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            Chapter One

          

        

      

    

    
      I wasn’t necessarily looking forward to tonight - the food was going to be wonderful but Jen’s birthday dinners were always so joyless. She pretended to like the gifts we gave her but she was not very good at it. She’d long since dropped her public face around me. She reserved that for newcomers, acquaintances - tonight she’d be in the presence of unknown company so I was hopeful that we could all be civil and enjoy ourselves a bit.

      Despite everything we’d been through since high school I’d somehow managed to be civil towards her. We were far from BFFs but we did exchange an occasional email every now and again, mostly about Kent..

      Several years after college I met a terrific guy, and we dated for a couple of years. He moved away for work and I stayed behind without him. The relationship with him proved to me that I could love someone despite the trampling my heart had taken in my youth. A year later I met Dave at one of my wedding gigs. He flirted with me shamelessly and because he was so funny, intelligent and charming, I gave in. It probably hadn’t hurt that he was extremely hot.

      Tonight marked two months since Dave and I started dating and this was the first time I decided to let him meet any of my friends. If he could survive Jen and Kent, then he could survive anyone.

      I inhaled deeply and expelled my breath slowly, letting the tension and anxiety leave me before I stepped out of the cab to greet my uber-handsome date, Dave. I tugged on the bottom of my hot pink hem, pulling it closer to my knees. I flashed Dave a reassuring smile as I took the arm he held out to me. He looked yummy in his sleek dark blue Calvin Klein suit. His crisp white shirt was flashing beneath and matched his perfect, straight, white teeth.

      He bent down slightly to whisper against my ear, “You look stunning. Do your panties match your shoes?”

      I looked down at my black high heels, scoffed and then laughed softly. I squeezed his bicep and gave him a sideways glance, trying to remain coy. “If you’re a good boy, maybe you’ll find out. So tell me again, who are we meeting for dinner?”

      He rubbed his nose into my pulled back hair, kissed the top of my head and then groaned. We’d practiced their names at least a dozen times already. “Jen and Kent, your two old high school friends.”

      I grinned at him and grabbed his tie, pulling him down for a quick kiss.

      “That’s right. And what topics are we avoiding tonight?” I asked.

      His hazel eyes flashed gold as he stared down into mine. He spoke low, his voice sending little flickers through my body, “Kids, and anything involving you.”

      I nodded and rewarded him with another kiss, this one a little longer, our lips grazing softly, drawing out into longer kisses. It was interrupted by a man clearing his throat loudly.

      I stepped to the side and pulled back when I realized Kent and Jen were standing there staring at us.

      Kent was dressed in a suit, he looked handsome but extremely uncomfortable, he kept pulling at his collar. He had a large purple present under his left arm, the silver bow sparkled in the subdued lights of the street.

      I pasted on my happy face and hugged Jen. “Happy Birthday, Birthday Girl!” I gave her an extra squeeze and then stepped back.

      She smiled softly, it almost reached her eyes, and looked between me and my date. “Thank you. You look great, Elly. Better than I do tonight, don’t you think, Ken?”

      She looked at her husband and nudged him to get his papa-bear glare off from Dave.

      He didn’t even glance at me, avoided looking at me entirely. Had it been a decade ago I would’ve been offended, but as it was, I was used to his avoidance in the presence of others. It was just the way he was since the night we don’t ever bring up.

      “No, of course not, Jen. Don’t be silly. You look terrific,”  he said with a tiny smile.

      She did. She looked sophisticated in her split neck knee-length blue dress. I always admired how she always seemed to look so put together. Even if she showed up at Kent’s work after hitting the gym in a t-shirt she would end up looking like an Adidas advertisement. Kent leaned in to press a kiss to her cheek but she pulled back.

      “Make-up.” She smiled sweetly to play off the blatant rejection of his affections and then nodded towards the door of the fancy Italian restaurant. “Shall we? Our reservation won’t keep for much longer.”

      We walked, single file, into Amici. I felt my shoulders tighten as Dave’s warm hand moved to my lower back. I wasn’t too keen on his constant need to touch a part of my body any time we were in public, which was always because there was something that was niggling me about him. I just couldn’t put my finger on what it was.

      After we were seated, and the waiter departed with our drink orders, Jen smiled sweetly to us.

      "So, how are you guys doing?” Kent asked. I watched as Kent's eyes shifted from me to Dave and then to the silverware on the table. The present was sitting on the table beside Jen, who payed no attention to it.

      I spoke up after smiling to Dave, dividing my attention as evenly as I could between my three dinner companions.

      "We're good. Dave moved into a those new apartments across from the Town Centre last week. He's on the 15th floor and the view is absolutely amazing..." I paused and took a sip of water, my throat feeling as parched as the desert as I tried to bring some life and cheer to the table.

      I felt Dave's eyes on me, and when I glanced at him they seemed to simmer as he watched my lips puckering on the frosty glass.

      Jen beamed at us from across the table. "Sounds amazing. We're still over on Bridge Street but you already knew that. Nothing new. I spend all day at home while Ken runs his businesses. It's the life of a rich man’s wife, it seems." Jen always dropped the T off of Kent’s name. It forever annoyed me, but I always kept it to myself.

      Dave laughed softly, "So, do you sit around and watch TV and eat bon-bons all day? That's what stay-at-home wives do, isn't it?"

      I laughed softly at the question and shook my head. I was curious what Jen’s response was going to be and snuck a glance at Kent, catching him smirking briefly.

      Kent spoke up first, "Ordering movies on pay-per-view, going shopping, ordering things on the internet… I think that about covers it, wouldn't you say?" His arm was on the back of her chair as he looked at her.

      She frowned a little as she reached over and puckered his cheeks between her fingers. "You forgot cooking, my dear. I make a mean frozen pizza."

      Jen winked at Dave and Kent shook his head, his gaze firmly on Jen.

      "Oh yes, Mr. P's for the win,” he muttered.

      Dave gave Kent a once over and shrugged. "Doesn't look like she starves you. How is it having a wife as hot as yours waiting at home for you every night?"

      He put his arm around me and tugged me gently against his side. I winced briefly but smiled to cover the discomfort of leaning over the space between our chairs.

      "Some day soon I hope I'll have a wife of my own at home." Dave stared down at me and I glanced up to meet his eyes.

