your vacation planned for a year.’

We made our way to the bar where we ordered chicken strips and French fries and I devoured them. Eric had packed my lunch and the salad and hardboiled egg hadn’t filled me up.

Jackie and I spent the next three hours catching up. After about two drinks, I got up the nerve to ask Jackie something I’d been thinking about ever since Eric had mentioned it.

‘Do you think my butt’s flat?’

Jackie choked on the water she’d just sipped and I handed her a napkin. She looked at me and said very sternly, ‘No. Your butt’s fine. Why?’

I shrugged. ‘I thought maybe I should get a butt implant to go with my breast augmentation.’

Jackie shook her head. ‘No. Don’t. You’re great just the way you are.’

‘Thanks.’

‘I mean it,’ Jackie said. ‘You don’t want to become addicted to cosmetic surgery. One fix will just lead to another and another.’

‘You’re right. Forget I brought it up.’

I pulled out my cell phone. ‘Omigosh! It’s nine already. Where did the time go?’

I had a text message from Eric.

You’re late!!!!!!

I texted back. Sorry. Time flew. Leaving now.

Jackie and I walked out together. ‘Thanks for dinner,’ Jackie said. ‘Next time it’s on me.’



Chapter 27

It was almost ten-thirty when I walked into the house. Eric followed me into the bedroom.

‘I let you meet a friend for dinner and how do you repay me? By being late. Almost two hours late!’

His face looked like a fireball and his temper was just as hot.

I figured he’d be angry I was late, but I never expected him to be so outraged.

‘Eric, please,’ I cowered. ‘I hadn’t seen Jackie in forever. We had a lot to talk about.’

He stared at me with his beady eyes. ‘Maybe you didn’t meet Jackie. Maybe you met another man. That’s it. You’re fucking someone behind my back.’

I shook my head. ‘No, Eric. I’d never do that.’

‘I paid for the breast implants you wanted,’ he screamed. ‘I bought a BMW so you could have my SUV to drive to work in the snow. I bought you a closet full of new clothes to wear and Goddamn sunflowers, which, by the way, I fuckin’ hate, just to make you happy. But there is no making you happy. You are just one big disappointment. You’re a bitch! A whore! You’re nothing. Zero! Zilch!’

My knees buckled and I fell to the floor sobbing, out of control. He circled me like a violent tornado destroying everything in its path. His beady eyes were filled with rage and his nostrils flared. My entire body shook. I feared he was going to hit me.

He stopped in front of me and bent over. His face was so close I smelled his stale coffee breath and felt its warmth smother my face. I looked down to avoid eye contact and escape the meanness and hatred that oozed from his pores.

‘Look at me, bitch. Look at me when I’m talking to you.’

I looked up, unable to speak. My lips trembled. He pointed his finger at me. ‘You have not honored me. You have not taken care of my heart. The one thing I asked you to do and you can’t even do that right. You’re worthless. You always screw everything up. You never do anything right. And who’s left cleaning up your mess? Me! I’m left picking up the pieces. You are nothing – nothing – without me. And I will decide where you go and who you see. Do you understand me?’

I managed to nod, knowing that if I didn’t give him a sign I understood the beast would grow angrier and more violent. He pointed his finger at his chest. ‘I’m your husband. You will honor and obey me. Have I made myself clear?’

My voice cracked as I answered him. He returned to circling me.

‘You know what, bitch? I’ve decided you’re not even zero. You’re less than a zero. It would take you forever to even get to zero. No, scratch that. You will never be a zero. No matter how hard you try you will never be even a zero. Look at you. You’re pitiful.’

He walked over and picked up the mirror on my dresser and shoved it in my face. ‘Look at yourself. A whore. I have a whore for a wife. I should just bang you right now. No, you’re not worth it.’

He spat in my face and stormed out of the bedroom. I collapsed in a heap on the carpet, sobbing into the fibers. I wished I were dead. At that moment, I hated him, but I hated myself more for being so weak. For weeks, I’d been dealing with his Jekyll and Hyde personality. One moment he adored me, the next I was worthless. But he’d hit a new low. I heard the garage door go up and down. He was gone. I was safe, for now. Still, I couldn’t bring myself to move. It was as if I’d been chained to the floor. I might as well have been. I was his prisoner. A zero. Unworthy of his love. Undeserving of being his wife.

I’d endured what seemed like an hour of his screaming and the resulting migraine paralyzed me. I managed to stand but my legs felt as weak as my broken heart. I wobbled to the medicine cabinet and threw two pills in my mouth. I turned on the faucet and filled my cupped hand with water. I drank the water and filled my cupped hand again. I looked into the mirror and I no longer recognized the woman staring back at me. I used to be beautiful. I used to be outgoing. I used to be more than a zero.

I managed to walk down the hallway to his office, where he kept his satchel. The night’s events had turned so ugly I thought maybe he was on some kind of drug. Maybe that’s what was in his satchel. I went to his office to see if he’d left it.

I wasn’t allowed to step foot inside Eric’s office unless he invited me, so I stood in the doorway and looked in. The bag was there. It would be so easy to walk into his office and peek inside it. He wasn’t home. He wouldn’t know. I lifted my foot to step over the imaginary wall, but I couldn’t bring myself to do it. The line formed by the tan hallway carpet butting against the blue carpet in the office might as well had been a brick wall. Like a dog trained to learn its boundaries, I feared that crossing that line would have terrible consequences for me.

I heard the garage door go up. He was home. I ran back to my bedroom and curled up on the floor, pretending to be asleep. A few minutes later, I heard him leave again. I ran back to the office. The brown leather satchel was gone.



Chapter 28

I picked up my cell phone to tell Jackie everything. How I’d made the biggest mistake of my life. How the man of my dreams had turned into the man of my nightmares. How my life had become a vicious cycle of heaven and hell – and more hell than heaven these days. I started dialing the number and stopped. I couldn’t. I felt ashamed and stupid.

 Instead, I went to the kitchen and walked over to the wooden block holding the knives. My entire body shook as I pulled one out and examined the blade. It was shiny and sharp. For a second, I considered cutting my wrist. I trembled and dropped the knife.

I felt like the biggest loser and I didn’t know what to do. How could I possibly break my vows? How could this possibly be fixed? How could I be with a man who found fault in everything I did and who obviously hated me so much despite holding me at night and telling me how much he loved me?

But I couldn’t leave him. If I left Eric, I’d have less than when I married him. All my savings went into buying this house. I didn’t even have a car in my name. I’d given away my furniture and most of my household possessions. I would be starting over completely.

I had to make this marriage work. I’d invested too much and would walk away with nothing.

I picked up the knife and slid it back in the block. Izzy followed me into the bedroom, where I cried myself to sleep. I woke up in the middle of the night and my heart raced. Eric stood next to the bed, staring at me.

‘Are you awake?’ he whispered in a gentle voice.

‘Yes, you scared me.’

‘Sorry,’ he said. ‘I didn’t mean to.’

I sat up. ‘I’m sorry I was late getting home. I just hadn’t seen Jackie in a long time.’

Eric brushed my hair with the palm of his hand. ‘I know, sweetheart. It’s just that when I give you a time to be home and you’re not, I think the worst.’

‘But you have the app on your phone,’ I said. ‘You could see where I was.’

‘But you might have forgotten your phone. You could’ve headed home on time and got into an accident. I couldn’t bear losing you. You know that, right? You’re everything I’ve ever wanted in a woman. You’re the most beautiful woman I know.’

He leaned down to kiss my head. ‘Can I hold you?’

‘Yes,’ I whispered.

He crawled in next to me. ‘I hate when you make me so angry. Don’t make me get angry like that again. I don’t like hurting you, you know that, right?’

‘Yes.’

‘I love you.’

I didn’t want to tell him I loved him, but I knew if I didn’t it might set him off. ‘I love you more.’

‘That’s my darling. Good girl. Now go to sleep. I’ll make you breakfast in the morning.’

This had become my life now, a revolving door of highs and lows, love and hate. Eric’s crazy outbursts grew exponentially over the ensuing weeks. I did everything in my power to avoid them, but sometimes he’d start on me, unprovoked.

He’d adore me and buy me gifts and make unbelievable love to me and I’d think everything was great and the next thing I knew he was calling me an ungrateful bitch and disappearing for days at a time with no communication, only to return to start the cycle over again.

When I was a good girl, as Eric called me, I was rewarded. When I misbehaved, I was punished. He’d yell for hours, then ignore me for days. So, I tried to be a good girl all the time.

The next morning, I was getting ready for work when Eric walked in.

‘Are you spending all your allowance?’ he asked.

‘Yes, why?’

‘You haven’t had a manicure and pedicure in ages.’

It was true. I hadn’t. And I lied about spending all the allowance he gave me. The truth was, I’d been squirreling it away. Shortly after we married, Eric had proposed living off his salary and banking my checks. It made sense. He made enough to cover our living expenses and if we could save what I made we’d have a nice nest egg in a few years. Part of the agreement was that Eric would give me a set amount each week, enough to cover gas, food and other incidentals. He’d pay for everything else.

The first few weeks, it worked well. Every Friday, he’d hand me a wad of bills when I came home from work. But lately, I’ve had to ask him for money and I don’t like feeling as if I’m begging. I knew I could get money out of the bank if I needed it, but I didn’t want to do that, because he’d flip out. So, once again, I shut down to avoid his anger.

‘I just didn’t think it was necessary,’ I told him. ‘Besides, you haven’t given me any money in a while.’

He pulled out his wallet. ‘All you have to do is ask.’

I bit my bottom lip, mulling whether to say what was on the tip of my tongue. ‘But I shouldn’t have to ask. That was our agreement.’ I swallowed hard as I watched his face contort and his nostrils flare. ‘Wasn’t it?’ I managed to squeak out.

He threw the money at me. ‘Take care of yourself, Shelly. You’re starting to look like a frumpy old woman.’

He left and I picked up the bills and stashed them in my wallet. Then I called to make an appointment with my nail technician.

When I walked into the office, all the women came running over to me.

‘Guess what Eric did?’ Patty said.

‘My Eric?’

Patty nodded. ‘He sent each of us a flower arrangement.’

My hand flew to my chest. ‘He did?’ Eric never did anything unless it benefited him. I figured this latest move was an attempt to shore up the image others saw. He wanted to be seen as a loving husband.

Patty handed me the card that was attached to the arrangement.

Thank you for taking such good care of Shelly at work. Fondly, Eric Talbot

‘Wow, that was nice.’

‘There’s one on your desk, too,’ Patty said. ‘You hit the jackpot with that man, Shelly. He’s a definite keeper.’

Yeah, right. If only you knew!

