
Sonia’s Double Life


Table of Contents

Title Page

Sonia's Double Life

Copyright 2025 Bailie Lawson

1

2

3

4

5

6

7

8

9

10

11

12

13

14

15

16

17

18

19

20

21

22

23

24

25

27

28

29

30

31

32

33

34

35

36

37

38

39

40

41

42

43

44

45

46

47

48

49

50

51

52

53

54

55

56

57

58

59

60

Bailie Lawson

	[image: ]
	 	[image: ]


[image: ]

Copyright 2025 Bailie Lawson

All rights reserved

[image: ]


	[image: ]
	 	[image: ]


[image: ]

1


[image: ]


I didn’t start out to deliberately create two identities, but I can’t claim to have had innocent motives at the beginning either.  I mean, I didn’t stumble unwittingly into my other life.  I did ease into it gradually and deliberately though. I suppose that makes me a liar and deceitful. But I had my reasons, and those reasons made sense to me at the time. Of course, I didn’t know then how things would develop. 

I suppose buying the country house was the first action that set things in motion. And I could be blamed for that. It was entirely my doing. I had bought the house unbeknownst to my husband. It paved the way for what followed.  Before that, everything was locked inside my head – thoughts, impulses, resentment, plans for revenge. There was no behavior that could be pointed to as an example of my duplicity. I had done nothing before that. I had only thought about doing things. But buying the house and misrepresenting my identity – those were actions not thoughts. It moved things to a new level.

Some people might think buying a house was an odd thing for a married woman to do on her own without her husband’s knowledge, or his financial contribution. An impossible thing since I wouldn’t describe myself as wealthy. 

There were reasons for that. Maybe not the best reasons but reasons that made sense to me at the time. Buying the house was an act of rebellion. And the rebellion could be traced to my husband’s behavior and my misguided attempts to deal with it. If I was looking for someone to blame, I could blame Trent. But I won’t do that. I will take responsibility.

The rebellion might have been brewing for a while. I was aware of it, nurturing the fantasies of revenge that were increasing in frequency, but I wasn’t planning on acting on them. Taking them seriously started the night my husband left for his business trip to Pasadena. 

When I unlocked the door of the apartment, I was surprised the lights were on.  I usually worked late, but he worked even later, and I was used to coming home to a dark and empty apartment. Maybe in that first moment I was pleased he was home, looking forward to seeing him. I don’t remember now.

I called out from the front door, “hey, you are home,” walked into the bedroom and stopped in surprise. “Going somewhere?” 

He was throwing clothes into his suitcase, moving quickly from the closet to the suitcase which lay open on our bed.

“Business trip. It just came up suddenly. I need to hustle to get to the airport on time.  I was going to text you.”

“Oh, where to?”

“Pasadena. Something’s going wrong with the new project out there. Glen wants me to oversee it.”

Trent was a structural engineer for a large architecture firm with branches on the west coast as well as Chicago and Minneapolis.  The job had always involved occasional trips to those places, but lately the trips had become more frequent, something he had grumbled about but couldn’t refuse to do.  

I had moved to his sock drawer and started absentmindedly handing him socks. It was unnecessary.  Trent went on business trips often enough and was efficient about his packing. He didn’t need help.  

“When will you be home?”

He shut the suitcase and swung it to the floor.

“I don’t know exactly, but ten days at least, maybe two weeks.”

I raised my eyebrows.  His business trips had become lengthier lately as well as more frequent.  But why was I bothered by that? We didn’t spend that much time together when he was home, I thought resentfully.  

“We’re spending more and more time apart,” I said.

“Does it bother you?” He asked.  He was shrugging on his jacket, straightening his tie.

His question irritated me, spoken as it was in a neutral tone, as if he was asking me if I wanted more coffee. 

“Ought it to?” I asked.

“You have a full life without me, it seems,” he said. “I mean, do you miss me when I’m gone?”

“What does that mean?” I asked.  “You’re the one who keeps leaving.”

“Look, now’s not the time to talk about this.  We should talk when I get back.”

“What is there to talk about?” 

I knew I sounded belligerent. I felt belligerent.  “Whatever you have to say, spit it out.”

He hesitated.  “Why don’t we use this time apart to think about things.  Let’s think about what we want going forward. Then let’s sit down for a good talk when I get back.”

I glared and stomped out of the bedroom. He followed, rolling the small suitcase, picked up his briefcase in the hallway and said, “look, I really must leave now, or I’ll miss my flight.  I’ll call you.  We need to talk more about this.”

He kissed me hurriedly and walked out. The kiss was automatic, a habit. It didn’t feel personal.

I glared at the door as it shut behind him and returned to the bedroom, where I undressed and went into the bathroom to take a long shower. The hot water might ease my tension.  

