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For those who’ve lost hope,
 and those who’ve been to hell and back
 to find it again.




“You pierce my soul. I am half agony, half hope. Tell me not that I am too late, that such precious feelings are gone forever.”

—Jane Austen, Persuasion





Content Notes

*INCLUDES SPOILERS*

This is an open door romance that portrays on-page consensual sexual intimacy. This story includes a main character with generalized anxiety disorder. It also touches on childhood poverty as well as parental alcoholism and abandonment. Particularly with the guidance of authenticity and beta readers, I hope I have given these subjects the care and respect they deserve.



Playlist Note

At the beginning of each chapter, a song and artist is provided as another optional means of emotional connection to the story. It isn’t a necessity – for some it may be a distraction or for others, inaccessible – nor are the lyrics literally about the chapter. Listen before or while you read for a soundtrack experience. If you enjoy playlists, rather than individually searching each song as you read, you can directly access these songs on a Spotify playlist by logging onto your Spotify account and entering “Ever After Always (BB #3)” into the search browser.
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Prologue

AIDEN

PLAYLIST: “MELODY NOIR,” PATRICK WATSON

THE DAY I MET FREYA BERGMAN, I KNEW I WANTED TO marry her.

Some mutual friends threw together a pickup soccer game one balmy summer Sunday and invited us both. I’d played in high school, kept up with a recreational soccer league while I went through undergrad. A poor PhD student by that point, I liked the game enough to value the opportunity for fun without a price tag. No awkward outings where I didn’t buy an entree because I’d just paid rent and emptied my account, no well-meaning buddies insisting—to my humiliation—on treating me. Just a place and time where I could stand tall and feel like I was everyone’s equal. A lazy morning under that bright California sun, juggling a ball, goofing off with friends.

But then she walked in and goofing off went out the window. Every man on that field froze, backs straight, eyes sharp, and all manner of stupidity vanished as quiet settled over the grass. My eyes scanned the field, then snagged on the tall blonde with a wavy ponytail, wintry blue eyes, and a confident grin tipping her rose-red lips. A shiver rolled down my spine as her cool gaze met mine and her smile vanished.

Then she glanced away.

And I swore to God I’d earn her eyes again if it was the last thing I did.

I watched her trying not to be flashy when she juggled the ball and messed with ridiculous moves that she nailed more than flubbed, how effortlessly she balanced skill and playfulness. I watched her, and all I wanted was closer. More. But when we broke into two sides, I realized with disappointment we’d been placed on separate teams. So I volunteered to defend her, with the arrogant hubris typical of twenty-something men, thinking a guy my size who could still put down some fast miles had a prayer of keeping up with a woman like her.

That was the last time I underestimated Freya.

I all but killed myself on the field, trying to track her fast feet, to anticipate her physicality, to find the same explosive speed when she flew up the sidelines, betraying a fitness I didn’t quite match. I remember marveling at the power of her long, muscular legs that made me daydream about them wrapped around my waist, proving her endurance in a much more enjoyable form of exercise. Already, I knew I wanted her. God, did I want her.

I may have been taking defense a bit more intensely than everyone else on that field. I may have stuck to her like glue. But Freya radiated the magnetism of someone who knew her worth, and in a flash of desperation, I realized I wanted her to see that I could be worthy, too, that I could keep pace and stick close and never tire of her raw, captivating energy.

In Freya’s aura, I forgot every single thing weighing on my mind—money, a job, money, food, money, my mother, oh, and money of course, because there was never enough, and it was an ever-present shadow darkening moments that should be bright. Like the sun ripping a cold, solitary planet into orbit, Freya demanded my presence. Here. Now. Just a few dazzling minutes in her gravitational pull and that pervasive darkness dissolved, leaving only her. Beautiful. Bright. Dazzling. I was hooked.

So, in my young male brilliance, I decided to show her my interest by sinking my claws into her shirt, tracking her every move like a bloodhound, and doing anything I could to piss her off.

“God, you’re annoying,” she muttered. Faking right, she cut left past me and took off.

I caught up to her, set a hand on her waist as she shielded the ball and leaned her long body right against mine. Not romantic, but I remember exactly how it felt when her round ass nestled right in my groin. I felt like an animal, and that was not how I worked, at least not before Freya. But she felt right, she smelled right, she was right. It was simple as that.

“Don’t you have someone else to bother?” she said, even as she glanced over her shoulder and those striking eyes said something entirely different. Stay. Try. Prove me wrong.

“Nah,” I muttered, my grip tightening in every sense of the word, my desperation for her already too much. Grappling for possession, I met her move for move in a tangle of sweaty limbs and scrappy effort, until finally I won the ball for the briefest moment and did something very stupid. I taunted her.

“Besides,” I said, as she came after me. “I’m having fun messing with you.”

“Fun, eh?” Freya stole the ball off of me too easily, pulled back, and cracked it so hard, straight at my face, she snapped my glasses clean in half.