      He had that look there. A look of longing, of promises. I was starting to feel a bit panicky. I pressed a kiss to his lips and then pulled back.

      "It's wonderful. I look forward to it every day when I close up the shop. It’s something everyone should wish for. Elly would make a good wife." Kent leaned over to try to give Jen a kiss on the cheek but stopped. "Right, make-up. Excuse me while I go to the restroom." Kent slid his chair out and stood from the table just as the waiter dropped off our drinks.

      I watched Kent briefly as he stood up from the table before turning my attention back to Jen.

      "What are you and Kent doing this weekend?”

      "Well, he has his third shop opening next Saturday so he'll probably be there all weekend to get things set and do the training. So I guess that means I'm free!" She grinned at both of us, looking expectantly.

      I looked between Jen and Dave and put my hand on Dave's knee and gave it a gentle squeeze. "I'm busy Saturday too. Booked for two weddings."

      Dave sighed, "Right, I forgot. I'll miss you." He leaned down and pressed a kiss to my cheek.

      I felt my cheeks color and smiled at Jen. "You're not going to the store opening?"

      She shook her head. "What's there for me? Computer nerds ogling my goods and women hitting on Ken who don't deserve his attention? No, I'll keep my jealousy to myself, thanks." Jen laughed softly as my fists clenched together tightly under the table as she left the ‘T’ off his name.

      Kent returned to the table and took his seat once again. "Sorry. What did I miss?" He asked as Jen turned her face to look at him.

      "Oh, I told them your new shop was opening. Said you'd be busy."

      I noticed Kent's ears were turning a little red and shifted in my seat. His ears only did that when it was cold out or when he was getting angry. It wasn’t very cold in the restaurant.

      “I see. So not much of anything, then,” Kent said.

      I glanced at Dave who was looking just as uncomfortable as I was with the marital tension on the opposite side of the table.

      I cleared my throat and pointed to the speakers overhead, "Oh, I love this song. I wish I spoke Italian. You speak some, don't you, Dave?"

      Dave received my signal loud and clear and nodded, "A little. Jen, Kent, do you speak any languages?"

      The married couple glared at each other for a moment but then Dave’s question sunk in and the tension was gone. Jen was the first to answer, she kept her gaze pointed at Dave. "No, I don't speak anything other than English, and I'm bad at that most days. Kent speaks a few, but I don’t hear him speaking them much around the house anymore.”

      Kent cleared his throat as the coloring in his ears was starting to fade. "I speak C ++ and Basic.” He didn’t wait for the pause to his computer nerd joke, “I also speak French and a bit of Latin." Kent shrugged his shoulders nonchalantly, as if he weren’t as amazing as I still knew him to be. As a person, not a man.

      "Kent is too smart for his britches, always has been." I grinned, trying to lighten the mood.

      Dave laughed. "Yeah? I went into business because that computer stuff was too daunting."

      "For you and me, both." I nudged Dave with my elbow playfully.

      "Kent ended up with his Master’s in that computer stuff and a minor in Language Arts. I told him he should have been a teacher… I think he would have liked that better."

      Kent turned to Jen and smiled coldly. They had this argument before too. Kent saw the dollar signs in Jen’s eyes and made every effort to give them to her. Jen ate it up and kept asking for more.” Maybe I should have. I don’t know. Some days are better than others, right?" He looked at us for support.

      I smiled. "I'm not sure anyone loves their job every minute of it." Dave's fingers captured my right ear and gently starting moving his fingers over it.

      "Except you, right, Els?“ Dave asked.

      I looked at Dave after putting my shoulder to my ear to stop him from stroking it. “Even I have bad days at work.”

      Kent sipped his tea and then spoke up, “How is the singing treating you, Elly? We've…well, I've been so busy with the new store that we haven’t had much of a chance to talk."

      That much was true. Their wedding spurred a huge jump in my wedding singing career. I had thought, at the time, that it would be a great way to earn some extra money. Almost a decade later and I was still doing large events along with open mic nights when I wasn’t waiting tables, which was my day job. Between the two I had enough to pay the bills and very little time for a social life.

      "It’s going well. I wish more people would have weddings during the week, but,” I shrugged, chuckling softly. "I'll take what I can get. Excuse me, I have to use the ladies room."
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      Once alone, I stared at myself in the mirror and pulled out my phone. I groaned as I noted that we’d only been seated for twenty minutes. It felt more like eighty. I freshened up my face, checked my email, and shot Stacy a text.

      

      
        
        Me: Omg. These birthday dinners are the worst!

        

      

      
        
        Stacy: Are u texting at the table? Rude!

        

      

      
        
        Me: I’m in the ladies. Haha. Had to take a breather. Jen is already on her second cocktail.

        

      

      
        
        Stacy: It’s her birthday. Give her a break.

        

      

      
        
        Me: *rolls eyes* Whatevs. Do I have 2 go back?

        

      

      
        
        Stacy: Yes! Call me later! :-*

        

      

      

      When I came back, there was an odd tension at the table. I sat down and was about to ask what I’d missed when the food arrived. We all ate dinner and made small talk.

      When it was time for dessert, the waiter came to our table with a gang of wait staff behind him, the chocolate cake slice glittered on the plate, leading the way. They all sang “Happy Birthday” and clapped when it ended. Jen closed her eyes and blew out her candle.

      “What did you wish for, Jen?” Kent grinned as he sat back, rubbing his stomach as if he were full, which seemed odd because he’d barely eaten anything. Jen sucked the chocolate from the candle and I couldn’t help but wonder if she was trying to seduce Kent or Dave. Neither would surprise me and I resisted the strong urge to roll my eyes.

      “You know Jen can’t tell you or her wish won’t come true. I think it’s present time!” I nodded to the large purple present which I’d wanted to open since I’d seen it.

      Jen apparently didn’t need further prodding. She grabbed the present and ripped the paper open despite Kent’s attempt at speaking up to say something about the gift. He smiled at her excitement of opening the present, purple paper flew everywhere.

      Peeking from the box was a slight sparkle. She pulled the dress out and held it up to her chest. The low-cut v-neck was embellished with hundreds of tiny diamonds. Kent was smiling as he watched her.

      "Happy Birthday, Jen! It's from Elly and I."

