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    Chapter 1 – Home


  


  “Open the fuckin’ door!”


  Claire took a deep breath in an attempt to think. He was in another one of his moods. Angry and violent outbursts had become the norm over the years; and unfortunately, she’d turned into his punching bag.


  “I’m gonna break it down if you don’t open it!” he screamed.


  She sat on the cold toilet seat lid in only her pink cotton panties and a white t-shirt. Calling the police wasn’t an option with her phone in the family room, but it wasn’t like she would anyway. She’d learned her lesson in regard to that mistake. The beatings had only gotten worse since the time she had Bob arrested.


  “Hey, bitch! Open the fuckin’ door!”


  The wooden frame visibly shook with every violent punch Bob threw at the door. Why was she so loyal to a man who treated her this way? Why hadn’t she left him by now? She wouldn’t be in this horrific situation if she had!


  She’d never told a soul about her relationship problems despite years of pent-up fear and anxiety. Well, at least not in person. She’d sought help on the internet, only to be bombarded with hundreds of messages pleading for her to leave him. She knew what she had to do. The validation of faceless strangers from all over the planet wasn’t necessary, but it was the only support she had.


  Bob hadn’t always been this way. He was smooth, charming, and personable in the beginning. He was a ladies’ man, if you will. In fact, it was that very trait that had caught her attention at the bar all those years ago. The way he effortlessly flowed from conversation to conversation was sexy to her. His control over the room portrayed a certain type of power; and after eleven months of knowing each other, Claire and Bob were married. That was the moment when things began to change. Well, kind of.


  There had been signs early on that he wasn’t the man she thought he was. How many nights wouldn’t he return her calls and texts—only to show up at three in the morning—claiming the battery on his phone died? There was also the incident when he ignored her safe word during sex and continued to drive into her, despite the unbelievable pain she was experiencing. The most degrading moment of that particular memory was the way he’d snickered at her when it was over. She wasn’t a sexy toy. She was a human being with feelings; but more times than not, he didn’t treat her that way.


  “I swear to God, Claire, I’m gonna break this fuckin’ door over your head if you don’t open it immediately!”


  Where did she have to go? Home? Home had been just as awful as her current situation. They always say that a woman ends up marrying a man like her father, don’t they? She certainly couldn’t argue against that. It sure felt like Dad was on the other side of the bathroom door as the chaos continued.


  Twenty Years Ago.


  “Where the fuck were you?”


  Claire stopped dead in her tracks. She was busted.


  “Don’t make me ask you again, girl.”


  “With my friends,” the fifteen-year-old blonde answered quietly.


  “It’s midnight…”


  “I’m sorry,” Claire apologized, her blue eyes bolting to the hardwood floor below.


  The family room light turned on, revealing her father sitting in his recliner with a half empty bottle of Jameson on the end table next to him. “Friends, huh?”


  “Yes, Dad,” she nodded. She was doing everything she could to avoid eye contact with her father.


  “Are any of these friends, boys?” he asked, his voice full of jealously. He was too much of a seasoned drunk to slur his words after consuming God knows how much whiskey.


  She shook her head no.


  “Is that so?” Rick questioned.


  The sudden sound of skin slapping against skin captured her attention. She glanced up to see Dad patting his thigh with the palm of his hand, a pair of white underwear briefs and a white t-shirt covering him on this muggy night.


  “I’m just gonna go to bed,” she told him before turning and heading toward the stairs.


  “Get your ass over here!”


  She froze. Why was he always like this? Why did he always change when he drank? And why was he so miserable? Their lives weren’t bad. Sure, they didn’t live in some upper class neighborhood and drive new cars, but none of that mattered anyway. They had enough to get by, so why was her father so bitter over not having more?


  “Now!” he demanded sharply.


  She slowly shuffled over to his chair. The overwhelming odor of whiskey almost knocked her back after she arrived. The uncomfortable sound of him patting his thigh greeted her once more; and unfortunately, she know exactly what that meant. This wasn’t the first time this had happened.


  She hesitantly took a seat on his knee.


  Rick wrapped his arm around her waist and pulled her onto his lap, her back now resting against his large stomach and barrel chest. “There aren’t going to be any boys, are there?”


  She just wanted to be anywhere else. She dreamed of waking up on the other side of the country with a completely new family. Why was her life this way?


  “I asked you a question!” he spoke sharply, his hand wandering along her exposed thigh.


  She took a deep gulp before responding, “No, Dad…”


  “Because who’s the only man in your life?” he inquired.


  She didn’t have to look back to see his grin. It’d become an all-too-familiar sight. “You…”


  “That’s right,” he confirmed. “We’re going to have a big problem if I find out you’ve been messing around with some boy.”


  Fingers began to play with her blonde hair while his other hand rested awkwardly on her thigh. Uncomfortable situations like these had become more and more common over the past few years. Dad was always having her sit on his lap once her body began to take shape, and his obsession with her never having a boyfriend was unbearable. She yearned for normal parents like her friends had. Why was she the one stuck with a zombie mom who took enough anti-depressants to kill an elephant? None of her girlfriends had a dad who touched them in inappropriate places either.


  “And what are you always going to be?” he asked as the feel of his bulge pressed against her backside.


  She hated saying it.


  “Don’t make me repeat myself, girl,” he said.


  Claire took a deep breath. She was doing her best to keep herself together. The urge to break down and cry was overwhelming. “Your little girl…”


  “Not my little girl…” he corrected her.


  She took another long inhale as his fingers traced north on her thigh, moving to the denim of her cut off jean shorts. “Daddy’s little girl…”


  “Daddy’s little girl,” he repeated, his tone oozing of arrogance. “Now, go on up to bed, and you’re gonna be locked in there for a long time if I find out about any boys.”


  “Yes, Dad,” she quietly responded before slipping off his lap. When she did, his firm open hand smacked her petite backside.


  “Daddy’s little girl,” he remarked to himself while reaching for his bottle of whiskey.


  –


  Claire had waited her entire youth to escape from her father. She’d gone to college, found a good job, and explored the dating scene, but soon found herself in abusive relationship after abusive relationship. Sometimes she wondered if there was no running from her past. What if she was trapped in this hell forever?


  But she finally found her escape after meeting Bob, and tied the knot with her to-be husband shortly after her twenty-seventh birthday. The eight years following her wedding night had been anything but a getaway from her past life, however. In fact, it was more of the same.


  Her husband’s struggle to find steady employment had always been a source of anger for him. He wasn’t lazy or unmotivated. It was just tough out there; and lucky for them, she was able to provide a decent life with her job as a secretary at a law firm. Bob didn’t share her thoughts on their economic situation though. It couldn’t have been any more obvious that he felt emasculated by the idea of a woman providing for him financially.


  “You have five seconds!” he ordered, his fist thudding against the door one last time.


  She jumped to her feet and scurried to the door. “Honey, can we try talking about this?”


  “Absolutely,” Bob answered from the other side of the wood. “After I teach you some fuckin’ manners.”


  “I didn’t mean anything by what I said,” she pleaded. “I honestly didn’t.”


  “You disrespected me in my house,” he reminded her. “You should know better. Now, get out here and take your punishment.”


  She had disrespected him in his house? Why was everything his? His house, his cars, his money: it was always his. Nothing was ever hers. This was a marriage. Everything was supposed to be fifty-fifty. And she’d contributed significantly more money throughout their partnership than he had! God, the problems never ended!


  “I didn’t disrespect you, Bob,” she tried again. “I was just showing you pictures from my friend’s trip.”


  “To Italy!” he rebuffed angrily. “That you know I can’t afford!”


  “We could afford it if we wanted—”


  “You get a kick out of that, don’t you, Claire?” Bob cut her off. “Knowing that you would be the one paying for it? Rubbing my face in your money? Maybe you should’ve found yourself a kike lawyer husband like your cunt friend!”


  There was no use in arguing. All she’d done was innocently show him her friend’s vacation photos on Facebook. It was harmless; but no, Bob interpreted it as a shot at his manhood.


  “For once, can we just sit down and discuss your…our problems?” she inquired, her defeated tone foreshadowing what his answer would most likely be. “I honestly wasn’t trying to insult you.”


  “I told you we’ll talk about things after I teach you some respect,” he said.


  He’s not going away. You can wait inside the bathroom for hours, and he’ll still be sitting there when you come out. Claire, it always works this way. You need to be taught respect; and if you keep acting like a bitch, then he’s going to treat you like a bitch. Now, go take your beating like a good girl.


  She unlocked the bathroom door and hesitantly opened it. Just as expected, Bob stood five feet away at the edge of the kitchen table.


  “Honey, can we please just sit down and talk about whatever’s on your mind?” she begged.


  Bob pointed down at the floor in front of him, resulting in her approaching timidly.


  “I deal with enough shit from everyone else,” he firmly stated. “The last thing I need is to come home and take it from you.”


  She opened her mouth but quickly thought better of it. Arguing would only cause more problems. He had never been one to change his mind.


  “Now, I’m gonna let you decide where you want to take it since you didn’t make me bust down that door,” he said.


  She sheepishly glanced up at his livid face. Bob wasn’t a little guy. He was six-foot-four and pushing close to two hundred and fifty pounds. He had plenty of fat on him these days, but the former college football linebacker still possessed his fair share of muscles, and they left a lasting impact on her petite frame each and every time he decided to teach her a lesson.


  “Where’s it gonna be?” he asked.


  She slowly turned around and bent over.


  “Good girl,” he mockingly praised her as he took his position. His hand reached back and crashed forward into her butt as hard as he could, sending her leaping into the air.


  “Jesus fuck, Bob!” Claire cried out while reaching for her backside.


  “What did you just say?”


  She immediately panicked. As if tonight couldn’t get worse.


  “Did my wife just curse in my house?” he asked, stunned.


  She continued to hold her stinging backside. “Bob, I’m sorry.”


  He pointed down at the floor in front of him, resulting in her shuffling to him once more. Her demoralized attitude caused his cock to stir.


  “On your knees, slut,” he ordered.


  “Bob, please…” she begged. “Let’s just talk.”


  “Don’t make me get my belt.”


  The last thing she wanted to see was the belt. Her butt already had its fair share of permanent scars from the many times he’d claimed to have been disrespected before. She meekly sank to her knees, opting for the simpler route.


  Bob unbuckled his jeans, and dropped them down around his ankle along with his boxer shorts. “We’re gonna find some better use for that mouth than cursing in my house. Your father did one hell of a job fuckin’ you up, you know that? Some lady he raised…”


  Be a good little slut. You know you want to. This will make all your problems go away, Claire. Let him beat you, get him off, and then go to bed fantasizing about a man who loves you for you. Because a worthless cunt like you doesn’t deserve a good man. You deserve exactly what you’re about to get. Now, open that mouth…


  Claire had enough. She cocked her arm back and punched Bob as hard as she could in the balls, sending him crashing to the cold kitchen floor like a ton of bricks. She quickly dashed in the direction of the stairs and climbed the steps until she reached their bedroom.


  Purse, purse, purse…there it is! Make sure you have your credit cards and some cash. Don’t forget your keys either! Take some clothes, take some clothes! The disheveled blonde scurried over to her closet and began piling random garments into her gym bag. What else?


  Stomp! Stomp! Stomp!


  Shit…


  She sprinted to the door and slammed it shut, locking it just in time. Mere seconds later, it was the bedroom door that was now making itself familiar with Bob’s fist.


  “I’m gonna fuckin’ kill you!” he screamed, his rage sending a chill down her spine.


  She hustled back to the closet to resume filling the bag with clothes. She zipped it up and took one last look around before it finally kicked in. She had everything she needed to escape except one thing: a way out.


  “I’m going to fuck you until you can’t form a coherent sentence,” Bob loudly informed her from the upstairs hallway. “And then I’m going to watch the life fade away in your eyes while my hands are locked around your throat! Do you hear me, Claire!?”


  She hurried over to his side of the bed and reached underneath it. Yes! The baseball bat he kept for protection was still there! Her fingers wrapped around the cool metal before she approached the bedroom door with the weapon in hand.


  “Just let me go, Bob!”


  “You’re not going anywhere, you little fuckin’ cunt!” he responded furiously. “I’m gonna fuckin’ kill you!”


  She positioned herself behind the door and silently unlocked the handle, her actions undetected thanks to his boisterous pounding on the wood. It looked like his horrible temper had finally worked in her favor. It was the only thing that allowed for her plan to possibly work.


  “Let’s just talk about it,” she offered.


  He roared with laughter from behind the door.


  Just wait him out. Don’t antagonize him to come barging through the door because he’ll be ready. He still thinks the handle is locked; so when he decides to turn it, he’ll be caught off guard. That’s when you make your move! If you really want to, that is. We both know you would prefer to just let him beat the shit out of you and hope for the best. That’s pretty much your life summed up, isn’t it? Just sheepishly hide and hope things magically change—like a child. You’re a child, Claire, and you’re never going to change.


  A few minutes of silence passed before Bob abruptly spoke up in a calm, cool voice. “I’m gonna fuck you to death.”


  Claire’s head perked up.


  “Because that’s how a whore like you deserves to go out,” he grunted. “Born to a whore, raised a whore, and living your adulthood as a whore. That’s all you are, Claire. Just a worthless whore.”


  Her hands strangled the bat. Eight years of pent-up rage seethed through her body. The only thing—


  The handle suddenly turned as Bob burst into the room, his eyes immediately shooting toward the empty bed.


  It’s now or never. Are you going to allow him to destroy you again, or are you going to make a stand? You better hurry up and decide before he realizes that you’re behind him!


  She mutely pushed the door shut before taking two steps forward. As she did, the metal bat made its way behind her shoulders before launching down with every ounce of strength she possessed. Boom! A direct hit on the side of his right knee sent him collapsing to the floor in a fit of pain for the second time in the past ten minutes. She would be lying if she didn’t admit to enjoying this. It was nice to be on the other side of a beating for a change.


  “You fuckin’ cunt!” Bob screamed, reaching for his leg in anguish.


  She sent the metal bat slamming down on his knee once more, shattering his hand in the process. The sound of him screaming bloody murder was one of the most relaxing moments of their marriage. Something felt right about watching this despicable man writhe around in agony. It was almost as if justice had been served.


  She hustled around his squirming body and retrieved her gym bag before heading for the door. This part of her life was over, and she would never see this asshole again. That was her promise.


  But she wasn’t out in the hallway, rushing downstairs, or turning the ignition in her car. No, Claire was instead sprawling down to the hardwood floor. Bob had reached out and grabbed her foot as she moved by, taking her to the floor with him. She wouldn’t be able to walk out on him that easily.


  She rolled onto her back and locked eyes with the man she once proclaimed to love. His normally brown eyes appeared black with anger, possessiveness, and desperation; but for the first time in their marriage, she saw fear. He knew what was happening. He’d finally lost control of her. Her days of bending over and taking it were in the past.


  She cocked her right foot back and sent the heal of her shoe crashing into his raged filled face, officially breaking free from the chains that had been holding her back for the past eight years. She was free. She could finally leave.


  But she couldn’t just move on. She was far too broken to do that. She’d been damaged from a lifetime of abuse, torment, and neglect. It was impossible to simply move on from something like that. She needed to accost three and a half decades of pain. In order to escape from her past, she had to return to the one place where she could confront it.


  She needed to go back home.


  




  

    Chapter 2 – An Early Midlife Crisis


  


  Mike casually strolled down the hallway, yawning as he made his way toward the living room where he’d been working on his laptop for the past few hours. Something had caught his eye as he passed the bathroom, however. He paused, took two steps backwards, and leaned inside.


  “Um…where are you going?”


  “Out,” Cindy said.


  He checked the time on his phone before addressing his concerns. “Baby, it’s ten at night…on a Wednesday.”


  “And?” she asked.


  “And…I’m asking where you’re going at ten o’clock on a Wednesday night by yourself,” he said, doing his best not to stir the pot. “Especially dressed like that.”


  “I’m not going by myself,” Cindy responded with plenty of attitude. “I’m going out with a few friends.”


  He curiously watched his wife finish applying her makeup in the mirror. Still to this day, he wondered how he’d gotten so lucky. Cindy was five-foot-six, a tad over one hundred and twenty pounds, and shaped like an hourglass. Her sleeveless leopard print mini dress was the perfect complement to her brown hair and dazzling brown eyes. Everyone in his life told him how stunning she was, and he certainly couldn’t disagree.


  Mike wasn’t a bad-looking guy himself. He was still well put together at thirty-five, with a full head of brown hair and a body he worked hard at the gym to maintain. He wasn’t above admitting that Cindy was out of his league physically though. She would’ve been the perfect trophy wife for a professional athlete or a rich investment banker, but he definitely wasn’t either of those things.