Things had been strained with Trent for a while.  We were avoiding each other.  I was guilty of that too, even though now I was choosing to be offended at his suggestion that we take time to think about things. I knew I was angry and overreacting. I knew he meant that his business trip would give us some breathing space. He wasn’t talking about anyone moving out. He wasn’t talking about going our separate ways. Not yet anyway. But uneasiness, even fear, had stirred inside me. Maybe that was what he was going to suggest when he returned, and we had our long talk.

That night, lying alone in our bed, I brooded gloomily on our lack of communication. Not only were his business trips becoming more frequent, but he told me less about them.  But I bore some responsibility too. If I was honest, I would admit that. I didn’t ask for details, did I? Just as he didn’t ask for details about my work. It had started because we had agreed we wanted to leave work behind us when we had free time.  Now, I brooded resentfully that it was a sign he was no longer interested in my work life. 

I was busy over the next few days at work and catching up with friends. Phone calls with Trent were brief and superficial, and he made no attempt to initiate a discussion of our marriage or our future.  But then, I didn’t either. It should be done in person.

His two weeks in Pasadena stretched into three. He said only that he needed to supervise the project, that there were new employees in Pasadena, and they needed to be monitored, shown the ropes. It was important to set things up properly from the beginning.

In those three weeks my resentment increased, and my imagination concocted illicit affairs.  By the beginning of the second week, I had convinced myself he must be having an affair. I had no proof, but I started imagining he had worked a romantic getaway into his schedule.  He couldn’t be working nonstop every weekend. He surely had time to socialize. 

He always called me on his cell phone which meant he could be calling me from anywhere. I would never know. I never called the office for whichever branch he was visiting. There was no need since I could reach him more conveniently on his cell phone. If I did now, how would I explain it without sounding like a suspicious wife checking up on her husband? Which is exactly what I was, I suppose. 
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Well two could play at that game.  Why should he always be the one leaving on business trips? I could take a trip of my own. Not a business trip since there was nowhere to travel on business. But I could still go away. I might just do it. I was due some time off from work. There were no deadlines right now, but if something came up, I could suggest to Logan, my boss, that I work remotely. I could tell Trent I had to travel for business. It would be a lie, but I wanted to be the one going out of town on business for a change.

CRM was started by Logan five years ago and I’d worked there almost as long, had been there longer than any other current employee. Basically, we analyze large sets of data from epidemiological studies, looking for patterns of illnesses in populations. We don’t do the research ourselves but serve as a check for large studies who want independent analysis of their data. The research projects are often government-funded and careful about protecting their findings until they are ready to publish their results. Logan is meticulous in not giving us details of the studies until we have found patterns in the data. We don’t know who conducted the study or their objectives until later when the study is published. 

I understand the need for confidentiality, but think Logan carries it a bit too afar. I find it frustrating since my own background is in research design as well as statistics, but he claims that this helps us look at the data differently and pick up on patterns we might not otherwise see.  And he is the boss, after all.

Thoughts of taking a solo trip were churning around in my head, but so far, I had taken no action. Then, one evening after Trent had been gone a week, I brought work home with me and printed a document using the printer on the desk in the small room off our bedroom that functioned as a home office. When I went to retrieve it, I found an unrelated sheet of paper on the output tray under the document I had printed. 

I stared at it blankly for a moment after I had resumed my seat on the living-room couch. The other sheets contained the results of a statistical analysis I wanted to mark up, circle in red ink, think about. This last page had nothing to do with that data. 

As I examined it, I realized it was an itinerary for Trent’s business trip to Pasadena. There were details of the flight, a hotel reservation at the Grand Plaza Hotel in Pasadena, and even a rental car confirmation. Trent must have forgotten it as he rushed out of the apartment to make his flight, and I hadn’t noticed it as I hadn’t used the printer until now.

It was a concrete piece of evidence that he was indeed in Pasadena as he claimed, though I noticed the hotel had been reserved for only his first three days in Pasadena and wondered why he needed a rental car. 

But what was I thinking? Did I believe he had lied to me and had not gone to Pasadena? Did I need this proof that he had been telling the truth?

Conflicting emotions washed over me. On one hand, relief flooded me as it appeared that Trent had been truthful about the purpose of his trip. But on the other hand, I was unpleasantly aware of my doubts which had grown since he left. Why had he forgotten to take the itinerary with him? Why had he printed it in the first place? A copy on his phone should have been enough. Was it merely an oversight, or was there a hidden motive behind printing it and leaving it behind? Was the printout for my benefit? He must have known I would eventually see it. And why was the hotel reserved for only three days?