      I was about to speak up but held my tongue. I had nothing to do with that gift to Jen and the one in my purse seemed severely inadequate after Kent’s extravagant purchase.

      Dave whistled. “That’s quite a dress.”

      She examined it and nodded slowly, “Yes...it’s uh...something!” I could clearly see the false smile as she looked at me, “What do you think, Elly? Does it look good?”

      I nodded with an approving smile, “Yes, it’s beautiful.” I glanced at Kent whose lips fell slightly at Jen’s less than enthusiastic reply.

      Jen looked between us, “Thanks, Elly and Kent. Maybe I’ll wear it around town tomorrow!” She laughed and then put the dress back into the box, daintily tapping the top once it was secured.

      Kent nodded at his wife, “You’re welcome. Well. If you guys want to hang out a little more, you can. I need to get home since I have an early start to the day tomorrow. It was really nice of you guys to come out on such short notice." Kent was pretty much just talking to me.

      I smiled softly and then turned my glance to Jen. "I wouldn't have missed it for the world." I looked at Dave who nodded at me that he wanted to leave and we stood. "Happy Birthday again. I hope you have a good night,” I said as I walked around the table and hugged Jen one last time to seal the friendly relationship for another year.

      Dave held his hand out to Kent for a shake, "Nice to meet you, Kent."

      “Nice to meet you too, Dave." Kent returned the handshake.

      Jen squeezed me tightly for a moment and kissed me on the cheek. She whispered softly into my ear so that only I could hear. "Have fun tonight."

      After those words she picked up the box and moved to stand by Kent. Kent moved around and put his arms around me, surrounding me with his warmth.

      "Good to see you as always. Maybe we can do lunch later in the week. That is, if you bring it by work." His words weren't too loud because Jen still turned green if Kent and I spent time alone without her. Although she no longer had anything to fear from me.

      The whole year after their marriage I kept my distance, trying to get myself together after the heartache. It took me a long time to be able to be in the same room with him without wanting to burst into tears.

      Kent had never pushed for a reason why, but I had made myself scarce with work which was good enough for him as a newlywed man and a brand new entrepreneur.

      As their second anniversary rolled around, I had finally come to terms with the fact that Kent was a friend. Just a friend. And that’s all he would ever be. By their fifth anniversary I finally made him into a eunuch in my mind, and it was so much easier to be around him. After I started waiting tables downtown near Kent’s new computer store, I brought him lunch. It gave us time to rekindle our friendship in the safe environment of his business.

      I grinned and pulled away after a brief two seconds of contact. "If you're lucky. Make me proud, Kent. Be extra nice to your wife.”

      I winked at Kent and then stepped back beside Dave and waved goodbye. With our goodbyes said we parted ways at the door. Kent walked with Jen towards the SUV and opened the door for her. He gave one last wave to me and then disappeared from view.

      I turned my attention back to Dave. “I think I’m going to have to ask for a raincheck for dessert tonight.” I pressed a kiss to his lips and then stepped back, taking in his playful pout.

      “Alright, that’s two desserts that you owe me. I’m very good at keeping records,” he said.

      I smiled and let my hands drop from his as I took slow, careful steps backwards so my black heels wouldn’t catch on anything. “So am I.” I winked at him and then slowly walked away, leaving him without a goodbye. Every man loved a little hard-to-get.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Three

          

        

      

    

    
      I cursed myself for the third time as the cold wind bit at my exposed goose-fleshed arms. I ate a little too much at dinner and decided to walk back to my apartment instead of taking a cab. I had learned mid-way through college that the key to having a hot body was through moderation and keeping the calorie count down. And the only two ways to reduce the calories were to starve or exercise. I found that I preferred the exercise but as the wind hit me again, I was rethinking my decision. Surely skipping breakfast tomorrow would be less painful than this.

      I was halfway home when I spotted Kent’s SUV parked on the curb in front of Bella, the upscale dress shop that Kent had probably purchased that extravagant dress from. I almost passed by Jen without noticing that she was sitting outside on the black wrought iron bench because I was busily looking for them inside the store.

      I heard Jen whisper, “Elly?” I whipped my head around and then came back to sit beside Jen, whose mascara was running, her eyes slightly puffy from crying.

      “Jen, hey, why are you crying? What happened?”

      I looked over her depleted form, she looked every bit like a human being at that moment and much less like the rich untouchable socialite that she always projected. My hand rubbed over her back to comfort her and I wondered what the hell had happened in the past forty-five minutes to make her look so gutted. And I also wondered where the hell Kent was.

      She had a tissue to her nose and mouth and made a little quivering sob, “Ken and I, we’re just so miserable. I don’t make him happy anymore and I don’t know what I can do. He’s so distant, he works all the time. I was actually surprised that he even bothered to show up for my birthday dinner this year. We used to have so much fun together. He used to be funny, carefree...”

      I just listened, letting her get it all out. There was no use trying to defend Kent, it would appear that I was on his side and honestly, I didn’t want to be on anyone’s side. This was their marriage, not mine. My aim had always been to be a listening ear.

      “And that dress was just ridiculous. Where would I even wear something like that? I’ve been hinting for months that what I wanted was a vacation, a second honeymoon. And instead he blows our money on a gaudy diamond encrusted dress. He said he wanted me to have something that would match my beauty and worth to him but that was just his cover up. He doesn’t want to go away with me. He doesn’t want to be alone with me.” She started to sob again, and I held back a sigh.

      This was not the first time I’d heard this complaint from Jen. She didn’t seem to understand that Kent was working his ass off for her. She was used to living a certain way, and he was trying his damnedest to live up to her expectations. Jen was a smart woman, always had been, and I truly felt she needed something else in her life to distract her so she didn’t hold her magnifying glass over Kent and her marriage 24/7.

      She’d clung to Kent and made her life revolve around acquiring and keeping him. She used to have school to fill in the times when she wasn’t with him. But after college and marriage she just stayed home claiming she wanted to make a nice house for Kent and that she didn’t want to quit her career midyear when she finally got pregnant again. The pregnancy never happened and nine years later here we were. Both of them seemed miserable. But as Switzerland I kept my opinions to myself.

      I continued to rub her back and looked over my shoulder into the store once more. “Where did he go? Is he inside?”