  He’d shared stronger mental connections to other girls before; but what he had in the bedroom with Cindy just unreal, and the first five years of their marriage couldn’t have been more spectacular. Constant sex, an onslaught of blowjobs, and a carefree personality that he couldn’t get enough of: everything was perfect. Well, it was perfect until two things happened. One, Cindy turned thirty. Two, her friend Jessica became a prominent character in their lives.


  “I’m gonna take a guess and say that you girls aren’t going to a Waffle House?” he joked.


  Cindy rolled her eyes.


  Mike had beat around the bush for long enough. It was time to address this head on. “I know you feel that you missed out on your twenties—”


  “I don’t feel that I did,” Cindy interrupted, focused on her long eyelashes in the mirror. “I know that I did.”


  “Yeah, but—”


  “Did you have to work all throughout high school because your mom had a spending problem and pissed away all your family’s money?” she cut him off again. “Did you? No, you didn’t, Mike. Your parents bought you a car when you turned sixteen, didn’t they?”


  “Yeah, a cheap used car that I help pay for, and—”


  “And what about college?” she interjected for the third time. “Did you have to work two jobs because your alcoholic dad couldn’t even throw you some money for books? No, you didn’t. And then did you go out and get a full-time job right out of school because you thought it was the responsible thing to do? Did you miss out on everything your former classmates experienced by traveling the world before they joined the workforce? Did you?”


  Mike shook his head no.


  “Exactly!” she huffed. “I just want to have some fun while I still have the chance.”


  “Baby, you’re thirty,” he laughed. “You’re acting like your sixty or something.”


  She responded by glaring at him in the mirror.


  “Why don’t we start doing more things together?” he proposed. “Like, let’s go on a hike tomorrow. Or instead of me playing in my softball league this spring, we can find a coed one to play in together.”


  She was quick to dismiss his suggestions. “I’m not playing softball. I want to have the fun I was supposed to experience during college.”


  Cindy’s lack of hobbies should have been a red flag back when the two met seven years ago. She was only twenty-three at the time, but he could still recall being caught off guard during their first few months of dating. She didn’t have any real friends, there was never any talk of hobbies, and her passions in life seemed fairly limited.


  In fact, she didn’t have much else going on outside of her great-paying job as a dental hygienist. She didn’t even go to the gym for the body she possessed! It was just natural for her.


  At first, it was cute how his girlfriend took a vast interest in the majority of his many hobbies. Hiking, rock climbing, canoeing, home improvement projects, the gym, basketball, softball, flag football, reading, working on his small business: he hadn’t experienced a single moment of boredom in God knows how long. There was always something to do, and he loved how Cindy would fill her free time with his many favorite actives.


  But then Jessica showed up. Well, she didn’t really show up. It started as a Facebook friend request before a few messages were exchanged, which resulted in a lunch together, and that led to Cindy discovering that her friend had been divorced and living a sorority girl lifestyle for the past three years. And now we’re here. Cindy felt like she’d missed out on her crazy youth; because in all fairness, she had. But she was thirty. She should’ve past the age of behaving like this. He wanted his wife to be thinking about kids, not concerned about what dress she would wear to the hottest nightclub.


  “Do you want me to come with you?” he asked.


  Her eyebrows perked up as she looked in his direction. “Really?”


  The club and bar scenes weren’t anywhere to be found on his endless list of hobbies. He’d rather avoid them completely if he could. “How late are you planning on being out?”


  She shrugged her shoulders.


  “Okay, have fun,” he told her before heading back to the living room.


  His wife was making him feel like a grandpa at thirty-five years of age. Was he that boring to hang out with? And the way she’d been so quick to dismiss his softball proposal kind of hurt him. Not only would it be something that they could do together, but it would get her out of the house and meeting new people. Maybe she could befriend one of the other wives on the team? Anything would be better for her than going out to clubs in mini dresses with Jessica.


  He trusted her. He wouldn’t be okay with her new lifestyle if he didn’t, so he wasn’t concerned by her going out without him. She’d never been anything but loyal over the past seven years. There was a person he didn’t trust though; and unfortunately, she was his wife’s best friend.


  Three Months Earlier.


  “Shots! Shots! Shots!” Jessica loudly chanted while walking into the family room with a tray of drinks.


  Mike shook his head in disbelief from his spot in the recliner. Another round? She was still going? It was close to one in the morning and the rest of Cindy’s new friends had gone home hours ago. His wife had planned a little get-together at their house and he was happy for her. Making friends could be a good thing for Cindy, but he was ready for bed hours ago. Jessica appeared to be just getting started, however.


  “What are these?” he inquired, removing one of the small cups from the tray in Jessica’s hands. This new round of beverages were a different color from the previous seven.


  “Lime in the coconut Jello shots!” Jessica drunkenly replied while carrying the drinks over to Cindy. “Lemon and lime Jello with some rum and coconut milk. My personal favorite!”


  “Alright, bottoms up,” Mike announced.


  Jessica set the tray down on the coffee table, grabbing a cup for herself before sitting on the sofa next to her best friend. The three adults tilted their heads back and downed the drinks. They were still adults, weren’t they? The collection of empty Jello shot containers sure had them feeling like college kids again.


  “Mmmmm,” Cindy moaned. “Tasty!”


  “Not bad,” Mike agreed.


  Jessica had quickly moved onto her next desired activity. “Who’s up for a game?”


  Mike sent a glare Cindy’s way, and she responded with a shrug of her shoulders. All he wanted to do was go to bed. He would take good night’s rest over partying any day of the week.


  “What kind of game do you have in mind?” he asked in an extremely obvious unenthusiastic tone.


  “What about sip, sip, shot?” Jessica immediately suggested.


  He wasn’t familiar with her juvenile drinking games. “What’s sip, sip, shot?”


  “It’s like duck, duck, goose, but with drinking,” Jessica explained.


  Mike could only laugh. He wasn’t too confident in his ability to stand at the moment, let alone run. “Have anything that doesn’t involve us running around?”


  “Most Likely?”


  As expected, he had no idea what that game entailed either. “Most Likely?”


  “One person asks a ‘most likely’ question,” Jessica filled him in. “And on the count of three, everyone points to whoever they think would be most likely to do whatever act was mentioned. And whoever gets pointed at the most, has to do a shot.”


  “A few questions and then we call it a night. Deal?” he proposed.


  “Deal,” Jessica agreed with a big smile. “The man of the house can start!”


  “Who’s most likely to get shitfaced on a Tuesday night?” Mike sarcastically asked with a chuckle. “One, two, three.”


  Everyone pointed at Jessica—herself included. She reached forward and grabbed a shot before tilting her head back. “That was lame,” she noted. “Okay, my turn. Who’s most likely to shoot a porn scene? One, two, three.”


  Mike pointed at Jessica, while both the girls pointed at Mike.


  “Excuse me!?” he reacted, shocked.


  “I’ve heard some stories,” Jessica informed him with a grin.


  Cindy looked down at the floor with a smirk. She liked to brag about her husband. So what? Her man was a stud in bed, and she enjoyed letting her friends know how awesome her sex life was.


  He shook his head at that surprising news. He never would’ve guess that Cindy bragged about him. “Okay, shot time I guess.” He downed another drink before glancing over at his wife. “You’re up, big mouth.”


  Cindy could only giggle. She had quite the big mouth when it came to discussing his prowess in the bedroom, alright. “Who’s most likely to have sex in public? One, two, three.”


  Mike pointed at his wife; meanwhile, both the girls proudly pointed at themselves. Jessica turned to her friend, surprised. “Really?”


  Cindy shyly smiled.


  “Alright!” Jessica laughed. “Drink up, girl!”


  “Let’s end on that note,” Mike said, rising to his feet in an attempt to bring the party to a close. His slightly woozy view of his surroundings were a swift reminder as to why he wasn’t much of a drinker.


  Jessica shouted, “One more!”


  “One more round?” he asked.


  “Just one more question,” Jessica clarified herself. “I swear this is the last one. Who’s most likely to love blowjobs? One, two, three.”


  The girls each pointed at themselves. Mike wasn’t as quick to react. Actually, his hand had yet to move.


  “You’re the tiebreaker, baby,” Cindy reminded him with a look that could only be described as ‘wifely.’ There was no secret as to who she wanted him to point at. “Who’s it gonna be?”


  His eyes moved from his wife to her friend, the devilish grin on Jessica’s face impossible to miss. He raised his hand, paused for a moment, and slowly pointed at himself.


  Jessica bit her lower lip.


  “Shots all around!” Mike laughed as they each indulged in one last drink. “How you getting home, Jessica?”


  She stood up and reached for her purse. “I’m good.”


  “There’s no way you’re driving,” he said.


  “Yeah, there’s no way,” Cindy chimed in.


  “Uber?” Mike asked.


  Jessica unlocked her phone and began searching for the necessary app. “Yeah, I can grab an Uber.”


  “Or you could just crash here,” Cindy told her.


  Mike’s attention immediately shot to his wife. She was telling him to be nice with her eyes, but everything about this seemed like a bad idea. Her flirtatious friend didn’t belong anywhere near their house while they were in bed—especially when drunk.


  “You don’t mind?” Jessica asked her bestie.


  “Not at all,” Cindy confirmed with a big smile. “I’ll get you some blankets.”


  Thirty Minutes Later.


  Mike mindlessly stared at the bedroom TV, unsure if he’d watched these sports highlights already. That dunk looked familiar. Or did it? Actually, the picture was kind of blurry too. Just how buzzed was he?


  Cindy strolled over to the bed in her nightie before joining her husband, sliding under the comfortable blankets. “Thanks for tonight, baby.”


  “Huh?” he asked, turning to look at her.


  “Thanks for tonight,” she repeated.


  He wasn’t following. “For what?”


  “For being so cool about everything,” she said. “I know the last thing you want is a house full of my girlfriends, but you were great.”


  He sent a loving smile her way. “Making you happy, makes me happy.”


  “I know I don’t have a lot of friends, but I’m kinda trying to break out of my shell, you know?” she said. “It’s just so much easier when you have a partner supporting you.”


  “That’s my job,” he told her while looking back at the TV. Okay, he’d definitely seen that dunk before. Or had he? God, he was drunk.


  “And I wanna say thanks.”


  He turned back to her to explain how unnecessary it was to thank him for being a decent husband was; except this time, she wasn’t there. Cindy had already slid under the covers, and it didn’t take long before she was showing him how grateful she truly was—physically.


  Three Hours Later.


  Thud… Thud… Thud…


  Mike’s head was pounding.


  Thud… Thud… Thud…


  The thirty-five-year-old now absolutely remembered why he rarely drank. Someone may as well have been smashing a bat into his skull. The miserable sensation vibrating inside his head refused to dissipate. Water. He desperately needed water. The bathroom sink wouldn’t cut it either. He was urgent need for ice cold fluids.


  He journeyed downstairs in only his boxer shorts and lumbered into the kitchen, yearning for some much needed relief from his awful headache.


  “Hey.”


  It wasn’t so much the realization of no longer being alone that caused him to jump. His reaction had much more to do with whose voice he’d heard. It didn’t take long for his worst nightmare to become reality either.


  He spun around to find Jessica standing next to him, leaning against the counter in a pair of black panties and a white t-shirt.


  “Um…hey, Jessica,” he greeted her awkwardly with his eyes looking everywhere other than the gorgeous blonde. “Did I wake you up?”


  “No,” she answered while twirling her finger through her hair. “I couldn’t really sleep.”


  “It’s not the couch, is it?” Mike asked while pouring himself a glass of water, still refusing to look in her direction.


  “No, it’s something else,” she told him.


  “Something else?” he inquired after finally taking a look in her direction.


  Her voice dropped to a seductive whisper. “Uh-huh. It’s something that’s been on my mind.”


  He took a sip of water, his heart racing from the sound of her soft footsteps coming closer. Nothing good could come from this. His wife’s friend—who’s completely gorgeous—stood just to his side in her panties and a t-shirt. On what planet would this end up okay?


  “Something Cindy told me about…”
she whispered.


  Uh-oh.


  “Something I wouldn’t mind spending a little private time with,” she went on, biting her lower lip.


  He quickly turned back to the kitchen countertop. “I think you’re drunk, Jessica.”


  “I think we’re all a bit drunk,” she said before reaching out and unsuccessfully attempting to wrap her hands around his bicep. “Cindy’s so lucky. So…fucking…lucky…”


  The temptation to stray had always been there despite how crazy he was about Cindy. A wedding ring on his finger didn’t magically eliminate his love of women. Older, younger, black, white, yellow, purple: he liked them in all colors, shapes, and sizes. That didn’t change his commitment to Cindy,  however. She was the only woman in his life, no matter how hard it was to say no at times.             


  Jessica’s body wasn’t all that different from his wife’s. She possessed blonde hair and blue eyes instead of Cindy’s dark features, but everything else was fairly similar. The most noticeable difference was Jessica’s attitude. While Cindy was good in bed, something told him that Jessica was unbelievable between the sheets. She just had a vibe about her which oozed of sexual fun.


  “Jessica, I’m flattered…really…but I could never do that to Cindy.”


  “She’ll never find out,” Jessica breathed seductively, her finger tracing along the bare skin of his wide shoulder. “It’ll be our little secret.”


  He took another sip of water in an effort to suppress his true urges.


  Why are you still standing here? Go back to bed, shithead! Go upstairs to your wife! You know, the woman you love. The one you promised to always be loyal to. Standing in the kitchen with her sexy friend isn’t a good idea—especially while she’s in her panties! But shit…she is sexy…


  “Cindy loves to talk about you—all facets of you,” Jessica said before deciding to expound on that particular subject. “Like how many times you can go in one night, and how you love going down on her, and my personal favorite: how rough you get in bed.”


  His focus moved back to her. She was begging for it with her eyes. “I can’t.”


  She shifted to her tippy-toes and purred into his ear. “I wanna suck your cock.”


  Mike gulped.


  “And I love sucking cock,” she giggled, giving his earlobe a playful bite in the process.


  Cindy loved taking care of him orally as well, but his gut instinct told him that Jessica possessed the ability to bring a man to his knees in ways his wife couldn’t. What if she could give him the best blowjob of his life? This might be his only chance to ever experience something like this.


  “Remember what I told you at the start of our game earlier?” she asked, now gazing up into his eyes. “Why did I let you go first?”


  It wasn’t easy in his drunken state, but he finally recalled that seemingly innocent detail. “Because I’m the man of the house?”


  “Because you’re the man of the house,” she echoed. “The man of the house should be treated like a king. He should get anything he wants. Does Cindy ever let you fuck her throat? Does she worship your cock? Does she live for making you happy?”


  He raised the glass of water to his lips to take another sip, but it took a good ten seconds for him to realize that the glass was actually empty. Jessica removed the cup from his hold and placed it on the counter; but before he could process what was happening, her hands had already gone back to exploring his body.


  “We would never leave the bedroom if I was married to you,” she told him with a grin. “I would wear you out.”


  His hand moved to the top of her head before it abruptly froze.


  Do it! Push this slut down to her knees and enjoy yourself. You’ve earned it! You’ve been nothing but loyal and supportive over the past five years of marriage. Cindy probably wouldn’t even mind. She knows how lucky she is. How many husbands are as good as you? How many guys play fun games and take their wives on adventures every week? You’re a catch! A stud! And studs like you deserve the royal treatment! So, go for it! See how far you can push this piece of ass!


  Jessica patiently gazed into his hesitant eyes, waiting for him to take control.


  Cindy wouldn’t mind? Wouldn’t mind!? Are you fuckin’ serious? Dude, you’re delusional! Of course Cindy would mind if her friend sucked your dick in the kitchen! You have it made! Your wife is sexy, pleasant, and constantly ready to take care of your needs. And you love her, remember? You’re going to throw that all away for a blowjob? The same blowjob you could get from Cindy? Hell, she just gave you one three hours ago! Go back to bed!


  He slowly slid his hand off the top of her head and moved it down to his waist. “Good night, Jessica.”


  “Good night, Mike,” she grinned before strolling back into the family room.


  Current Day. 3 AM.


  Mike checked his phone for the hundredth time. Nothing. Should he call the police? What if something happened to Cindy and she was in trouble? She never ignored his calls or texts, but his six calls and seven text messages had all gone unanswered over the past hour.


  What did you think would to happen? She’s out with Jessica, dumbass. You know, that sexy piece of ass who’s unemployed and lives off her ex-husband’s alimony payments? The girl who still goes to frat parties like she’s in college? That’s the woman your wife has been hanging out with for the past three months. How did you not see it turning out this way?


  Relax. Her phone probably died and she crashed at Jessica’s place. Why are you being so paranoid? Listen, Cindy’s a grown woman. She’s more than capable of taking care of herself and making her own decisions. And you trust her, right? So, stop worrying. Just go to bed. Everything will be fine in the morning.


  One hour later.


  Cindy’s ginger footsteps were impossible for his ears to miss. So was the way she slyly slipped into bed. Nothing good would come from confronting her at this very moment. He was annoyed, she would be defensive, and it would undoubtedly turn into a shouting match. He closed his eyes and attempted to fall asleep, saving their inevitable discussion for the morning.