As soon as I crumpled to the ground, she fell to her knees, brushing shards of the wreckage from my face.

“Shit!” Her hands shook, her finger tracing the bridge of my nose. “I’m so sorry. I have a short fuse, and it’s like you’re hardwired to push every button I have.”

I grinned up at her, my eyes watering. “I knew we had a connection.”

“I’m really sorry,” she whispered, ignoring my line.

“You can make it up to me,” I said, with as much Aiden MacCormack panty-melting charm as I could muster. Which was … challenging, given I’d just taken a point-blank shot to the face and looked like hell, but if there’s one thing I am, it’s determined.

Freya knew exactly what I meant. Dropping back on her heels she arched an eyebrow. “I’m not going on a date with you just to make up for accidentally busting your glasses.”

“Um, you intentionally pulverized my glasses. And quite possibly my nose.” I sat up slowly and leaned on my elbows as the breeze wafted her scent my way—fresh-cut grass and a tall, cool glass of lemonade. I wanted to breathe her in, to run my tongue over every drop of sweat beading her throat, then drag her soft bottom lip between my teeth—to taste her, sweet and tart.

“Just one small kiss.” I tapped the bridge of my nose, then winced at the pain, where a bruised cut stung from the impact of my glasses. “Right here.”

She palmed my forehead until I flopped back on the grass, then stepped right over me.

“I don’t give out kisses, four-eyes,” she said over her shoulder. “But I’ll buy you an apology beer after this, then we’ll see what I’m willing to part with.”

To this day, Freya swears she was trying for the goal which was, ya know, twenty yards to the right of my head, but we both know that’s not what happened. The truth is, we both learned a lesson that day:

Aiden can only push so far.

Freya can only take so much.

Before something breaks.

Badly.
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Freya

Playlist: “I Go Crazy,” Orla Gartland

I USED TO SING ALL THE TIME. IN THE SHOWER. ON ROAD trips. Painting our house. Cooking with Aiden. Because I’m a feeler, and music is a language of emotion.

Then, one week ago, I crawled into bed alone again, curled up with my cats, Horseradish and Pickles, and realized I couldn’t remember the last time I’d sung. And it just so happened to be when I realized that I was really fucking fed up with my husband. That I had been. For months.

So I kicked him out. And things may have devolved a bit since then.

Hiccupping, I stare at Aiden’s closet.

“You still there?” My best friend Mai’s voice echoes on speakerphone, where my cell rests on the bed.

“Yep.” Hiccup. “Still drunkish. Sorry.”

“Just no operating any heavy machinery, and you’re doing fine.”

I hiccup again. “I think there’s something wrong with me. I’m so pissed at him that I’ve fantasized about sticking chocolate pudding in his business shoes—”

“What?” she yells. “Why would you do that?”

“He’d think it’s cat shit. Pickles gets diarrhea when she eats my houseplants.”

A pause. “You’re disturbing sometimes.”

“This is true.” Coming from a family of seven children, I have some very creative ways to exact revenge. “I definitely have a few wires crossed. I’m thinking about resurrecting some of my most sinister pranks, and I’m so horny, I’m staring at his closet, huffing his scent.”

Mai sighs sympathetically from my phone. “There’s nothing wrong with you. You haven’t had a lay in … how long, again?”

I grab the bottle of wine sitting on my dresser and take a long swig. “Nine weeks. Four days—” I squint one-eyed at the clock. “Twenty-one hours.”

She whistles. “Yeah. So, too long. You’re sex starved. And just because you’re hurt doesn’t mean you can’t still want him. Marriage is messier and much more complicated than anyone warned us. You can want to rip off his nuts and miss him so bad, it feels like you can’t breathe.”

Tears swim in my eyes. “I feel like I can’t breathe.”

“But you can,” Mai says gently. “One breath at a time.”

“Why don’t they warn us?”

“What?”

“Why doesn’t anyone tell you how hard marriage is going to be?”

Mai sighs heavily. “Because I’m not sure we’d do it if they did.”

Stepping closer to the rack of Aiden’s immaculate, wrinkle-free button-ups, I press my nose into the collar of his favorite one.

Winter-skies blue, Freya. The color of your eyes.

I feel a twisty blend of rage and longing as I breathe him in. Ocean water and mint, the warm, familiar scent of his body. I fist the fabric until it crumples and watch it relax when I let go, as if I never even touched it. That’s how I feel about my husband lately. Like he walks around our house and I could be a ghost for all it matters. Or maybe he’s the ghost.

Maybe we both are.

Slapping a palm on the closet door and slamming it shut, I hit the wine bottle again. One last gulp and it’s gone. Freya: 1. Wine: 0.

“Take that, alcohol,” I tell the bottle, setting it on my dresser with a hollow thunk.

“Is he still in Washington?” Mai asks, tiptoeing her way around my tipsy rambling.

I stare at his empty side of the bed. “Yep.”