I couldn't dismiss the suspicion that Trent purposely left the itinerary behind to prove to me that this was a legitimate business trip.  A voice inside me whispered that leaving the printout behind could be a deliberate ploy to cover up an affair. He could have gone anywhere, and I wouldn’t know.  And yes, I might be overreacting. I might even be verging on paranoia. If he wanted out of the marriage, what was to stop him telling me openly? Why the secrecy?

It dawned on me that calling the hotel to talk to him was not the same thing as calling his office. I wouldn’t risk calling the office and have someone there record the number and tell him because it was likely he was out working on the site and nowhere near the office. But the hotel receptionist wouldn’t care, wouldn’t have a reason to tell him someone called if I left no message. I could even give a fake name when I called the hotel and hang up if they connected me before he picked up. I hesitated, not wanting to admit to myself that I cared. Not caring had been my attitude for months now. It was less painful if I didn’t care. 

I wasn’t sure if I wanted to do it, but finally I gave in. I told myself it was curiosity, nothing more. I called the hotel. As the phone rang, I almost hung up, not sure if I wanted to know the truth, not liking this suspicious wife version of myself. Besides, would his presence at the hotel prove anything? The hotel wouldn’t tell me if someone was sharing his room.

"Good afternoon, thank you for calling the Grand Plaza Hotel Pasadena. How may I assist you?" a professional voice greeted me on the other end.

"Hello, I'm trying to reach Trent Morgan."

"Certainly, ma'am," the voice responded. “Do you know the room number?”

“I’m afraid not.”

“Let me check.” There was a brief pause, before the woman with the polite voice spoke again. "I'm sorry, but we don't have any record of a guest with the name of Trent Morgan staying with us right now. Is it possible he is registered under a different name?” 

“No. He might have checked out already. He would have checked in a week ago, on Tuesday last week. Did he stay there last week?”

“There is no record of a Trent Morgan checking in or out in the last month. Sorry madam.”

It was like a sharp kick to my stomach. The suspicions which I had at times pushed away as paranoia could no longer be ignored. My husband had left a false trail. He had not stayed at the hotel in Pasadena. Maybe he hadn’t even gone to Pasadena, but he wanted me to believe he had. He had wanted me to believe it so much that he had printed out a fake itinerary.

"Are you sure?" I managed to ask, my voice trembling.

"Yes, ma'am. Our system is up-to-date, and I can confirm that there were no guests by that name during the past month," the woman reiterated.

"Thank you," I whispered, barely able to hold back tears, and hung up the phone.

My worst fears had become a reality. My husband had lied about his whereabouts during his supposed business trip. Where was he? When he called me, he gave no indication he was no longer in Pasadena – if he ever went there. The sinking feeling in my stomach confirmed that my suspicions were correct. There was no other explanation.  He was having an affair. He was on a vacation trip somewhere exotic with some woman.

The weight of the revelation crushed me. This was no longer in my head. I had proof that he was hiding something.  He had left that printout of his itinerary to deliberately mislead me. I felt a whirlwind of emotions - anger, sadness, and a profound sense of loss.  My mind raced with questions about who he was with and how long this affair had been going on.

My veneer of casual indifference slipped now that I was alone at home and not likely to be interrupted. I admitted to myself I did care. I didn’t want to lose him. Was it too late?

What could I do?

	[image: ]
	 	[image: ]


[image: ]

3


[image: ]


The last time I had felt this cold certainty—that something was off, that someone I trusted wasn’t where he said he was—was with Adam.

It had been a Tuesday night, late fall. The kind of evening when the city felt pulled inward, every window glowing with other people’s lives. I had waited for Adam in his apartment, flipping idly through a journal article I couldn’t concentrate on, sipping wine that had gone warm in the glass. He was two hours late.

No call. No text.

When he finally walked through the door, I recognized it immediately—the performance. The exaggerated smile, the rustle of his coat like he was still full of motion and momentum and couldn’t possibly slow down to be present.

“Sorry, sorry,” he said, brushing a kiss across my cheek like an afterthought. “I lost track of time.”

“With whom?” I asked, almost gently. I hadn’t planned to confront him. But the words came out on their own.

Adam blinked. “What?”

“You weren’t at the talk. You told me you were going to that panel at the university. I checked. You weren’t there.”

He gave a little laugh, light and dismissive. “You checked?”

“I was in the building. I went to surprise you.”

He went still then—not guilty, not apologetic, just calculating. I saw something hard slide into place behind his eyes.

“Well,” he said, “maybe I didn’t feel like being surveilled. Is that allowed?”

I didn’t answer right away. My stomach had already dropped. The conversation was just noise.

“You’ve been lying,” I said. “I don’t know what about exactly, or how much, but I know you have.”

Adam walked past me, dropped his keys on the counter. “Don’t be dramatic.”