I walked over to my desk and found a beautiful crystal vase filled with roses. I opened the card. Thinking of you, darling. Love, Eric

I pulled out my phone to text him. I knew he’d be waiting to hear from me. He needed adoration like an addict needed drugs. A part of me didn’t want to send a message, but I feared if I didn’t he’d rage when I got home about me being an ungrateful bitch. Everyone loves their flowers. I do, too. Thanks!

He texted back. I’m glad. Have a great day!

	
That weekend, Eric surprised me by ordering a picnic lunch from Charlotte’s Place, something I’d suggested previously but he’d abruptly dismissed.

‘I figured we’d pick it up and go to the park,’ he explained. ‘We don’t have to eat right away, though. We could hike a trail or just people watch.’

I smiled. ‘Sounds like fun.’

I waited in the car while Eric went into Charlotte’s to pick up the picnic bundle.

I texted Jackie.

Eric’s taking me to park. Bought a picnic lunch.

She texted back. How romantic! Wish I had your life!!!! 

I wanted to say No you don’t. Instead I wrote: Love you! Talk to you later!

I looked up from texting and recognized a man from church coming out of the restaurant. Eric was right behind him. I immediately looked down hoping the man wouldn’t see me. I didn’t want Eric to accuse me of flirting with him if the man stopped to chat. Sometimes, I think Eric fabricated infractions just to see how I’d react.

This wasn’t the real me. The real me was outgoing and talkative, or used to be. But slowly I was becoming a shell of my former self. I knew it was happening, but I put Eric’s happiness ahead of my own. After all, I’d married him for better or worse. I figured things couldn’t get much worse, so they soon had to get better. At least I hoped.



Chapter 29

The weather was unusually warm so the park was crowded for a fall day. Eric retrieved the picnic basket from the back seat and a blanket from the trunk of the car. We found a shady spot under a large maple tree. Eric spread the blanket out on the grass and we sat down, watching the sailboats on the lake.

‘We should get a sailboat,’ Eric said. ‘Everyone always looks like they’re having a great time.’

‘You know I’m not crazy about being in deep water,’ I told Eric.

Ever since I was a little girl, I always had to be able to touch the pool or lake bottom and have my shoulders and head exposed.

‘But you’d wear a life vest,’ Eric said. ‘And I’d take care of you.’

I didn’t say anything. I remembered what Eric had told me about being afraid of depths after he nearly drowned diving for sand dollars as a young boy, but I didn’t bring it up for fear it would set him off. Still, I wondered what he’d do if I dove into the water. Would he come after me?

‘Well, it’s something to think about,’ he said.

I yawned. ‘Boy, I’m tired.’

Eric patted the blanket. ‘Go ahead. Lie down and take a nap.’

I lay down under the leafy canopy that had started to change colors. Splashes of orange and red and yellow melted into one another. Of course, small amounts of these colors had been in the leaves all along, but we can’t see them in summer because they’re covered up by the green chlorophyll. Funny how it made me think of Eric. Had there been hints of the evil that lurked inside of him, covered up by the image he presented before we were married?

Now it was time for the trees to rest and live off the food they’d stored during the summer when there was enough light and water for photosynthesis. Could I do the same? Could I survive the winter of my marriage by holding onto the golden days of sunshine and bliss my white knight had provided?

I wasn’t sure. When we fear, we lose freedom. I was losing mine.

I dozed off for about fifteen minutes and when I woke up, I found Eric asleep next to me. The sunlight streaked across his shirt. He looked like a little boy, and I wondered if he regretted never having any children. His children would have been gorgeous.

He stirred and opened his eyes and smiled. ‘I love waking up and seeing your beautiful face.’ He sat up. ‘Hungry yet?’

‘A little.’

Eric sat up and opened the cardboard picnic box. It was filled with all kinds of goodies. I noticed a brownie and picked it up.

Eric grabbed it from me. ‘That’s mine. It’s not on your diet. You can eat the chicken, salad and fruit. No cheese or bread. They’re mine, too.’

I sighed and opened the salad. It had been a long time since he allowed me to eat bread and cheese at home. I sipped my bottle of sparkling water. ‘This was a great idea. Thanks!’

‘Do you feel like going for a hike?’

‘Yes. I want to find some acorns for the fall wreath I’m making.’

We packed up the picnic lunch and headed for Lakeside Trail. I’d hiked it before and knew there were many oak trees along its path.

The mile-long trail was flat and wide enough that we could walk side by side. Twigs and leaves crunched beneath our feet and every so often I’d stop and pick up an acorn. I’d collected about a dozen when Eric abruptly stopped.

‘What’s wrong?’ I asked.

His eyes narrowed and he stared at me. ‘I want to fuck you right here.’

‘Eric, stop. We’re in a public place. And do you have to be so vulgar?’

I could always tell when Eric’s dark side was emerging. He’d drop the F-bomb and become vulgar and demand certain things of me sexually. At first, I just thought he was roleplaying being a bad boy, but over time I’d realized he needed to feed his deviant sexual desires. I’d mostly gone along with his demands. Again, it was just easier that way. But I wasn’t about to have sex in a public park.

He pouted the rest of the way and by the time we got back to the blanket I was ready to leave.

‘Why do you always have to ruin everything?’ he said. ‘I do so much for you and you always have to ruin it.’

His voice got louder and louder until he was shouting so loud everyone within earshot stopped and stared. I felt my face get hot and I took off in the direction of the car. Eric didn’t follow.

I didn’t have the keys to get into the car. I tried the keyless entry, but Eric had apparently changed the combination. My heart raced as I slid down next to the car, hoping Eric would come soon. All I wanted to do was go home.

Twenty minutes later, he showed up, his face contorted into a mask of hatred. ‘Get in the car. Now!’

His eyes emitted rays of hate and I felt my heart in my throat. My eyes darted in all directions, embarrassed that someone would see us. I slid into the car as he threw the picnic basket and blanket into the trunk. As soon as we got into the car, he resumed shouting. Well, it was more like screaming.

 ‘You’re so ungrateful. I’ve done so much for you and you’ve done nothing for me. Bitch!’ He slammed the dashboard with his fist. I sat frozen, staring straight ahead, trying to keep the tears from coming. It had been such a beautiful day. Why did it have to end like this?

‘When we get home, you will submit to me,’ he said. ‘Or else.’

Eric pulled the car into the garage. ‘Get in the bedroom.’

‘Please, Eric, no. I’m sorry. I didn’t mean to upset you.’

‘Shut up, bitch. Get out of the car. Now!’

I jumped out of the car and ran into the house. I knew if I tried to run away, Eric would catch me. Instead, I locked myself in the bedroom and crouched in the corner of the closet. Oh, how I wished I had a panic room.

He banged on the bedroom door. ‘Goddamn it, Shelly! Open this fuckin’ door. I swear if you don’t open it, I’ll break it down.’

I crawled to the door. I knew he’d bust down the door. Maybe if I opened it, I could calm him down. I got up on my knees and opened the door. He busted through the door and grabbed me.

‘You wouldn’t let me fuck you in the park, I’m going to damn well fuck you in my own home.’ His eyes were twin beams of hate.

 He ripped off my clothes and forced himself on me.

‘Please, Eric, no.’ I squirmed, trying to get out from under him.

He slapped my face and I screamed. Pain coursed through my body as he took me forcefully.

I hated him.

I hated my life.

I hated me.



Chapter 30

I wanted to slip away in the middle of the night, but feared Eric would wake up and catch me. Instead, I inched over to the edge of the bed, turned on my side so I wasn’t facing him and soaked my pillow with tears.

Like a horror movie that lingers long after the last frame, I replayed our relationship in my mind, from when we first met to this very moment. I closed my eyes, remembering every detail. Our first conversation. First dinner. First kiss. The first time he said I love you, which was when I’d truly believed I’d found my soulmate, the one I’d been praying for – despite how early on it had happened. The flowers he sent every week. The way he made soup and took care of me when I was sick. The touch of his body against mine and the passion I felt. And how it all changed once we were married.

It wasn’t all at once, but little by little. Like sand being carried out to sea by violent waves and wind, you don’t realize the beach is eroding until it’s gone.

A verbal jab here, another one there. Increasing demands. Tighter control masking as concern. Then screaming and insults. Horror and humiliation.

Looking back, I could see how each of his moves tightened the screws on the box he’d placed me in. And I felt sick. I felt trapped inside a coffin and unable to get out. Clawing at the lid, suffocating. Almost dead.

I had to get away from him. I couldn’t take the abuse any longer. Somehow I needed to escape while I still could.

I buried my face deeper into my pillow and when the alarm went off, I didn’t move. I heard Eric get up and shower. He always woke me up after he was done, so I could shower and get ready for work. While he was in the shower, I grabbed the pink bottle of medicine for an upset stomach and sat it on the nightstand. I knew he’d see it when he walked back into the bedroom.

I closed my eyes and pretended to be asleep.

‘Shelly.’ I felt his hand on my arm. ‘Time to get up. Are you feeling okay?’

‘I’m not going to work,’ I mumbled. ‘I’m sick in the stomach.’

‘Can I get you anything?’ he asked in a super sweet voice.

‘No. I just need to sleep.’

He brushed my hair and then walked away. His touch sickened me. Did he remember that he’d raped me the night before? Did he feel no remorse for what he’d done? I was repulsed by every noise he made. Opening and closing his dresser drawer. Clearing his throat. Pulling on his pants. Blowing his nose.

Finally, the moment I’d been waiting for. The bastard was gone. After hearing the garage door go up and down, I watched him back out of the driveway and head to his properties. He’d told me he’d taken the day off to fix a leaky faucet and take care of some other maintenance issues at one of his rental houses. He wanted to get tenants lined up for the spring semester.

I called Jackie right away and sobbed into the phone.

‘Shel, I can’t understand you. Are you alright?’

I sniffed. ‘Sorry. I need to talk to you. I need your help. I don’t know who else to call.’

‘Are you home?’

‘Yes.’

‘I’ll be right there.’

I jumped in the shower and counted my secret stash. Five hundred dollars was all I had. If I decided to run, that wouldn’t get me far.

I wasn’t hungry but forced myself to eat some cereal. I hadn’t expected Jackie to arrive for another twenty minutes, so I jumped when I heard the doorbell. At about the same time, I received a text from her:

Here.

I ran to the door, opened it and threw my arms around Jackie. I felt as if I was drowning and someone had thrown me a rope. No way was I letting go of that rope! I sobbed into her shoulder.

‘Shel, it’s okay. I’m here. Let’s talk.’

She managed to guide me to the sofa and we sat.

Jackie handed me the box of tissues on the coffee table. I blew my nose. ‘I’m not sure where to start.’

‘How about at the beginning.’