My husband is, at my request, one thousand miles north of me, licking his wounds with my brother and duly freaking out because I put my foot down and told him this shit would not stand. I’m home, with the cats, freaking out, too, because I miss my husband, because I want to throttle this imposter and demand the guy I married back.

I want Aiden’s ocean-blue eyes sparkling as they settle on me. I want his long, hard hugs and no-bullshit musings on life, the kind of pragmatism born of struggle and resilience. I want his tall frame pressing me against the shower tiles, his rough hands wandering my curves. I want his sighs and groans, his dirty talk filling my ears as he fills me with every inch of him.

Distracted with that vivid mental image, I stub my toe on the bedframe.

“Fuckety shit tits!” Flopping onto the mattress, I stare up at the ceiling and try not to cry.

“You okay?” Mai asks. “I mean I know you’re not. But … you know what I mean.”

“Stubbed my toe,” I squeak.

“Aw. Let it out, Frey. Let it goooo,” she singsongs. “You are, according to my kids, Elsa, Queen of Arendelle, after all.”

“But with hips,” we say in unison.

I laugh through tears that I furiously wipe away. Crying isn’t weak. I know this. Rationally. But I also know the world doesn’t reward tears or see emotionality as strength. I’m an empowered, no-nonsense woman who feels all her feelings and battles the cultural pressure to contain them, to have my emotional shit in order. Even when all I want to do sometimes is indulge in a teary explosion of hugging my condiment-named cats while cry-singing along to my nineties emo playlist. For example. Like I might have been doing earlier. When I opened and started chugging the wine.

In a world that says feelings like mine are “too much,” singing has always helped. In a houseful of mostly stoics who loved my big heart but handled their feelings so differently from me, singing was an outlet for all I felt and couldn’t—or wouldn’t—hide. That’s why, last week, when I realized I’d stopped singing, I got scared. Because that’s when I understood how numb I’d become, how dangerously deep I was burying my pain.

“Freya?” Mai says carefully.

“I’m okay,” I tell her hoarsely. I wipe my eyes again. “Or … I will be. I just wish I knew what to do. Aiden said, whatever it was, he wanted to fix it, but how do you fix something when you don’t even know what’s broken? Or when it feels so broken you don’t even recognize it anymore? How can he make that promise when he acts like he has no fucking clue why I’m feeling this way?”

Horseradish, ever the empath, senses my upset and jumps onto the bed, meowing loudly, then kneading my boob, which hurts. I shove him away gently, until he moves to my stomach, which feels better. I have cramps like a bitch. Pickles is slower on the uptick but finally jumps and joins her brother, then begins licking my face.

“I don’t know, Frey,” Mai says. “But what I do know is, you have to talk to him. I understand why you’re hurt, why the last thing you want to do is be the initiator when he’s been so withdrawn, but you’re not going to get answers if you don’t talk.” She hesitates a beat, then says, “Marriage counseling would be wise to try. If you’re willing … if you choose to. You’ll have to decide if you want to, even if you think it’s too far gone.”

And that’s when the tears come, no matter how fast I wipe them away. Because I don’t know if I have anything left to choose with. I’m scared we are too far gone. Crying so hard my throat burns, I feel each jagged sob like it’s breaking open my chest.

Because the past six months, I’ve witnessed the core of my marriage dissolving, and now I don’t know how to build it back. Because at some point, critical damage is done, and there’s no returning to what it was before. In the human body, it’s called “irreversible atrophy.” As a physical therapist, I’m no stranger to it, even though I fight it as much as I can, working my patients until they’re sweating and crying and cussing me out.

It’s not my favorite part of the job, when they hit their low point, shaking and exhausted and spent, but the truth is, that’s good pain—pain that precedes healing. Otherwise, muscles that go unchallenged shrink, bones left untested become brittle. Use it or lose it. There are a thousand variations on the fundamental truth of Newton’s Third Law: for every action there is an equal and opposite reaction. The less you demand of something, the less it gives back, the weaker it becomes, until one day it’s a shadow of itself.

“I’m so tired of crying,” I tell Mai through the lump in my throat.

“I know, Frey,” she says softly.

“I’m so mad at him,” I growl through the tears.

Six months of slow, silent decline. It wasn’t one big, awful argument. It was a thousand quiet moments that added up until I realized I didn’t recognize him or us or, shit, even me.

“You’re allowed to be,” Mai says. “You’re hurting. And you stood up for yourself. That’s important. That’s big.”

“I did. I stood up for myself.” I wipe my nose. “And he acted like he had no goddamn clue what was wrong, like nothing was wrong.”

“To be fair, a lot of guys are like this,” Mai says. “I mean, Pete has gotten better at carrying more of the emotional load of our marriage, but it took time and work. You remember two years ago, when I kicked him out?”

“Uh. Yeah. He slept on my sofa.”