“It’s not dramatic to ask for honesty.”

“No, but it’s boring,” he said, and I saw it then—the contempt. Not anger. Not fear. Just a quiet disdain that said you’re no longer interesting to me.

I picked up my bag. “Then I won’t bore you any longer.”

And he didn’t stop me.

That was the part that stayed with me. Not the lies, not even the suspicion, but the way he let me go without a single question. As if I’d already ceased to exist for him.

For months afterward, I had replayed that night, trying to pinpoint the exact moment he’d disconnected. I never found it. The disconnection, I realized, wasn’t an event—it was a drift. A slow, invisible migration away from caring.

Just like now.

Maybe I’ve always been waiting for the other shoe to drop.

Not consciously. Not in the way that makes you wary of falling in love or jumping too quickly into something. I thought I’d gotten over that. Thought I was past it. But here I am again, pacing in my own apartment, checking time zones, analyzing scraps of printed paper like I’m solving a case. Which I suppose I am. Except the crime is emotional, and the evidence is mostly silence.

It’s not what Trent has done. It’s what he hasn’t done. What he no longer says.

He used to tell me little things—what he ate for lunch, who irritated him in meetings, whether a hotel room had a broken lamp or smelled like bleach. I remember those tiny, annoying details because they meant he was sharing his day with me. Now I get headlines, not stories. I get the version of the trip you’d tell a colleague, not a wife.

But he hasn’t cheated. Not that I know of. Not that I can prove.

So, what does that make me? Suspicious? Insecure? Or just paying attention?

I keep thinking about the time with Adam. How I didn’t see it until I did. And then I saw everything. Every dinner I’d waited on him. Every “meeting” that ran late. Every glance at his phone when he thought I wasn’t watching. It didn’t start with a discovery. It started with the sense that I wasn’t in the room anymore, even when I was standing right in front of him. That’s how I feel now, with Trent. Like I’ve been replaced, but I don’t know by what.

And maybe it’s not even a person. Maybe it’s just the version of me I used to be. The one he liked better. The one who wasn’t questioning him. Who wasn’t quietly tallying every deviation from his routine.

God, when did I become this woman? Scrolling through credit card statements like a detective. Listening for a lie in the space between words.

But I can’t not notice. I’ve trained myself my whole life to notice. When I was little, I used to watch my father’s face at the kitchen sink, trying to guess if he was angry before he said anything. That was after my mother died. I was so young then I barely remember her. But I remember my father’s silence. His withdrawal. I’d study his footsteps in the hallway, figure out by the sound whether he was in a mood to talk or retreat to the garage. It’s not paranoia when it keeps you safe. It’s pattern recognition.

And now I see the pattern again.

The business trips, the polite phone calls, the way his suitcase seems to be packed in advance of the conversation. Like he’s already halfway out the door before I even get to ask him when he’s leaving.

So, no—there hasn’t been an affair. Not officially. But something has shifted. He’s pulling away from me, and I can feel the slack in the rope. I don’t know where he’s going, but I know I’m not being brought along.

And I can’t live like this. In this fog of half-truths and forced politeness and long-distance calls that feel like interviews.

Maybe that’s why I bought the house.

Maybe I needed to build something of my own before everything I had with him collapsed underneath me.

Or maybe... maybe I wanted a place to land after the fall I already saw coming.

Before buying the house, I began looking for another apartment. It started as a whim, spurred on by anger and resentment. I would not stay here waiting for the inevitable, waiting for him to announce our marriage was over. I would be assertive, take action. It was better than waiting passively for the inevitable to happen. I wasn’t sure I wanted to move out, but I wanted him to know I was thinking of it, that I wouldn’t tolerate being lied to, cheated on. 

But Trent was respectful of my privacy. He wouldn’t snoop on my phone if I left it lying around.  I would have to leave a paper trail around the apartment - one he couldn’t miss. I planned on doing that. Two could play at that game.

Looking at apartments for rent afforded some grim satisfaction fueled by thoughts of revenge. But the apartments I liked were too expensive, and less attractive than our airy one-bedroom, plus small office, with its high ceilings and spectacular view of the Manhattan skyline. After a few days I lost interest in apartment-hunting. I decided I liked our apartment and wanted to stay. I wouldn’t be forced out. 

I removed the paper trail from the apartment, realizing if I announced I was moving out he might do nothing to stop me. He might sit back, call my bluff and let me move. Then he would have our nice apartment to himself. That was a bad idea. I wasn’t going to give him that. Why should I be the one to move?
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I wasn’t going to move out, but I didn’t like the idea of waiting passively at home until he returned so that we could have our long talk. That was when I decided I would take a trip of my own but would time it so that I would leave just before Trent got back. I would be the one away indefinitely for a change. An airy message to him that I decided to take a short vacation was all that was needed. He knew my job didn’t require me to go on business trips. I never went anywhere without him. Time to inject some changes in my routine. Besides, it would be wise to get some distance, to clear my head and think of what I really wanted. If I remained here, I would be angry when he got back, ready to launch into a jealous tirade.

