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            A Dream of Innocence

          

        

      

    

    
      He ran down the uneven lane. Beautiful archways and Renaissance-style porticos surrounded him in a panorama of splendor. The city was perfect: an amalgamation of fifteenth-century Florence and Imperial Venice. It was home. It was safety.

      Rumble.

      Flash.

      The boy lost his footing as the ground quaked beneath his feet, the force throwing him face down onto the cobblestones. White spots, like stars, danced before his eyes, an unexpected meteor shower that sprung to life just for him. A warmth rolled down his face, and he swiped at it, trying to push it away. His hand came away red, a startling shock in a place that hadn’t ever shown violence. Blood, his life’s essence displayed for the world to see.

      Rumble.

      Flash.

      He stood, unsure of his balance, as another tremor subsided. The boy could not comprehend what was happening to his city, his sanctuary. Vast sections of stone were now strewn across his path, toppled and smashed into mere fragments of their former selves as if hurled by a trebuchet. High pieces were now low. The city was changing. It was under siege, a crack in the facade resembling the blemish on the boy’s face.

      He started running again, away from the damage, away from the change.

      Rumble.

      Flash.

      He caught the marble railing along the canal as his foot slid from under him, a stumble that resulted in a bloodied knee. Something was wrong. This place had never done this. It had always been benign. Gentle. At peace.

      A roar erupted from below, a sound concocted in nightmares. He caught his breath, hoping whatever it was wouldn’t find him. Despite his trepidation, he peered over the rail.

      The canal was gone, replaced by the ground far below; the city was in the air, an island racing toward the clouds in the hope of salvation.

      Rumble.

      Flash.

      He straightened, straining to see over the edge. A bellow that could shatter worlds met him with hot, concussive force. The boy froze at the sight of the fiery maw below. Tentacles of flame lashed upward as if from hell, reaching for the city as it tried to escape. There was no hope; they moved too slowly. The street groaned as the conflagration whipped at the island’s underbelly, loosening large chunks of earth that plummeted into the inferno beneath him. He didn’t know where to go or which direction to flee. A massive cupola split atop the building behind him while the ground heaved like an animal in its last moments, the searing heat melting the bedrock.

      Scraping.

      Explosions.

      Heat.

      

      Wailing.

      Sirens.

      Pain…

      

      The last rumble.

      The last flash.

      Darkness…
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      “Come on, wake up, son,” an officer said, kneeling next to the boy, wiping the hair back from his face.

      He tried to breathe and coughed instead, heat racing through his chest with each exhalation. A loud crackle followed by shouts erupted behind him; he turned to look, stiff and covered in soot. A brick apartment building was blazing, smoke pluming upward, filling the air with its black malevolence.

      The boy sat up on the pavement but crouched stiffly, frozen in place, a hoarse, raspy sound emanating from his lips. Something was wrong; this place was wrong. He looked to his left, and two paramedics were zipping up charred remains in a body bag, a single scorched hand poking out to meet the glow of the spotlights—the nails were painted, their pastel blue hue unmistakable against the darkened flesh of the fingers.

      “Mommy…,” the boy croaked as tears rolled down his cheeks. Black streams polluted his face as ash collected in the salty anguish of his soul. He started to move, as if to reach out and grab the solitary hand, that last visible piece of his mother, but was impeded by a blast of debris that landed near him like shrapnel as the building gave another great rumble, the mighty sentinel in its death throes. He lifted his arm to shield his face from the assault, and from the reality of what he’d just seen.

      His home was broken. The boy recalled all the days he had explored the hallways, imagining the quests each new turn would bring as the complex became his paradise. The stairwells stood tall and austere, their many steps towering to new heights, and the laundry rooms acted as hidden labyrinths. Whether playing tag with the other children or evading the bully from the twelfth floor, the dragon to his knighthood, those walls were his. His Camelot, in his city. And at the center of it all was his mom, who he could always go home to in apartment 403. And now it was all gone.