“That’s right. So you’re not alone. Guys do this. They mess up, and they’re usually clueless at first as to how. Most men aren’t taught to introspect on relationships. They’re taught to drag race for the girl, then once they have her, to hit cruise control. I mean, not all men. But enough of them that there’s a precedent.”

“Okay, fine, most of them don’t tend to introspect. But when things deteriorate like this, how are they happy?”

“I can’t say they’re happy. Complacent, maybe?”

“Complacent,” I say, tasting it sour on my tongue. “Fuck that.”

“Oh, you know I agree.”

There’s no way Aiden’s happy with this corpse of a marriage, is he? And complacent? That’s the last word I’d ever use for my husband. Aiden’s determined, driven, the most dedicated and hard-working person I’ve ever met. He doesn’t settle for anything. So why would he settle in our marriage? What happened?

Is he content to come home, exchange the same seven lines about our day, shower separately, then go to bed, just to do it all over again? Is he fulfilled by a quick peck on the cheek, satisfied that we haven’t had sex in months?

We used to have such fire for each other, such passion. And I know that dims with time, but we went from a blazing roar to a steady, warm glow. I loved that glow. I was happy with it. And then I realized one day it was gone. I was alone. And it was so, so cold.

“This sucks, Mai.” I blow my nose and throw the tissue nowhere in particular. I almost wish Aiden were here to cringe at the mess I’ve turned the house into. I’d watch his left eye start twitching and derive perverse satisfaction from actually eliciting some kind of response from him. “This sucks so bad.”

“I know, honey. I wish I could fix it. I’d do anything to fix it for you.”

Fresh tears streak my cheeks. “I know.”

The security system of our Culver City bungalow beeps, telling me someone entered and used the security code.

“Mai, I think he’s home. I’m gonna go.”

“Okay. Hang in there, Freya. Call anytime.”

Sitting up, I dab my eyes. “I will. Thank you. Love you.”

“Love you, too.”

I tap the button to end our call just as the door shuts quietly. Horseradish and Pickles leap off of me, bounding out of the room and down the hall.

“Should have named them Benedict and Arnold,” I mutter. “Traitors. I’m the one who feeds you!”

“Freya?” Aiden calls, followed by a bang, a thud, then a muttered string of curses. I think I left my sneakers right inside the door, which he must have tripped on.

Oops.

The door clicks behind him. “Freya?” he calls again. “It’s me.” His voice sounds hoarse.

I swallow a fresh stream of tears and try to wipe my face. After a week, you’d think I’d be ready by now, that I’d know what to say, or how to say it. But my pain feels … preverbal, tangled and sharp—a hot barbed-wire knot of emotions, shredding my chest.

Pushing off the mattress, I rush to the attached bathroom and splash my face, hoping a few handfuls of cold water will wash away evidence that I’ve been crying. Then I glance in the mirror and groan, seeing how I look. My eyes are redrimmed, which makes my irises appear unnervingly pale. My nose is pink. And my forehead’s splotchy. All signs I’ve had a good cry. Excellent.

Aiden’s reflection joins mine in the mirror, and I freeze, like prey who senses the predator’s about to pounce. He stands in the threshold of the bathroom, his ocean-blue eyes locked on my face. He has a week-old beard, brown-black like the rest of his hair, that makes him look like a stranger. He’s never had facial hair beyond stubble, and I don’t know if I like it or hate it. I don’t know if I’m glad he’s home or miserable.

Silence hangs between us, until a drop of water falls from the faucet with an echoing plink!

My gaze travels his body, broad and strong. It feels like that first glimpse of home after a vacation that went just a few days too long. I realize I missed him, that my impulse to turn and throw myself in his arms, to bury my nose in his neck and breathe him in, isn’t entirely erased. It’s subdued but not gone.

Maybe that’s a good sign.

Maybe that scares the shit out of me.

Maybe I’m drunk.

God, my brain hurts. I’m so tired of thinking about this, I don’t even know what to think about the fact that some part of me wants to be in Aiden’s arms, for him to turn his head and kiss that spot behind my ear, then whisper my name as his hands span my waist. That I want that feeling of coming home, I want him to look into my eyes the way he used to, like he sees me, like he understands my heart.

“Y—” My voice cracks with phlegm and tears, before another hiccup sneaks out. I clear my throat. “You’re back already.”

“Sorry, I …” He frowns. “Are you drunk?”

I lift my chin. “Plausibly.”

“Possibly, you mean?” His frown deepens. “Freya, are you okay?”

“Yep. Grand. I asked you to leave because I’m in seventh fucking heaven, Aiden.”

His expression falters. He drops his bag to the floor, and I try not to watch his bicep bunch, the way his shirt hugs his round shoulder muscles. “I know it hasn’t been very long. But the janitor kicked me out of my office.”

“You were”—another hiccup wracks me—“sleeping in your office?”

“Frankie showed up at the cabin a few days ago. I wasn’t sticking around while she and Ren …” He coughs behind a fist. “Made up.”