I had some vacation time coming from work and there were no deadlines or urgent projects on the horizon. I mentioned to Logan, my unconventional boss that I’d like to take a week off or maybe two.

“I know it’s short notice,” I said diffidently, “but it doesn’t look like we have any urgent projects coming up.”

Logan studied me through his large dark rimmed glasses. “We don’t have anything right now, but I’ll have something important for you to work on soon. Something I don’t want made public in the office. It should be ready by the time you get back.” 

There was an expression I couldn’t decipher on his face. He wanted to say more. I waited but he only said, “so go and get refreshed and relaxed.” 

It was unusual that he didn’t want my coworkers to know about the important project. We didn’t discuss details of the projects we analyzed with anyone outside the office, but we often worked in teams. Keeping details of the work from colleagues was something I hadn’t been asked to do before. It fired my curiosity. But I could see Logan was going to say no more for now. Having cleared some vacation time to start later in the week, I settled down to finish outstanding projects. 

Trent sent me brief, breezy texts every couple of days. They contained no information about his work, only general statements that he was busy, or that the work in Pasadena should be winding down soon. He was expecting to be back before the weekend. I texted back in an equally breezy way, except I announced that there was a lull at work and since I had some vacation days saved up, I was taking some time to do some hiking in the mountains. There was a response of, “sounds good,” and a smiley face. 

I planned to tell him as little as possible. In truth, I had no firm plans. I just wanted to be gone for a week, maybe ten days. The day before Trent was due back, I boarded a train at Grand Central Station bound for New Haven, Connecticut with no plan in mind, except to spend a week or so away and be mysterious when I returned. I might stop off along the way, rent a car and drive somewhere. But I would decide all that later.

I was still seething and needed to escape. And, yes, I was aware that the adult thing to do would be to have a talk with Trent and give him a chance to explain himself. Let him say what he wanted. All I can say in my defense is I wasn’t sure I could handle what he would say. Or what I would say. There could be an ugly scene. Things might be said that couldn’t be unsaid. Even though I was furious with him I wasn’t sure I wanted everything to be over between us. I might have believed I was postponing the inevitable. Playing for time. Giving it time to sink in.

On the train, I decided I would rent a car in New Haven and take a drive through New England. Maybe I would go hiking in the Berkshires. I liked hiking in the woods, and the mountains, and Trent didn’t. It might clear my head to get out in nature, though I hadn’t brought my boots or other hiking gear. At the last minute I decided I didn’t want to drag heavy equipment with me on the train. And Trent wouldn’t notice I had left it behind. Reluctantly, I decided I would have to wait to do that on another trip. For now, I would rent a car, drive around, visit small New England towns and villages, try to switch my brain off. It was very early summer, the weather was perfect, and my spirits had already lifted, even as I drove along small shady tree-lined side-roads.

That was how I found Lyons Falls, a perfect small town nestled at the foot of the Berkshires. And where I fell in love with the enchanting Victorian house with the wraparound porch.  It was on a side street just off Fountain Street, the main street, with the for-sale sign prominently displayed in the front garden under an ancient ash tree. It was early summer now, but I could imagine that tree in all seasons.

I had parked my car in a spot on Fountain Street and strolled along the street. There were small shops, an art gallery, a lively diner. There was a busy lived-in air to the town, yet the pace was slow and relaxed, and I appreciated the ease of finding a parking spot on the street. I liked the town immediately.

I caught my breath when I saw the house. It reminded me of the house in Indiana where I’d been truly happy for a few years until things got bad. When I looked closer, I saw it was in better shape than my childhood home had been. The paint was fresher. The porch was larger. It was my childhood dream polished up and refurbished. 

All I can say now is it promised a return to safety and protection, to a place where I knew the rules, where it was enough just to be myself. I wanted to go back to that safer time, to a time when Dad was alive and healthy and enjoying puttering in the garden and doing odd repair jobs around the house. Before everything went downhill. There were grimmer, frightening memories associated with that house too, but I chose to block those out and focus on the good times before and after. The times when I was safe and protected.

The sign said the realtor's office was around the corner on Fountain Street. The price was astonishingly low by New York City standards. I imagined it needed lots of work, so I wasn’t thinking of buying it.  Not then.  But I was already imagining a life here. I liked the pace, slow and friendly, but not too slow or too friendly.  Fountain Street was lively enough, with bookstores, art galleries, a couple of small clothing stores.