  9:15 AM.


  He was awaken by the roaring sound of the alarm on his phone. The best part about being self-employed? That would be the hours, and he’d decided to sleep in to give himself a little extra time to make breakfast before starting his work.


  Shit.


  He’d forgotten all about Cindy. He rolled over to find her side of the bed empty, of course. She would’ve left for work close to two hours ago. Was part of him trying to avoid this? Is that why his mind pushed it into the background? There was no denying that something awful had occurred in the wee hours of the morning.


  He hopped into a pair of basketball shorts and headed downstairs, eventually finding himself in the kitchen; and much to his surprise, he wasn’t alone.


  “Cindy?”


  She looked up from her cup of coffee, stone-faced.


  “Are you alright?” he asked.


  “I called in sick today,” she informed him, glancing back down at her coffee.


  “What’s wrong?” he questioned.


  “I just…don’t…don’t feel good,” she said hesitantly. “I think I’m coming down with something.”


  He joined her at the kitchen table. “What time did you get home last night?”


  …


  “Hey!” he raised his voice, demanding an answer.


  “Late,” she finally admitted..


  “The club closes at 2 AM, right?” he asked.


  She nodded, her eyes avoiding him.


  “So, where were you?”


  “We went to a friend’s house after,” she answered after briefly pausing to collect her thoughts


  “Someone I know?” he asked.


  She shook her head no.


  “Someone you met last night?” he continued his barrage of questions.


  “I didn’t know him,” she said. “Jessica did. I just tagged along.”


  He didn’t like the sound of that. “Him?”


  “Nothing happened!” she snapped back in a defensive tone. “We just hung out!”


  “I didn’t accuse you of anything,” he said. “I’m just trying to find out why you weren’t in bed until four in the morning.”


  “You don’t trust me?” she asked, her eyes now locked on his groggy face. “Is that what you’re saying?”


  “Would I be fine with you going out if I didn’t trust you?”


  “And what about when you tell me you’re going to the gym, and then you’re gone for three hours?” she asked aggressively, changing the focus of their conversation. “I shouldn’t wonder about that?”


  “Well, when I’m at the gym, I almost always end up playing basketball,” he said with a bewildered chuckle. How had his gym habits become the main concern? “And yeah, that means I’m gonna be there for a while.”


  She quickly shifted her attention away from him before turning back. Her previously guilty eyes now appeared challenging. “You know, Jessica told me what happened that night.”


  “What night?”


  “When we got drunk off Jello shots and she slept over,” Cindy clarified herself. “And how you came onto her in the kitchen.”


  “What!?” he shouted, stunned.


  “Oh, please…” she rolled her eyes. “Don’t treat me like some kind of idiot.”


  “Holy fuck, Cindy!” he exclaimed with his hands running through his hair. “That’s what she told you? That I came onto her!?”


  “Yep,” she nodded, her arms crossed under her breasts.


  “I went downstairs to get a glass of water when she comes out of nowhere,” he explained what had happened. “So, I’m just trying to be nice, but she started flirting with me.”


  Cindy’s amused look was hard to miss.


  “Baby, she straight up told me that she wanted to give me a blowjob,” he said. “In the kitchen!”


  “Come on!” she laughed. “Give me a break!”


  “She did!”


  “What fuckin’ planet do you live on, Mike?” she asked while rolling her eyes once more. “Where you’re such a ladies’ man? Where women are just begging to suck your dick?”


  “That’s how it happened!” he defended himself. “Wait…what was her version?”


  “That you uncomfortably came onto her after she went into the kitchen because she heard a noise,” she said. “That was her exact story.”


  Mike shook his head in disbelief. “That’s bullshit.”


  “Are you calling my friend a liar?” she questioned.


  “Yeah, I am,” he answered. “And I can’t believe you’re buying this shit. Baby, you’ve know her for three months. We’ve been married for five years! We’ve known each other for seven! I’ve never lied to you about a single thing!”


  Cindy glanced back down into her cup of coffee.


  “When did she tell you this story?”


  “Last night,” she answered. “In the Uber ride to the after-party.”


  “You seriously don’t see what she’s doing?” he asked.


  She curiously peered at him.


  “Your thirty-year-old friend is out partying with college kids five or six nights a week,” he started. “She finally meets a woman her age who wants to go out once in a while and have some fun, and it’s the greatest thing ever for her. You don’t think that she’s trying to cling onto you? Sweetheart, she’s wants to drive a wedge between us so that she can have you to herself. She wants a permanent friend to go partying with every night. You really don’t see this?”


  “Well, why didn’t you tell me about what happened then?” inquired Cindy. “You know, if it actually happened the way you claim it did?”


  “Honestly?” he asked.


  Cindy was waiting. “Yeah, honestly.”


  “Because I was happy that you’d finally found a friend, and I knew telling you would’ve ended that. I swear to God I would have told you in a heartbeat if I knew that this was how things would come to be.”


  “I need to think,” she said before hopping out of her chair. “I’m taking a shower and then going to bed for a while. We’ll talk about this when I get up.”


  He waited for the sound of the shower water to turn on before doing something very out of character for himself. It made him feel like a piece of shit; but for the first time in his life, he was going to snoop. He’d officially dropped to this level.


  He hurried into the bedroom and grabbed Cindy’s charging phone from the nightstand before entering her four digit passcode.


  It buzzed.


  He reentered it.


  Once again, the phone buzzed.


  Oh, shit! You know what this means, don’t you, buddy boy? She’s fucking around!


  Hey! Relax. Maybe she reset her phone and changed her passcode without remembering to tell you. That’s probably what happened. There’s no need to jump to conclusions.


  Listen to that idiot! Reset her phone and changed her passcode without remembering to tell you? Are you serious? Do you want to know what really happened last night? Your wife got fucked! Well, maybe not, but she at least had someone’s dick in her mouth! And guess what? It wasn’t yours! That’s what you get for letting her hang around with Jessica, you stupid asshole!


  Think, think, think. What could she have changed her passcode too? The last four digits of her social security number?


  Buzz.


  Her birth year?


  Buzz.


  Mike closed his eyes before it suddenly came to him.


  1, 2, 3, 4.


  The phone unlocked.


  He rolled his eyes and immediately went into her text messages. Let’s see…Tina, Mike, Jessica, Mom, Angela…wait, who’s Tina?


  He opened the conversation and his stomach immediately dropped.


  3:47 AM – text received - Had fun.


  3:48 AM – text sent - Me too :)


  3:48 AM – text received - You need to start coming by regularly.


  3:49 AM – text sent - I’m not that easy ;)


  3:49 AM – text received - I beg to differ. Especially with what was coming out of your mouth.


  3:51 AM – text sent - Sometimes I like to be bad. Maybe we’ll stop by next week. Kisses.


  He should’ve known when Jessica tried to seduce him three months ago, he really should’ve known when his wife started going out to clubs regularly, and he absolutely should’ve known by the way Cindy had acted this morning. She’d attempted to make him feel like shit to hide her own guilt. She did her best to convince him that he was somehow the dishonest one!


  She’d messed around with some guy six hours ago, but sat at their kitchen table and accused him of hitting on her best friend. A five year marriage was over just like that. He did everything for that woman. Every fun date he planned, every creative game he set up which she couldn’t get enough of, and every afternoon they spent locked in the bedroom: it was all for nothing—absolutely nothing. What now? Was his entire life a lie? Was he just some gullible idiot?


  He signed into their joint bank account on his phone and transferred half the money over to his personal checking. He then grabbed his phone and wallet, threw some clothes into a suitcase, and snagged the car keys on his way out the door. He was going back to the one place he truly loved. To the one place that would never cheat. To the one place he knew would always be there for him.


  Mike was going home.


  




  

    Chapter 3 – Hayden


  


  One Week Later.


  Claire had three thousand dollars to her name. That was all the money Bob had left in their joint checking account when she finally accessed her banking app six hours after storming out of the house, and she probably had about forty bucks in cash along with a few credit cards in her purse. A lawyer would be able to get her at least half of what they had, but she wouldn’t be caught dead going through that process. It would only mean trouble.


  Finding a lawyer would result in going back to the town she’d just left, which would lead to her seeing Bob, which would mean confronting him, and that would eventually result to her giving their marriage another shot. It would only be a matter of time until she found herself hiding in the bathroom again courtesy of an innocent comment that he didn’t like. She wouldn’t be able to change him.


  Bob hadn’t even bothered attempting to contact her either. This wasn’t her first time trying to leave. She’d bolted out of the house after a violent fight before, only to come crawling back hours later.


  It was like her husband was just waiting for her to return; but in case she didn’t, then he would make it hurt. But things would be different this time. She hadn’t stopped once during that six hour drive back to her hometown of Hayden, New York—a small, blue collar town hidden deep in the Adirondack Mountains. It was the type of place people traveled hours to visit every fall when the leaves changed colors. The landscape was covered in pretty mountains, breathtaking vistas, and exquisite lakes; except she didn’t see any of that beauty. She only saw pain.


  She was able to secure an apartment with several months rent paid in advance. Here she was, thirty-five years old, still married but not really, unemployed, nearly broke, and living in an rundown apartment in her least favorite place on earth. Even if she ran into an old friend from school, she couldn’t imagine actually recognizing them. It’d been seventeen years, after all.


  The only family she ever had was her mother and father, and Dad died in a drunk driving accident five years ago. The most ironic part was that he was stone-cold sober at the time of the crash. It was a funeral she’d chose not to attend. And why should she have gone? Who else would even be there other than Mom? And that was assuming Mom was able to drag her sedated self out of bed and make it to the proceeding on time.


  Why did she come back to Hayden? She hadn’t properly thought her decision over. There wasn’t some door she could walk through to receive a desired explanation for the way her life had turned out. The answer as to why she couldn’t let go of the past wouldn’t be solved that easily. Every time she attempted to escape her childhood, she found herself crawling right back to it.


  She shouldn’t have come back here. She should’ve driven west. How far west? It didn’t matter. Maybe she would end up in Chicago? There were plenty of law firms there. She would have no problem finding work, and a big city like that would have plenty of single men who had their shit together. Men who wouldn’t abuse and degrade her. Men who would appreciate her for the type of person she was, and men who would treat her with respect.


  Or maybe she should’ve kept driving until she hit the coast? What if she met a laid back surfer on a beach in California? The kind of guy who wasn’t interested in money or material possessions. The kind of man who only cared about surfing and the woman he loved. They would get by on barebones and savor every minute of it. She would be done with the rat race. Life was too short to be caught up in outrageous mortgages and constant stress. They would live on the beach and feed off one another’s love; but when she looked out from her one and only apartment window on this damp spring afternoon, she saw a small, dark, evil town full of venomous creatures.


  She had it all wrong. The answer to her problems weren’t in Hayden. The answers to her problems were anywhere else. But as long as she was here, then she had to pay a visit to the one person who had never been there for her in the past.


  It was time to see Mom.


  –


  Mike sat at an empty coffee shop table and smiled. Something about Hayden was like a warm blanket to him. Whenever life threw him a curveball, this town told him to keep his eye on the ball. Everything about this place made him feel bubbly inside.


  He’d settled into an apartment after crashing at his parents’ house for a few days. Just like they’d been seventeen years ago, Mom and Dad were as welcoming and caring as ever. They’d never lost touch with one another, but he hadn’t stayed in contact with them as much as they deserved over the years. Sometimes it felt like he took them for granted. His parents were special. Did it have something to do with him be an only child? Maybe. There was never anything other than love and adoration from them. Most kids never had the privileged of being raised in that kind of environment, and his parents’ warmth seemed to sum up this entire town perfectly.


  Why had he left Hayden in the first place? Like most teens, he was hit by a desire of needing to grow up after college. Hayden reminded him of his youth, except he wasn’t a child anymore. He was a man. He was a man who’d gone out and built his own nest after graduating, but that had all fallen apart last week.


  He decided to ignore the countless number of voicemails and texts from Cindy apologizing. This wasn’t something that he could look past. Their trust had been broken. Sure, people make mistakes and no one is perfect, but Cindy had done more than that. She looked him dead in the eyes and lied. She accused him of cheating when she knew exactly what she’d done just hours earlier. That was the person he’d placed his complete faith in. He’d given everything to the one girl who decided to throw away seven years for a one-night stand.


  He could work out of his apartment; and fortunately, he was in decent shape financially. Cindy could keep the house as far as he was concerned. He was never going back to his old life—even if just for a quick stop. Would he stay in Hayden? He wasn’t sure. But wherever he decided to start building his new nest, it wouldn’t be anywhere near the woman he used to love. He needed to start over.


  –


  Right…right…right. Turn right!


  Claire kept driving.


  On my God! How many times are we going to do this!?


  She took a left and looped around her old neighborhood for the fifth time. She couldn’t turn right. Turning right would send her into a tailspin of memories. Turning right meant driving on Tamper Lane. Turning right would put her seconds away from the house she’d spent the first eighteen years of her life in.


  Claire, you need to do this. We’re going to turn right after this stop sign. Maybe Mom doesn’t even live there anymore. It’s been five years since you even checked to see if she’s alive, after all! Just turn right, make the drive down that potholed covered street, and pull into your old driveway. You want to move on with your life, don’t you? You’re never going to be able to do that until you overcome your childhood!


  Simply being in her old neighborhood covered her arms in goosebumps. Everything looked so similar. For every one house that was freshly painted with a new addition added onto it, ten hadn’t changed even in the slightest. They were the same colors, they had the same basketball hoops in the driveways, and they gave her that same eerie feeling. Every day may as well have been Halloween in Hayden. Every day had a spooky vibe. Every day she spent in this town, felt like one day too many.


  We’re gonna do this. Please, Claire, turn right.


  Panic instantly set in after she took a deep breath and turned right. She could recognize their neighbor’s mailbox already. Nothing had changed! The snail’s pace at which her car crawled down the asphalt surface showed just how terrified she was to arrive at her destination.


  Oh my God…


  There it was: home. The same white paint was chipping off and in desperate need of a new coat, the bushes were still out of control and overgrown to the point where they blocked the downstairs windows, and the upstairs bathroom window had a wooden board over it instead of being replaced. Seventeen years later and everything was the same! She pulled into the empty driveway and shifted her car into park.


  You can do this.


  She slowly exited her car and began to ascend the beaten, worn-out driveway. The white screen door still possessed that familiar spot of red paint from when her little cousin thought it would be funny to draw a heart. Dad hadn’t found it as humorous as her cousin had.


  Her shaky finger reached out and pressed the doorbell.


  Nothing happened. There wasn’t a sound.


  She opened the screen door and moved her hand to the wooden front door behind it.


  Knock… Knock… Knock…


  …


  Knock… Knock… Knock…


  …


  Knock! Knock! Knock!


  …


  Knock!!! Knock!!! Knock!!!


  …


  Nothing. No answer. So, what now? Was this it? No explanation for her shitty childhood? No apology? No way for her to move on and forget her past?


  She knew what would happen. She would find a guy—whether it be in Hayden or somewhere else. The relationship would start okay, but it would eventually turn out the same as all the previous ones had. She would become a punching bag; but deep down, maybe she wanted it that way? Perhaps a lifetime of abuse was all she had in store.


  She turned and headed back to her car with a dejected step in her stride.


  “What?”


  Claire abruptly stopped in her tracks. That voice. It was—


  “What do you want?” that rough, cold voice asked again.


  She turned and saw her mother. Her former blonde hair was now completely gray, her skin was saggy and loose, and her stomach had doubled in size. Her voice hadn’t changed at all, however. It was exactly the same as from her childhood.


  “Are you deaf?” Amy asked.


  “Mom…” Claire said quietly.


  Amy walked back into the house, leaving the door open behind her.


  She could do this. Her feet cautiously trailed along her mother’s path, until she found herself standing next to a sofa, distracted by the blaring television that was the only source of light in the dim and musky room. The house was full of garbage, dirty dishes, and cats—lots and lots of cats.


  “Mom…you remember me, right?”


  Amy’s eyes never strayed from the sitcom rerun she was watching. “Yeah.”


  “Mom, it’s been seventeen years,” Claire pointed out.


  Amy didn’t answer.


  Claire needed to get straight to the point. She didn’t come here to shoot the shit. “I wanted to talk.”


  This unexpected visit seemed like more of an annoyance to Amy than anything. “About what?”


  Claire moved a large pile of papers and garbage off the sofa, and placed them on the floor before taking a seat. “About Dad.”


  Her mother’s eyes sharply peered in her direction, but her voice was even more chilly and distant. “What about him?”


  “Did you know…did…did you know the way he treated me?” Claire asked, memories from her childhood stifling her words.


  Amy let out a deep huff. “That’s just how he was.”


  “Mom…he would…he would touch me.”


  Amy’s eyes moved back to the TV. “What do you want me to do about it?”