      She let a humorless laugh escape her throat. “No, he ran off, like a coward. Even after bulking up and getting rid of the geeky glasses he still hasn’t lost that trait. He still runs away from confrontation.”

      “He probably just needed some time to cool off. He’ll come back for you.”

      “Maybe he will, maybe he won’t. I won’t be here to find out. I’m going to spend the rest of my birthday doing something fun.”

      She straightened up and pushed her long blonde hair over her slim shoulder. I couldn’t help but smile. She was an expert at bouncing back.

      “That a girl!” I put my hands flat on the bench on either side of me and sat up straight too. She was still about half a foot taller than I was. She turned my way as she dabbed away the runny mascara.

      “Elly, why didn’t you fight for Kenny?”

      I felt my cheeks color. I really didn’t want to discuss what I considered to be the most embarrassing time of my life.

      I shrugged my shoulders and pasted on a smile, “He didn’t want me, Jen. He wanted you. He picked you, over and over again.”

      I made sure I emphasized that for both our sakes. It was easy to romanticize the past and think back and remember things that weren’t truthful.

      “I always thought he wanted you. Sometimes I still wonder if he does.” She stuffed the used tissue into her large designer purse and stood up.

      I stood up too, “You’re just hurt. You’ll see things clearly tomorrow. Kent loves you. He adores you. How could he not?” I smiled again and reached out, squeezing her elbow affectionately.

      She smiled back and sighed softly, looking at the ground in shame. “I’m sorry, Elly. You’re right. You’re such a good friend.”

      She hugged me, tail between her legs so to speak. I smiled for her sake as she pulled back and straightened up, the rich bitch face back on.

      “Now for my fun. Do you want to come with?”

      “I’d love to but I have to be up early for work in the morning. Drink a Long Island for me.” I grinned as I watched her walk around the SUV.

      She opened the driver’s side and paused, “Will do! Thanks for coming tonight, Elly. I hope to see more of you and Dave. You two look really great together.”

      She smiled a little, waved and then got in and closed the door. I watched as she pulled away from the curb and sighed heavily. I had one more stop to make, and it was going to be too long to walk. When she was out of sight I hailed a cab.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Four

          

        

      

    

    
      I paid the taxi driver and got out into the dark evening, shutting the door softly behind me. I looked up, tilting my head back, and stared up at the darkened dilapidated tower that I liked to call Kent’s brooding place.

      Whatever had gone down with Jen was surely what had brought him here if he was even up there. I'd bet tomorrow's breakfast that he was. I slowly made my way up the metal ladder to the top of the tower. I stared into the darkness when I reached the top, trying to make Kent's shape out from the rest of the shadows. The breeze that made the trees sway washed over me, and I shivered.

      After my eyes adjusted, I caught sight of his form. Right on the edge of the tower he sat with his legs dangling over the side. His tie was loose around his neck and his jacket was balled up and resting not far from him looking like a sleeping, disheveled cat. This is where he always came to clear his head. This was where he came to make his decisions and let his anger and frustrations out. I smiled as I remembered the first time he brought me up here. It was nice to have a decent memory regarding losing my virginity because the event itself had sucked so badly.

      I stepped forward, coming up behind him slowly. My heels were the only sound aside from the wind which was still blowing past my ears.

      “Don’t jump. I would be devastated.” I hoped my joke would land and sighed when I was unable to get a chuckle from him.

      "Jumping is not the hard part, it's the landing at the bottom that sucks. Seconds of freedom and flying, and for what? Pain for the rest of your life? Shouldn't you be off having fun somewhere with Dave?” Kent hadn't looked back at me yet. “Why are you here?"

      I sighed softly when I was unable to get a chuckle from him. I sat down beside him carefully. After a fall off a stripper pole a couple of years ago I developed a fear of heights. I dangled my legs over the edge too. I put my hands in my lap and stared at him, my head turned to the side.

      "I ran into Jen. So I couldn't possibly have fun knowing that my best friend was probably very hurt because his wife returned his gift."

      "If she would have bought that dress herself, she would have loved it." He shook his head and let out a defeated sigh. "I bought it for her and she decided it was too much. I should be able to buy my own wife a gift with the money I work so hard for." The muscles in his jaw worked as his teeth clenched together, a bit of anger showing through his usually calm facade.

      "I think maybe she just wants your time,” I clasped and unclasped my hands in my lap, unsure of how he would receive my feedback.

      Kent nodded his head. "I know that's what she wants. We tried that already. I put one of the guys in charge of each place and I took time off. Without me being there though business was lacking and was dropping off. No people equals no money. Soon she was telling me I needed to be there. Now you can see why I'm such a fucking mess, Elly." Again his head shook back and forth. "We're not doing well, Elly. Not at all."

      Kent may have given up but Jen didn’t seem like she had just yet. It was up to me to push my friend to fight. He picked Jen as his first kiss, his first girlfriend, his first everything and I wasn’t going to let his momentary anger over a dress cause him to do or say something that was going to jeopardize what he built his most of his life to accomplish.

      "Maybe not now, but it’s obvious that you both still want it to work out. And that's something, isn't it?" I hated seeing them like this. They both needed a push towards each other. Maybe counseling.

      He turned his head and looked at me for a long moment. His eyes were red rimmed, and it was obvious that he'd been crying.

      "It's just hard, Elly. I work so hard to give her the things she obviously wants, but she just doesn't seem to enjoy it. I…I—,“ his words broke off as his gaze turned back out towards the city.

      This was hard for me too. Seeing him in pain, wanting to comfort him, but refraining. I hadn't touched him for longer than thirty seconds since the night of his bachelor party.

      "You're not happy and she's not happy,” I swallowed the lump in my throat as I looked at his tear stained cheeks. "You need to do what will make you happy, Kent."

      "I just don't want to think about work. I just want to play a video game or watch a movie,“ he shook his head. "I just want to have some fun for once instead of worrying about everything else."

      "Then close your expansion stores and keep the most lucrative one open. Take your life back and let Jen know that X is how much money you're going to make. Then take time to play a video game or watch a movie." I sighed softly, the fight leaving me as quickly as it had come. "I work a lot too, Ken. Two jobs. But I still manage to find time for fun. I'm not sure that this is all her fault.”