So, that’s what I did. I started with Before Marriage. Jackie was familiar with Eric’s behavior before marriage, but there were some things she hadn’t known.

‘I wasn’t allowed to keep any furniture I had with Scott,’ I explained.

‘Omigod!’ Jackie said. ‘That’s why you gave me your table and Lucy your china. That jerk.’

‘At first, everything was great. He did and said all the right things. Well, you know. I mean, even you said he was amazing. And he was. Until we got married. That’s when things turned bad. It wasn’t all at once, but little by little.’

Jackie picked up a throw pillow and dug her fingernails into it. Tears formed in the corners of her eyes and I knew I was about to make her even more upset.

‘His jealousy was so extreme that at any social gathering he’d tell me I was ignoring him and being a terrible wife. I had to stay by his side and include him in any conversation I had with someone else. When in groups, all my attention had to be on him or he would just rage later on. He’d score my “performance” and if I was attentive to him throughout the entire event he’d let me know he was pleased. If he perceived that I ignored him at any time (even for a few minutes), the yelling and accusations would ensue.’

‘Was he jealous of me? Is that why you stopped meeting me at Tony’s?’

I nodded. ‘Yes, he was hurt that I chose you over him. I tried to explain that it wasn’t a choice, that I had enough time for both of you. But he pouted, and I eventually gave in. And that’s just it, I always gave in. He’d erupt and go berserk and I’d be the one to say I’m sorry. Christ, I’m such a loser.’

Jackie hugged me. ‘You’re not a loser. I feel so bad I haven’t been there for you.’

‘You couldn’t have known. No one could. You only knew what I wanted you to see, which was a great marriage. But it was all a lie. And then when he started abusing me, I accepted it, thinking that it would get better. But last night…’ I swallowed. ‘Last night he raped me.’

Jackie punched the sofa. ‘That son of a bitch. I’ll kill that motherfucker. Where is he?’

‘He’s doing repairs at one of his rental properties. At least that’s what he said he was going to do, but who knows?’

‘Well, you can’t stay here.’

‘But wherever I go he’ll find me.’

‘You can go to my parents’ cabin. You’ve never mentioned the cabin to him, have you?’

I shook my head.

‘You can stay there for a few days until we figure things out. Let’s pack some bags and head there now. Do you still have the GPS app on your phone you told me about?’

I nodded.

‘Delete it.’

‘I can’t. If Eric goes to check my whereabouts and sees I’ve deleted the app, he’ll be furious.’

‘So, fuck him. You’re not going back to the man. Who gives a flying fuck what he thinks?’

I could tell Jackie was furious by the number of F-bombs she dropped.

‘But I only have five hundred dollars and I can’t take money out of the bank or Eric will know that, too. He checks the bank accounts multiple times a day.’

‘Don’t worry about that,’ Jackie said. ‘Bruce and I will help. Let’s just get you away from here.’

Jackie helped me pack a few bags. I also took a few cans of soup and a bag of pretzels.

‘Is there anything else you’ll need?’ Jackie asked.

‘I’m taking Izzy.’ I went to the basement to grab her travel carrier while Jackie went to find her. We loaded her into my car and I followed Jackie in my car, leaving my mess of a life behind.



Chapter 31

A sense of relief washed over me as I pulled out of the driveway. I felt as if I’d been sinking fast in quicksand and someone had finally thrown me a rope.

The cabin was a five-hour drive. Jackie and I stopped mid-way to fill up our gas tanks. I made sure I paid with cash because I didn’t want Eric to be able to trace my credit card.

I checked my cell phone to see how many messages I’d received. There were several.

10:00: Hope you’re feeling better.

11:10: You were a good girl last night.

11:15: Why aren’t you texting me back? Are you sleeping?

No asshole. I left you! I thought this to myself, but I held off texting him back.

Jackie saw I was checking my phone. ‘How many messages?’

‘Four messages and three voicemails.’

‘How about grabbing a bite to eat at the diner next door?’ Jackie asked.

I nodded. I wasn’t hungry, but I could use a cup of coffee.

We walked inside the diner and sat in a booth near the back. ‘The last time I was in a retro-looking diner was with Eric.’ I sighed.

‘If you want to eat somewhere else we can,’ Jackie said.

‘It’s okay.’

A waitress walked over. ‘Hi, ladies.’ She handed each of us a menu. ‘Can I get you something to drink?’

‘I’d love coffee and a glass of water,’ I said.

Jackie opened the menu. ‘Make that two.’

I didn’t open my menu.

‘Have you eaten anything today?’ Jackie asked.

‘Not much. I can’t eat when I’m depressed.’

‘But you have to keep your strength up. Diners have great comfort food.’ She looked at her menu. ‘How about tomato soup and grilled cheese? Or macaroni and meatloaf?’

The waitress returned with glasses of water and a carafe of coffee and filled our mugs. ‘Are you ready to order?’

Jackie ordered a burger and fries and I settled for a cup of tomato soup and the grilled cheese.

Jackie sipped her coffee. ‘I was thinking about everything you told me and I feel terrible I was the one who encouraged you to do the whole online dating thing. Maybe if I hadn’t, none of this would’ve happened.’

‘Jackie, it’s not your fault. Eric presented himself as the Great Oz and we all fell for it. It was only after we were married and the curtain was pulled back that the real man emerged. I met him at a time in my life when I was lonely and broken. I don’t think I’d ever gotten over the rejection I felt when my marriage to Scott ended. If I’m honest, I didn’t have a lot of self-esteem.’

‘Then along came Eric, the man of your dreams,’ Jackie said.

‘Exactly. I was easy prey. He did and said all the right things. And the sex was like nothing I’d ever experienced before. I truly thought he was my white knight, the soulmate I’d been praying for.’

I stopped talking while the waitress returned to see if we needed anything.

‘What made it even harder is that he treated me like a queen in public,’ I continued. ‘Who would believe me? Everyone loved him and they, too, thought I’d found my happily ever after.’

‘I know I sure did,’ Jackie said. ‘Remember how I told you he needed to give Bruce some pointers?’

I nodded. ‘I kept trying to make the marriage work, thinking that if I did what he wanted me to things would change. But they only got worse.’

‘You should have told me sooner.’

‘I wanted to, I did. It was hard for me to admit I’d made such a huge mistake, and I worried that people wouldn’t believe me. He’d send flowers to all the women at work and I’d hear for days what a great man I had. If only they’d known what my life was really like.’

Our meals arrived and I ate more than I thought I would. ‘Did you call Bruce?’

‘I did but it went into his voicemail. I left a message telling him that something came up and I’d be with you the entire day. He should soon be home, so I’m going to call him then. I thought I’d spend the night with you.’

‘You don’t have to do that. You’ve done enough.’

‘Nonsense. I already called into work and told them I needed a few days off to take care of some personal business.’

‘Jack, I’m so sorry I’ve dragged you into this whole mess, but I had no one else I could trust.’

‘That’s what best friends are for. Remember when we were teens we had a secret code word?’

I smiled. ‘I haven’t thought about that in years.’

Jackie and I came up with a word that we’d use when we needed help. It was Jackie’s idea. We were going to our first high school party and she insisted we have a secret word that if either of us said out loud the other would know something wasn’t right. We settled on pizza, our favorite food. I never used it, but Jackie used it once when a guy was getting a little too friendly and she didn’t want me to leave her alone with him.

‘We should have a code word now,’ Jackie said. ‘Just in case.’

I pushed my plate aside. ‘Okay. Any ideas what it should be?’

‘It can’t be something you’d normally say and yet it would have to fit the conversation. Or feel natural if said.’

‘What about a sentence or phrase?’ I said. ‘Like, maybe, I twisted my ankle.’

‘That could work. You don’t twist your ankle often, do you?’

‘No, which is why I never wear high heels, except when Eric made me wear them along with sexy lingerie, which got raunchier over time.’

‘You should’ve spiked him in the nuts with your heels,’ Jackie said.

‘Believe me, I thought about it a time or two.’

We laughed and I realized how ridiculous it felt, considering the mess my life was in. And yet, laughing was good. It was a sliver of light in an otherwise dark day and I was thankful for Jackie, who I trusted with my life.

We finished our lunch and hit the road again. An hour later, I felt my car pull to one side and heard a flapping sound. I pulled over to the side of the road and Jackie, who wasn’t that far ahead of me, did, too. I turned on my emergency flashers and got out of the car.

Damn! I had a flat.


Chapter 32

The flat sent me into panic mode again. I started to sweat, imagining that Eric had somehow figured out where I was headed. Why did everything have to be so difficult?

I hadn’t fixed a flat since my senior year in high school. Mr Little, my driver’s education teacher, would only pass us if we could change a flat tire. I hated it then, and I was sure my attitude hadn’t changed. My only saving grace was that I was wearing old jeans and a T-shirt so if my clothes got dirty, it’d be no big deal.

Jackie walked back. I started to hyperventilate. I was short of breath, and I felt as if I was going to faint.

‘Whoa, Shel.’ Jackie steadied me. ‘Calm down. Eric’s not here. He doesn’t know where you are. Breathe in slowly through your nose, then slowly out your mouth. That’s it. Nice and slow. You’re alright. I’m here with you. You’re safe.’

I did as Jackie instructed, breathing in through my nose then pursing my lips and breathing out the small hole. Eventually my heart stopped racing and I could feel my breathing return to normal.

‘That’s it,’ Jackie said. ‘You’re fine. We’ll change the tire and be on our way.’

I nodded. ‘Thanks,’ I managed. ‘I don’t know where I’d be without you.’

Jackie and I opened the trunk and took out the spare tire and jack. Jackie pulled out her cell phone and typed while she spoke. ‘How. To. Change. A. Tire. Found it. It says to put the jack under the frame near the tire you want to change.’

I did like Jackie had instructed.

‘Raise the jack until it’s supporting the car,’ she continued.

Just as I was raising the car, a man driving a red pick-up truck with a gun rack in the back stopped. He put down his passenger window and leaned over. ‘You ladies need some help?’

‘That would be great!’ Jackie said. ‘If you don’t mind.’

The man, who looked to be in his seventies, pulled in front of Jackie’s car and walked back to where we stood. He wore heavy jeans, bib overalls and a green and tan flannel shirt. ‘Why don’t you ladies step back? I’ll have this fixed in no time.’

Twenty minutes later, the man, whose name we learned was Jerry, had the spare on. ‘That’ll hold you for a little while.’ He pointed to the flat tire. ‘That one’s been punctured by a nail. Should be fixable, though.’

I pulled a fifty out of my wallet and held out my hand. ‘Here’s a little something for your trouble.’

He waved his hand. ‘Wasn’t any trouble at all. Besides, it’s not every day I find damsels in distress along the highway. It was worth it just to see your pretty faces.’