      Another officer walked past, tilting his cap to the boy, face glum and covered in the building’s marrow, gray and smudged.

      The boy looked into the officer’s eyes, the one with his arms wrapped around him. His smile was flat, meant to be reassuring, but it hid nothing.

      He looked back to the body bag, his mother’s hand sealed beneath its thick plastic, the bright Easter pastel polish dimmed forever. She had just painted them that morning while he colored eggs. We’ll match, she had said, her little pieces of joy to give him just a bit of comfort.

      “Mommy…”

      “I know, little guy… I know,” said the officer, lifting and holding him tightly as he carried him to an ambulance.

      The tears came faster. His home was no more. There was no more safety. His dreams were shattered. The boy already knew that nobody would be left to care for him if something happened to his mother; his grandma had just died a few weeks before.

      I promise this will be a good Easter, sweetie. We’ll say a prayer for Grandma. How does that sound? It’ll be okay because we have each other. Right?

      He had nodded vigorously, cuddling into his mother’s arms. She was his rock. She’d never leave him alone. I love you to the moon and back.

      He clenched the officer tighter.

      “Hey,” the officer said, returning the boy’s squeeze. “We’ll take care of you, alright?” he continued. ”She’s still with you. I promise. And we… we’ll make sure you aren’t alone.”

      Something snapped inside the boy; a part untethered as his safety line lost its hold, plunging him into this new existence. He had all the confirmation he needed as the man’s hollow words rang in his ears. A dream of innocence was destroyed as the nightmare of reality was born. Mommy was gone.

      “To the moon and back….”

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Betrayed Heart

          

        

      

    

    
      “She’s out getting fucked again,” I said to nobody in particular, unable to hold back. I paced the kitchen, eyes moving from side to side, counting the floor tiles with each step.

      Twenty-nine: I knew that number by heart at this point. I even knew tiles thirteen and nineteen had small cracks; their contours seared into my brain. I checked the clock, a constant loop like Groundhog Day.

      My hand trembled, the physical manifestation of my loss of control and the unfortunate effects of too much coffee.

      Why did she do this to me—no, to us?

      Everything had been going so well, but on reflection, I knew this was my delusion. I allowed this to happen. Our engagement wasn’t the smoothest experience of my life, but I buried the uncertainty under layers of hope and fantasy. Our first date was better, though; it seemed more sure.

      Gosh, what had it been, ten years? We had gone to Blue Jay’s, an upscale burger joint, at least by still-unemployed college graduate standards. It wasn’t exactly the classiest option, but for my budget, it fit with its sheet metal walls and circular diner booths—retro but private with five-dollar beers and the sizzling hum of oil on the flat grill.

      We had already known each other by the time of this first “official” date, but it had been years since we’d seen each other. And when I saw her walk into the restaurant from my seat in a booth, she looked even more beautiful than I remembered from the first day we’d met—sitting on the distressed leather couch at our mall’s Abercrombie & Fitch, waiting for the manager to begin orientation.

      It shouldn’t be a surprise to anyone that we both worked there, considering how they used to be, selling catalogs with dicks and tits in them and an atmosphere rife with discrimination. It was superficial as hell, which was us: superficial and clueless. We’d had chemistry. I could feel the sparks every time we spoke, each conversation laced with suggestion and tension.

      That wasn’t our time, though. She’d had a boyfriend who worked with us, a jock who would have fit in perfectly on Jersey Shore, so we talked and occasionally flirted, but for the most part, I kept my distance, not wanting to get on his bad side—I wasn’t his level of fit. The bulging vein in his forehead was warning enough.

      We promised to keep in touch as we left that job and our hometown for college—she going to the other side of the country while I stayed within two hours—connecting on Facebook when it was trendy and had its uses other than spreading misinformation. Over time, communication broke down to those rare occasions when one of us congratulated or encouraged the other as our relationship statuses ebbed and flowed from single to taken. Time and location weren’t on our side, at least not until we each graduated and she moved back home.