      "I already told her I'd get rid of one and wouldn't open the other. She told me no. I've had offers on the business, but I've turned them down. I've tried, Elly. I have."

      "It’s your business, Kent. And it’s your life. You need to stop letting her steamroll it, if that’s what you feel she’s doing here.”

      I watched him, letting him run what I'd said through his mind a little longer. I turned my attention to the city landscape, it all looked so small from up here. Perspective was everything. From my perspective Kent was tired of Jen being unhappy with everything he’d tried to give her. And Jen was tired of feeling alone in her marriage.

      Kent sat there for a moment before he finally spoke up, "I got some Mountain Dew at the house and I DVRed an old scary movie. You game?"

      I opened my mouth to accept right away but paused. What would Jen think if she came home and saw me with Kent watching a movie on their couch? Would she care? Was she allowed to care? I was just his friend. But I had told her that I was tired and needed to get home for my early shift tomorrow. And shouldn’t Kent be spending this time with Jen to try to work things out?

      "What about Jen? Shouldn't you ask her first? She also mentioned to me that she wanted to have some fun tonight. Maybe you two could spend some time together?”

      He scoffed. "Then that means she was going to go out with her girlfriends. That means no dudes allowed. Sounds like that clears me to hang out with my best friends. Yeah?"

      "....I have to get up early for work in the morning?" I had to try to use the same excuse on Kent as I did with Jen, at the very least. "You should call your other friends instead, like Mike or Paul…”

      "It's been too long since I've hung out with you, Elly. Sometimes when you get pulled knee deep into life, you forget the important things, like your real friends. I have to get up early too. I have some businesses to sell and some life to recapture. C'mon, I’ll even sweeten the deal with a pedicure.”

      I hesitated. I had purposely not spent time alone with him in any setting outside of his office. My fatal mistake was looking him in the eye. Seeing the hope and desperation there, I couldn't resist any longer. I sighed and turned around, crawling a bit away from the edge before standing up.

      "Fine. No toe nail painting though." Even if I went over to his house, it didn’t mean I had to have him touching me. It was basically the same thing as me touching him and it was a very non-platonic thing to do.

      "What, don't paint your toenails anymore? You used to bug me about that all the time." Finally he chuckled as he pushed back from the edge and grabbed his jacket. He stood up and moved towards the ladder, waiting for me to join him. I closed the distance between us.

      "That was back in high school. I pay someone to do it now," I hated lying to him but it was easier than the truth. I stood next to the ladder and looked down briefly. "You have to go first. If I fall I want you to be there to break it." I smiled innocently to him.
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      Kent was starting to come out of his emotional funk.

      "Alright, well I guess that will work. I'll make sure not to look up then Miss I’m-Wearing-A-Fancy-Skirt."

      I knew he was being serious. He was always proper and gentlemanly, even when we were teenagers. But he probably was just like that with me because he saw me as a friend, like one of the dudes. If I didn’t keep reminding myself of that I might let my old feelings resurface. They had to stay buried deep. I didn’t want to be hurt like that again.

      "You'd better not."

      I waited for him to start down and then headed down behind him. Once he was halfway down I screamed, looking down to see if he was going to look up. When he looked up and spotted the black thong under my skirt he blushed, his cheeks burning with his embarrassment. I didn’t get to see them for more than a second though before he was looking down at his feet, concentrating on the task at hand.

      I grinned at my victory. “You owe me next week’s allowance.”

      "Bah, playing on my chivalry to get money out of me. You never did play fair!" Kent chuckled as he reached the bottom and stepped back to wait for me to come down the rest of the way.

      I huffed softly when my heel connected with the ground. "Oh, thank God, I made it! I wish you'd pick a less vertical spot to lick your wounds. Are you going to call the cab or do you want me to?" I already started pulling my phone from my purse, shivering as the wind sent a gust over us.

      I felt something sliding over my shoulders. I gazed at the jacket that Kent was no longer wearing and looked at him, his tie was slightly blowing in the breeze.

      "Call a cab? We could just walk. It isn't that far."

      I pulled the jacket closed in the front and slipped my phone back into my purse. "Thanks. Let’s go before my feet fall off.”

      We walked beside each other, untouching and then I heard him chortle. "Feet fall off. You want a ride?" He pointed to his back with his thumb. "First one’s free, then you owe me lunch."

      I laughed softly and shook my head, “No, thanks. I’ll survive.” What was with him wanting to touch me all of a sudden? He went from not even looking at me during dinner to wanting to grab my ass and call it a piggy-back ride. I mentally tried to count how many drinks he’d had. It hadn’t been enough to make him drunk.

      "Alright, then." He chuckled to himself as we moved on towards the house he shared with his wife. We went over idle small talk, like how my work was going, how he couldn't find anyone to manage a business and soon enough we were walking up the driveway to the large house.

      I hadn't been over much except for the occasional dinner party where Jen tried to set me up with her few single male acquaintances. I smiled patiently as I waited for Kent to open the door. I entered the house and looked around, nodding. Everything was different.

      "Jen has good taste."

      "She's done all the decorating, as you know. I just pay for the stuff." He shut the door behind us. "Just toss the jacket on the coat rack if you want. I'll get us some Dew and meet you on the couch!" For the first time in a long while he seemed really excited, more like the Kent I’d known most of my life.

      I put his jacket up as he'd instructed and then made my way into the living room. I sat down on the beautiful yet uncomfortable couch, pulling my shoes off slowly one by one. I let them drop to the floor and pulled my feet up under my skirt. I looked around in amazement. Their living room looked like something out of a decorating magazine. There was nothing but intentional clutter, beautiful art, and expensive furniture. No personal pictures, no dust. Nothing was out of place.

      Kent came in the living room with two glasses of that sweet nectar also known as Mountain Dew. I couldn’t drink the whole thing, I wasn’t a sugar fiend anymore, but I accepted it as he held it out to me. “Thanks.”

      I smiled as I watched him take a seat next to me and pick up one of the many remotes that had been tucked away in a basket. He turned the TV on and then the DVR player. "I was going to watch it last night, but I didn't get around to it. But now... now it's gonna happen!" I laughed at his excitement. I only ever achieved that level of excitement these days when I was buying a new pair of shoes… or playing with my band.