I returned the fifty to my wallet and offered my hand instead. ‘Well, thank you, Jerry. You were my savior today.’

Jackie thanked him, too.

We watched Jerry leave. ‘Any idea where I can get the flat tire fixed or buy a new one?’

‘I know for sure there’s a place in town, not far from the cabin. Do you think you can make that distance driving on the spare?’

‘Well, the sticker on it said it should be good for fifty miles and they’re usually on the conservative side when it comes to those types of things. We have about fifty miles to go, right? I think I can make it. Let’s give it a go. I just won’t be driving as fast as I was.’

Jackie and I returned to the road and an hour or so later pulled into the garage. The town was so small it only had one traffic light. Besides the garage, there was a small grocery store and a small pizza shop, all family owned.

A tall, bald man with a goatee, wearing a blue mechanics jumpsuit waited on us.

‘Hi, Paul,’ I said.

He narrowed his eyes. ‘How’d you know my name was Paul?’

‘It’s stitched on your jumpsuit.’ I smiled.

Paul felt the stitching on the upper left side of his chest. ‘Oh, yeah. Thought maybe you were one of them mind readers.’

If only I was, it would’ve saved me from marrying Eric! ‘Sorry to disappoint you. I’m no mind reader but I had a flat and I think I know what happened to the tire. The guy who fixed the flat said it had a nail puncture.’

Paul nodded. ‘Well, I’ll know soon enough. I’ll check it out and get the tire fixed right away.’

Jackie touched my shoulder. ‘Let’s go to the grocery store and pick up a few things.’

‘Good idea. I need milk and coffee. I can’t live without coffee.’

	
Jackie and I went to the grocery store and I headed straight for the instant coffee. Jackie went to the deli to get some lunch meat. I also picked up cereal, milk, a couple cans of soup, and bread. I figured that the groceries, along with what I’d brought from home, would tide me over for a few days, just long enough to get my head on straight and figure out what I wanted to do next.

I knew one thing, I wasn’t going back to Eric. During the five-hour drive, I had a lot of time to think about our whirlwind romance. Looking back, I can’t believe how gullible I was. And stupid.

I met Jackie at the checkout and she laughed when she saw the cereal in my grocery cart. ‘I haven’t eaten cereal with marshmallows in it since I was a kid.’

‘I haven’t either, but that cereal was always one of my comfort foods. Eric would be horrified if he saw I bought it, which makes me want to buy it even more.’ I grinned and was happy that I still could. ‘He’d only buy this high fiber cereal that tasted like crap cardboard.’

Jackie held up batteries. ‘I’m going to give you a couple of the flashlights in my car and thought I’d buy some extra batteries just in case you need them.’

I smiled.

‘What so funny.’

‘Oh, nothing. I just remember you making fun of Bruce for buying you flashlights for gifts.’

Jackie rolled her eyes. ‘Yeah, yeah, yeah. Okay, you made your point. Bruce is a good guy.’

‘He’s a great guy!’

Jackie insisted on paying for the groceries and we loaded the bags into her car and drove back to the garage.

Paul was tightening the lug nuts when we pulled in. He turned around. ‘Should be as good as new.’

‘Thanks, Paul. How much do I owe you?’

‘I got this,’ Jackie said.

‘But…’

Jackie narrowed her eyes and I felt as if I was being scolded by my mother.

I hugged her. ‘Thank you. I don’t know what I would’ve done without you.’



Chapter 33

When I left the road and turned down the stone lane leading to the cabin, I felt as though I had traveled back in time. I hadn’t been to the cabin since Jackie and I were teens, but as I approached it everything was just as I remembered.

The two-story log structure was more house than cabin. Jackie’s dad had built it and included all the modern amenities.

I put the car in park and looked up at the huge stone chimney and wide front porch. I smiled when I noticed the porch swing. Jackie and I had spent many summer days there. And the rockers were still side by side, where her parents sat and watched us play.

I heard Jackie’s car door slam and it jerked me back to the present. I got out of the car and followed her into the cabin.

I walked into the living room and turned in a circle. ‘Everything is just like I remember.’ I pointed to the plaid tan sofa and chair. ‘Even the furniture hasn’t changed.’

Jackie laughed. ‘Dad did finally have to get a new recliner. Charlie, the black Labrador they adopted a few years back, jumped on it and broke it. Let me show you around.’

I followed Jackie into the kitchen and then down the hallway to the bathroom and bedrooms. ‘Which bedroom would you like to sleep in?’

I pointed to the one behind her. ‘How about that one? Didn’t we sleep in there when we were kids?’

Jackie opened the door. ‘Sure did, and it still has the same two single beds. I always slept in the right one and you always took the left.’

I smiled. ‘Will you sleep in here with me tonight?’

‘I wouldn’t have it any other way.’

We unloaded the rest of our things and Jackie filled the kettle on the stove to make some instant coffee. ‘Are you going to be okay staying here by yourself?’

‘I think so. It’ll give me the space and time I need to think. And I’ll have Izzy to keep me company.’

Izzy was already exploring the cabin and I figured she’d scout out a few prime sitting spots.

I checked my cell phone and showed Jackie Eric’s latest texts. I could tell he was getting angrier by the hour. He’d have gone ballistic at me by now if I was at home. Just the thought of him turning dark knight with his flaring nostrils and beady eyes in my face made me shudder.

Jackie read the texts out loud.

Where are you? Called four times. Answer me!!

Just realized you took tracker off your phone.

Coming home early. We need to talk.

Jackie handed the phone back to me. ‘What an ass!’

We made instant coffee and went outside and sat on the porch swing.

‘You didn’t want bigger boobs, did you?’

I sighed. ‘Yes and no. I can’t blame that one completely on Eric. You know I’ve always felt inferior in that department. Eric assured me that he loved me just the way I was, but I knew he thought I’d look better with bigger breasts. I wanted to make him happy, so I did it. I just wish I hadn’t let him talk me into going so large. I knew I’d feel uncomfortable having boobs that big, and I do. Looking back, I can’t believe I loved him so much that I was willing to change my body for him. How sick is that?’

‘Don’t be so hard on yourself,’ Jackie said. ‘At least you’re away from him now and safe.’

I sipped my coffee. ‘You know I’ve waited my whole life for “the one.” I thought Scott was the one, but he wasn’t. When Eric came along, I thought my chance of finding the one had long sailed. But there he was, everything I wanted in a man. Loving, caring. We shared the same dreams, wanted the same things, or at least that’s what I thought. Or he led me to believe.’

Jackie and I just swung in silence for a minute.

‘Did I ever tell you about the satchel?’ I finally spoke.

‘The one he carries? I mean I’ve seen him with it. More men seem to be carrying them nowadays, although Bruce wouldn’t be caught dead with one.’

‘Yes, that one. It bothers me. Always has.’

I explained how Eric always had to have the satchel with him.

‘Did you ever ask him about it?’ Jackie asked.

‘I did. Well, sort of. I went to touch it and he snapped. He said it was like my purse and he’d never search my purse without asking me first. Likewise, I was never to search his satchel.’

‘That’s strange.’

‘Tell me about it. At first, it didn’t bother me. But the more time he spent away from home, the more obsessed I became with what might be inside that satchel.’

 ‘And you never looked inside it?’

‘Are you kidding me? I was afraid to. Just recently I thought I’d mustered up enough courage to, but he came home and I never got a chance.’

I cried as I relived that awful night. Him shoving the mirror in my face, forcing me to kneel on the floor. The horror poured out of me in one long monologue. It was as if I had to tell Jackie everything, in order to purge the toxins from my soul so it could heal.

Jackie held my hand but didn’t interrupt. At one point, I realized we’d stopped swinging.

‘It was one of the worst nights,’ I continued. ‘Well, until last night.’

I looked at Jackie and her face was wet with tears. ‘I’m so, so sorry, Shel, I wasn’t there for you earlier.’

‘You didn’t know. You believed what I wanted you to believe, saw what I wanted you to see. But it was all a lie, an illusion met to disguise reality.’

‘The disguise worked. I thought you had the perfect marriage. You had everything I wanted, or so I thought. A man who took you shopping, bought you flowers every week and went out of his way to show his love. God, this world is so fucked up.’

‘No, Jack, people are. Eric is. I swear, if I ever get out of this mess…’

‘You mean when.’

‘Yes, when I get out of this mess I’m never even going to look at another man. It will be just me and Izzy.’

Jackie and I talked into the night, stopping only to make sandwiches. At some point we stumbled to our beds. I tucked the flashlight Jackie had given me under my pillow.

‘Goodnight, Jackie.’

‘Goodnight.’



Chapter 34

The kettle on the stove whistled and Jackie filled our mugs with hot water. She was having tea. I wanted – no, needed – my morning coffee.

‘Anything special you’d like to do today?’ Jackie asked.

I poured a little milk into my coffee and stirred it. ‘Remember that trail we used to hike when we were kids?’

‘The one with the rock outcropping?’

‘Yeah, that one. Let’s hike that trail today. I don’t think it’s that long, but I’d like to sit on the rocks like we used to when we were kids.’

‘Sounds good to me.’

I filled a bowl with the marshmallow cereal I’d bought. ‘When do you plan on leaving?’

‘Probably right after lunch. I have a meeting at Nick’s school tonight I really shouldn’t miss. Let’s hike after breakfast.’

I sat at the table to eat my breakfast. ‘I have no dishes.’

‘What are you talking about?’

‘Most of what’s at the house is Eric’s. The furniture, the appliances, even the dishes and pots and pans and utensils. I gave it all away when I moved in, remember? I am going to have to literally start over.’

‘Not completely,’ Jackie said. ‘I’ll give you back everything you gave to me, and we’ll figure out the rest together.’

Just when I thought there couldn’t possibly be more tears in me, they flooded my face.

Jackie hugged me. ‘You’ll get through this.’

Eric had stopped texting so I figured when he got home and saw I wasn’t there, he realized I was gone. Still, it wasn’t like him to not respond. He always had to have the last word.

The leaves crunched beneath our feet as we walked the narrow trail that snaked through the woods towards the lake.

‘Eric wanted to have sex at the park the other day when we were walking the trail. I refused. He became so angry. That’s the night, well, you know…the night he raped me.’

Jackie stopped walking. ‘Oh, Shel. If only I could make the pain go away.’

I looked into my best friend’s eyes. ‘I begged him to stop but he wouldn’t. He said I was nothing but a whore and that he could do whatever he wanted to his whore.’

Jackie hugged me and I sobbed into her shoulder. ‘Tell me I’m not a whore. Tell me I’m not a zero. Please, tell me I matter.’