  “Why didn’t you ever say anything?” Claire inquired. “Why didn’t you ever say anything to Dad?”


  “You were a grown woman,” her mother responded harshly.


  “I was fifteen!” Claire shouted. “I was a kid!”


  “Is that what you came here for?” Amy asked, now glaring at her daughter. “To blame me? To accuse me of something? What’s done is done!”


  Her mother was right. What’s done was done. There wouldn’t be any closure. Nothing she said could change the past twenty years. Her childhood was shit, her adulthood was shit, and the rest of her life would be shit as well. It was just meant to be this way.


  –


  “Hey, Mike!”


  Mike quickly stood up and gave his longtime friend a big hug. “Shawn!”


  It’d been seventeen years since they’d seen each other in person, but the two former classmates had stayed in touched occasionally via Facebook. It just made sense to tell his one-time best friend that he was back in town; and just like old times, Shawn was always ready to hang out.


  “Seventeen years,” Shawn smiled as he took a seat at the coffee shop table. “Jesus Christ.”


  “I know, right?” Mike laughed. “So, how’s it going?”


  “Good,” Shawn told him. “The wife’s expecting again, so number four is on the way. Hey, let me know if you ever want a kid. It turns out that I have the world’s most potent dick.”


  That one got a laugh out of Mike. “I still can’t believe that you have kids. I never would’ve imagined anything like that back when we were young.”


  “I know,” Shawn agreed. “I would’ve been fine with two, but Diana always wanted a big family. I’m happy she pushed for more, to be completely honest. I can’t imagine live without all of ‘em.”


  “Good for you, man,” Mike told his buddy. “I’m glad everything worked out for ya.”


  Shawn reached his finger out and pointed at his friend. “You look the same!”


  “I don’t know about that…”


  “I’m serious,” Shawn laughed before moving his hand down to his large beer belly. “I’m bald with a big gut, and then you show up all thin with a full head of hair? Are you trying to rub my nose in it?”


  “I don’t have much to rub your nose in these days…” Mike said with a sigh.


  “So, what happened?” Shawn inquired. “Your message wasn’t too specific, but I’m not an idiot. You don’t just show up after seventeen years asking to meet over nothing.”


  Mike took a deep breath and admitted, “Last week…I caught my wife…fuckin’ around.”


  “Oh shit, man…” Shawn groaned.


  Mike looked down and shook his head. “It’s a long story. She made a new friend and this girl wasn’t exactly the best influence on her. They started partying and whatever. Shit happened. I can sleep well at night knowing I wasn’t the reason she did it.”


  His best friend from high school continued to listen.


  “And…I don’t know,” Mike said, looking up. “Something in my head just kept telling me to come back—back to Hayden. I don’t know why.”


  “Because it’s home,” said Shawn.


  “But it hasn’t been in forever,” Mike voiced.


  “Remember how all everyone talked about was how they couldn’t wait to leave this place when we were younger?” Shawn asked.


  Mike nodded.


  “And I’m sure we said shit like that too,” Shawn went on. “I watched everyone I know leave after I graduated high school. Whether it was to go to college, or to take a job somewhere, or whatever: they just left. Everyone wanted out. So, when I got a job offer from the town, I really sat down and thought about it. And one night it suddenly clicked for me. I love it here.”


  Mike asked, “You do?”


  “I do,” Shawn confirmed with a smile. “When people complain that it’s quiet, I see peacefulness. When people bitch that it’s boring, I see safety. When people say there’s nothing to do, I look around at all this beauty and laugh. I know I’ll never have a summer house on a lake somewhere. I’m not going to own a boat, or have a big 401k, or be able to travel the world; but I leave my job every day at four o’clock, I drive home without having to deal with traffic, pull into my driveway ten minutes later, get a big kiss from my wife when I walk through the door, and spend the rest of the day with my three incredible kids. My weekends are free, we don’t stress out about money because we live below our means, and we just love being around one another. No big city, or buildings, or anything could possibly make me happier than my family. You see some guys working crazy hours so they can buy all kinds of shit, and they never even see their wife and kids. What kind of life is that?”


  “You never regret leaving?” Mike questioned. “Not even for a second?”


  Shawn instantly shook his head. “Not for a single second.”


  “I don’t know…” Mike sighed faintly. “I mean, you spend so much time in a relationship with someone—thinking you know them—and then you realize you don’t. Is moving back here the same thing? Am I going to wake up ten years from now and realize the place I thought I knew; in fact, is completely different?”


  “I can’t answer that for you,” Shawn told him. “You’ll never know unless you try, right? I can definitely put a word in if you’re looking for a job. I’ll tell my boss the truth. That you’re a great guy and a hard worker.”


  “I appreciate that, but I can work from my place for now,” Mike said. “That’s one thing I’m happy about. What I’m not happy about is being fuckin’ thirty-five and single. It would be hard enough in a big city, let alone a tiny little town where everyone is married at twenty.”


  “Hey, you remember Rebecca Ricci?”


  Mike’s face lit up. “Rebecca Ricci! Holy shit! She still lives here?”


  Shawn nodded with a smirk.


  Rebecca Ricci had been the “it girl” since middle school. The blonde was gorgeous and rich, and when she showed up at the start of ninth grade with a D-cup; well, she became high school royalty.


  “How she’s doing now?” Mike asked.


  “Remember what she looked like in high school?”


  Mike couldn’t hide his grin. Did he remember what Rebecca Ricci looked like in a high school? Of course, he did! Maybe this was a sign that moving back here was the right decision? What if Rebecca was single?


  “Well, you could fit about three of those Rebecca’s in current day Rebecca,” Shawn revealed, laughing.


  “Oh, no…” Mike groaned.


  “I have a buddy who works down at the station, and they get plenty of calls from the neighbors,” said Shawn. “Apparently, she married a real piece of shit and there are always domestic issues going on, and Rebecca turns into a real bitch when the cops show up.”


  “So, what’s this?” Mike questioned. “An update on the ladies of the town?”


  “I’m letting you know what’s out there…” Shawn teased. “I’m just kidding! Keep your head up, dude. You’ll bounce back.”


  “I hope so. I—”


  Something caught Mike’s eye, causing him to cut himself off. Actually, it was someone. He was fixated on the blonde heading toward the counter in a pair of blue jeans and an older-looking red sweatshirt. From his current angle, all he could see was the back of her head, but he swore he knew that face—even if he’d only gotten a glance at it.


  “Mike?”


  Mike looked back across the table. “Do you see her?”


  Shawn wasn’t following. “Who?”


  The blonde,” Mike clarified. “Red sweatshirt.”


  Shawn shifted his attention to the counter. “Yeah, I see her.”


  “Does she look familiar?” Mike asked, struggling to put a name to her face.


  “From the back of her head?” Shawn laughed.


  “I swear I know her from somewhere.” Mike said. When he turned back to get another look, the mystery woman peered over to the side, exposing her face to him. “Oh my God…”


  “What?”


  “Dude, that’s Claire!” Mike announced.


  Shawn took another look for himself. “Who?”


  “Claire!” Mike repeated excitedly. “From high school!”


  Shawn squinted his eyes, slightly confused. “Field hockey Claire?”


  Mike nodded.


  “No, it’s not.”


  “Yes, it is!” Mike argued.


  “Claire had black hair,” Shawn pointed out. “She was one of those goth girls, wasn’t she?”


  “She dyed her hair in eleventh grade,” Mike said. “She was blonde in tenth grade though. She still lives here?”


  “Not that I’m aware of,” Shawn told him. “I mean, I’ve never seen her around before.”


  Mike took a deep breath and admitted, “I loved that girl.”


  “Yeah, right…”


  “I’m serious,” Mike said. “I was in love with her.”


  Shawn rolled his eyes. “I bet…”


  “I’m not joking, dude!” Mike said, raising his voice. “Like, I was so in love with her.”


  “Well, how’d I never hear about it?” questioned Shawn. “We were best friends!”


  “I never told anyone,” Mike revealed, taking a quick peek at the counter before turning back to Shawn. “I used to dream about marrying her.”


  Shawn let out a loud laugh which had certainly grown in strength over the years. That probably had something to do with his big belly now. “We all did that shit. I used to fantasize about growing old with girls if they would smile at me back in high school. That’s how all boys are.”


  “Not like this,” Mike said. “She flirted with me for like two straight months, but I never made a move. I was so terrified that she would reject me. Even when I was happily married, I would still think back to those moments. There was just always something about her.”


  “Well, she’s standing there now—or at least you claim she is.”


  “She’s gotta be married,” Mike groaned, observing his former crush from a distance. “A girl like that can’t be single.”


  “There’s only one way to find out,” Shawn smirked.


  Mike took the deepest breath of his life. It was time to atone for a twenty year mistake. It was time to finally talk to Claire.


  He slithered out of his seat and nervously approached the blonde who had her back turned to him as she waited in line.


  “Excuse me.”


  She didn’t respond.


  “Um…Claire?” he tried again.


  She turned to face him. “Yes.”


  Mike’s stomach dropped. It was her. It was her, and she didn’t have any recollection of him at all.


  Twenty Years Ago.


  Today’s the day… Today’s the day… Today’s the day…


  Mike’s locker was on the third floor, and his last class of the day took place on the first floor, so it was a simple route to his locker once the bell rang. He would walk up the stairs and straight to the third floor, but he’d been taking the more scenic route over the past few weeks. The view was just too good to pass up on.


  Once the bell rang, he would head for the stairs, climb them until he reached the second floor, and then get off. He would then deal with the crowded hallway before re-entering the stairs on the other end of the second floor, take them up to the third floor, and eventually find his locker. Why did he go out of his way like this? Well, there was a simple answer to that question. His dream girl’s locker just so happened to be on the second floor.


  Dude, just fuckin’ ask her out. Please! If she says no, then she says no. She’s not going to say no though! She’s been flirting with you for like eight straight weeks in Biology! Shit, but what if she says no?


  He looked forward to fifth period Biology more than anything in his life; but at the same time, he dreaded it like nothing else. The fit, perky, energetic, amazing blonde’s advances had been growing bolder over the past few weeks. What started as a simple smile had turned into blatant flirting. The thought alone was enough to rattle him.


  Her latest trend of sitting in his desk before class started had him in a tizzy. In his mind, he would do something cool and smooth. Perhaps he would even have a witty lined planned. Or what if he pulled out the big guns? What if he approached his desk in which she was sitting, and playfully pulled her out of it? He could tickle her to try to get her to move. His hands could touch her flawless body! She was just so pretty and unbelievable to be around, that he completely froze whenever he found himself in her presence.


  Dreams of lightheartedly teasing her before class stayed just that—dreams. In fact, he never did anything. He merely sat in her empty chair until their unamused teacher eventually told them to return to their respective seats; and from that moment forward, he made sure to get to class just as the bell rang to avoid that award situation. He couldn’t get rejected if he never exposed himself, but that was about to change. His days of being scared were in the past. It was time to act like a man.


  You’re funny, athletic, and handsome. Man the fuck up and ask her out! No, don’t ask her out. Tell her you’re taking her out! “Claire, we’re going out this weekend.” Yeah, that’s it. Be a man! Her face is going to light up when you tell her that too. Why? Because she’s into you, fuckhead! She wouldn’t be flirting with you every day if she wasn’t! Now, grow some balls.


  Every step felt like a mile as he climbed the first flight of stairs. He couldn’t have a life together with Claire unless he asked her out, and he couldn’t ask her out unless he had the guts to do so. How amazing would it be to spend hours with her after school every day? He couldn’t get enough of those forty-two minutes in Biology class as is! Alright, second floor, here we go.


  He trekked behind the mass of students as he moved closer to her locker. He could spot that blonde head from three miles away—let alone the rapidly shrinking distance he was closing in at. But then something unexpected happened. A simple act occurred that he hadn’t planned for.


  Claire turned and looked at him.


  “Stalking me?”


  “What?” Mike questioned from the other side of the hallway over the hordes of students.


  “Are you stalking me?” Claire asked again with a slight smile.


  “No,” he firmly replied before putting his head down and continuing down the hallway.


  Every single time…


  Claire completely changed the following day. She went from being fun and flirty, to cold and almost mean. The smiles were swapped out with eye rolls, the sitting in his seat was replaced by ignoring him, and the passing in the hallway resulted in spiteful glares. His heart had been ripped out of his chest. The one woman he was head over heels in love with—who he didn’t have the courage to make a move on—now hated his guts.


  Claire showed up the following year with black hair, all black clothes, and hung out with the goth kids. Her new look hadn’t changed how he felt about her, however. He still loved that version of her, but unfortunately for Mike, he didn’t grow a backbone until college; and by that time, Claire was long gone.


  Or was she?


  Back in the Coffee Shop.


  “Hey…um…I think we used to go—”


  Her confused look abruptly changed. “Oh my God, Mike!?”


  It was like he’d just snorted a line of cocaine, while receiving a blowjob, while winning the lottery. That moment of remembrance from his former high school crush was the single greatest moment of his life. It sent a wave of energy unlike anything he’d ever experienced throughout his body.


  “Yeah!” he smiled.


  “Mike!” she shouted, wrapping her arms around him to give him a hug. “Oh my God, it’s been what? Seventeen years!?”


  “A long time for sure!” he told her before quickly glancing over at Shawn. His former classmate was making his way out the door, but made sure to give his buddy a thumbs up before he left. Mike turned back and peeked down at Claire’s left hand to find it void of a wedding ring.


  “Do you uh…” he gulped.


  That nervousness had returned. He wasn’t the same guy he’d been back in high school. He was cool, calm, and confident now. He wasn’t a shy, nervous, self-conscious teen anymore, but something about her had made him feel like a kid again. “Do you-do you live-live around here?”


  “No, well, yeah, no…I-I kinda do now,” Claire stammered. “I’m…I’m not totally sure what I’m doing, to be honest.”


  He was beyond baffled. How could this girl have anything other than a perfect life? She still looked amazing after all this time. Sure, her butt wasn’t as firm and under that red sweatshirt her breasts probably weren’t as perky, but the glow she possessed back in high school still radiated from her. She had the ability to walk into a room and immediately demand everyone’s attention, and his attention was the exact thing she’d caught the instant she stepped foot inside the coffee shop.


  She was smart, personable, and outgoing back in her youth as well. She would’ve been the perfect catch for some successful businessman or a trust fund baby who finally decided to grow up. Would’ve been? Shit, she’d still be. He had to be missing something.


  A voice barked out from behind the counter, “I can help who’s next.”


  “What’s your drink?” Mike asked.


  “I can buy it—”


  “No!” he interrupted. “I got it. What’s it gonna be?”


  “Um…” she went over the menu on the wall. “A vanilla latte.”


  “A vanilla latte and a black coffee,” Mike smiled at the barista. It took twenty years, but he was finally getting his coffee date.


  Twenty Years Ago.


  “Why won’t he ask me out?”


  Beth looked across the lunch table at her friend and huffed, “Claire, you need to stop.”


  “Stop what?” Claire inquired.


  Her friend disgustedly rolled her eyes. “You’re gonna get a reputation if you keep doing this.”


  “A reputation?” Claire asked, her eyebrows perking up in the process. “Beth, I don’t care. I like him. Maybe I should just ask him out.”


  “We’re not supposed to do that,” Beth said.


  “Why?” Claire asked.


  “Because it looks bad,” Beth told her. “He’s the man. That’s how it works.”


  “Maybe he’s not into me,” Claire dejectedly shrugged her shoulders.


  “That’s ridiculous,” Beth gave her unfiltered thoughts on the subject. “He’s just a wimp.”


  Claire had never felt like this about anyone before. It was weird in a way. She’d never even had a conversation with Mike, but she felt as if she knew him; and while her friend had a point about him being a guy, that didn’t necessarily mean that she couldn’t ask him out. Life wasn’t a Disney movie. Every girl doesn’t have a prince waiting to sweep them of her feet. Maybe she needed to find her man.


  “You know, his locker is on the third floor, but he goes out of his way to pass mine on the second when school ends.”


  Beth didn’t find that as romantic as her best friend. “God, that’s so pathetic.”


  “It’s cute,” Claire smiled. “I’m gonna say something to him when he does it today.”


  “Tell him to grow a set of balls for me, will ya?” Beth joked.


  “We had class outside yesterday and I sat next to him,” Claire told her. “I know he likes me. I can tell. I don’t understand why he won’t make a move though.”


  Beth looked her friend dead in the eyes. “Claire, I don’t want to hurt your feelings, but it’s one of two things. One, he might not be into you, and maybe you’re picking up on vibes that don’t really exist. Two—and this is by far the most likely—is he’s a wimp, and he’s never gonna ask you out because he’s scared. I don’t understand why you would waste your time with a guy like that.”


  “Stop calling him a wimp!” Claire huffed. “He’s cute, and funny, and every time I go to his football and basketball games, he totally stands out. Like, he’s really good!”