My brother, Ren—thirdborn after me, then Axel—has been at the family A-frame cabin in Washington State for a few weeks, nursing a broken heart. I figured if I sent Aiden there, too, they’d at least have some camaraderie. Ren’s gentle and sensitive, and he was hurting over the breakup. Of course I’d hoped that Ren’s ex, Frankie, would come around, that they would be able to reconcile. But until then, Aiden might be of some comfort to him.

Seems my hope for their happy ending wasn’t for nothing after all.

I smile faintly, picturing my brother’s relief, even though in a small, sad corner of my heart, I’m jealous of him. That possibility feels so far for Aiden and me.

“I’m happy for them,” I whisper. “That’s great.”

“Yeah.” Aiden stares down at the floor. “I’ve never seen Ren smiling like that.”

Which is saying something. All Ren does is smile. He’s a ray of freaking sunshine.

“So,” Aiden says. “I came back and made it work, sleeping on the couch in my office, using the gym showers, until the janitor busted me and kicked me out because they’re shampooing the carpets. I’m sorry. I’ll do my best to give you space. When you’re ready … we can talk.”

I sniffle, blinking away tears.

“I know you said you’re not sure if this can be fixed, Freya,” Aiden says quietly. “But I’m here to tell you I will do everything I can to make it right. I promise you that.”

Nodding, I glance down at the sink.

After a long silence, he says, “I’ll sleep on the couch. Give you space—”

“Don’t.” I wipe my nose, dab my eyes. “It’s a big bed. We’re tall people, and neither of us are going to sleep well on a couch. Just … sleep on your side, and I’ll sleep on mine. We can both wear pajamas. We’ll get some rest, and in the morning, we can figure out a good sleeping situation for going forward. Maybe we can find a cheap bed for the office.”

I blink up and catch Aiden’s reflection in the mirror, the emotion tightening his face. “Okay.”

I leave the bathroom, rushing past him and biting my cheek as his hand softly brushes my wrist. “Go ahead, have a real shower,” I tell him. “I’ll give you some privacy.”

I leave him alone in our bathroom, silence hanging between us.

——

SOOOO I MIGHT HAVE NEGLECTED TO GROCERY SHOP WHILE Aiden was gone. There’s a head of cauliflower—ew—two eggs, and some questionable apples.

I know myself. I’m good and buzzed, and if I’m going to tiptoe around my husband and try not to blow a fuse the rest of the evening, I need to eat. Taking down our list of takeout places stuck to the fridge, I scour the names that are jumping around.

I squint until the letters settle down and decide pizza sounds good. Then again, Aiden’s picky about when he wants pizza. I might want to scream-cry at him, but erasing the ritual of making sure he’s up for ordering nauseates me. Or maybe that’s the bottle of Cab Franc I had on an empty stomach.

Whatever. Doesn’t matter. I can be pissed and still be civil. I can ask the guy if he wants a pizza without it signifying all is forgiven and forgotten.

I blame being tipsy and hungry, relying on muscle memory, for why I walk right into the bathroom without considering that my semi-estranged husband is much more than semi-naked in the shower. Just as I’m about to speak, I hear it—his soft, hungry growl. Every hair on my body stands on end.

He exhales roughly, and a quiet, broken sound punctuates his breath, like a cry he’s trying to stifle. My heart trips in my chest, as I peer around the corner, through the glass door of the shower, and freeze.

Aiden’s long body. His back to me. The tight muscles of his ass flexing, the divot of his hips deep and shadowed, droplets of water sliding down. One hand splayed on the tiles while the other is hidden, his arm moving.

My cheeks flush as I realize he’s masturbating, something I haven’t seen Aiden do in years, when we used to be sexually playful and do fun things like get ourselves off while watching each other, seeing who could last the longest until we were jumping on the other and finishing how we really wanted: together, so deeply connected—

Another low growl punctures the quiet, another broken, swallowed sound, and then, “Freya,” he whispers.

A flood of tears crests my eyes. My name on his lips echoes around us.

He calls my name quietly again and again, then drops his forehead to the tiles as he groans. His arm flies, the sound of his cock gliding through his hand faster, wetter.

My body responds obediently, remembering what it’s like for every tender, sensitive corner to burn awake, for my hands to run down his back, then lower, to pull him close, as I beg him to give me everything.

Desire and resentment smash inside me, a head-on collision of oppositional emotions. He wants me so badly, he’s fucking his hand to my name, but he hasn’t even tried to make love to me in months? He wants to fix it, but it’s on me to talk?

Aiden’s movement falters. A deep, wounded growl leaves him as he lifts his hand and slams it against the wall.

“Fuck,” he groans. Dropping his forehead to the tiles, he starts banging it rhythmically.

And then … the groans become steady, jagged, thick. A sound leaves him that I realize I’ve never heard. Aiden’s … crying.