Jackie pulled away so she could look me in the face when she spoke. ‘You are an amazing woman, much stronger than anyone I know. You’re beautiful and smart, and you’re a survivor. And you will get through this. I will help you, and so help me God, if that motherfucker ever lays his hands on you again, I’ll kill him.’

I hugged Jackie. ‘Thanks for being here.’

‘There’s no other place I’d rather be. Would you like to turn back?’

I pulled a tissue out of my pocket and blew my nose. ‘No. If I remember correctly, the rock outcropping isn’t that far away.’

We walked about a quarter of a mile more. ‘There it is.’ I pointed to the water.

Rocks of various sizes hugged the edge of the land and jutted out into the glistening lake. Just like we did when we were kids, Jackie and I climbed the rocks, navigating our way to the largest one at the tip.

‘Be careful.’ I pointed to the moss-covered rock behind me I’d just slipped on.

I was too late. Jackie had slipped as well.

‘Are you okay?’ I asked.

‘Yeah. Man! I’m getting too old for this crap!’

We finally reached the big rock and sat side by side, our feet dangling over the water below.

‘This brings back so many great memories,’ I said.

Jackie sighed. ‘Where did the time go, Shel? I don’t feel like I’m forty-seven. Remember when someone who was forty-seven seemed ancient?’

I laughed. ‘Well, if it’s any consolation, you look like you’re thirty.’

‘God, when I was thirty I was chasing Lucy and breastfeeding Nick.’

We laughed.

‘It’s so peaceful here,’ I said. ‘Thanks for coming out with me. I love looking at the morning sun glistening on the water.’

‘Looks like thousands of diamonds,’ Jackie said.

We sat for a few minutes in silence, the kind that comes from friends knowing one another so well they don’t feel compelled to speak just to avoid feeling awkward.

‘Are you ready to head back and get some lunch?’ Jackie asked. ‘I’ll eat with you before I leave.’

I opened a can of soup and made ham and cheese sandwiches for lunch while Jackie called Bruce. She walked into the kitchen. ‘Bruce said Eric hasn’t called, which seems a little odd, don’t you think?’

I shrugged. ‘Maybe a little. I’d have thought he’d call my best friend to see if she knew where I was. On the other hand, he probably figures if you did know you wouldn’t tell him. Of course, another possibility is that he doesn’t care.’

‘I don’t believe that,’ Jackie said. ‘From what you’ve told me, he’s a real control freak. And it would be a huge hit to his ego if you walked away. I wish I could stay.’

I handed Jackie a bowl of soup. ‘No, you’ve done enough. I’ll be fine for a couple days. He has no idea where I am. There’s no possible way he can find me. You go home and take care of your family.’

Jackie sighed. ‘I’ll be back up on Friday. That’s only three days away. And I’ll call in the morning and at night. I’m so glad our cell phones work here. I was a little worried about that, but Mom reminded me they’d recently erected a cell tower nearby.’

We ate lunch and then I walked Jackie to her car. She threw her bag onto the back seat and hugged me. ‘Everything’s going to be alright. Remember the code phrase.’

I nodded. ‘I twisted my ankle.’

‘If I hear that, I’ll come.’

‘I’m sure you won’t hear it,’ I said. ‘There’s absolutely no way Eric can track me.’

I watched Jackie head down the stone lane and waved goodbye until I could no longer see her car.

I looked up at the sky, and black, billowy clouds had rolled in. It looked as if it was going to storm. The morning sun was gone.



Chapter 35

I spent the afternoon doing something I rarely did anymore – reading. Jackie’s parents had a huge bookcase full of books. They seemed to read every genre, from romance to mystery, and I found many titles I’d heard of but hadn’t read. I chose a Harlequin romance, one I knew would have a happily-ever-after ending, which I really needed right now.

I sat on one of the porch rockers to read. It was the typical boy meets girl, boy loses girl, boy and girl reunite. Even though I knew what was going to happen, I still enjoyed reading how it happened.

I wondered if my life story would make a good book. It certainly didn’t have a happy ending, and I wasn’t sure people would read it. They probably wouldn’t understand how a successful woman like me could fall for a guy like Eric. Looking back, I barely understood it myself.

I shook my head trying to clear the cobwebs from my mind. I saw a flash of lightning, and I scrambled inside and closed the windows.

Jackie had shown me where her parents kept the candles and I sat several on the kitchen table along with the lighter in case I needed them.

Izzy followed me to the recliner and jumped up next to me. One storm and three hours later, I’d finished the book.

I scratched Izzy’s back. ‘Why do I always pick the wrong guy, Iz? What’s wrong with me?’

I found a notepad and made a list of things I needed to do.

Make appointment with attorney

Copy documents (ie. Financial statements)

Find place to live

I realized I hadn’t changed my will. If something happened to me, everything would go to Jackie. I also realized how dumb I’d been to add Eric to my bank account (he added me to his) and put the charge cards in both names. At the time, it all seemed so natural, a part of us becoming one. I thought it was another way to show our love and commitment to one another. And, of course, it made Eric happy.

I wasn’t worried about being able to make it on my own. I knew I’d survive. My biggest worry was how Eric would react. I’d seen the dark devil that dwelled inside of him, and I feared what it could do. I was prepared to get a restraining order. I added that to the list.

Get restraining order

I figured that Eric wouldn’t cooperate in the discovery process. It wouldn’t surprise me if he’d hid or diverted assets. He always had to be in control, and I’d seen how aggressive he could be when things didn’t go his way.

My stomach rumbled and I made a sandwich. I figured Jackie would be calling soon, so I jumped in the shower and put on a pair of sweatpants and an old T-shirt. I was tired and planned to go to bed early.

I was choosing a new book to read when my cell phone rang.

‘Everything going okay?’

‘Yeah, but being here alone kind of spooks me. Kind of makes me wish I’d taken that pistol shooting class with you.’

‘Do you want me to drive back up? I can leave now.’

‘No, no, no. I’ll be okay. I locked the doors and made sure all the windows were latched. Izzy will sleep with me. How’d your meeting go?’

‘Good. I really like the new principal. She seems to have her crap together, unlike her predecessor.’

‘Great. Still no call from Eric?’

‘Nada. I was almost tempted to drive to your house and give him a piece of my mind.’

‘No! Don’t do that!’

‘I won’t, but I’d like to.’

‘Did you tell Bruce?’

‘Yes, and he was shocked. He said that other than Eric being a bit over the top when it came to PDAs, he never would’ve guessed the guy was bat-shit crazy. Anyway, what did you do after I left?’

‘Read a book. Your parents have enough books to keep me busy for a month!’

Jackie laughed. ‘They’re definitely readers. Mom asked what was going on, by the way.’

‘What did you tell her?’

‘I really didn’t want to go into it over the phone so I just said that you and Eric were having problems and you needed to get away for a while.’

‘Good answer.’

Jackie and I talked some more and then I went to bed, taking the book with me. I read for a while then turned off the light. I had trouble falling asleep, even though I was tired. I couldn’t turn my brain off. Like a roulette ball, my mind bounced from one worry to the next.

I don’t remember falling asleep, but it was three in the morning when I shot up in bed. I thought I heard a noise.

I grabbed the flashlight under my pillow and turned it on, flashing it around the room. I didn’t see anything. Maybe I should check the rest of the cabin, just to make sure I was alone.

I focused on breathing. I didn’t want it to spiral out of control like it did when I had the flat tire. That incident had really scared me, and I never wanted to feel like that again.

I crept through the cabin, checking each room. There was one more place to check – the bathroom. I heard a scratch and it startled me and I dropped the flashlight. I bent down to pick it up and felt a breeze on my back. I turned around. No one was there. I opened the bathroom door and Izzy flew between my legs. She must have somehow got locked in the bathroom.

I returned to bed but didn’t sleep peacefully the rest of the night. No sooner would I drift asleep, I’d wake up again. I tossed and turned, unable to get comfortable. I hated sleepless nights. When the morning sun shined through the bedroom window, I was glad the darkness was gone.


Chapter 36

I looked in the mirror. Gray bags hung under my tired eyes. You look like shit, Shelly. I brushed my teeth and washed my face. Maybe I needed some fresh air.

It was too early to call my attorney, so after eating breakfast I headed to the rock outcropping. I thought being outside would help calm me, but every little sound made my heart race. I was still spooked from last night. I had a weird feeling I wasn’t alone.

The rain the night before had made the rocks extra slippery. My foot became stuck in a crevice between two rocks, and I had to wiggle it free. It made me think about what I’d do if something happened and I didn’t have a cell phone to call for help. I remembered reading a story about a mountain climber who fell into a crevice and cut off his arm. He survived.

Sometimes in life you must cut off a limb to save the body. I had to do that with Eric. I knew there’d be no middle ground with him. He wouldn’t forgive and forget or move on easily. He’d make me pay emotionally, financially, any way he could, claiming I’d abandoned him.

I sat down on the large rock Jackie and I had sat on the day before. I watched two sailboats in the distance. They seemed to dance on top of the water, gliding gracefully forwards. Eric had suggested buying a sailboat but he seemed more of a speedboat type of guy. Fast and dangerous.

I wondered about his first wife, Lisa. I doubted she was the psycho Eric had portrayed her as. I hadn’t tried to find her before, but I wondered if I could.

I found a couple of sites where you could put in a person’s name and get a report on them. I typed Eric J. Talbot. Bingo! Along with several aliases, the report also listed relatives. My name was there, but so was Lisa’s. I read it multiple times. Lisa Danner Talbot. She must’ve taken her maiden name for her middle name.

Someone yelled and it startled me. I turned around to see two kids climbing the rocks closer to land. The parents – I assumed they were the parents – watched from their perches on a fallen tree.

I turned back to my phone, wondering if Lisa was among the billions who used Facebook. I searched for Lisa Danner and I couldn’t believe how easy she was to find.

I was taken a little aback when I saw her photo. We looked a lot alike. Same coloring, hair and build. Was it a strange coincidence or did Eric search for women who had a ‘certain look?’

I enlarged the photo of her and that’s when I saw she was wearing a necklace just like the one Eric had given me the night of my high school reunion.

I could still hear his silky voice and what he said. He even got teary eyed. And, of course, I felt so special. How pathetic!

It made me sick just thinking about it. He probably said the same things to Lisa. I was tempted to message her, but I didn’t want to do anything rash.

I checked other social media to see if Lisa was on any of them. I found her profile on LinkedIn. She was a women’s clothing buyer, and had earned her undergrad and graduate degree from New York University. Her work history and education were impressive.

I wondered how they’d met. Did he woo her like he had me? Did he insist she wear sexy lingerie to bed? How did their marriage end? I had so many questions I wanted to ask but I wanted to see if Jackie thought contacting Lisa was a bad idea. I texted her.

Found Eric’s ex Lisa on Facebook. We look similar.