  “Two months,” Beth shot back. “You’ve been doing this for two months, Claire! You could’ve been dating another guy for two months! Okay, promise me this? If he doesn’t make some kind of move on you today after you call him out in the hallway, you’ll move on?”


  Claire stared down at her salad.


  “Hey!” Beth shouted.


  “Okay, fine,” Claire agreed. “I promise.”


  Two Hours Later.


  Please say something to me today! Just do it! I can’t make it any more obvious. Maybe Beth is right. Maybe he isn’t into me, and maybe throwing myself at him for this long is pathetic. God, just say something!


  Claire opened her locker while peeking back over her shoulder.


  Any second now. What are you gonna say to him? Um…”Stalking me?” God, that’s perfect! You’re letting him know that you’ve noticed him going out of his way to see you, you’re being flirty, and you’re giving him an easy segue to say something. Claire, you’re a genius!


  She turned her head and noticed a royal blue shirt far back in the cluttered mess of students. That was him! He was tall, athletic, and possessed all the dark features she loved; but at the same time, he was different from those other guys. He wasn’t loud and obnoxious. He was quiet, but everything that came out of his mouth made her laugh. She found herself fantasizing about spending time with him. She wanted to go on long walks together and explore parts of him that no one else knew about. He was a sealed box that had never been opened, and she was eager to be the one who unwrapped him.


  “Stalking me?”


  “What?” Mike asked from across the hall.


  “Are you stalking me?” she repeated, making sure to give him a smirk so he would know that she was joking.


  “No,” Mike replied before disappearing down the hallway.


  What was that!? Oh my God…Beth’s right! He isn’t into you! In fact, he hates you! You spent two months trying to win him over, and that’s what he thinks of you! He thinks you’re trash! He thinks you’re worthless! He won’t even give you the time of day to stop and talk! Claire, he hates your guts!


  She slammed her locker shut and stormed toward the stairs.


  Back in the Coffee Shop.


  Mike hated coffee. He didn’t just dislike it, he despised it. It was so bitter and disgusting. Well, it usually was. This cup didn’t taste too bad. Maybe it was that mom-and-pop flair? He always had a soft spot for small, local businesses. Or maybe it was due to the person sitting across the table from him? It was like everything was better in her presence. He just wanted her around.


  “So, what brings you back to Hayden?” Mike asked.


  Claire took a sip of her latte before looking up, full of hesitation. “I don’t wanna burden you with my problems.”


  “Claire, we’re catching up,” he said in a soft tone, trying to ease whatever worries she had. “It’s been a long time. Believe me, chances are I know what you’re going through.”


  “I left my husband,” she boldly admitted. “Well, technically, I’m still married, but I’m never, ever going back.”


  “Jesus, what happened?”


  She looked back down into her drink. “He’s a terrible person, and those are the only kind of guys I end up with.”


  Mike’s blood began to boil. How could someone mistreat this angel? “He didn’t abuse you or anything, did he?”


  “I don’t want to get you involved,” she said after pausing for a few moments to answer.


  The only thing he could think about was his fist repeatedly bashing into her husband’s face, but he needed to be better than that. He had to be here for her. She needed someone to lean on.


  “I’m here if you need someone to talk to.”


  She glanced up into the eyes of someone she barely knew. For the first time in her life, a man offered to listen to her talk. “We just…had um…a lot of problems. It’s just, kind of tough to talk about.”


  “That’s fine,” he said. “If you decide you want to talk about it, then I’ll listen. If not, then I completely understand.”


  Claire flashed him a smile before swiftly changing the subject. “What about you? Do you live here?”


  “No,” he quickly shook his head. “Well, I came back this week. Something just drew me back, you know?”


  “Not married?” she asked, always noticing his lack of a wedding ring.


  “Like you—technically—I’m still married,” he admitted. “But that marriage is dead and buried.”


  “What happened?”


  “She cheated, and then she sat at the kitchen table across from me, looked me dead in the eyes, and accused me of cheating on her,” he said. “It’s amazing how some people are. You spend years with them, and then suddenly realize that you have no idea who you’re going to bed with every night.”


  “I’m so sorry,” Claire told him.


  “Maybe it’s for the best, “he went on. “I’ve been thinking about it a lot this past week, and other than it not working out, I’m not sure I miss much.”


  She asked, “Really?”


  “I mean, she’s beautiful, and nice, and we didn’t even fight; but we never really connected, you know?” It felt good to get this out to someone other than his parents and Shawn. “Like, mentally or emotionally. It was just physically we clicked, and is that really the type of person you want to spend your life with? But I was happy for seven years with her, so maybe I’m delusional. Maybe I would’ve been fine going through life with a girl I never had anything real with. Who knows?”


  In the past thirty seconds, Mike had said a hundred times more to Claire than he had in four years of high school. He would kill to be fifteen again.


  As the years went by, Claire would sometimes look back at the tenth grade and laugh. She knew that Mike liked her. She wouldn’t have been excited to bump into him today if she hadn’t thought that. It was easy to reflect on the situation once she got into her twenties and thirties. Mike was a nervous teenager who was scared of rejection; and instead of being able to see that at the time, she just assumed that he didn’t like her.


  She felt something at the table with him at this very moment though. He was listening to her. Sure, guys had listened in the past, but it was different. They always had ulterior motives. She just wanted a guy who liked her for who she was. She yearned for a man who didn’t judge her solely on her looks, but on her mind and personality. Because someday she would be old and gray, and she needed to be able to look over at her partner and know that he still loved her as much as the days when she was young and blonde.


  Mike gazed across the table, smiling sheepishly at the girl who still gave him butterflies after all these years.


  Jesus, you’re not going to pussy out again, are you? You’re thirty-five years old! Say it! Just say it and get it out of the way!


  “I had the biggest crush on you in tenth grade,” he admitted.


  A big grin swiftly filled Claire’s face. “I knew it!”


  “And I never made a move on you because I was terrified of you rejecting me,” he said with a laugh.


  “Stalking me?”


  Mike’s jaw dropped. “Holy shit! You remember that!?”


  “Of course, I do!” she giggled. “You went so far out of your way just to pass my locker every day. I guess I never really appreciated it until I got older. You know, it’s the little things that stand out now, and that was the cutest thing ever!”


  Mike ran his hand through his hair with a laugh. “It was embarrassing is what it was.”


  “Well, I call it cute,” she disagreed, taking a sip of her latte.


  “I could’ve filled a book with all the things I had planned to talk to you about,” he told her. “I used to lie in bed for hours and run through fictional conversations with you in my head; but every time I saw you, it was like my mind would blank. I would panic the second I saw you sitting in my desk.”


  “I can’t believe you remember I did that!” she burst out into laughter.


  “Yeah, you little flirt,” Mike joked. “Teasing me like that…”


  “Could I have made it any more obvious?” she smirked.


  He pretended to ponder her question. “Well, I mean, if you’ve jumped on me, ripped my clothes off, and then screamed ‘I love you!’ in my face, then there probably would’ve been like a thirty percent chance I would get the message.”


  Claire giggled.


  “And then you got all mean and cold with me—which I didn’t understand at the time,” he said. “Now I do, obviously.”


  She looked down, ashamed at her youthful ignorance. “I shouldn’t have done that.”


  “No, you had every right to,” he begged to differ. “There’s only so much rejection a person can take, and my dumbass couldn’t see it.”


  Claire opened her mouth but Mike wasn’t done.


  “So, eleventh grade rolls around and you show up with black hair, black nail polish, and your Tones on Tail t-shirt on.”


  “Oh my God!” Claire shouted. “I was such a dork!”


  “You were adorable,” he said. “And in that very second, I went from loving blondes, to loving goth girls.”


  She looked up with bewilderment. “You’re kidding me!?”


  “Not at all,” he smiled. “I ended up getting into The Cure, Sisters of Mercy, Siouxsie and the Banshees…”


  “Oh my God, stop!”


  “I’m serious,” said Mike. “I needed to be well prepared for when I made my inevitable move on you in eleventh grade. That of course never happened; but hey, I still listen to a bunch of those bands, so at least I got that out of it.”


  Mike took a deep breath. He was finally going to go for it. “We’re going on a date.”


  Claire looked up from her coffee. “We are?”


  “Yeah, we’re going on the date I had planned when we were fifteen years old,” he announced. “Tomorrow. Make sure you wear sneakers too.”


  She responded an ear-to-ear smile. “Hey, better late than never, right?”


  “Better late than never,” he smiled back.


  The two exchanged numbers and bid each other farewell, but as Mike began to walk away, he suddenly stopped.


  Attaboy. Now go do the one thing you wanted more than anything back in high school.


  He headed back over to the table, softly placed his right hand under her chin, turned her face to him, and planted a kiss on her lips. No amount of sex and no number of drugs had ever given him the high he’d just experienced. That kiss was twenty years in the making, and when he pulled back and gazed into her sparkling blue eyes, he realized there was no chance he would allow this opportunity to slip through his fingers again. This was the girl he was meant to spend the rest of his life with.


  




  

    Chapter 4 – The Date


  


  “Where are we going?” Claire asked as she struggled for breath. It’d been a long time since she found herself doing anything physical. “Oh my God, I was in such better shape when I was in high school!”


  Mike laughed as he continued to lead his date through the woods, following a beaten path he’d become very familiar with over his youth.


  “Seriously!” she exclaimed. “We gotta stop!”


  He turned around with a smirk to find her leaning against a paper birch tree. “What about all that field hockey?”


  “That was seventeen years ago!” she declared while tilting her head back for oxygen. “I gotta start doing more cardio.”


  “You still look great to me.”


  She shot him a smile before letting out a long exhale. “Okay, I’m good.”


  “Alrighty…” he said before turning around. “We’re a quarter of the way there…”


  “A quarter of the way there!?” Claire shouted.


  He laughed as the trail led down the steep side of a mountain, the path beginning to zigzag to allow them to descend. “I’m just kidding. We’re almost there.”


  “We have to come back up this way, don’t we?” she asked, still laboring to keep up with her date. “I’m not gonna make it.”


  “I’ll carry you,” he joked. The truth was, he would carry her if she needed him to.


  “There better be a big buffet, or a massage, or something at the end of this,” she playfully remarked.


  His smile couldn’t be bigger. “You’ll see…”


  Mike had played this moment over and over in his mind as a teenager. Maybe it was the hopeless romantic in him, but he couldn’t help but feel it was a can’t-miss. It felt perfect.


  The hours he’d spent hiking alone during his childhood had taken him through relatively unexplored acres of Adirondack wilderness. Unmarked trails became easy to navigate throughout his high school days; and while it was close to two decades later, following this path took him right back to his youth. To the days when he would hike with his Discman and headphones in, but none of the music would register in his ears. He wouldn’t hear anything because his mind would be spinning a million miles a minute. He would be busy playing through imaginary conversations and scenarios as his lungs adsorbed the fresh, clean, upstate New York air. His mind was constantly thinking about Claire.


  But it wasn’t 1997. It was 2017. Twenty years had passed. It was a failed marriage and seven years of broken trust later. Discmans didn’t exist anymore. Neither did those bulky, low quality headphones he would explore the rugged terrain in. Now, there were phones that doubled as music libraries and wireless earbuds that removed the need for cords, but some things hadn’t changed—like the woman on his mind.


  A small creek finally came into view. The trail descended another twenty or so feet until they were on the ground, their footsteps following the narrow creek in the quiet, desolate woods. Suddenly, the sound of pouring water came into light.


  Claire smiled. “Oh my God…”


  Mike led his date the length of the long creek which emptied into a small pound. A large, ancient wall of rock towered along the far end of the water—vibrant, green moss scaling the side. Forty feet up, water rushed over the edge and fell down the stone, pouring into the pond below. It was the very waterfall he’d always imagined taking his dream girl to.


  Claire shook her head in amazement. It was like a scene from a movie—out of a Hollywood romance or an animated Disney film she’d grown up on. It was something none of her ex-boyfriend’s would’ve ever dreamed of leading her to. It was—


  She abruptly felt a hand grab her arm.


  “Give me your phone.”


  “What?” she asked.


  “Your phone,” he repeated. “Give it to me.”


  “Why?” she asked once more.


  “Because I asked,” Mike told her. “Let me see it.”


  Claire dropped her phone in his hand and watched him place it on a rock along with his.


  “It’s a good thing you wore gym clothes,” Mike said while lifting his t-shirt over his head.


  She felt a flutter deep inside her chest as she took in the picture just to her left. Mike didn’t look anything like Bob; but more importantly, he didn’t act like her husband either. This was the excitement she’d always wished for in her life. This was the guy who almost seemed too good to be true. But before she could continue her admiration of his defined midsection, a hand locked around her forearm again.


  Just like he’d wanted to do twenty years ago, he pulled his crush into the pond with him. The cold, knee-deep water quickly gave way to chest-high depth. Slowly but surely, he began leading her toward the waterfall.


  Nervousness had been replaced by excited energy as Claire followed him further into the water. Romance had been redefined to her over the past fifteen years. Being surprised with flowers was merely a fantasy. Those types of experiences only took place in movies and novels. Events like that were for fictional characters. Real people like herself didn’t experience those types of moments. She was greeted by an angry man when she arrived home from work, and his idea of love was to roughly fuck her whether she was in the mood for it or not. That was the kind of affection she’d grown accustomed to over the years; but as that waterfall grew closer, she couldn’t tell if Mike was truly different, or if she was caught up in a romance that should’ve taken place two decades ago.


  “Ready?” he asked.


  “Ready,” she answered with a smile.


  He guided her under the pouring water before pulling her cold body into his, holding her as tightly as he could. Their lips locked and for the second time in two days, Mike kissed his dream girl; and much to his surprise, Claire’s mouth opened, allowing their tongues to dance as the forceful water continued to empty onto their heads and shoulders. He quickly moved her away from the waterfall and smiled as he gazed deep into her blue eyes.


  “That kinda hurt…” he sarcastically said.


  Her eyes shifted in the direction of the pouring water before looking back at her date with a smile. “I know, right?”


  Mike let out a laugh before leaning in and kissing her again. In the waterfall, to the side of it, on the moon—everywhere he took this girl felt like heaven. He knew one thing for certain: he wanted to spend every waking moment with this perfect woman.


  Forty Minutes Later.


  Claire gasped for breath as they exited the woods, back to Mike’s car that was parked on the shoulder of a backcountry road. “I have to start hiking regularly. I’m so out of shape.”


  He popped his trunk and dug around inside, pulling out a beach towel and handing it to her. He was infatuated. Even the simple things she did drove him insane. Like the way she gave her wet hair a playful shake before wrapping the towel around it. And the cuteness of her bright, red nose from the cold water gave him the tingles. Every adorable thing she did caused him to feel like a kid again, and she wasn’t even trying. It was just how she naturally was.


  He took the towel from her and tossed his date a clean pair of sweatpants and an old Foo Fighters concert t-shirt, allowing the woman he was quickly becoming obsessed with to respond with a grin.


  “I’ll turn around…” he playfully huffed before facing the other direction. The things he would do for a mile-wide mirror to be hovering in the clear blue sky right now.


  “You’re not going to change?” she asked.


  Mike turned back to one of the greatest sights of his life. Claire stood on the side of the road—barefoot—dressed in the same clothes he would wear on a lazy Saturday afternoon. He knew he wanted to see this again. No, not again, but all the time. He needed to see this girl still groggy after sleeping in late on a chilly weekend afternoon, stroll into his kitchen to make herself a cup of coffee, and greet him with a big kiss while she was wrapped in one of his shirts. Was it a primal thing? Was it his way of marking her? He didn’t think so, but he wasn’t completely sure. It felt more like acceptance. Like a way he could always be with her even if he wasn’t. He wasn’t hugging her at the moment, but his clothes were; so in a way, he was too.


  He used the same towel to dry himself. “I’m good. Ready to go?”


  Claire nodded as the two climbed into his car. “I want to make you dinner.”


  “Yes!” he strongly reacted before attempting to play it cool. “I mean…yes. I would love that.”


  “Tonight,” she told him.


  There was no chance that he would turn down her offer. Tonight, tomorrow, or a year from now—he was in. “Tonight would be great!”


  “I’m not much of a cook, but I’ll do my best,” she said.


  “I’m sure you’re a great cook,” Mike told her before pulling out his phone and syncing it to the car stereo. “But I have a question for ya. What would you be listening to in 1997?”


  “1997…” Claire pondered aloud. “What was I listening to in the tenth grade? I was—oh my God!” She suddenly dropped her head into her hands with embarrassment, her still damp hair dangling below. “Boy bands…”


  “No way!” Mike shouted.


  She shook her head, refusing to look at him. “I loved The Backstreet Boys.”


  “What!?” he yelled. “Wait, wait, wait, let me get this straight. So, in tenth grade you listened to boy bands, and then you showed up in eleventh grade dressed in all black, and were into goth music? Oh, you sellout!”