I must make some kind of sound, too, because Aiden’s head lifts. He’s heard me. Slowly, he glances over his shoulder and meets my gaze. His ocean-blue eyes are as redrimmed as mine, his jaw hard through his dark beard. The shower’s turned his hair black, clumped his long lashes. He looks at me in a way he hasn’t in a very long time.

Our eyes hold, and somehow I know we’re remembering the same thing. The last time we had sex. Here, in the shower. How it started wildly, like we were clawing, flailing for a grip on who we’d once been, doing just what we used to—playing. I rubbed myself to orgasm beneath the water, he worked himself roughly as I stared him down.

I remember how his eyes fluttered, his arm faltered, and his mouth fell open, as one last rush of air left him. How he spilled across the tiles as his eyes never left mine, like always. Then he dragged me out of the shower, dried me off, and knelt at my feet. I came against his mouth again and again … And then we did it once more, so urgently, we never even got beneath the sheets, like a solar flare, burning out bright. Before it became bleak. And cold. An emptiness that much darker without the startling beauty that had just brightened it.

I wipe away my tears, shattering the moment. Aiden blinks away and steps farther under the water.

“I’m sorry,” I mutter, staring at anything but his body. “I didn’t mean—”

“It’s all right, Freya,” he says quietly, shampooing his hair. But I can tell he doesn’t mean it. I embarrassed him. Invaded his privacy.

Because I guess we need that now. Privacy.

I will my eyes not to stare at him. Not the part of him I know so intimately, not his long legs and powerful quads, whiter at the top, tan from mid-thigh down because the man’s a lucky freak of nature who turns golden brown the moment summer comes but has the loveliest alabaster skin in winter. It’s more difficult than it should be.

“I came in,” I say, steadying my voice, “to ask if you want pizza. I was going to order some because I didn’t get groceries.”

“I’ll go grocery shopping tomorrow.”

“Okay. But for tonight, I need to eat, so I’m asking about pizza.”

He rinses his hair. “Pizza’s fine.”

“Fine. Thanks.”

I rush out of the bathroom, my heart pounding. And then I feel the salt in my wound—a deepening twinge of cramps that have wracked my stomach all day, the first signs of what I knew was coming but have been dreading all the same: another cycle and no baby. Another twenty-eight days gone with a husband who’s barely acknowledged it the past six months since we decided that I’d stop taking the pill. No caring inquiries about how I’ve felt or if I’m late or what I need. Just another month with a husband who’s home from work later and later, who’s always on the phone and pauses his calls when I walk into the room. A husband I barely recognize.

I throw the takeout list back on the counter, dial for pizza, and open a fresh bottle of wine. After pouring a fat glass of red, I take a gulp. Then I take another and refill my glass. At this rate, I’ll wake up with a nice wine hangover. Tomorrow’s going to suck. But my husband came home.

It was going to suck, anyway.
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Aiden

Playlist: “What Should I Do,” Jaymes Young

“YOU DID WHAT?”

I stare up at the sky. Clear blue just moments ago, it’s now swarmed by ominous black storm clouds. It feels like my fucking life. “I went back to the house.”

“No, man,” Pete sighs. “You don’t do that. Shit, you told me that when Mai kicked my ass out two years ago.”

This is true. But mostly because I was worried his wife would actually strangle him. He needed to let her cool down. My problem is the opposite. Freya’s already cool, which, despite her pale blonde hair and glacial blue-gray eyes, is not her normal disposition. She’s a bit reserved with strangers, but once she’s comfortable around you, she’s affectionate and expressive, full of warmth and jokes and smoky laughter.

Or, she was.

That was how I knew something was very wrong. I came home, and it was like the sun had slipped behind a thick cloud, like every songbird within miles had left the trees. Freya was quiet. Very, very quiet. I realized I couldn’t remember the last time I’d heard her sing in the shower or hum softly as she went through the mail.

Then I glanced down at my feet. I saw a bag packed and a ticket with my name on it. That’s when I knew my world was falling apart.

“Aiden,” Pete says. “Talk to me. What were you thinking?”

“What was I supposed to do? Come enjoy a stay at your place? Your wife would’ve shish-kebabbed my nuts.”

Pete’s wife, Mai, is Freya’s best friend and undoubtedly knows what’s up. She’d murder me in my sleep if I tried to stay at their place.

“What about your buddy you’re doing all that secret business shit with? Dave?”

I roll my eyes at the jab. “Dan lives too far out from work. Not Dave.” Pete’s pissed that I’ve been busy with the app and that I won’t tell him more than loose details.

Yeah, your wife’s none-too-happy, either.

My chest constricts sharply. “Pete, I gotta go. I was already on the phone with Dan, and if I’m out here any longer, I’m pretty sure I’m going to be walking home from the art gallery.”

“Go. Call me later.”

“Yeah. Bye.”