Jackie texted back: OMG!

Exactly! She’s wearing same necklace he bought me!

WTF? Bastard!

Should I message her?

Hell yeah. If she went through what you have, might need her to testify if things get nasty.

K. Will do.

Let me know when she responds.

K. Love you. Talk later.

Yep! Love U 2!

I must’ve started my message to Lisa half a dozen times. I didn’t want to scare her or evoke memories she had long laid to rest.

Hi, Lisa. You don’t know me but I’m married to Eric Talbot. Things are very bad between us and I wondered if I could talk to you. I’m sorry for any pain you might have gone through, and if you are willing to speak with me, I’ll share my story with you. If you don’t want to speak with me, I understand and please forgive me for asking. I’m just trying to understand what happened over the last few months. Regardless of your answer, thank you for your time and I hope that in moving on with your life you’ve found happiness! Shelly.

I didn’t expect Lisa to respond so quickly, but a few minutes later she wrote:

We need to talk. What’s your number?

I gave her my number and she called immediately. The first thing I heard when I answered the phone was Lisa shouting. ‘Get as far away from that bastard as you can.’

‘I’m safe. I’m staying at my friend’s cabin.’

I could hear Lisa breathe a sigh of relief. ‘And he doesn’t know about the cabin?’

‘Right. He doesn’t know. Lisa, what happened? You sound as scared as I am.’

‘I don’t think I’ve ever stopped being scared,’ she said. ‘I jump at every little sound. I’m always looking around, frightened that he’ll show up in my life again. Look, I can’t talk now. I’m at work and stepped out of the building to call you because I wanted to warn you. But I can call you later. Just please take care of yourself. He’s a psychopath who doesn’t like losing or not being the one in control. If you ran from him, he’ll be extremely angry about it. He’s the one who does the discarding, the one who decides when it’s over. I still think I’m going to wake up in the middle of the night and feel his hunting knife running over my breasts and see his evil face staring down at me.’

I gasped.

‘Whatever you do, do not go back to him. He’ll say he’s changed and he might put on a good show for a while, but he’ll never change. He’s incapable of changing. He’s heartless, callous, cold and calculating. And he’s the most dangerous man I’ve ever known.’

‘Thank you, Lisa, for calling me back. There’s so much I want to talk to you about. I just don’t understand how I let this happen.’

‘Don’t beat yourself up. If I know Eric, he’s done plenty of that. Narcissists prey on a certain type of woman, women who don’t have a lot of self-esteem, who are gullible and naïve and believe in happy-ever-afters. Believe me, I’ve learned a lot since I was able to get away three years ago. I’ll call you later.’

‘Thanks.’

I sat on that rock for a long time thinking about what Lisa had said. I feared that Eric was even crazier than I’d thought. I needed to get a protection from abuse order. It was time to call my attorney.

As I walked back to the cabin, I couldn’t shake the thought I was being followed. I stopped a few times and turned around to check, but no one was there.

I figured I’d find Izzy lying on the recliner when I walked inside. It seemed to be her favorite perch, but she wasn’t there.

I went into the kitchen to boil some water and nearly fainted.

Eric’s satchel was on the table!



Chapter 37

I froze, feeling my legs weaken beneath me. My throat tightened and my heart raced. I trembled when I felt his hot breath on the back of my neck. I glanced at the table where I’d last seen my car keys. They were gone.

I heard my keys dangle. ‘Is this what you’re looking for?’ Eric walked around so he was in front of me. He held my keys in one hand and the list I’d written in the other.

‘You think you’re going to divorce me, bitch?’ He clenched his teeth and tore up the list. ‘I’ll be the one to say when it’s over, not you.’ He poked my chest with his finger with such force that my upper body jerked back.

I looked down, desperately wanting to escape his menacing eyes.

‘Look at me, bitch!’ He slapped me across the face.

My hand flew to my right cheek and I looked into his beady eyes, fearing if I didn’t more harm would come to me. They were the eyes of Satan, I was sure.

‘Eric, please.’

He circled around me. ‘Eric, please.’ He mocked me. ‘You sound pathetic. You are pathetic. A pathetic whore! I bet you’re wondering how I found you. Did you think I was that stupid?’ He was back in my face again. ‘Did you think I’d rely on a tracker app you could easily delete from your phone?’

My eyes widened.

‘That’s right, bitch. I installed a tracker in your car. Hid it in the dash so you wouldn’t see it.’ He snickered.

My entire body shook and I sobbed uncontrollably. I’d never seen Eric so out of control and vicious. I feared for my life.

‘You thought you were so clever coming here.’ He continued his rant. ‘You’re not. You’re dumb. I have a dumb bitch for a wife. I need to smarten you up. I need to show you what happens when you don’t listen like you should. You’ve been a naughty girl. A very naughty girl. Do you know what I do with naughty girls?’

He walked over to the kitchen counter and pulled a knife out of the wooden block. ‘I thought you learned the other night what happens when you disobey me. Why do you disobey me, bitch? You know when you disobey me it only makes me angry. Do you like making me angry?’ He grabbed my chin and stared into my eyes. ‘Well, do you?’

He pointed the knife at my neck. ‘It would be so easy to end your life now. No one would know it was me. Jackie would tell them you came here to get away from me. I’m sure that bitch knows where you are, doesn’t she?’

I listened as he had a complete conversation with himself, detailing all the steps he’d take to ensure no one would know he was my killer.

‘Then just do it,’ I said. ‘I’d rather die than be married to you.’

This time he put both hands around my neck. I coughed. I thought he was going to choke me to death.

‘Shut up or I will shut you up.’ His eyes were evil daggers.

I became dizzy and thought I was going to pass out. He released his grip on my neck and I gasped for air and then coughed violently.

‘No. I have other plans for you. I thought we had a good thing, Shel. You worked hard to make me happy. I liked that. Sad, really, that it had to come to this. Why did you have to ruin everything?’

He stood behind me and pulled my hair so my head tilted back and I was looking into his ugly eyes, which grew darker by the second.

‘You belong to me. I own you. You are my possession, and I will do with you what I want.’ He let go of my hair.

‘Perhaps I just need to retrain you. Will that work? Yes, that’s it. We’ll spend the next several days retraining you to follow orders. Dogs sometimes must repeat obedience classes. Then we can go back home and live happily ever after. You, of course, will tell Jackie that we worked things out, that you no longer want a divorce.’

Listening to him having a conversation with himself was surreal. He’d pose a question and then answer it.

‘You need to think of me as your white knight once more, the one who you waited your entire life for. I could never allow you to damage my flawless image and superior status. The sooner you accept that you are the object of my pleasure, that you should be happy regardless of how I treat you, the easier your life will be.’

I will kill myself first! I thought.

‘Shall we get started?’

‘Please, just let me go. If there is any part of you that loved me, just let me go.’

‘In time,’ he said. ‘But not before I’m ready. I will discard you like the piece of trash you are when I’m done with you.’

He ripped off my shirt and the buttons flew everywhere. He picked up the knife he’d left on the table and pointed it at my chest, teasing me that he was going to cut me. I screamed as he slid the knife between my breasts and cut off my bra. My hands covered my breasts. I was afraid he was going to cut off my nipples.

‘Get undressed, bitch. Then get down on all fours.’ He sat the knife back on the table.

I knew better than to disobey Eric. I quickly took off my jeans, nearly falling over in the process. I got on all fours like Eric had instructed. He slapped my buttocks with his bare hand. It stung and I yelled.

‘Do you like being spanked?’ he asked.

‘No.’

He slapped me again. ‘I don’t like having to spank you. Why do you make me do things I don’t want to do?’ Another slap.

‘Please, stop. It hurts.’

He rubbed his hands over my butt. ‘It’s getting good and pink.’ Another slap.

‘Count down starting at ten,’ he demanded.

Slap!

‘Ten,’ I yelped.

Another slap.

‘Nine.’

Slap!

‘Eight.’

Somehow I managed to endure the abuse but I knew it would be difficult to sit through this much longer. I sobbed as he entered me from behind and grabbed the hair on the back of my head and pulled it.

‘Giddy-up whore!’

I wanted to die but instead I did everything he told me to do. I planned to escape, but it had to be at the right moment. Lying naked on the floor with him towering over me wasn’t the right moment.



Chapter 38

I lay on the floor naked in a fetal position while Eric sat on the recliner, his feet next to me. He kicked my stomach. ‘Take a shower, bitch! I want you clean for the next round.’

I struggled to stand. My entire body hurt. As soon as I stood, Eric pushed me to the floor. ‘Crawl, bitch.’

I crawled to the bathroom and Eric followed. The bathroom wasn’t that big, and Eric stood in the doorway as I showered. I scrubbed every inch of my body, trying to wash away the horror of the past hour. The thought of him touching me made me sick, and I tasted a vile liquid inch up my throat.

Suddenly an idea popped into my head. What if I suggested going for a hike and took him to the rock outcropping? Maybe I could jump in the water and escape. He wouldn’t jump in after me. He’d be too afraid. If I spent the next couple of hours flattering him and massaging his ego, he’d be more inclined to go.

I got out of the shower. My entire body ached and I was sure I’d be covered in bruises. Eric continued to watch as I dried myself, and he followed me into the bedroom. I pulled on a pair of jeans and a T-shirt. I sat on the bed to put on my shoes. I wore canvas loafers instead of sneakers because they’d be easier to get off in the water.

Eric walked over and sat down beside me. ‘Listen, Shel. This can be easy, or this can be difficult. The choice is yours.’

‘I’ll behave. Just please don’t hit me anymore.’

He brushed my hair with his hands, and it made me shiver. After weighing my options, I thought my best chance to get away would be to play along with his demands and look for the right moment.

‘Good girl. Now how about making me some lunch?’

I nodded and he followed me into the kitchen.

‘Is grilled cheese okay?’

‘Yes.’

I retrieved the cast iron frying pan from the cabinet. I considered whacking him over the head with it. Or stabbing him with a knife. If I was sure I’d be strong enough to withstand a struggle, I would have done. No, I had to be smarter. Instead, I put the skillet on the stove and turned on the burner.

Eric watched as I buttered the bread. ‘I like mine well-done.’

I was so fearful I felt as if my entire body was shaking. I took the cheese out of the refrigerator. ‘Is American cheese okay?’

‘Do you have another kind?’

‘No. I’m sorry.’

‘Then why did you ask me if I didn’t have a choice?’ He stood and walked over to me, pointing his finger at my chest. ‘This is what I’m talking about, Shelly. You’re stupid. You have zero intelligence. If there is no choice, why do you waste your breath asking the question?’

I bit my lip. ‘I was trying to be nice.’