  “I know!” she continued to laugh. “I was so easily influenced when I was young.”


  “So, what about thirty-five year-old Claire?” he asked. “Boy bands or goth music?”


  “Definitely more toward goth,” she answered.


  He fiddled with his phone for a few moments before one of his favorite bass lines in the history of music kicked in. If someone told him that he was sixteen years old right now, he would absolutely believe them. He was sitting in his car next to his dream girl, while “Go” by Tones on Tail began blaring through the speakers. This is what his life should’ve been. But he couldn’t go back and change his past; now, he could only create his future.


  Claire’s face lit up as she was taken back to those days alone in her childhood bedroom, listening to music on her headphones. And Mike was probably doing the same thing in his room on the other side of town. All throughout high school and even up until the past week, she had begged for someone to accept her. She just wanted someone to love her for who she was. Mike had been doing that this entire time and she didn’t even know.


  He turned the ignition but left the car in park as his shoulders slowly began to move. Claire watched him turn his head and smile while the sounds of clapping joined that unbelievable bass line.


  “We’re not going anywhere until you start dancing!” he shouted over the music.


  She shook her head, horrified by the notion of him seeing her dance. “I can’t dance!”


  “Neither can I!” he yelled, his head now dipping and flowing with the rest of his upper-body. “But we aren’t going anywhere until you start moving! Come on, goth girl! I know you want to paint your nails black and shadow dance to this!”


  She rolled her eyes before slowly beginning to move.


  “There we go!” Mike encouraged her. “I’m gonna need a little more though.”


  Her body started grooving to the music as she sat in the passenger seat of her former high school classmate’s car. Abruptly, the bass line dropped and she waited for the lyric she was oh-so familiar with. Three…two…one…she turned to Mike and smiled. He smiled back.


  “Go!”


  The car shifted into drive, and the forty-five minute journey back to her apartment was under way.


  




  

    Chapter 5 – Spaghetti


  


  Claire was in a panic. She wasn’t exactly the world’s greatest cook to begin with, so she decided to keep it simple. She couldn’t mess up spaghetti, right? It was one of the simplest dishes to make for a reason, after all.


  She ran to the grocery store after Mike dropped her off, grabbed a few boxes of pasta and two jars of sauce, snagged a loaf of french bread, and hurried home to make dinner. Well, if you want to call it home. Home was a small, dinky apartment with a card table and folding chairs acting as a kitchen table. The only other piece of furniture she owned was a twin size mattress which had yet to be joined by a frame or box spring. To be honest, she was embarrassed by how little progress she’d made in rebuilding her life. Part of her still felt like a child, and as she hurried to check on the now boiling pasta sauce, she was desperate to impress her former crush the best way she could: with a good meal.


  She wasn’t a delusional princess. Claire knew what she was. She was a soon to be divorced thirty-five-year-old woman, with a little extra weight and a face that was beginning to show her age; but at the same time, she wasn’t some staunch feminist. The idea of cooking for her man turned her on. Her man? That certainly had a nice ring to it.


  It’s been a week, Claire. How about you cool it with the happily ever after? You’ve yet to bring anything to the table other than tagging along, so try not to mess this up! Just do your best not to be worthless, okay?


  Buzz.


  Shit! He’s early!


  A big smile washed across her face after scurrying over to the door and opening it. She’d texted Mike to keep it casual, but she wasn’t sure if he would know just how casual she’d meant. The truth was she didn’t have any nice clothes. Her dresses, skirts, and higher end fashion were still in her closet back in the place she used to call home. The black yoga pants and pink t-shirt she’d managed to stuff into her gym bag were about the best she could do at the moment—especially on her limited budget. “Relief” would be the best word to describe her mood at the sight of Mike wearing a pair of orange basketball shorts and a gray t-shirt.


  “Wine for the lady?” he asked with a medieval accent as he held out a bottle of Cabernet Sauvignon.


  “Red wine,” Claire giggled. “The key to my heart.”


  Five Minutes Later.


  “How hungry are ya?”


  Mike watched her dump a sizable amount of pasta onto the paper plate in front of him. “Very.”


  “Sorry, I haven’t gotten any real dishes yet,” she apologized for the juvenile setup.


  “Hey, I’m not eating the plate,” he joked.


  Claire laughed before allowing a substantially smaller amount of spaghetti to land on her own plate. She strutted over to the counter and placed the pan of pasta that had already been mixed with sauce back on the stove. She made sure to do one final check before taking a seat.


  Pasta?


  Check.


  French Bread?


  Check.


  Wine…in plastic cups?


  Check.


  “Oh!” she shouted, running back to the kitchen area. She dug through a bag and quickly returned with a tall dinner candle and a small holder to place it in.


  “Fancy…” Mike teased.


  She pulled a lighter out of her pocket and lit it.


  “This is awesome, Claire,” he told her. “It really is.”


  Truth be told, this was about as fancy as Mike liked it. Paper plates, plastic cups, and pasta were all right up his alley. It was a hell of a lot better than going out to some overpriced restaurant where you have to wait forty minutes for your food to come out; and when he watched his date sit across from him in her gym clothes, he knew this was the way he wanted to eat dinner for the rest of his life.


  “Okay, dig in,” she announced.


  He punched his plastic fork into the pasta, gave it a quick twist, and raised the tasty looking dish to his lips. To say that he was hungry would be an understatement. The eating utensil swiftly slid into his mouth and he bit down.


  Claire was locked on his every movement. She wanted to watch his face light up when he tasted her cooking. She made sure to go extra heavy on the sauce and butter to make it as delicious as possible; but when he took his first taste of her dinner, she wasn’t greeted by the reaction she’d expected.


  He took a few struggling chews before eventually swallowing his mouthful. He looked up and smiled. “Good. No, great!”


  Something wasn’t right. There was a hint of surprise on his face after he took that first bite. She wasn’t always the most aware person in the world, but even she couldn’t miss that one.


  He quickly wrapped more of the saucy strands around his fork and slipped it into his mouth, eager to show her just how much he loved his dinner. Claire’s eyes shifted down to the pasta on her own plate as she hesitantly stuck her fork into it. She lifted some to her mouth and allowed her teeth to clench down.


  Crunch.


  That didn’t happen. Claire, you imagined that. Just take another bite. Everything will be normal after you do.


  Crunch!


  Holy shit! You fucked up pasta!


  He watched her face turn a ghostly white. He could feel her panic; and while she was looking at him, he could tell she wasn’t really there.


  “Claire…Claire!” he firmly spoke up in an attempt to grab her attention. “It’s great. Really. It is.”


  “It’s…it’s…” she struggled to admit to what she’d done.


  Mike dug in for another forkful. “I love it!”


  “It’s…it’s…crunchy…” she finally said.


  Mike slowly took another bite, laboring to get it down. “It’s fantastic!”


  “I made…crunchy pasta…” Claire muttered in disbelief while looking back down at her plate.


  “Hey, hey, hey, it happens, okay?” he did his best to keep her calm. Her frantic look was the last thing he wanted to see. “Pasta isn’t easy make.”


  “What?” she asked.


  “Pasta,” Mike reiterated. “It can be tough to make.”


  “No, it isn’t,” she shamefully rebutted, her tone shy and sheepish. “It’s easy to make. That’s why I made it.”


  “Honestly, Claire? I don’t think a lot of people would even be able to tell. It still tastes great!” he told her.


  “No, it doesn’t.” Her voice was beginning to have a whimper to it. “How did this happen? I made sure it was done—”


  Her stomach abruptly dropped.


  No, you didn’t, dumbass! How stupid are you, Claire? You were so worried about everything else being perfect, that you forgot to check if the pasta was even cooked before you turned off the stove! Are you even a woman? How worthless are you?


  “And the bread is awesome!” Mike said while lifting a slice to his mouth. “I haven’t had french bread in forever!”


  Claire looked like she had shell shock. “I ruined pasta…”


  “Nooooooo, no, you didn’t! Everything’s great!” he reassured her.


  “I need a minute,” she said, standing up and hurrying to the bathroom. She locked the door behind her and slowly approached the sink, resting her hands on the ceramic surface. Her eyes struggled to look up; and when they finally did, she observed her petrified reflection in the mirror. Bob’s voice was deafening in her head.


  Ha! Oh my God, what a worthless cunt you are! Pasta? You fucked up pasta!? See why I treated you the way I did? You’re not good at anything. In fact, there’s only one thing you’re halfway decent at it; so go out there, suck his dick, and try to show at least a little value as a woman. Or you can come back home. I’m still waiting, sweetheart. Sure, you’re gonna have to deal with the belt, but you know that. We’ll get it out of the way and move on from your mistake. I’m waiting…


  Maybe Bob was right? What if she actually was worthless? She’d blamed her father for the way her life turned out, but perhaps Dad was just trying to look out for her. Could Dad have just been trying to protect her from the real world all along? What if she was a grown woman who needed to be treated like a child? She couldn’t even make pasta! And they were sitting at a card table with paper plates! Why didn’t he laugh in her face and leave? He was a handsome, funny, great guy who was obviously wasting his time with her.


  Just end it, Claire! On the off chance that Mike is actually different from those other guys, he’s eventually going to see you for what you are. He’s going to find another flaw every time you two spend time together. Do you think he’s going to want to deal with your inability to cook, clean, and your general lack of common sense? Guess what? Men aren’t into ditzes. You’re not in high school anymore! Boys like ditzy girls. Men like grown women. Claire, you’re just a ditzy little girl.


  Mike knocked on the bathroom door. “You alright in there?”


  “Yeah, I’ll-I’ll be out in a minute,” she said, still staring at her reflection.


  “Okay, take your time,” he told her.


  Claire collected herself and checked her makeup. Okay, she could do this. She was a big girl. No, she was a grown woman. Her pasta was a simple mistake that she could easily make right.


  She opened the door and headed back to the little table setup. The three slices of bread on her date’s plate immediately jumped out at her when she took a seat.


  “This bread is phenomenal.”


  She shook her head with an embarrassed laugh. “Let’s go get something to eat.”


  “No, Claire, I’m good,” he said, chomping on the slice in his hand.


  “No, you aren’t,” she argued. “And it’s my treat. It’s the least I can do.”


  Mike finished his piece before looking back at her. “I actually had a different idea.”


  Here we go, Claire. You know what he wants, don’t you? He wants the same thing all the others did once they realized just how useless you really are. Are you going to give it to him? Of course you are, Claire. You know your real value.


  “So, I was thinking…” Mike smirked.


  What do you think is on his mind, Claire?


  “It was 1997 when we were fifteen years old,” he said.


  She shot him a curious look. “What?”


  “It was 1997 when we were fifteen,” he repeated. “So, what would we be doing if our fifteen-year-old selves dated in 1997?”


  Drop to your knees, slut.


  She nervously waited.


  “Watching a movie!” Mike smiled.


  “A-a-a movie?” Her stuttering voice reflected her surprised reaction perfectly. Watching a movie was the last thing she’d expected to hear.


  “Yeah, we would’ve gone to the movies,” he said.


  “Yeah…” she smiled back. “Yeah, we-we probably would’ve.”


  “So, let’s watch a movie from 1997!” he announced.


  Claire’s face lit up as a result of his fun proposal. She hurried to her bedroom before returning with her laptop. She placed it down on the table, opened the search engine, and typed in ‘1997 movies.’ The first result was a best of list for that year.


  Mike moved his chair next to hers and took a seat as they both observed the array of selections. “I’m leaving if you say yes to number one”


  “Titanic sucks,” she said before lowering the list.


  “You’re perfect,” Mike laughed, turning back to the screen. “Home Alone…3. Because the threequel is always the best…” he sarcastically added.


  “Jurassic Park!” Claire excitedly yelled.


  “The Lost World…” he groaned. “The worst Jurassic Park.”


  She continued to scroll down the list. Suddenly, she stopped and pointed at the screen. When she turned to her right, Mike had his index finger aimed at the laptop as well.             


  “Are you serious?” he asked.


  “Maybe my favorite movie of all-time,” she said.


  He asked, “You think we would’ve appreciated it when we were fifteen?”


  “There’s no way,” she said while shaking her head. “I know I wouldn’t have.”


  He was beginning to wonder if someone had created this perfect woman in a lab. “Alright, let’s watch it.”


  She navigated her way through a series of web pages before giving one last click. “I rented it,” she announced before glancing around the kitchen. “Um…how are we…how are we gonna do this?”


  Mike grabbed the laptop and disappeared down the hallway.


  “Where you going?” she called out.


  There wasn’t a response. She hopped out of her seat and followed him toward her bedroom; and when she entered, she saw her laptop sitting on the end of her mattress with Mike lying on his stomach, his face only a foot or so from the screen. She giggled and quickly joined him on her bed.


  “I wouldn’t have had a frame or box spring when I was fifteen either if it was my choice,” Mike smiled.


  She laughed before starting Boogie Nights. She could get used to date nights like these.


  Fifteen Minutes Later.


  Buzz.


  Claire’s head perked up. “Is that my bell?”


  He paused the movie before sliding off the bed. “One minute,” he told her before leaving the room.


  …


  …


  “Great. Keep it. You too.”


  She listened to the sound of footsteps approach her bedroom before a big smile grew across her face. “Thank God!”


  Mike laughed as he strolled back to the bed with a pizza box in hand.


  “What about my pasta?” she asked with a sarcastic grin. “I thought it was amazing.”


  He set the box down on the bed and the two of them dug into it. It didn’t take long for him to lean into her ear and whisper, “It was.”


  




  

    Chapter 6 – A Fancy Dinner


  


  Three Days Later. Friday. 6:12 PM.


  Mike glanced at his reflection in the bathroom mirror and smiled. He was freshly shaven, dressed in a pair of khakis and a collared shirt, and ready for a more serious date. They would indulge in an expensive dinner together, come back to his place, and enjoy each other’s company for who knows how long.


  And while fancy dinners weren’t typically his thing, he wanted to treat Claire to something nice. She deserved it. Everything would change after tonight. He couldn’t be any more sure that he’d found the one. This was merely the start of his new life.


  You thought you’d found the one seven years ago too, shithead! God, you’re such a sap. Remember when you were crazy about Cindy? Like, two weeks ago? Right up until you found out she fucked some other guy? Do you actually think Claire is going to be any different? It might take a week, it might take a year, or it might take a decade—but she’ll eventually break your heart. Why? Because she’s a woman, and she’s going to bail once she sees the first sign of weakness in you. She’ll find a wealthier, better-looking, more intelligent guy, because you know what? She deserves it. She’s too good for some thirty-five-year-old underachiever who was still dreaming about his high school crush a few weeks ago. Face it, Mike, you aren’t spectacular, and Claire deserves a spectacular man.


  He glared into the mirror. That negative voice had been following him around since grade school. The times he didn’t ask girls out, the playoff game against Northridge when he dropped that wide-open touchdown pass to cost his football team a shot at the state title, and the night his dad walked in on him jerking off in the seventh grade: he always heard it. His deep, dark, and fairly self-aware inner voice was constantly reminding him of what a loser he was. Every time he felt good about himself, that voice brought him back to earth, but it wouldn’t stop there. It kept pushing, and pushing, and pushing—trying to bury him as far down as it could.


  That’s right. I’m always going to be here so get used to it, pal. And when this broad eventually leaves you, I’ll be right here to remind you that you deserved it! Have a fun date, buddy!


  Fuck that voice.


  Buzz.


  She was here. Claire had texted him thirty minutes ago asking if they could meet at his apartment rather than have him pick her up, and he was perfectly fine with that change in plans. Hey, it meant an extra ten minutes of time together, and he would never turn that down.


  Mike skipped out of the bathroom and moved across his apartment floor, floating like a feather. His feet may as well have not touched the ground. Why? Because on the other side of that door was the most amazing girl in the world, and for the next however many hours, she would be all his. And sooner than later, those hours would continue to increase until that incredible woman was always by his side.


  His smile swiftly vanished after he opened the door. “Um, didn’t you get my message?”


  Claire slipped past him and set a bottle of red wine down on the kitchen table.


  “Claire, I’m not sure they’re going to let you in wearing that,” he noted.


  She stood in his apartment in a pair of black Nike flip flops, gray sweatpants, and a blue tank top. Was she heading to the gym or just waking up from a nap? Make no mistake about it, Mike was infatuated by the sight he was taking in. The restaurant; however, might not be as love-struck.


  He watched his date turn and slowly begin to approach him, increasing her pace with each stride.


  “Claire, what are—”


  She leapt into his arms, resulting in him catching her and allowing his hands to explore her butt. Sure, he probably could’ve propped her up by her thighs, but he couldn’t pass up on this chance. Her arms and legs wrapped around his body before it happened.


  She locked her lips onto his.