I hang up and stare inside, steeling myself for the crowd and noise, the claustrophobic press of people when my mind’s already buzzing with too many thoughts, pulsing with nervous energy that has my body begging for a run that I haven’t had time for in too long. My anxiety is fucking terrible today. Not that it’s been much better otherwise lately.

I tried explaining it to Pete once, when he asked, like a good friend, what was going on. I told him anxiety is like whack-a-mole. Unpredictable, always waiting beneath the surface. Sometimes it’s a trigger that you can pinpoint and deal with, but even then, unexpectedly anxiety rears its head and you’re spinning, wishing you could locate that thing, for there to be one thing, that makes you this way so you can isolate it and smack the shit out of it, or … more accurately, fix it. Somehow.

Anxiety isn’t always debilitating, and for me, more often than not, it doesn’t spiral into depression, because my meds seem to help with that aspect. But anxiety doesn’t leave, fully. It’s never out of the building. It lurks. It reminds you it’s there. Biding its time. At least, for me it does.

It took me a long time—and lots of therapy hours—to accept that my anxiety makes life harder, but it doesn’t make me wrong or damaged or … well, anything bad. It just … is. And sometimes it’s quiet and sometimes it’s loud, and no matter what, I’ve learned to cope. I’m tough. I push through a lot. And some days, I spend a lot of time wishing there was some silver bullet that would make anxiety vanish from my life for good.

My therapist has encouraged me to be compassionate with myself, instead of wanting to fix myself or change how I am. And listen, I like her. She’s good. Shit, I can even admit she’s right. But that doesn’t mean I like it. Acceptance is not a solution. And I want solutions. I want to be able to fix it.

Because I love fixing shit. I love fixing people up—my brother-in-law Ryder and his steady girlfriend, Willa, can tell you that, since I matchmade them expertly. My students will tell you I love applying math to fix their business-management challenges so they can plan for success. Freya knows more than anyone else, I love fixing broken objects, putting furniture together, patching our roof, turning messes into tidiness. I get a fucking high from it.

Besides slapping my hand when I have occasionally overreached on my matchmaking endeavors, and that one time I was a little too attached to trying to reglue a total lost cause of a chair, Freya’s always made me feel like my fixer impulses that shape our life are something she admires about me. She’s never made me doubt she loves me for who I am. And I love her for it.

But even though she’s accepting, empathic—so, so empathic—there’s a limit to what I’m willing to place on her shoulders. She doesn’t know that my anxiety, which is sometimes high but generally managed with a generous dose of Prozac and periodic therapy sessions, is borderline debilitating right now. I’ve made sure of it.

Yeah, I know. Not talking is a big no-no. But here’s the thing. Freya feels for me and other people too much as it is. I know more than anyone how it weighs her down, how when the burden becomes too much, she cries in the shower and sings sad songs when she’s working in the yard. How she crawls into my arms at night and sobs silently until her sadness bleeds into her sleep and her dreams are fitful. I know how she hums to the cats and holds them hard after a rough day with patients. Freya holds the world in her heart. All I’m doing is shielding her from the worst of it, compartmentalizing, so she has someone to lean into when we’re together.

I thought I was doing a good job.

But I’m starting to wonder, since she drew a line in the proverbial sand, if I’ve been worse at hiding my struggles than I thought, if I’m not as good at shielding her as I wanted to be. I’m wondering if it’s blown up in my face, and I’ve been wondering that since I came home from work and she literally had a bag packed for me with a round-trip ticket sitting on top of it.

I tried to focus on the fact that it wasn’t one-way. That was a good sign, right?

I had to hope so.

Pocketing my phone and bracing myself for the explosion of echoing sound, I step back inside this modern art gallery, a warehouse-style space in the artsy, eclectic LA neighborhood of Fairfax, which is showing my brother-in-law Axel’s art. Before the door even shuts behind me, my eyes find Freya, and my system grinds to a halt. There’s a guy, grinning at her with unmasked interest. A fiery burst of fear and worry and possessiveness burns through me.

I’m not a jealous man. Freya’s my partner, not my possession. That said, when an asshole is staring down the neckline of my wife’s dress, and my wife is not—as the past would dictate—either “accidentally” dumping her drink on his expensive-looking boots or giving him her Mrs. Freeze eyes, I feel justified in my response. And I feel my legs moving fast, taking me straight toward her.

I cut through the crowd milling around the gallery, my eyes locked on her. White-blonde waves cut just past her jaw, luminous skin, and mouth-watering curves. Her black dress flutters around her knees, swaying rhythmically because Freya can’t help but move when she hears music. She tips her head and sips from her straw as he smiles at her. Shit, is she flirting?

Not that I’m not angry with her. No, this is my fault. We’re here because I fucked up. Well, I’m lucky we’re here in the same space tonight, period. Freya didn’t express delight when I invited myself to come to Axel’s art show, desperate for any time with her, to show her I’m here, committed to us, even when I hate noisy, chaotic spaces like this. She barely spoke to me on the drive over or when we arrived, instead chatting with her brothers and Rooney, Willa’s best friend from college who’s been around so much she’s now an honorary Bergman.