      
        
          
            
              
        Her

      

      
        Hey, I hope all is well. We should get together sometime. Here’s my new number—just wanted to make sure you had it. Keep in touch.

      

      

      

      

      

      That’s right. She sent me her number. Why did she want me to have it? Unless… I may have read into it more than I should have, but I took it as destiny. After all that time dreaming of what could have been, she wanted me to keep in touch. She went out of her way to send me her phone number. I didn’t hesitate.

      And that’s what brought us to the burger joint. I waved, and she hurried over to sit across from me, her blonde hair cut short and cheeks pink. She was still little Charli, everyone’s nickname for her, as she was a dead ringer for Charlize Theron except five-foot-two instead of Charlize’s five-ten.

      We smiled at each other, but she couldn’t meet my gaze, a shyness I didn’t remember. I didn’t blame her; my shirt was sticking to my back with my own anxiety kicking in. The dinner proceeded this way, us reminiscing but eye contact a rarity. I took it as a good sign, a deep-seated attraction that brought out this new dynamic between us. I followed her lead, being just as bashful and finding comfort in it. I didn’t know if I could be as forward as she needed, not with her. At least not yet.

      Dinner ended too soon, even though we’d been there for over two hours. The summer night was hot and humid, the Midwest’s finest, and as we walked through the parking lot, the first of many romance tropes that seemed to weave itself into our relationship developed its first stitch; rain began to fall, so heavy it was like a bucket turned over, dumping onto us as we fled to my car as it was the closest means of salvation. My feet slid and squished in my leather flip-flops, causing several near falls as I struggled to open my car door, mentally kicking myself for not being gallant and opening hers. Luckily for me, we were both focused on the end game: getting out of the rain.

      The windows fogged as we sat there, giggling and soaked, as the unexpected thunderstorm raged around us for almost a half hour. I want to say something more happened, that I finally got my courage and went for it, but we were too unsure around each other, or maybe it was just puppy love, I’m not sure which. Regardless, when I’d finally mustered up the courage to attempt a kiss, the rain stopped, and my hand only had the chance to brush hers as she reached for the door handle. I’d missed my chance, but it was a start.

      She texted me later that night, telling me it was great to see me and she hoped we could get together again soon. I responded clumsily, never being a fan of texting since, at the time, T9 was the only way to type unless you had a Blackberry; I wasn’t that fortunate. I pushed to get together again during the upcoming weekend. To my relief, she said yes.

      That was the seed, our beginning. Two weeks later, we’d already had five dates. My dream girl and I were sprouting into something.

      Speaking of something, that first time… that was special. She had been at my house (well, my parents’ house, my temporary lodging, having just graduated from college) after we’d been out to the movies. It seemed that date six would be the lucky number. We went to my room. It was nothing special but sizable, with enough space to fit a small loveseat, leftover from my college dorm, and we’d started to make out, Friends playing on the TV in the background.

      My hands slipped up her thigh, squeezing her ass. I’d inhaled her scent; something new and unfamiliar but etched in my mind as distinctly hers. Her hands moved just as deftly, caressing my arms, back, and pecs. We were bound to each other, leaving no space between us but the thin fabric of our summer attire. I craved her, and not just that night but for the preceding five years.

      We moved to the bed, me hoisting her up in my arms as she wrapped her legs around me, pulling her pelvis into my hardness.

      Everything seemed to move more frantically, yet oddly in stasis. I know that doesn’t make sense, but time seemed to accelerate with us rubbing, groping, and gyrating, yet our clothes remained intact as if there was no forward momentum. I wanted it so desperately, yet I couldn’t be the one to remove that first article of clothing, not even lowering the strap of her camisole from her shoulder. She moaned, reaching her hand along my abs before brushing her hand lower along my girth. The time had come, finally.

      I began unzipping my shorts and, as if breaking some kind of trance—the sound of the little metal teeth shattering the silence like a freshly engaged chainsaw—the lust left her eyes, replaced by, I don’t know, panic?