      "You sound like you did when you first watched the Spiderman movie. Your mom kept interrupting your scheduled movie time, and it was a whole week before you got around to it, do you remember?” I took a small sip before placing it on the side table closest to me. Oh crap! I grabbed a coaster and lifted my glass, setting it carefully on top so that I wouldn’t leave a mark.

      "Yeah, I remember. You know Jen doesn't like scary movies? Every time she came in last night I had to cut it off." He drank half of his Dew before putting it aside as well, not bothering with a coaster. I didn’t want to see Jen’s reaction when she found out.

      I stretched my arms overhead and then crossed them, holding myself.

      "Oh, I almost forgot." Kent reached between his side of the couch and the side table and pulled out the awful yellow blanket that had been in his school-aged bedroom longer than I had. As he shook it out a pillow fell out onto the floor. He tried to shove it back between couch quickly and offered the blanket to me. "Here ya go."

      I leaned forward to make sure I saw what I thought I’d seen and then leaned back, my eyebrow raised, "Have you been sleeping on the couch?"

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Six

          

        

      

    

    
      Kent grimaced as he picked up the Dew and took a drink.

      "Yeah,” he said. He took one more drink and returned it to the table by the couch. His eyes were focused on the TV. If he wanted to avoid my questioning stares that was fine by me. I’d still get my answers.

      I stared at the TV too and tried to remain casual, "Because you're just so tired when you come home or...?"

      "Because Jen and I haven't slept in the same bed in over a month."

      I was stunned. Firstly, because it was so easy to get that information out of him and secondly, because he had been sleeping on a couch for a whole month and hadn’t told me. I tried not to let my disbelief show. I busied myself by tucking the blanket around me.

      "But I mean...It’s a big house, why not sleep in one of the other bedrooms?"

      His scent slowly surrounded my senses, and I tried to resist inhaling deeply. I kept reminding myself it was because his scent was associated with so many memories, it had nothing to do with those old feelings I used to have for him.

      "Because it doesn't feel right sleeping in a bed alone is all. I'd much rather crash the couch."

      "It’s good to know you can sleep just about anywhere...except a—“

      A gangly hand popped out unexpectedly, and I screamed, covering my face with the blanket. I heard him laugh at me and uncovered my face enough to glare at him.

      ”You scaredy cat." He casually put his arm around my shoulder and I felt my body tense. “Are you always gonna get scared at the wittle scawry movies?" He teased me as he turned his attention back to the TV.

      "Um, yes...I have good survival instincts, that's all. I'll be right back."

      I got up off the couch and went to the bathroom. I took the next few minutes to splash some water on my face and try to figure out why I was feeling so weird. It was Kent, he was just being Kent. He was being casual and friendly. There was nothing behind it, never would be.

      I looked at myself in the mirror, pointed at my nose and whispered, “Stop being ridiculous! Stop conjuring up fiction in your silly head, Elly. Be. A. Good. Friend.”

      I exhaled quickly, smoothed out my dress and then left the bathroom. I was only gone for a few minutes before coming back. I pulled the blanket around myself again and stared at the TV as the zombie with the gnarly hand chased a half-naked, big-boobed girl down the street.

      The movie was half over and I whispered, pulling the blanket up to my nose, “They’re all gonna die…”

      "You know how these movies generally work. Most of the time yes, they do." Kent covered a yawn with his fist.

      "I always hope they live,” I whispered again. I grabbed the blanket from my shoulders and tucked it around him. He looked so tired and so sad. My heart was hurting for him and his marriage woes. “Looks like it’s getting close to your bedtime."

      "I got enough to finish the movie! I’m not passing out yet, Elly. Don’t forget who usually won those late night gaming sessions! It was me because you always passed out.”

      I rolled my eyes and shook my head. "Yeah, but you're getting old. You don't party long into the night like I do." I grinned as I tucked my hands into the crooks of my elbows and snuggled back against the couch.

      "Yeah, whatever. I can run laps around you any day of the week." He chuckled and pushed part of the blanket onto me. "Just try to finish the movie without screaming again and then we'll call it a night. Alright?”

      "I don't remember you being so bossy. Being your own boss must have done that to you, BossyPants.” I pushed the blanket back onto him.

      "I'm gonna wrap you up like a burrito if you don't accept my hospitality in my own house!"

      He stuck his tongue out at me and then he flinched and gasped as the zombie attacked the half naked girl unexpectedly while she was finding comfort in the arms of her male counterpart. Kent was blushing as he glowered at me.

      I pointed at him, hiding my giggles behind my hand. “What were you saying, Scaredy Kent?"

      Kent grabbed the edge of the blanket and twirled it around us and tied it in a knot.

      "Yeah, so what. It's a good movie if it gets me to jump! At least I'm not screaming."

      I struggled against the blanket and sighed in defeat after a moment of trying to wiggle out of it. The whole right side of my body was touching his, and I was reminded at how warm he was. "There is nothing wrong with screaming. God, you're like a bonfire."

      "Screaming makes the blood move. As far as being a furnace… yes, I am. I can only sleep with a sheet year round.”

      Kent didn't seem to think much about our contact. It was all I could think about, him wrapping me up like he used to when we were teenagers, his lips kissing my shoulder, unlike when we were teenagers… I hopped in my seat because of the movie, but held back my scream.

      "I think you forget I've known you since before you could walk,” I countered.

      "I know. You forget how hot my body runs in temperature? You don't remember complaining about being cold in my room and I'm running around in shorts and a t-shirt? Elly…" he sounded disappointed.

      I laughed. "Kent..." And then I rolled my eyes, "If I think about it, yes, I remember. But when I think about Kent, my friend, that doesn't usually pop up." Not that specifically. Other things popped up, but not him running around in shorts all the time.

      There was a raise of his eyebrow. "Oh yeah? Maybe I've forgotten but you seem to be holding something over my head. Tell me.”

      I shook my head, "Nothing, I don't think. It’s just that when I think of you, I just think of nerdy you with glasses and those awful 90’s clothes...and a morbid fear of girls." Of wanting to kiss you so hard that your glasses would fall off. And all those nights I’d prayed that you’d notice the parts of me that were round in a sexy, womanly way and not just in your sleep or in a drunken stupor. I kept those thoughts in my head.