‘No, you were taunting me.’ He tapped my chest with his index finger. ‘Just make the damn sandwich.’

I couldn’t stop shaking my leg. It’s what I did when I was nervous. Standing at the stove making the grilled cheese, I became aware of just how fast my leg was shaking.

‘Stop shaking that damn leg of yours. It’s annoying as hell.’

I slid a sandwich onto a plate and handed it to Eric. ‘Would you like some chips or pretzels?’

Eric smirked. ‘One day away from me and I see your old chip habit has returned. That’s not part of your diet, if I recall.’

I wanted to tell him that neither was cheese, but I didn’t dare speak for fear he’d become violent again.

I made a second grilled cheese and sat down across from him.

He sipped a beer he’d found in the refrigerator. It belonged to Jackie’s dad. ‘So, what shall we do today?’

I didn’t say anything.

‘I’m talking to you, bitch!’

I mashed my lips together, thinking for a few seconds about whether this was the right time to bring up going for a hike. Maybe if we were out in the open I’d see someone or find an opportunity to escape.

‘We could go for a hike. We had a great time when we hiked at the park.’

‘Until I wanted to fuck you and you wouldn’t let me. If we go on a hike, I will fuck you this time. Yes. Let’s go for a hike. You could use some exercise. You’re getting a little flabby around the mid-section.’

I felt my mid-section and pushed the grilled cheese away. I was no longer hungry.

‘You will be my bitch,’ he said. ‘And to keep you in line, I have just the thing.’

He went over to his satchel, opened it and pulled out a black leather collar and leash.

‘You’re not serious?’ My hands flew to my neck. I knew he had some deviant desires, but never imagined he’d go this far.

‘Oh, but I am.’

‘But what if someone sees us?’

Eric curled his evil lips. ‘Don’t worry, I found the perfect place to walk that’s totally secluded. In fact, it’s so secluded I bet a dead body would never be found there.’

‘Please, Eric. Please. I’ll be good. I promise. Just don’t make me wear that.’

He walked towards me, unbuckling the collar. ‘You know, Shelly, I’m unsure if I’ll ever be able to trust you again. You’re a liar. Scum. Lower than scum.’

I shook and sobbed as he put the black collar around my neck. ‘See, that’s not too bad.’

I didn’t answer.

‘Answer, bitch. Tell me you like it.’

‘I like it,’ I managed to say while sobbing.

‘Now, let’s go for that hike.’

Eric held the leash while I walked in front of him. If I went too fast, he pulled on the leash to slow me down. Just like a dog. A million thoughts ran through my mind. Was he going to kill me? Could I get him to let go of the leash and make a run for it? I was better off dead.

‘You’re awfully quiet, Shelly.’

I didn’t answer. I just kept walking.

He pulled on the leash and my neck jerked. I stopped and coughed. My neck hurt and I rubbed it.

‘Good girl. You’re learning. Walk.’

I resumed walking. I was surprised he hadn’t had his way with me yet. Just as I thought it he jerked the leash hard. ‘Stop! Take off your pants and get down like a dog.’

I glanced around. ‘But what if someone sees us?’

‘No one is going to see us.’ He unzipped his pants.

My entire body shook as I took off my pants like he’d instructed.

‘Now, down on all fours.’ He clenched his teeth.

‘Please, Eric. Please don’t do this,’ I pleaded.

‘I said get down!’ He took off his jeans and pulled out his belt. ‘If you don’t listen, I will whip you with this.’

I fell to the ground and got up on all fours like he’d instructed. I noticed a palm-sized rock inches from my right hand. A thought crossed my mind. Could I do it? Was it too risky? What did I have to lose?

 Just as he was about to enter me from behind I picked up the rock, turned around and nailed him right in the balls.

‘You fuckin’ bitch!’ he screamed.

I ran as fast as I could, the leash dangling from my neck and naked from the waist down.

I couldn’t go back to the cabin. Think, think, think, Shelly. I remembered there was a natural water spring that had dried up years ago. The stone structure housing the spring was built in the side of a small hill. Maybe I could hide there. I wondered how close Eric was. I didn’t hear him yelling anymore. I wanted to turn around and check, but I didn’t dare slow down.

I stumbled on a raised tree root and flew through the air, slamming face first into the ground. I used my hands to push up and just as I was about to stand and start running again, my legs were kicked out from under me.

Eric stood over me, baring his teeth like a vicious black bear. ‘Now you’re really in trouble, you bitch!’

I looked around for another rock or stick, anything I could use as a weapon. I grabbed a small pointy twig. Maybe I could jab him in the eye with it.

‘Now, now, now, Shelly,’ he said. ‘Drop the stick. Be a nice bitch.’

I held up the stick and threw it down. Just as I hoped, his eyes diverted to the stick and I slammed my foot into his groin as hard as I could. It was enough of a diversion that I could take off running again.

I found the spring. It was covered with brush and had I not known it was there, I would’ve missed it. I crawled inside and started to hyperventilate. I hated small spaces, and I imagined snakes slithering beneath me and spiders crawling all around.

Breathe slowly, Shelly. Calm down. Just breathe. In. And out. In. And out.

I heard him call my name. He was getting closer.

‘Shel-lee. Where are you?’ His voice was sing-songy. ‘It’s not nice of you to run away.’

My heart was beating so fast and so loudly I thought for sure the sound of it would lead him straight to me. My body shook in fear. I had placed myself in a dark hole and there was only one way out.

I felt the ground and touched what I thought was some sort of bottle.

I heard his feet crunching on the leaves. By the sound of Eric’s voice, he was standing above me. If he walked down the side of the hill, the spring would be to his left or his right. And if he looked inside, he’d find me.

I never really understood what people meant when they talked about their lives flashing before their eyes. And I’m still not sure it’s exactly what I experienced, but something happened. Time slowed down and my entire life replayed in flash images in my mind, but there was no sound. It was as if I were watching a silent movie, the images melting one into the other. Mom and Jackie. Mom and me. Drunken Mom. Mean Mom.

‘There you are!’ A strong arm pulled me out of the dark spring and I broke the glass bottle, stabbing Eric in the neck. Blood spurted out.

‘You bitch. You fucking bitch!’



Chapter 39

I ran as fast as I could back to the cabin. My chest hurt and my lungs burned but I didn’t stop.

Eric had tossed the keys on the table when we left. I needed to get back to the table and get those keys.

I could see the cabin straight ahead. I was almost there. Just a few more steps. I flew into the house and grabbed the keys and fled to my car. I stuck the keys in. The car wouldn’t start. I tried again. And again. I slammed the palm of my hand on the steering wheel.

The door opened. And Eric pulled me out. He was covered in blood and had a crazed look on his face. ‘It looks like we’ve got a lot of training to do.’

‘Please, Eric. Don’t. Just let me go.’

He grabbed my arm. ‘Only when I’m ready.’

I struggled as he pulled me towards the cabin. When we got inside, he forced me to sit on one of the wooden dining-room chairs. I watched as he opened his satchel and took out a coil of rope and a clown mask.

My cell phone rang. I knew from the ringtone it was Jackie. ‘I should answer that. It’s Jackie. If I don’t answer, she’ll think something’s wrong.’

Eric handed me the phone. ‘Put it on speaker.’

I nodded and answered. ‘Hi, Jackie.’

‘You sound far away,’ she said.

‘I have the phone on speaker.’

‘Oh. Okay. I was thinking of coming up earlier to go on another hike.’

‘Wish I could but I twisted my ankle. It hurts like hell.’

 ‘You what?’

‘Twisted my ankle.’

‘Ouchh! Have you put ice on it?’

‘I’m doing that now.’

‘Good. I’ll call later.’

‘Okay.’

‘Love you.’

‘Love you, too.’

I hung up the phone and Eric grabbed it from me and placed it on the table beside the knife he’d used earlier to cut off my bra.

‘Look at you two. I love you. I love you, too.’ Eric mocked. ‘You both are pathetic.’

‘Eric,’ I cried. ‘What’s happened to you?’

He slapped my face. ‘You! You made me like this! It’s your fault. Everything was progressing nicely until you decided to leave. No one leaves me, Shelly. No one.’

‘What about Lisa?’

He leaned down and his face was so close that when he talked I felt spit splatter my face. ‘She’s a whore. Just like you.’

I wanted to keep talking because Eric hadn’t finished tying my legs and my hands were still free. If I could keep him preoccupied, maybe he wouldn’t remember, and I could make a run for it.

He walked to the refrigerator and grabbed a beer. Just as he was popping the lid, I lunged for the knife on the table.

Eric laughed. ‘Do you really think you’re going to use that on me? You’re nothing but a coward.’

I wielded the knife in front of me. ‘Don’t come any closer. I will use this.’

He stepped closer. ‘You don’t have the balls to use that knife. You’re pathetic. A loser with a capital L. Maybe I should get a big L tattooed on your butt. Would you like that? Would you?’

I sobbed as he got closer. I knew I wouldn’t be able to outrun him. My only chance was to stab him. I focused on his body moving closer to mine. I pictured plunging the knife into his chest. I would only get one opportunity, so I needed to focus and not falter, even for a second.

He screamed like a wild man and lunged for the knife. I stabbed him in the arm as hard as I could. He fell to the floor and rolled in pain. He was covered in blood and I stood there in shock, unable to move.

I heard police sirens. Jackie had understood. I ran out the door as police cruisers barreled down the lane with their sirens blaring and lights flashing. I collapsed on the ground as the police, guns drawn, surrounded the house.

The next thing I remember is being loaded into an ambulance.

I was taken to the hospital where I was treated and given a sedative. When I woke up, Jackie was sitting next to my bed.

I reached for her hand. ‘Thank you.’

I could tell Jackie was crying because her face was blotchy red. ‘I just wish I hadn’t gone home.’

Tears started to roll down my cheeks. ‘Jackie, this isn’t your fault.’

‘But if I’d stayed…’

‘If you’d stayed, he might have hurt us both. And if you’d stayed, you wouldn’t have gotten the message and knew to call the police. You saved me.’

We hugged, and I knew that my life would never be the same.




Epilogue

A year later

Looking back, I see all the red flags. I see the little things I dismissed that weren’t little at all. I see the excuses I made and the numerous times I didn’t listen to my inner self. It’s terrifying to realize that the person I thought I knew well was not that person at all.

I feel a cocktail of emotions: shock, shame, confusion and sadness. I can’t believe I was in such a painful and toxic relationship. How could I be the love of Eric’s life one moment and his whore, less than a zero, the next? How did I not love myself enough to walk away sooner? How did I not protect myself, financially and otherwise? How could I be so stupid?

I’d be lying if I told you I’ve completely healed. I still have bad days. I still doubt myself. I still fear being conned by a man. Sometimes I’m convinced that every man I meet is a narcissist in disguise.