Earlier I had stopped at an old-fashioned diner called Mel’s and sat in a booth enjoying a BLT and then some cherry pie.  Why not have cherry pie?  I was taking time out from my life with all its rules and restrictions.  

I observed with barely concealed fascination a woman and child at the next table as the little girl asked if she could walk over to Tillie’s house later. “Just be home by nine,” her mother said.  I imagined a secure small-town atmosphere where it was safe for a ten-year-old to walk home alone at nine pm.  Maybe Tillie and the little girl she was visiting lived next door to each other, or on the same block, and no walking home alone was involved, but I was already spinning daydreams of this perfect safe little town and feeling entranced.

I wanted to escape from my adult life.

And Dad would have approved. I had inherited the money from the sale of the house in Indiana. How fitting it would be to use it to buy a house that reminded me so much of it.

No one paid attention as I pushed the gate open and wandered around the garden. I walked up the steps to the porch and peered in through the windows.  There were no curtains or shades, but I still couldn’t see anything much inside. 

I examined the for-sale sign again. It said the realtor was Lyons Realtor on Fountain Street. There was another smaller sign I hadn’t noticed until now which said, Duffy Electronic Surveillance. That startled me. Maybe I had set off an alarm. I was trespassing, after all. 

Impulsively I walked around to Fountain Street, found the realtor’s office and enquired about the house.
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The realtor, Tom Randell, a charming man in his forties, offered to show me the house immediately since he was free.

At my look of hesitation, he said cheerily, "you are just looking I know. I won't push you to buy, but aren’t you curious to see the inside? And you will save me from the boredom of sitting here answering phones."

I nodded in agreement. "I might as well, but I am just looking,” I warned.

He might choose to present himself as a low-key nonaggressive smalltown salesman. Maybe he was, or maybe he was just very clever. I would play along. After all, I was just looking, just passing the time. 

I still haven’t made up my mind about Tom, although I have got to know him quite well. Because of course I bought the house.

It was perfect. It was bright and spacious inside with a private back porch just off the kitchen, perfect for having morning coffee.  There was a downstairs room that could be used as a home office. I wouldn’t need a car to get around. I could walk around the corner to the grocery store and the hardware store.  There was even a bookshop and a couple of art galleries. And that diner was within walking distance.  I had browsed with delight on Fountain Street before turning down Bluebell Lane and discovering the house - 17 Bluebell Lane!

Of course, I would have to get a car. It was a forty-minute drive to New Haven, which might be the closest train station. If I wanted to venture out of the village I would need to drive.

I become lost in a fantasy as I followed Tom around. I didn’t try to hide my delight since I wasn’t buying anyway. But that day as I wandered around the house, I wanted it. I could visualize myself living here. 

Inside, it reminded me even more of the old Victorian house in Indiana I had grown up in. It had the same calm light feel to it.  The light through the windows created a familiar sensation. And the dark gleaming wood. 

Only this house was a better more improved version of the old house in Hazeltown, Indiana. It was newly painted. There was bright new paint in all the rooms. The kitchen and bathrooms were new and modern.  I was assured by Tom that the furnace was new, and it was the best house he had for sale, though he was willing to show me more a bit further out of town. 

There were other less pleasant memories from my time growing up in Hazeltown, but that house, with its small attic room, my hideaway, was my safe haven.  There was no attic room here, but maybe I loved this house on Bluebell Lane because it seemed to promise me another safe haven, a place to hide away and lick my wounds.  It reminded me of simpler times.

I was non-committal at first in response to Tom’s subtle enquiries about my job and where I lived, saying vaguely that I had been living in New York City, but I could now work from home, that I had long wanted to move out of the city and had always loved this area. Part of that was true, but not the part about being able to work from home. And I didn’t mention having a husband. I wasn’t going to allow Trent to intrude on this escape I had found for myself. 

I knew how the conversation would go if I mentioned a husband.  There would be questions about what he would like and when he would come to see the house. Questions about his job and preferences.  I wanted to forget about Trent for a few days – obliterate him from my mind.

Of course, I was practical too.  I scrutinized the furnace in the basement, the plumbing, the roof. I was familiar with the myriad problems that could result from old plumbing, electricity and furnaces and quite enjoyed inspecting the nuts and bolts.  I had loved our old house in Indiana, but I knew there were risks when it came to buying old houses. My father had enjoyed talking to me about house repairs as I trailed around after him wanting to help.  I knew a buyer of this house would have to get a proper inspection and not just believe the realtor’s claims.

I knew that when I made the down payment that day, I was being reckless and possibly extravagant, though my father would have said the price was right and it was a good investment. Tom readily agreed that the down payment could be refunded in full if the house didn’t pass inspection.