      "Right. Not Kent who got tired of being picked on and started working out and got rid of the glasses,” he frowned, "And I didn't have a fear of girls, just a healthy weariness of them.”

      "I don't think about how cold your room used to be or all the crusty socks under your bed either…” I bit my lower lip to keep from grinning too wide. His reaction was going to be classic.

      He blinked, "When were you looking under my bed!"

      My smiled dropped. His face was turning red.

      "Well, did you ever wear those frilly pink panties with the bows on them?" he raised his eyebrow, "Yeah, I knew about those. They were sitting on top of your dresser one day when I came over and I pretended not to see them so you wouldn't be embarrassed."

      I had an exact idea about what panties he was talking about. I’d bought them on the very off chance that I could get Kent into my plus-sized jeans. I laughed and gasped, pointing at him accusingly.

      "I knew you saw them. I was wondering when you'd say something about them. I wear panties like that all the time." I stuck my tongue out at him and wondered if he was going to try to lift up my skirt to see. I scolded myself for even thinking about it.

      Kent chuckled. "The good ol'days, right Elly?" For a moment he didn't say anything. "I miss this. I know we're both really busy, but why did we stop hanging out so much?"

      Because of Jen. I cleared my throat and reached out from the blanket, grabbing my phone. "It’s late, Kent, I should get going..." I wouldn't meet his gaze, I didn’t want him to see what was in my eyes. The regret, the guilt for being so jealous, the hurt he’d put there when he’d chosen her over me so many times in the past.

      Kent was about ready to say something but something caught his eye and he looked behind me. In the doorway stood Jen, staring at us. Her purse dangled in her hand, her eyelids wide with disbelief, “What the hell is going on here?"

      Ken pushed the blanket aside and stood up. "We were just catching up. It's nothing to worry about, Jen."

      Jen, however, was more than worried. She was livid. "In our own house, Kent? You'd bring her here to do that?" We could smell the liquor on her breath from across the room.

      I stood up quickly and tried to change the subject, "Jen, did you have a good time?" I approached Jen steadily, acting like the innocent party that I was, a smile on my lips.

      Jen glared at me. Her eyes were so full of anger and rage that it was actually frightening. My mouth went dry.

      "Get out,” she spat at me.

      Kent approached the two of us from behind, his arms out to embrace his wife. "Jen, calm down. This isn't what you think."

      "Kent, she's right. It’s late. We all need some rest." I retreated, grabbing my shoes and purse before anything was said that couldn’t be forgiven.

      "Good night, Elly." It was the last thing that was said to me before I walked out the large door. As I walked away from the house, I could hear Jen yelling at him. As I neared the bottom of the driveway, I heard Kent fire back, his temper officially lost.

      I considered going back, but it wasn't my fight, it was theirs. As much as I wanted to protect and defend Kent, it wasn't my place. I put my shoes on and walked down the street, pulling out my phone to call for a cab and text with Stacy as I waited for it to arrive.

      
        
        Me: Holy shit! I think I may have just burned down Kent’s house.

        

      

      
        
        Stacy: What?? You burned down his house? What did he do?

        

      

      
        
        Me: I meant his… not his real one. His marriage house. They are fighting fiercely in there.

        

      

      
        
        Stacy: Oh. I almost peed my pants. Don’t do that to a sista.

        

      

      I shivered as the wind battered me some more.

      
        
        Me: Shit it’s cold out here. And dark… Lions, and tigers, and bears…

        

      

      
        
        Stacy: OH MY! Haha. Stop it. Seriously, what did you do? Did you kiss him??

        

      

      
        
        Me: Omg, no! He was pouting about Jen returning his present so I agreed to watch a movie with him. Jen came home and was pissed about it.

        

      

      
        
        Stacy: Ugh. Seriously? She’s seriously insecure. You should’ve kissed him.

        

      

      
        
        Me: Stacy! OMG!!! I’m not kissing Kent and will not. Never again. He’s like the Triple Chocolate Tower at Guppy’s. It looks really good, tastes really good for the moment, but once it settles you regret it immediately and you never want to eat it again.

        

      

      
        
        Stacy:… Keep telling yourself that.

        

      

      The cab pulled up to the curb, and I said goodnight to Stacy. I looked at their house as I was driven away. It looked picture perfect on the outside.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Seven

          

        

      

    

    
      A week after the big fight I stopped by Kent's office with a big greasy cheeseburger and a large order of fries in hand. I hadn’t heard anything from either of them and I was anxious to hear what had happened. Unless it involved sex, and then I definitely didn’t want to know.

      "Your favorite delivery girl is here!" I set it on top of his keyboard and sat down in the chair in the corner of his office after clearing it off.

      Kent looked ragged. His shirt was wrinkled and his hair was more of a mess than usual. "Ah, just what I needed. Food." He didn't even freak out that I’d put the food on the keyboard like he would have once upon a time. Something was definitely wrong.

      I whistled low. "You look like shit. What happened with Jen? Did she forgive you yet?" Please don’t talk about sex.  Please don’t talk about sex...

      "We're, uh,” he paused to stew on the words. He took that moment to take a large bite of the burger and a squirt of sauce dribbled down his shirt. "Oh c'mon!" He shook his head as he pilfered over his desk and found a napkin to wipe his face and shirt with.

      I watched him procrastinate for a moment and quickly tired of waiting for his answer. I reached out and grabbed a computer part that was lying around and chucked it at his forehead. It missed, my aim slightly too high, and sailed over his head, hitting the wall behind him. "You're what?!"

      He frowned at me. "Jen still doesn't want me in the house. As you can see I'm sleeping in my clothes and if you go to the back room, you’ll see there’s a cot in there. Does that answer your question, Ms. Patience?"

      "Is she mental? I'll go talk to her after my shift lets out. This is crazy. Like a new level of crazy." I looked down at the floor. I couldn’t believe what I was hearing. Jen kicked the man out of his own house? He’d paid for that. If anyone should’ve not been sleeping out of the house, it should’ve been Jen.

      "I just deal with it like I always do. You shouldn't have to get involved, Elly." He sighed as he sat the burger down on the table and wiped his fingers on the napkin. He stood from the chair went into the back room and returned. When I looked up, he was wearing a new shirt. He must’ve changed it while I was planning exactly how involved I was going to get.