  Their last date had ended in a drunken, greasy, pepperoni flavored make out session on Claire’s bed. It was the type of date the two should’ve experienced back in high school, but neither had. So, when the pair of thirty-five-year-olds decided to act like teenagers that night, their lust for each other only grew. Mike eventually kissed her good night and walked back to his apartment, taking forty minutes to drunkenly journey the ten minute drive. He wanted to save that moment for when they weren’t drunk. For when both of their breaths didn’t smell like pizza. For when they had a bed with a frame.


  He immediately regretted his decision the second he collapsed onto his own bed that night. He didn’t need to be sober, he didn’t need expensive food, and he definitely didn’t need a box spring. The only thing he needed was the girl he was madly in love with. And you could add an apartment, money, and a job to the bottom of the list of things that were important to him. He would live in a sewer with Claire if that’s what she truly desired; and as he attempted to fall asleep, he couldn’t help but hear that voice again.


  It’s high school all over again, Mikey. At least this time you had the balls to talk to her. And a make out session? Oh boy! You know, the thing you should’ve done twenty years ago! You’re never gonna pull the trigger! She’s going to wait, and wait, and wait; and when a different, better guy comes along, she’s gonna jump to him. And you’re going to be sitting here all alone, wondering how you blew it again!


  Mike had no plans of wimping out tonight; but apparently, Claire decided not to take that chance. She broke off their kiss and moved her mouth to this ear. “We’re not going out tonight.”


  “We’re not?” he asked.


  “Nope, we’re eating in,” she grinned. “And I have something a lot better than pasta.”


  Five Minutes Later.


  A trail of clothes tracked from the kitchen—through the narrow hallway—before collecting in front of the now shut bedroom door. A pair of sweatpants here, a collared shirt there; and yes, that’s a flip flop. Pasta, steak, king crab legs: Mike’s list of favorite foods had a new addition. Who knew that something could taste so good?


  Claire’s moans grew as she placed her boyfriend’s pillow over her mouth and bit it. Could she call him her boyfriend at this point? It was only date number three, after all. Well, date number four if you counted the coffee shop encounter. Did that qualify though? That was more of a run-in that resulted in a catch up.


  Really, Claire? You see why I’m always here? It’s because you’re an idiot! You don’t know if he’s your boyfriend or not? Why don’t you lift that pillow up for a second and tell me what you see?


  She raised the pillow and took a peek for herself. When she did, she was greeted by a thick head of brown hair between her legs; and a warm, wet tongue rapidly moving over her clit. If that didn’t qualify as a boyfriend, then she didn’t know what did.


  You know what it is, don’t you? You’re afraid of him being your boyfriend because of what every single one of your exes did to you. Did Bob ever even go down on you? Ever? Savor it while it lasts, because it’s only a matter of time until he turns into an asshole. But deep down, you love being treated like shit, don’t you, slut?


  Shut up.


  Claire allowed her fingers to slide down her body and intertwine with her boyfriend’s—yes, her boyfriend’s—thick, brown hair. A pair of hands moved up her legs and grabbed her hips, holding her in place as his tongue moved from her clit and explored the rest of her vulva. Her muscles begin to contract and she couldn’t tell if she was becoming even more wet, or if it was just the dampness of his mouth. Whatever the case, it wouldn’t take much longer now.


  The pillow went back over her face as she felt his tongue make its way to her clit once again. She loudly moaned, “I’m going to cum,” before clenching her teeth around the silk case.


  Those were the four greatest words Mike had ever heard.


  Seconds later, Claire exploded in her lover’s mouth, her hips shaking and jolting with every sensation that propelled throughout her body. Someone had dropped a lit match down her throat. An indescribable warmth ran the length of her skin and ended in her curled toes. It was the hardest she’d cum in fifteen years. She was worked over, satisfied, and taken care of without having to move a muscle, and now it was her turn to return the favor.


  Mike watched her move to her knees and grin at him, and he couldn’t have been more quick to follow her directions after she pointed to the bed headboard. The next thing he knew, wet lips pressed against the right side of his neck. Claire worked her way further south with each and every smooch: his traps, his pecs, and eventually to his flat stomach; and when she reached his groin which was covered by the last remaining article of clothing either one of them was wearing, she peered up with a smirk.


  She allowed her hands to slither inside the soft cotton boxer shorts as she wrapped her fingers around the waistband. She gave them a slow pull, unknowingly dragging out the moment for as long as she could. All it took was one single second to cause her heart skip a beat.


  Of course he looks like this. Why wouldn’t he?


  She rested flat on her stomach—in between his legs—with her small hands wrapped around his towering erection. The only thing she cared about was making him feel what she’d experienced mere moments ago. That warm, smothering, exhilarated sensation that had rocketed throughout her body? She was going to share that with Mike; and whatever it took, she would give this amazing man the greatest blowjob of his life. Why? Because he deserved it.


  A million different adolescent fantasies were coming to fruition for Mike. For every dream he had that involved walking hand in hand with his tenth grade crush, there was another fantasy that looked similar to his view at this very moment. The top of that blonde head bobbed up and down on his manhood as his back rested against the headboard. It was heaven. It was special. For the first time in his life, everything felt right.


  Cindy gave good head, his gut still told him that Jessica gave amazing head, and a girl he dated before Cindy gave world class head, but nothing felt like this. Hell, the three of them at the same time wouldn’t have compared what he was currently experiencing. He was struggling to put his feelings into words.


  It wasn’t just her warm, wet mouth around his sensitive cock that was taking him to cloud nine. It was so more than that. There was a deeper and more meaningful explanation for this paradise. Everything about Claire exuded love—and it wasn’t just sexual. It was in every smile she shot his way, every effortless flip of her hair, and every giggle over something ditzy she did. Everything about her was so real and raw; but at the same time, he felt her agony. He could feel her pain from previous relationships that had ended in abuse. There was so much heartache from ex-boyfriends who’d taken advantage of her. She was such a simple woman—not mentally or emotionally. She was far from elementary in those departments. She was simple in the way she acted. She wanted to love; and in return, she yearned to be loved. There would never be another moment of discomfort in her life for as he was alive. He would make sure of that.


  Claire relaxed her throat and took her new boyfriend as deep as she could, allowing his thick girth to stretch her esophagus. The way a man squirmed whenever she did this drove her crazy. She loved the feeling of giving head. It was one of the few times in her life that she actually felt in control, but she wasn’t getting off on controlling Mike. She was getting off on pleasing him.


  Suddenly, there was a hand on her head.


  Annnnnnnnnnd I’m back! Miss me, Claire? Guess what time it is? Time for you to take some abuse! Open up that throat and let him gag you until tears are pouring down your cheeks! Because guess what, slut? You’re just a sex toy to him. You’re three warm, wet holes for him to get off in. Bob is right. You know he is.


  No, Mike’s different.


  No, they’re all the same, Claire.


  That hand drifted from the top of her head, down to her cheek, before moving the blonde locks out of her face.


  “I want to see your eyes,” he said.


  Claire instantly peered up at him.


  He didn’t want to abuse her, he didn’t want to take advantage of her, and he didn’t want to cause a single second of pain. He merely wanted to see her. At that moment, Claire knew she’d heard her inner voice for the final time. No one would call her a slut, or a whore, or worthless ever again.


  If she undercooked spaghetti, Mike would laugh. If she overcooked a burger, he would smile. If she purchased the wrong item at the store, she would be greeted with a big kiss instead of a slap to the face or a degrading spanking. The guy she was staring at would be the man she spent the rest of her life with. She just knew it. She’d never craved another person like this.


  Mike squirmed out of her hold and flipped her onto her back. He quickly propped himself on top of her, allowing her to feel his weight before sliding inside.


  Claire placed her hand on her lover’s chest and gently pushed back. “Slow, slow, slow…”


  He relaxed his pace and began taking long, deep, tempered strokes inside her. Every mild thrust sent her head back into the pillow as she attempted to catch her breath. Her breasts and erect nipples heaved as she gasped for air. She was experiencing the most filling, satisfying, rewarding sexual experience of her life, and Mike was barely moving.


  “Faster,” she requested with her eyes closed in ecstasy.


  Mike increased his tempo.


  The fifteen-year-old version of himself would’ve cum the instant he pushed inside her, and the thirty-five year-old version wasn’t faring much better. Something about her drove him crazy. Actually, it wasn’t something—it was everything. Every curve of her voluptuous body, every girlish moan which escaped from her mouth, and every time she glanced up to show her vivid blue eyes: it was overwhelming. And while their first time together wouldn’t be the longest and it certainly wouldn’t be the best, it would leave a lasting impression on his soul.


  He began taking hard thrusts inside her, waiting for her head to shoot up in pleasure; and when it did, he grasped the sides of her face with his hands, held her in place, and kissed her.


  Mike and Claire both came together.


  Five Minutes Later.


  It was such a basic moment of bonding. Mike, lying on his back with his head resting on a pillow and his arm wrapped around his lover. Claire, with her head snuggled on his shoulder as her fingers played with his dark chest hair. It was an affection Claire had spent the past two decades of her life searching for, and a feeling that Mike had unknowingly missed out on for the past twenty years. They were two puzzle pieces who completed each other in a world full of jagged edges.


  “You remember Tommy Bargins?”


  “Who?” Claire asked.


  “Tommy Bargins,” Mike repeated. “Scrawny, kinda goofy-looking kid. He graduated with us.”


  “Tommy…oh!” she remembered. “Red hair?”


  He chuckled to himself. “Yep, that’s him.”


  “What about him?” she inquired.


  “Tommy was in my English class in ninth grade,” Mike said. “One day, we show up and the words ‘pop quiz’ are written on the chalkboard. Everyone in the class instantly knew they were screwed. We’d been reading Hamlet and literally no one could pay attention. It was just so fuckin’ boring.”


  Claire laughed.


  “Unbeknownst to any of us, a couple of seniors had decided to fuck with Tommy that morning,” he went on. “They pretended to be his buddy in the hallway, one of them slipped a laxative into his water bottle, and Tommy ended up drinking it without having a clue.”


  “Really?” she asked. “Kids can be so cruel.”


  “I know, right?” Mike agreed before continuing. “So, the teacher passes out this surprise quiz, when Tommy raises his hand and asks if he can go to the bathroom. Now, our teacher was this old lady who was kind of a bitch. She was always nasty and in a bad mood, and her number one no-no was letting anyone go to the bathroom during tests and quizzes. She thought it was a way to cheat.”


  It didn’t take long for Claire to connect the dots. “Oh no…”


  Mike smiled as he vividly remembered this moment from his youth. “A minute goes by and he asks again. This time, the teacher tells him if he asks to leave again, then he’s going to get a zero. So, it’s quiet for a few more minutes, but then suddenly this smell starts wafting through the room.”


  She ceased playing with his chest hair and moved her hand over her mouth. “He didn’t…”


  “I still remember the look on the girl’s face who sat in front of me,” he laughed. “It was like someone had just told her that her dad died. Standing next to his desk, in beige khakis, and with a big shit stain on his ass…is Tommy. And from that moment on, Tommy Bargins was known as ‘Tommy Shits.’”


  “That’s where that came from!?” Claire shouted. “That’s why everyone called him that!?”


  “Yep,” he confirmed. “One moment in ninth grade gave him a reputation for four years; and if I ran into Tommy now, do you know what I would say to myself? I would say, ‘hey look, it’s Tommy Shits.’”


  She giggled before moving her hand back to his chest.


  “We had a moment in tenth grade,” Mike told her. “No, it was more than a moment. We had a thing, but you ended up hating me.”


  “I never actually hated you,” Claire rebuffed.


  “Well, it wasn’t a good situation regardless,” he said. “I’m just happy that you didn’t remember me in that coffee shop as a scared fifteen-year-old.”


  “Mikey No Balls,” she giggled. “Has a nice ring to it, doesn’t it?”


  Mike burst out into laughter. “It most certainly does. How many people get a chance at a do-over twenty years later? I just feel so lucky.”


  She tilted her head and smiled up at his face. “I’m the lucky one.”


  “My wife texted me last night and told me she got a lawyer, and he encouraged her to press for full alimony payments.”


  “Why didn’t you say anything?” she questioned.


  He stared down into her warm blue eyes. “Because I don’t care. I mean, she makes like twice as much money as I do so who knows how that’s going to work? But it wouldn’t bother me even if she didn’t. You wanna know why?”


  “Why?” she asked.


  “Because last night, the only thing on my mind was you,” he told her. “And I realized that there’s nothing in the world that could bother me, because I finally found the one.”


  She gazed at him with her mouth agape. “Mike, I don’t know what to say…”


  “I want to marry you.”


  She instantly propped herself up on her arm. “What!?”


  “I want to marry you,” he repeated, his confident cadence never quivering even for a moment.


  Claire’s free hand moved over her mouth. “Oh my God, Mike…”


  “I wanted to marry you twenty years ago, and I’m not waiting any longer” he revealed. “The second both of our divorces go through, we’ll go to some tiny chapel somewhere—just the two of us—and I want you to be my wife.”


  Two decades of regret briskly disappeared as Mike felt his soon to be wife lean over and kiss him. And that inner voice that always told him what a failure he was? That vanished as well. How could you be a failure if you’re with the woman you love? Money, success, big houses, and expensive vacations didn’t mean anything if you’re missing that special someone. Every meal he ate, every destination he visited, and every moment he spent lounging around would feel like he was on top of the world, because he finally had his girl.


  




  

    Chapter 7 - Memories


  


  Twelve Months Later.


  “Here we are…1…1:17 PM on a Monday. May 25th. D-Day plus two…”


  The sound of footsteps accompanied a camera recording the journey from the basement, up into the kitchen.


  “Two days ago the greatest moment in the history of humanity happened,” the voice continued as the camera made its way around the kitchen table and toward the living room. “Weighing in at six and a half pounds with sparkling blue eyes and adorable blonde hair…”


  Claire looked up and immediately raised her right hand over her face, attempting to block herself from the view of her husband’s phone. “Oh, come on, Mike! Seriously!?”


  The brand new dad laughed as he made his way into the living room.


  “I look like shit!” Claire said, still trying to hide her face.


  “You look amazing,” he rebutted. “Come on, let me see that smile!”


  She shot an exaggerated smirk in the direction of his phone. “Happy?”


  “Not as happy as someone…” he sarcastically moaned while taking a seat next to her on the sofa. He zoomed in to record his two-day-old daughter suckling on Claire’s right nipple. “Save some for Daddy…”


  “Oh my God!” she rolled her eyes with a laugh before turning her attention to her daughter. “Please don’t end up like your perverted father!”


  Mike cleared his throat and began doing his best impersonation of a British TV newscaster. “The media and paparazzi have been clamoring for footage of the royal baby for days now. This is, however, the first video we have witnessed of the child: Baby Elizabeth.”


  “Royal baby…” Claire laughed. “My blood is the furthest thing from royalty.”


  “Here we see the child, feeding from her mother,” he continued in his British accent. “The Queen of Yorkshire.”


  “Yorkshire?” she questioned.


  “I don’t know,” he laughed back in his regular voice. “It sounds British to me.”


  Claire shook her head.


  He quickly got back into character. “And as beautiful as the baby girl is, the media is dying for an update on the Queen. So, the question, Queen Claire. How are you feeling?”


  “Ugly.”


  “And?” Mike asked.


  “Fat…still.”


  “Ugly and fat…still,” he repeated from behind the phone. “Insightful…”


  The phone zoomed in on Claire’s makeup-less face. Deep, heavy bags hovered below her eyes. “You’re gorgeous,” Mike told her, back in his normal accent.


  “Yeah, right…” she groaned.


  “You are,” he repeated. “You’re just as beautiful as the day I laid my eyes on you for the first time back in tenth grade. I can still remember you strutting into class dressed in little boy shorts and a cute t-shirt. Your blonde hair bounced around and your blue eyes gleamed. It was like every butterfly in the world was stuffed into my stomach.”


  She commented with a sigh, “That was a long, long, long time ago…”


  “And I still get that feeling every time I look at you. Every time I see you shake the hair out of your eyes, every time you flash that smile at me, and every time you strut around in your little boy shorts,” he laughed. “You drive me fuckin’ crazy.”


  Claire turned to the camera and rolled her eyes. “Are we making home movies?”


  “Uh-huh,” he replied.


  “Do you think one day our daughter is gonna want to listen to her father talk about watching Mom strut around in boy shorts?”


  He pretended to contemplate the question. “I was actually thinking sometime down the road we invite my parents over, maybe a few friends, pass some popcorn around, and watch this together.”


  “Well, I may feel like I just got hit by a truck, but I wouldn’t trade this for anything in the world,” she admitted, still disgusted by her physical appearance. Mike and Elizabeth more than made up for her lack of confidence at the moment, however.


  The parents both smiled down at their newborn baby girl.


  “What if you never walked into that coffee shop?”


  Claire looked over at Mike. “What?”


  “That coffee shop,” he stated once again. “What if you decided to go somewhere else that day? I never drink coffee, so why did I ask Shawn to meet me at a coffee shop? For me to be there at that exact moment was such a stroke of luck. And then for you to come walking in. What if it never happened?”