Overcoming the self-blame, triggered by my feelings of guilt, shame and unworthiness, was more difficult than I imagined. But slowly my feelings of disempowerment have healed and I have managed to forgive myself.

Whenever I stand naked in front of the mirror, I see the scars under my pancake breasts. Scars that will be there forever, reminders of the hell I have survived. As soon as I could, I had the implants removed. I learned that changing myself to make someone else happy only makes me miserable. If a man can’t accept me for who I am, they aren’t worth having. No one has the right to tell me what I need or what is wrong with me.

I’m slowly rebuilding my confidence. I reached out for help and although my journey is far from over, each day is a little brighter than the last.

Just recently I heard from Matt, my high school sweetheart. We’ve been talking over the phone, nothing more. I’m not sure there will ever be more with anyone. I’m not sure I’ll ever be able to trust or love a man again. Sometimes I feel so damaged I can’t possibly see how anyone would want me.

Eric is in jail. It turns out there was more evil in him than I ever could’ve imagined. He secretly taped tenants in the houses he rented to coeds. He installed tiny cameras in the bathrooms and bedrooms, hiding them behind mirrors and in cabinets and ceiling fans. Some of the cameras turned on with the flip of a light switch. The cameras fed the images to a recording system in the basement, and he viewed them via the internet.

Along with the videos, there were various bondage items in the satchel along with panties, each tagged with a woman’s name. He apparently collected lingerie from the women he abused.

I don’t know what I would’ve done without Jackie and Bruce. They pulled me from the rubble and helped me pick up the pieces of my broken life. I moved back near them.

I’m thankful I found Lisa, who has helped me heal. We’ve compared notes, though her journey was so different to my own. We both endured the verbal and physical abuse and have survived with enough scars to last a lifetime.

I long to share my story, to help others who might be caught in a narcissist’s web of lies and deceit. You’re stronger than you think. Braver than you realize. You will survive. It’s not easy. It doesn’t happen overnight. But one day you’ll be able to look back on the time you spent with your narcissist and realize that you made it out.

 You survived.

You’re a winner.

You matter.

They are nothing.
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Chapter 1

I kept telling myself I wasn’t going to die, that the radiologist simply wanted to double-check my right breast to make sure it was as benign as the left. Nothing more than a big ball of size 36C fat. But the C word kept popping up like that irritating ‘unexpected item in the bagging area’ message I always seem to get after scanning every third item at self-checkout.

I called Shonna on my way to the imaging center. I’d already talked to my bestie the night before and she’d calmed me down, but I needed her reassurance again.

‘I think I’m going to die,’ I blurted into the phone.

I could hear Shonna turn on the faucet.

‘Are you listening to me? I said I think I’m going to die.’

‘Now stop it. We talked about this last night. Don’t jump to conclusions. Even if they find something it doesn’t mean you’ll die. They probably just saw something suspicious and want to take a closer look. I’ve had other friends who’ve had mammogram callbacks and they turned out to be nothing.’

‘But what if it’s something?’ I pushed.

‘Then we’ll deal with it, but remember, ninety-nine percent of the things we worry about never happen.’

‘I know you’re right, but I can’t help thinking the worst. I’ve never received a callback before.’

‘Deep breaths, Scarlett. One step at a time. For now they simply want to get a closer look.’

By the time I arrived at the imaging center, my heart felt like it was going to pop out of my chest. I tried to calm myself by taking deep breaths. My anxiety was surely even greater because my boss’s mother had had breast cancer and died, so of course that’s all I could think about.

The imaging center was busier than during my previous visit, but I found a seat in the back facing the wall. I didn’t feel like exchanging small pleasantries with anyone. I just wanted to get the scanning over with and find out if I had the big C. Would I divide my life BC/AC, Before Cancer/After Cancer, I wondered.

Finally, I was called back by a technician who introduced herself as Linda. She looked to be about my age. I changed into a pink floral top that snapped down the front and followed Linda into a room with a huge white machine standing in the middle of it.

‘Please, sit down,’ she said. ‘Do you know the date of your last period?’

I reached inside my purse and pulled out my monthly pocket calendar. I noted when I got my period by writing a P in the tiny date boxes, a habit that had carried over from my teen years when there really was a chance I could get pregnant because I actually did have sex. ‘April 20.’

‘Are you sexually active?’

I shook my head.

‘I’m sorry, is that a no?’

Yes, it’s a no. I haven’t had anything hard in five years!

‘Yes. I mean no, I haven’t had sexual relations with anyone for quite some time.’

Linda furrowed her brows. ‘Oh, okay.’

She thinks I’m weird. Should I explain I want to have sex but there’s no one special in my life and I’m not into hooking up?

No, let it go. I can’t be the only forty-nine-year-old who’s wasting the prime years of her life on a purple rabbit vibrator I nicknamed Jack.

Linda nodded at the machine. ‘Stand in front and slip your right arm out of your top.’

I stood and walked over to the machine and did what she said. She peeled off a little sticker with a tiny bead in the middle of it. ‘I’m going to mark your nipple. It helps the radiologist who reads the mammogram. We wouldn’t want him to mistake it for an abnormality.’

How can a nipple be mistaken for an abnormality?

‘If the nipple rolls during compression the area might look suspicious.’

She read my mind.

‘Think of your nipple like the North Star,’ she continued. ‘It’s a point of reference for the radiologist and helps him read the mammogram.’

Visualizing my nipple lighting up the north sky made me giggle.

She thinks my nipple is big. It is big. Big and probably cancerous. Mike always liked my nipples. Screw Mike. Stop it, Scarlett.

I stepped towards the machine, placing my hand where Linda had instructed. I winced as she positioned my breast against the cold support plate and compressed it, flattening it out like she was prepping a piece of chicken to coat with bread crumbs and seasoning and bake.

‘Are you okay?’

I nodded. Just take the damn picture.

Linda dashed to the console behind a see-through barrier to take the image. ‘Don’t breathe, don’t move.’

I held my breath and exhaled seconds later when the compression plate retreated.

‘Are you okay?’ she asked.

I nodded. ‘We women know how to take pressure!’

She laughed and proceeded to take additional photos of my right breast from different angles.

‘We’re done,’ Linda finally said. ‘You can have a seat in the waiting area while the radiologist checks these films. Don’t get dressed until I tell you to in case he wants additional images.’

I grabbed my purse and headed to the waiting room, which was packed. It was much smaller than the other waiting area so I had no choice but to sit next to someone. And it was just my luck she was a talker.

‘Is this your first time getting a mammogram?’ asked the woman, a petite brunette who looked to be thirty-something.

I shook my head.

‘It’s mine. I’m only thirty-four but my doctor felt a lump during my annual exam.’

I nodded.

‘Did you ever have a lump?’

I shifted in my seat. ‘No.’

‘I hope it’s not cancer.’

I wasn’t sure what to say so I said something really stupid. ‘I hope so, too.’

I should’ve told her that eighty percent of breast lumps aren’t cancerous and that they often turn out to be harmless cysts, but I didn’t have time. The nurse returned and told her she could get dressed. The radiologist was ready to see her.

I picked up a magazine and started reading an article about the First Lady, when Linda popped in to tell me I could get dressed. I took it as a good sign that the radiologist didn’t need any more views.

Five minutes later, I was in his office staring at images on the screens.

Dr Johnson sat in front of two monitors and pointed to the images on the left one. ‘These are the images taken last Friday. See this area here? I wanted to double-check that.’

He then pointed to images on the other monitor. ‘These images, taken today from other angles, give me a better look at that site. Do you see these fine white specks?’

I nodded.

‘They are calcium deposits within the breast tissue.’

My heart started to race. ‘Are they cancerous?’

‘Calcifications are usually noncancerous, but I’d like to send you to a surgeon to have a breast biopsy to be sure.’

I’m dying. I knew it. Oh, stop, Scarlett.

‘You said calcifications are usually noncancerous. What do they look like when they are?’

Dr Johnson opened his desk drawer and pulled out a laminated sheet showing two types of calcifications. He pointed to the top image. ‘These are macro calcifications. They are large, round and well defined and are more likely to be benign.’ He then pointed to the bottom image. ‘These are micro calcifications, or tight clusters of tiny, irregularly shaped calcifications. Certain patterns might indicate cancer.’

I looked at the image on the laminated sheet of paper and then at the image on the computer screen. ‘Mine look like the bottom photo.’ I started to tremble. I knew it. I had cancer.

‘That’s why I’d like you to see a surgeon. Just to make sure they’re benign.’

I tried to stop the tears from coming, but it was no use. My face felt like it was on fire. All I could think about was dying.

Dr Johnson handed me a tissue.

‘So who do you recommend I see?’

‘Dr Edwards. He’s excellent and it’s who I’d want my wife to see if this was her mammogram.’

The next ten minutes were a blur. The nurse returned and asked me to come with her. We went into a small room and I sat while she called the surgeon’s office to schedule an appointment.

‘You don’t have anything sooner?’ I heard her ask. The nurse looked at me, covering the receiver with her hand. ‘The soonest they have is next Friday.’

I sighed. ‘But that’s a whole week away.’

‘I know. I’m sorry.’

‘Ask them if they’ll call if someone cancels.’

I heard the nurse ask and then confirm the Friday appointment. She hung up and handed me a slip of paper with the doctor’s address on it. ‘Dr Edwards is the best. You’ll be in good hands. Good luck.’

Good luck? It’s not like I’m going to play tennis with him! I don’t need luck; I need prayers. ‘Thanks.’

The nurse showed me to the exit and as soon as I crawled into my car I broke down, the tears coming as fast as a waterfall that crashes onto jagged rocks below.

I called Shonna and in between sobs managed to mumble breast, biopsy and cancer.

‘Calm down,’ Shonna said. ‘We need to take this one step at a time. It might not be anything.’

‘But it probably is. I’m probably dying. I’ll never get to see my kids marry or play with my grandchildren.’

‘Scarlett, stop it. Stop it right now. I’m not trying to minimize this, but a lot of people have breast calcifications and they’re usually benign.’

‘Yeah, well, I’ve never been like most people.’

We talked some more and I drove to Mom and Dad’s, wondering how I was going to keep a happy face the rest of the day. I wasn’t going to tell Mom and Dad. I didn’t want to worry them and feared they’d let it slip to the kids. I’d tell David and Tory if I needed to.

I’d already arranged to take the day off when I got the callback. My parents were moving to a retirement community and Mom had asked me to sort through boxes in the basement to see if there was anything I wanted to keep. I couldn’t imagine finding anything of value, but I promised Mom I’d look anyway.
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If you enjoyed The Perfect Husband, then why not try another women’s fiction read from HQ Digital?
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