I saw buying the house as a step towards security. I was convinced that Trent would return from his trip to tell me he wanted a divorce. Or if he didn’t say so immediately it wouldn’t be long before he did. Or there might be a continued drifting apart until I knew I had to walk away. My creation of a new life might be a way to protect myself. I would have a place to run to when the inevitable happened. 

It might even be a way to keep myself busy, so I didn’t have to examine my feelings. Because I didn’t know how I felt. The distance in my marriage had grown gradually. Is that what I wanted? Or did I want to try to save my marriage? I suppose I felt I might not have a choice if he wanted a divorce. So, I was being practical – my version of practical. 

I detested thoughts of haggling about who would have the apartment, though I knew that I would need to have a place in the city if I continued at my job. I hadn’t thought anything out really, but our apartment would be too expensive to pay for on my own. I could find a smaller place or even a share if I wasn’t going to be in the city all the time. 

I hadn’t considered the commuting distance to New York.  It would be a long trip back and forth every weekend.  Too long to make weekend trips practical. But I wanted this house on Bluebell Lane.  Maybe I wanted it more because I knew Trent would never live here.  He liked cities and city life.  I wanted to garden, go on hikes, sit on the porch. This house represented a life free of Trent.

And I could do it financially. We had separate bank accounts as well as a joint account. It was partly because it was easier for Trent to keep track of his business expenses that way, and because I had toyed with the idea of setting up my own business and wanted to establish my own separate financial record, in case I needed to apply for a business loan. In fact, maybe I could set up my own business here in Lyons, work remotely. I wasn’t sure I was ready to take that giant step of giving up my job at CRM, but I might be ready in the future. The inheritance from Dad was in my account and I couldn’t help thinking he would be pleased it would help pay for this beautiful house.  He would have loved the house.

Having my own separate account now made the finances smooth and not messy. Because I would need a mortgage. My bank account of course listed our apartment as my home address, but it was in the name of S.G. Gillespie, not Trent and Sonia Morgan, which were the names on our joint account.

Come to think of it, had I always contemplated this separate existence?  I didn’t know any other married couple who divided their finances in this way.

Maybe at the back of my mind I had never trusted Trent.
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The few days in Lyons Falls stretched into ten days. I stayed at a guesthouse run by the friendly and talkative Lulu Brooks, who soon knew I was planning to buy the house at 17 Bluebell Lane.  

Lulu knew everyone in town. She said Tom Randell was trustworthy, that I should hire Ron Keyes to do an inspection, and she could recommend a reliable man to do gardening. I became friendly with several people, including my future next-door neighbor, an elderly man named David, whose last name I had already forgotten. I left Lyons Falls with promises to finish things up quickly in New York and be back as soon as I could set up a date for purchase of the house. 

I had been happy and relaxed during my time there, making several more trips to the house, accompanied by Tom, who patiently stood by while I wandered around, envisioning where I would place furniture and realizing I needed to buy some essential pieces, like a bed. My neighbors would expect a moving van, but I was unsure about that. I couldn’t take things from the apartment. Not yet. I browsed in a shopping mall in a nearby town and picked out some essentials like a bed, chairs, a desk. 

I didn’t want to think about Trent and what would happen when I got back. For now, I had escaped into a new life, a new identity where I felt safe and free of pain. Of course, I texted Trent regularly, but my messages were brief. I had responded to his texts, but my comments were vague and simply mentioned my enjoyment at being surrounded by nature.  I let him know when I would be back in New York. He responded that he was looking forward to seeing me but was glad I was enjoying my time in the country. 

It was all very polite, very civilized. I was steeling myself for the announcement that he wanted a divorce. It was best to stay detached, protected by the new life I was creating in Lyons Falls.  It would soften the blow when it came. I would have a place to run to.

In Lyons Falls, I had been introducing myself as Sage Gillespie.  I was using Gillespie because I was buying the house under my maiden name.  I didn’t want any uncomfortable questions from Tom Randall or anyone else about my husband. Sage had been a childhood nickname derived from my initials, SG.  No one had called me that since I came to New York for graduate school.  It belonged in my life back then in Indiana when we lived in the old place, my father and me.  

I might have introduced myself as Sonia to Tom Randell that first day, but when I signed the papers, I was already S.G. Gillespie, the name on my bank accounts.  When he laughingly shook hands with me and called me S.G., I said, “its Sage.”  After that I was Sage to everyone in Lyons Falls.

I liked it.  It gave me a sense of freedom, that I was starting a new life.  I liked being seen as an adventurous single woman. And I could see there were some attractive men around who looked at me with interest.  