  “But it did, Mike.”


  “I know, but what if it hadn’t?” he asked.


  “Who knows?” said Claire. “Maybe some other girl would’ve walked in. Maybe you would’ve decided to go talk to her. Maybe she would be holding your child right now.”


  He gazed down at his baby daughter as he processed what his wife was saying. “But it wouldn’t be this.”


  She wasn’t following. “What?”


  “It wouldn’t be this,” he reiterated. “You, or Elizabeth, or any of this. It would be different. And this…this is perfect.”


  Claire smiled at him.


  He announced with an unbelievable amount of certainty to his voice, “We’re going to watch our daughter flourish into an amazing woman. We’re going to grow old together, and someday we’ll be sitting in the backyard, watching our grandchildren run around, and I’m going to wrap my arm around you and still feel a million butterflies dancing in my stomach.”


  Seventeen Years, Three-Hundred and Sixty-Three Days Later.


  “I’m not doing it! Let’s just save it for next year!”


  Claire trailed her daughter into the kitchen, following the sound of soccer cleats tapping on the wooden floor the entire way.


  “Elizabeth!” Claire shouted as she grabbed the teen’s arm. We’re doing this!”


  The young blonde began to rapidly shake her head back and forth. Snuffles soon gave way to streams of tears. “But, Mom, it’s the last time!”


  Claire wrapped her arms around her daughter’s body, consoling her the best she could. “I know, baby, so let’s enjoy it.”


  Ten years ago, Mike began experiencing shortness of breath. A few days passed before he felt a pain in his chest and right shoulder. Then a horrific cough with bloody mucus set off alarm bells. Claire drove him to the emergency room where later that day he was diagnosed with stage IV non-small cell lung cancer, and given a six percent chance to make it five years. When Claire pulled the doctor aside and asked for his honest opinion, she was told that it was the most aggressive case of lung cancer he’d ever seen. It didn’t make sense. Mike had never smoked a single cigarette in his life.


  “I wanna save it!” Elizabeth whaled into her mother’s shoulder. “I don’t want him to go away!”


  Claire ran her hand through her daughter’s long blonde hair. “He’s never going away. He’ll always be with us.”


  The chemotherapy didn’t help. In fact, it only made the suffering that much more excruciating. The strong, vibrant, full of life father had been reduced to a bald, pale, shell of his former self. The energy had been sucked out of her; and despite the happy face he put on around his family, there was no hiding the pain he was in.


  But Mike couldn’t just fade away. He refused to leave his wife and eight-year-old daughter all alone. He needed to be there for his family. He had to guide them and remind them of just how special they truly were, so he started writing. Nineteen multi-page, handwritten letters later, he was done.


  Every year on his wife’s birthday, and every year on his daughter’s birthday, they were instructed to open a sealed envelope with a date marked on it. The letters consisted of reminders, life lessons, jokes, and memories. Once Elizabeth hit puberty, her letters turned more detailed and took a different tone. He wanted her to respect herself for the type of person she truly was. There was no need to seek male approval or put her body on display, because her mind was the prize; but if she found a man, then he needed to be strong. He had to be able to make her a better person. He couldn’t ever consider taking advantage of her or using her in any way. Mike saw the life he wanted for his little girl, and he was going to walk her through it, even if he wasn’t there for her in person.


  Claire’s letters lacked the detail of the ones left for Elizabeth. They weren’t full of instructions and advice. They much much simpler than that.


  He adored Claire. Everything she did in his eyes was perfect. The last thing he desired was for her to dwell in a pit of sorrow. He encouraged her to go out and find a man who deserved her; but more importantly, a father figure who could properly guide Elizabeth along her life’s journey. He wanted his wife to always remember how lucky she was to have their daughter in her life. Somehow, someway, the two most special women on the planet lived together, and that was something both of them needed to cherish.


  Claire had remarried two years ago, but a single day had yet to pass where she didn’t think of Mike. Whether it be a slight smile when she remembered the way he would imitate the news anchors’ voices on the TV, or a painful cry alone in the bathroom when she thought about the afternoons in bed they’d spent cuddled together—talking for hours on end. Her new husband was a good man. He was great with Elizabeth and he treated her the right way, but he wasn’t Mike. There was only one Mike and he was gone. She’d lost him forever and despite her best efforts, she would never be able to move on from him.


  “Sit,” Claire instructed her daughter.


  Elizabeth took a seat at the kitchen table—dressed in her soccer uniform—before watching her mother leave the room. Her stepdad always gave them space on their birthdays. Sure, they would go out to dinner later, but he wouldn’t be around until the girls were ready to leave. He knew how special Mike still was to the both of them, and he didn’t want to take away from their tradition.


  The teen moved her forearm under her nose and wiped away the snot that was dripping from her nostrils. She was badly losing the battle to control her emotions; and when she saw her mother re-emerge into the kitchen with a manila envelope in hand, Elizabeth lost control of herself.


  “I-I-I can’t do it!” she barely managed to get out.


  Claire slid a chair next to her daughter and took a seat, her puffy and red eyes a clear giveaway of what she’d just been up to. Despite her now calm demeanor, she’d lost control of her emotions the moment she’d retrieved the envelope. Her last letter was opened two months ago on her birthday. It was five pages of memories, moments she barely remembered and some she could still vividly see in her mind, and paragraph after paragraph explaining how special she was to him.


  Claire read that letter every single week. Mike spent an entire page going into detail about all the things he recalled from high school. The clothes she wear to class, how shocked he was when she showed up in eleventh grade with black hair, and the regret he had from not asking her out when they were fifteen: it was all there. He was still kicking himself for not making a move on her all that time ago! They could’ve spent a lifetime together instead of only nine years, but those nine years felt like an eternity. She’d made each and every day an adventure in his eyes. No words would ever be able to describe how much he loved her.


  She handed her daughter the envelope. Elizabeth reached out with a shaky hand and took her dad’s final writings. After a deep breath, she tore open the seal and pulled out a small bundle of notebook paper.


  “No! No! No! No! Mom!!!”


  Claire began to panic as well. The first page was blank. When Elizabeth tossed it aside to reveal the second page, it was also empty. Pages three and four followed suit as well. Finally, when they came across page five, something was different.


  Elizabeth’s face lit up. “Oh my God!”


  Claire shook her head with a smile. “Your father always had a flair for the dramatic.”


  Taped to the fifth piece of paper was a USB flash drive. Elizabeth sprinted upstairs and quickly returned with her laptop in hand. She set it down on the kitchen table and hurriedly pushed the drive into the USB port before seeing a ‘removable disc’ menu pop up on the screen. The teen double clicked on ‘files’ and immediately turned to her mother.


  “Mom! Mom!!!”


  A tear slowly trickled down Claire’s cheek. There was an unnamed folder on top, and a video file titled ‘Happy 18th
Birthday!’ below it. Elizabeth rushed to double clicked on the video.


  Suddenly, they were taken back a decade. It was like the last ten years had never taken place. Mike sat alone on the sofa, staring into his phone.


  Mike rolled his eyes with a smirk. “Isn’t it funny how your mother never wants to be in pictures because she doesn’t think she looks good enough; yet here I am, recording myself?”


  Claire could immediately tell that this was filmed during the late stages of his treatments. He’d fallen and badly bruised the left side of his face near the end, and the marks were clearly visible in the video. This was probably two weeks before he passed away. He was bald, sickly-looking, and clearly hurting, and she loved this version of him more than any other man on the planet.


  Elizabeth was crying with her watery blue eyes glued to the screen.


  “Happy eighteenth birthday, Babygirl!”


  The teen lost it. She hadn’t been called ‘Babygirl’ in ten years. Just hearing him say that sent a cavalcade of emotions pouring through her.


  “Ten years…” Mike pondered to himself while glancing off to the side. “Hopefully you guys just got back from an awesome birthday dinner in your flying car.”


  Claire let out a laugh.


  He turned his focus back at the screen. “Lizzy…”


  The teen melted down again. Every nickname that came out of her dad’s mouth was overwhelming. She just wanted to see him again!


  “I hope your life is going great.” He opened his mouth to continue but quickly cut himself off. Something had obviously distracted him. “Hey, Claire! You wanna know what our daughter wrote for me yesterday?” he asked as he held up a piece of notebook paper for the camera before turning it over to show both sides covered in handwriting. “Lizzy wrote a story with a nonlinear narrative. A nonlinear narrative, Claire! She’s eight!”


  The two girls both smiled at the computer screen.


  “I swear, I’ve never met a more talented person in my life,” he went on. “Listen, I know I’m biased; but Lizzy, you’re so unbelievably special. Most kids can’t grow up to be anything they want, but you can, sweetheart. And you won’t realize this until you’re older, but you’re so lucky to have your mother. I really, really, really hope you two are still close. That you guys are always there to strengthen each other.”


  Mike turned to the side and let out a deep, disturbing cough.


  “Well, I’m pretty sure you could pin me now, Lizzy.”


  Elizabeth struggled to smile as she thought back to those Saturday mornings she’d spent wrestling Dad on the family room floor while Mom refereed. “No, I couldn’t,” she tearfully disagreed.


  “I know we sometimes didn’t see eye to eye on things,” he spoke.


  The young girl shook her head back and forth while sniffling.


  “I know how much you hate soccer,” he went on. “How it’s boring, and the field’s too big, and there isn’t enough scoring; but, Babygirl, low scoring is what makes it great. Just likes hockey…”


  “Every goal matters,” Elizabeth finished her dad’s sentence along with him, smiling the entire time.


  “And I know sometimes you just wanted to watch TV, or a movie, or whatever, but I would make you sit down and write before you could,” he said while glancing down at the paper in his hand once again. “Sometimes you would yell at me, and tell me how unfair it was, and how your friends got to watch as much television as they wanted, but your creativity is too special to waste. I’ve seen the way your mind works. When you were six, you wrote me a story three days before Easter about a vengeful bunny rabbit who attempts to put an end to the tradition of giving candy.”


  Elizabeth curiously gazed at the screen with no recollection of this moment.


  “‘Mr. Rabbit,’ as you called him,” Mike said with a smile. “Now, Mr. Rabbit went around town the night before Easter and stole all the Easter baskets from every house. He took them back to his burrow and decided the only real way to punish everyone, was to eat all the chocolate himself. That way it could never be recovered. But chocolate releases chemicals in the brain that make you happy, and after that first bar of chocolate, Mr. Rabbit was a changed bunny. He was suddenly cheerful and merry, and returned all the candy to the little boys and girls. Babygirl, you were six!!!”


  Mike addressed his wife, “Claire, I know I don’t need to tell you this, but our girl is special. And if she ever doubts herself even for a second, you need to remind her of it.”


  Claire wrapped her arms around Elizabeth, her daughter’s tears pouring through her cotton shirt.


  “I know you guys have lots of recordings and pictures that I took over the years, but I wanted to save some stuff,” he told them. “I don’t want to drag my memory out or make every year some somber experience. You girls need to move on with your lives in a positive way; but at the same time, I want you to remember the great times we had together, and to celebrate the life we lived. I know both of your lives are great and are going to get even better, so I completely understand if you don’t want to reflect on the past.”


  “No, Daddy!” Elizabeth shouted as she sprang from her mom’s grasp and moved closer to the screen.


  “The other folder on this flash drive is full of videos I took,” he revealed. “Every day I recorded something. Sometimes I recorded multiple things. It may have been just Lizzy, other times it was only Claire, and sometimes it was all three of us. There are over three thousand videos in that folder. Some of them are long and some are just a minute, but the first eight years of our lives together are documented. Lizzy, if you want, you can see what I saw. I got to watch you grow from an adorable six and a half pound baby, into this two-year-old who seemingly always had a chip on her shoulder, to a playful and fun five-year-old little angel, and finally into the amazingly creative and artistic eight-year-old I know today. You know, when I was in college, I decided I was going to be a bachelor for life. I was never getting married and there was absolutely no way I was having a kid. I can’t believe how much I changed. I literally can’t imagine not having both of you girls in my life. You two are the greatest things that ever happened to me.”


  Elizabeth reached out and was now comforting her mother. Claire had tried to stay strong and be a rock for her daughter to lean on, but she couldn’t any longer. She was breaking down.


  “Over the past month, I’ve scanned everything you’ve ever written and it’s all in that folder as well. You can look into the mind of a little genius,” he softly laughed. Mike looked down at his watch before his pale white face lit up with excitement. “One minute,” he stated before raising his index finger to the camera and setting his phone down, allowing it to record the white living room ceiling.


  The girls separated from each other, staring at the screen curiously.


  “Where he’d go?” Claire asked.


  “Come back!” Elizabeth whined as she sniffled again.


  Seconds later, they both heard footsteps. The screen flipped over and Mike carried his phone to the front door before walking outside, recording the concrete pathway as he went.


  “What are you doing?” a voice off camera asked.


  “No…” Claire smiled.


  “I’m making a recording for a very special girl,” Mike answered.


  “Who?” the voice chimed in again.


  Elizabeth continued to gaze at the laptop screen, unsure of what she was listening to.


  “Well, she just so happens to be the most talented, creative, special little girl I’ve ever met,” Mike answered.


  The camera suddenly shifted to an eight-year-old Elizabeth, who was walking toward the front door with her backpack on.


  Eighteen-year-old Elizabeth smiled.


  “Hmm…” the young girl pretended to ponder the scenario as she made her way to the house, letting her father record her journey. “Is it…Mommy?”


  “Nope, but good guess,” he answered. “Mommy definitely has all those qualities.”


  Claire laughed as the tears began to flow again.


  “Is it…Grandma?”


  “Not Grandma,” he told his daughter. “Guess again.”


  The young blonde turned to the camera with a smirk. “Is it…me?”


  “It’s you, Babygirl!” Mike cheered.


  The eight-year-old Elizabeth skipped into the house and tossed her schoolbag onto the couch.


  “Are you going to write me a story today?” he asked.


  The young girl huffed, “Do I have to?”


  “Do it!” Elizabeth pleaded from the kitchen table while watching a decade old scene unfold.


  “I’d like you to,” Mike told her. “Well, what do you want to do instead?”


  “Paint your nails!” she excitedly replied.


  “Paint my nails?” he questioned. “I don’t know, Babygirl, my nails are a little funky.” The chemotherapy not only affected his skin and hair, but his nails had turned a disgusting black and yellowish mix. It wasn’t something he particularly enjoyed seeing.


  “I know!” the young girl reacted, still all smiles. “I’ll make ‘em pretty!”


  Claire reached over and wrapped herself around her daughter’s right arm.


  “I would love pretty nails,” he said. “How about this? You can paint my nails, but then you have to write me a story. Deal?”


  “Deal!” she agreed with a big smile before scurrying upstairs to her room.


  Mike turned the camera to his face as tears began to pour from his eyes. “I love the both of you, so, so, so much. You’ll never understand just how special the two of you are to me. Claire, you changed my life. Every inch of your body, every thought in that amazing mind, and every moment we shared together: it was all so perfect. Just…perfect. I’m so thankful I found you again.” He closed his eyes to regroup before looking back into the screen. “Babygirl, you have no idea how much of your mother I see in you, and that makes me so happy. Hey, thankfully, you didn’t get your dad’s ears,” he laughed before collecting himself again. “You’re smart, and talented, and beautiful, and truly unique. Your mother would always make fun of me for talking about her glow. Like, I was delusional or something. But I’m not! Mom has a glow. I could eat a bowl of pasta by myself, and then eat that same pasta later with her at the table, and it would taste ten times better with her there. And then you came along and it was the same way! Every meal I ate with the two of you tasted like chocolate ice cream! Just your presence makes everything better. I want you girls to remember how special you are. Neither of you deserve anything but the best. And one day…” he tried to compose himself while peering off to the side before turning back with a tearful smile. “One day…very, very, very far from now, we’re all going to be together again, and we’re going to sit down at a table—the three of us each with a bowl of pasta—and I’m going to soak in both of your glows. I love you two so much.”


  The video ended.


  “Noooooo! Daddy!!!” Elizabeth cried, reaching her hand out to touch the screen. It showed no time remaining in the recording. She turned to her mother who also had tears streaming down her face. “That’s it! He’s gone!”


  Claire placed both her hands on the sides of Elizabeth’s face while gazing into her watery blue eyes. “I don’t know what the future holds for us. Maybe we’ll be neighbors or maybe you’ll end up on the other side of the world; but whatever happens, we’ll always have each other. Every day, every moment—I’m here for you. And someday when I get old and gray, I know you’ll be there for me too. And for the next eight years—every day—whether it be in person, on the phone, or over the internet; we’re going to watch a video Dad left for us together. Deal?”


  Elizabeth nodded while wiping tears away with her fingers. She turned her attention to the folder on the screen and clicked the first video.


  “Here we are…1…1:17 PM on a Monday. May 25th. D-Day plus two…”
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