      "But the fight was directly about me. I just want to make sure she's clear that nothing happened and would never happen between you and me."

      "She won't hear it from me. She thinks we've been knocking boots for years. She tells me I never loved her and that I've always been in love with you." He shook his head as he took his seat once more.

      I couldn’t help but burst into laughter. I shook my head and covered my mouth, trying for a good minute or two to get myself together. Kent ate some fries while he waited. “That’s ridiculous!” I blurted.

      "That's what I said. She didn't want to listen to anything I had to say. All she kept saying was that she wanted a divorce,” the words seemed to fall out of his mouth before he could stop himself. He immediately looked like he regretted letting that cat out of the bag.

      That definitely stopped the laughter. I swallowed visibly, my eyes on Kent. "Wow. Is that what you want too?" I asked, softly.

      "I don't know, Elly. I don't like confrontation, but I believe in fighting for things. I just, I don't know anymore. She's become more distant. I…” Kent pushed the chair back away from the computer.

      I nodded, he needed a push, and I was going to give it to him. It was clear in his appearance that he was distraught at the thought of losing his wife.

      "So you’ll fight for her. You can win her back, Kent. How long until you close the other stores?"

      "One is already under contract and the other I'm in negotiation for."

      I checked my watch. "That's good." I looked at him and smiled. "You'll figure this out. And if you need me, you know my number. I've gotta get back, my lunch break is almost over." That meant that soon the dinner crowd would be coming in. As well as my biggest tips of the day.

      Kent nodded his head. "Yeah, I'm a smart guy. It'll get figured out." He stood from the chair and before I knew what was going on, he hugged me. "Thank you, Elly. It means a lot."

      I was like a brick wall in his arms and awkwardly patted him on the back. The physical contact with him was making me anxious. "Anytime." I pulled away and slunk out of the shop.

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

      

      Another week went by and I still hadn’t heard anything about the outcome of the huge marital fight. I hadn’t wanted to text or call either in case it was bad. I was missing teasing Kent, so I dropped by his store, his lunch in my hand.

      I stepped into his office and dropped the warm contents in the middle of his keyboard. His eyes were on me as soon as I stepped in.

      I didn’t think it was possible, but he looked even worse than he had last week. “Dude. What the hell happened to you?” I asked as I sat down in the chair across from his desk.

      He frowned as he considered my question, “What are you talking about?”

      I scoffed, “Are you kidding? When was the last time you looked in a mirror? Jen seriously let you leave the house like that?”

      “Jen doesn’t really give a shit anymore.”

      It was my turn to frown. “What do you mean?”

      He picked up the burger and brought it to his lips to take a bite and mustard dripped down the front of his white shirt. “Sonofabitch,” he growled. He took a big bite and as he chewed he stood up and pulled his shirt off, revealing his chiseled bod. I pulled my eyes away, choosing to stare at the wall instead as I wondered what he’d meant by that.

      Were he and Jen finished? Was that even possible? What would Kent’s life look like without Jen in it? Without her weight around his neck he might actually start to enjoy his life again. But I was jumping to conclusions.

      When I looked up again he had on a clean shirt and was chewing like a man who hadn’t eaten in days. I waited as long as I could to pester him but his lack of answers was frustrating me. “Oh my god, Kent! Tell me what happened!!” My palms were pounding on his desk rapidly.

      He swallowed and then wiped at his mouth with a napkin. “Jesus. Can’t a man eat in peace?”

      “Yes… after said man tells his friend what happened.”

      He sighed and sat back, setting the burger down. “Fine. We had a huge fight, and she demanded a divorce. Happy now?”

      “Divorce?” I was shocked. Too shocked to ask all the important questions. Like, did he want a divorce? Was he happy or sad about it? Were they going to try to work it out? Who was going to get the house?

      “Yeah. Guess my monogamous, hard working ass wasn’t enough for her.”

      “I…” I was still at a loss for words. My heart was thudding in my chest as I stared at him. He picked up his burger and started to eat again. His mind having had a whole week to wrap itself around the situation. Was he really going to throw away a nine year marriage just like that?

      My phone sang to me, letting me know I needed to get my ass out of Kent’s chair so I could get back to work. “Shit. I’ve gotta go. Where are you staying?”

      “Here.”

      “Here?” I shook my head as I made my way to the door, “No, no. You need to find a place to live, Kent. ASAP. I’ll help you go look for a place tomorrow, okay? It’s my day off. Clear your calendar.”

      When I turned around Kent’s head was on his folded arms and his shoulders were shaking. I rushed over to him and put my hand on his shoulder. “Kenny… come on, it’s going to be okay.”

      He didn’t look up, he just put his large, warm hand on top of mine. I squeezed his shoulder and then slipped my hand from his. “You come by my place tonight, I’ve got a nice couch that has your name written all over it.”

      He looked up, his eyes red and damp, “Thank you, Elly.”

      “That’s what friends are for,” I smiled down at him as I ruffled his hair gently. “I’ve gotta go. I’ll see you later.” I blew him a friendly kiss and then booked it back to work.
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      After work I checked my phone for messages and saw a text from Jen.

      
        
        Jen: Kent is angry. I don't know where he went. I think he might do something stupid.

        

      

      I frowned at my phone. Surely Kent wouldn't kill himself. Jen was probably just over-reacting and being Jen. Or maybe it was her ego making her say to me that he would be so distraught about losing her that he’d kill himself. I sighed as I texted her back.

      
        
        Me: We need to talk. Meet me for lunch tomorrow?

        

      

      I dialed Kent's cell, walking the short distance back to his shop while I waited for him to answer.

      "You've reached Kent. I can't pick up right now, but if you leave a message, I'll get back to you." The recording played on his voicemail. Soon after the voicemail my phone tweeted signaling a message from Jen.

      
        
        Jen: Of course. Time and place?

        

      

      I peeked into the shop only to find that it was empty. All the lights were off and Kent’s SUV wasn’t anywhere to be seen. I frowned as I quickly made my way to my apartment. Maybe he was there. I changed my clothes when I didn’t see him and then called a cab. I returned Jen’s text while we drove.

      
        
        Me: The place that only serves the salads. 11am.

        

      

      She knew the place I was talking about, it was the usual place we ate lunch whenever Jen needed to discuss Kent
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