In fact, sparks had flown with Max, the owner of Gallery Eleven. I met him the day I arrived in Lyons Falls. That first day I enjoyed the sensation, convinced it would go no further. I had stopped outside Gallery Eleven, drawn to the unusual and whimsical painting I could see through the window. Curious, I had pushed the door open and walked into the gallery.

Inside, the painting styles were varied. As I was admiring a particularly beautiful landscape painting, depicting reds and golds of a glorious sunset on water, I felt someone standing close behind me. I turned around to find a tall, dark-haired man staring at me intently. He had a smoldering look in his eyes that made my heart race.  The attraction was instantaneous.

"That's a beautiful painting, isn't it?" the man said. Even his voice was sexy, with a deep tone and the barest hint of an accent. 

I nodded, unable to find words.

"I'm Max," he said, holding out his hand. "I own this gallery."

I took his hand and felt a spark of electricity as our fingers touched. "I'm Sage," I said, my voice sounding squeaky to my ears. Max smiled at me his eyes were a warm melting brown. I looked away in confusion.  I muttered, “you have some intriguing paintings here.”

"I would love to show you around the gallery," Max said.  I followed mutely as he led me around, showing me his favorite paintings, and telling me about the artists who created them, some of whom lived in the area. 

He didn’t ask me any questions that day, just talked about art.  

It was even before I had seen the house on Bluebell Lane. And yes, Max definitely added to the appeal of moving here. It was the intensity of his gaze, his attention focused entirely on me, that was so appealing. And the way it made me feel – as if I was interesting, fascinating even, and yes, beautiful. It had been a long time since I felt that way.

A few days later, after I had decided to buy the house, I was staying at Lulu’s wondering if I would go into the mountains for a hike. I had called the engineer Lulu had recommended - Ron Keyes – and he would come tomorrow to inspect the house, but after that I could go hiking. I was having coffee at Mel’s gazing through the window as I daydreamed when Max walked by on the street outside.  As I watched through the window, unabashedly admiring his handsome profile and broad shoulders, he turned his head suddenly and looked directly at me, as if he had sensed my intense examination of him. 

He smiled and then, heart racing, I watched as he turned towards the door.  He was coming in. Again, those eyes, gazing deeply into mine. 

He said, “I have some new paintings you might like. Drop by if you have a chance.” Then he turned and walked out.

Of course, I went to the gallery as soon as I had finished my coffee. Over the past few days, I couldn't stop thinking about him. Yes, I was excited and preoccupied about buying the house and that kept me busy during the day. But at night, every time I closed my eyes, I saw his smoldering gaze and heard his deep, smooth voice. I indulged myself, pushing away any twinges of guilt. I was technically married, but who knew for how long.  My husband was never around. And this was just a fantasy. No-one else knew. I wasn’t going to do anything about it. 

Here, I felt released from my everyday life in New York. Here, I was Sage, an unmarried woman, not Sonia, wife of Trent. And I didn’t know what Trent was up to in Pasadena.

When I entered the gallery, heart racing, Max was nowhere to be seen. The gallery was empty. A quick glance around told me that the same paintings were hanging on the walls from the last time I had been here. He hadn’t added anything new as far as I could tell. What was it he wanted to show me?  And where was he? Still, I hesitated to call out.  I didn’t want to disturb the tranquility.

Finally, I found him in a small room at the back of the gallery, surrounded by paintings of nudes. He looked up as I walked in and our eyes locked. The air between us crackled with electricity. The nude on the wall behind him seemed to be staring straight at me, her body languorous, a lascivious smile on her face. 

"I've been thinking about you," Max said, his voice low and husky.

I felt my cheeks flush. "I've been thinking about you too," I admitted.

He stepped closer to me, his eyes never leaving mine. “I can't stop thinking about you," he said, his voice barely above a whisper. "

I knew I should probably leave, that what I was doing was wrong, but I couldn't bring myself to do it. Without another word, Max leaned down and kissed me. It was passionate, all-consuming. I felt like I was drowning in it.

I could feel the tension between us building. Max's hands were in my hair, pulling me closer to him as our bodies pressed together. I could feel his heart pounding against mine. We finally broke apart, and Max looked into my eyes, a question in his. 

“You wanted to show me paintings,” I gasped foolishly, pulling back in confusion. I was playing for time. It was one thing to entertain thoughts of an affair but quite another thing to have it become a reality. This was all happening too fast for me. I wasn’t sure I wanted to take the next step.

Without a word he turned and pointed to a painting propped against the far wall. It was abstract, in lovely shades of yellow and deep green and purple. I stared at it mutely. He moved away from me a second before the gallery door’s bell tinkled to announce the arrival of someone. I could hear voices outside, a man and a woman and then Max’s voice greeting them by name.

I slipped out past them, my departure unseen by him, and walked on trembling legs back to Lulu’s.
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