But I’m not letting that deter me. I’m going to fix the shit out of this. And my wife needs to see that—that I’m here, and I’m not going anywhere.

“Freya.” I set a hand on her back, sighing with relief when she doesn’t arch away from it. In fact, I could swear she even leans in. Just a little. It feels monumental.

“Aiden, this is George Harper. He’s showing here as well. George, this is my husband, Aiden MacCormack.”

Hah. So there, George. I’m her husband.

I extend my hand and accept the guy’s grip, reminding myself that squeezing his fingers to a pulp is unreasonable. Freya’s a beautiful woman. He’d have to be senseless not to be dazzled. So I let him pass with a slightly too-strong clasp.

“Congratulations,” I tell him. “Hell of a show.”

“Thank you. It is,” he says. “And you’re here for whom, again?”

“Axel Bergman.” Freya nods toward her brother’s corner of the gallery. Ax stands with his back to us, tall and narrow, hands in his pockets, staring at one of his paintings. “Which are yours?” she asks.

Answering her, George gestures over his shoulder, my gaze, then my focus wandering from their conversation to the room around us. First to Freya’s brother Ren, a forward for the LA Kings, who’s clearly being accosted by a hockey fan while getting us drinks at the gallery bar. Then I spot Rooney as she wanders Axel’s section of the gallery.

Axel. Ren. Rooney. Freya. Ren’s girlfriend, Frankie, isn’t coming. None of Freya’s other siblings are coming, so I don’t have to look out for them. Ryder and his girlfriend, Willa, are still up in Washington State. Ziggy, the baby of the family, doesn’t do crowded spaces like this. Oliver and Viggo, the man cubs, can’t be trusted around breakable things. And their parents are, in Axel’s words, “not allowed to come” because this show is “too graphic.”

They’ll visit the gallery and see his work after Axel’s flown back to Seattle, where he lives. He makes up an excuse every art show for why they can’t come, and they never fight him, because of some kind of unspoken Bergman shit I don’t get. Then they visit later when he won’t know. That’s what they always do.

Locating my people lowers the volume of my brain’s calculating buzz to a steady baseline hum. Everyone’s accounted for. I take a deep breath and refocus on Freya and George’s conversation. I’ve lost track of who said what, but I’m going to take a wild guess it was mostly George talking about himself.

“… So that’s my approach in a nutshell,” he says.

Nailed it.

Freya glances between George’s work and her brother’s. “That’s interesting. Very different from Axel’s.”

“You can say that again.” George glances over his shoulder at Axel who’s being tapped on the shoulder by someone with a camera around their neck and a nervous smile. His stern profile as he stares down at them is so Axel I could laugh. The poor man hates publicity more than I hate messy closets.

“Axel’s …” George scrubs the back of his neck and shrugs. “Well … he’s prolific. I’ll give him that.”

Freya’s eyes turn icy. “Meaning what?” The oldest of her siblings, Freya loves them fiercely, protectively. The moment she catches a whiff of shit thrown their way, she’s in mama-bear mode.

George’s nervous laughter fades as quickly as it arrived, when he registers her anger. “Well …” he says carefully, tiptoeing through a verbal minefield, “meaning he’s managed to paint a lot.”

“I actually know what the word prolific means,” Freya says acidly as she clamps the straw between her teeth.

George tugs at his collar, starting to sweat. “I’ll be honest. His stuff weirds me out. He weirds me out, too.”

Freya grips her glass so hard I’m waiting for it to shatter in her grip. “Some of the art world’s most revered creators—their eccentricities and their visionary work—were misunderstood in their time. Van Gogh being a personal favorite.”

George blinks at her, speechless.

“Perhaps you might question your unease about my brother and his art and consider that, when yours and all these other paltry attempts at art are long forgotten, Axel and his work will be immortalized. Good day, sir!”

Freya at her mama-bear finest. She spins, grabs me by the arm, and marches us past him, toward her brother.

“Did you just throw Willie Wonka at him?” I ask.

Her mouth quirks, and my heart skips a beat. Freya just almost-smiled for me. It feels like the first drop of rain in a drought.

“He’s lucky I didn’t throw him a Frankie curse.”

Ren’s girlfriend, Frankie, has a witchy vibe and a colorful penchant for pointing her cane like a wand at offending parties and tossing hexes their way. I was more expecting Freya to toss her glass of whatever she’s drinking right in his face.

“He would have deserved it,” I tell her.

“That’s the truth. Ax!” Freya says, moving past me.

Axel turns and locks eyes with Freya, wordlessly greeting her. Those two have something I’m ashamed to say I envy—an unspoken understanding. I’d never seen two people bicker in three words and stony glares until them, but then I’ve seen moments like this, too—silent, pure connection. Freya stands close to him, squeezing his hand once, as she stares at the painting in front of them. Lots of red against
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