      She fled, telling me sorry, she had to go. I’d pushed it. I’d gone too far. The last thing I ever wanted to do was to scare her away or give her the feeling that I was pressuring her. I’d known too many guys like that in college, seeing women as nothing more than conquests. Was I that guy?

      I was stunned, letting it sink in. I’d blown my shot.

      Thirty minutes passed, and then I heard from her. Honestly, I felt a little ashamed for not reaching out to her first.

      
        
          
            
              
        Her

      

      
        I’m sorry about tonight.

      

      

      

      

      

      I was taken aback. After all, it had been me, hadn’t it? I tried to remain hopeful.

      
        
          
            
              
        What do you mean? Sorry about what? I just hope you’re okay.

      

      

      

      

      

      
        
          
            
              
        I’m fine, just a little embarrassed, you know, that it didn’t happen. I don’t want to rush this. I think I’ve done that too many times—rushed things, I mean.

      

      

      

      

      

      I let out a long breath, releasing a burst of stars in my vision from the lack of oxygen. We still had a chance! No matter how much time she needed, I could wait.

      
        
          
            
              
        Oh my God, no worries at all. I’m just glad you’re okay. See you tomorrow?

      

      

      

      

      

      
        
          
            
              
        Yes :)

      

      

      

      

      

      I can’t describe the relief I’d felt in that moment. I guess the closest thing would be to imagine a great tragedy, seeing an earthquake or tornado on TV in a town your family lives in. You don’t hear anything from them for hours until finally you get through. They are all right, it’s missed them. That’s how it felt; my underdeveloped and overly dramatic view of the world, never really having confronted tragedy. At least not yet…

      Later that night I’d gotten ready for bed and was contemplating rubbing one out after such a close release, when my phone vibrated.

      
        
          
            
              
        Her

      

      
        If you aren’t sleeping yet, I’m ready…

      

      

      

      

      

      I was dumbfounded. She couldn’t mean ready for it, could she?

      
        
          
            
              
        ?

      

      

      

      

      

      
        
          
            
              
        Come to my house? My parents are sleeping.

      

      

      

      

      

      Needless to say, I went, sneaking in the sliding glass doors off the kitchen as she pulled me by my hand, stifling a giggle. My body was on fire, my limbs tingling. There was no hesitation this time as we removed every article of clothing, taking each other in with the shedding of each layer, consuming one another. I can still remember the feel of her, the goosebumps. My toes cracking as I came, and the mint on her breath.

      We became us.
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      I jumped as a car door slammed outside, and I ran to the window, toppling a chair in the process. Our neighbor was struggling to balance grocery bags as their oldest child stood off to the side, playing on his phone. So it wasn’t her.

      “Come on.”

      The adrenaline coursed through me as I opened and closed my hands. They’d grown tingly with my anxiety, and no matter how much I moved, I couldn’t seem to settle, my stomach churning to the point I thought I would shit. It felt like my body was breaking down.

      Where was she? The scars inside me were tearing open, raw as if new, pain bubbling to the surface. How could she? It was just like then, like before.

      We’d been dating for eleven months when I decided the time was right for her to be my wife. I couldn’t imagine my life moving forward without her being a part of it.

      Everyone told me we were too young. Her parents looked at me skeptically when I asked for their blessing, their reluctant agreement making me wonder if I was doing the right thing. But I needed her. My short twenty-three years had never been better. I had so much to learn.

      We’d taken the train to the city, a day of shopping and exploring planned, with a trip to the planetarium to indulge my nerdy tendencies for space. She huffed at the last but said fine, since I’d wanted to do it. She didn’t know what else I had in store for us.

      The day was beautiful and sunny, with perfect temperatures and a light breeze off the lake. I was in my own world, on cloud nine. I was blissfully and intentionally ignorant.

      Throughout the day she’d seemed removed; there, but not. I showered her with intimate touches and exclamations of my love, only to be met with lukewarm responses. I’d thought it wasn’t her day; she was just off. She didn’t know why I put together a packed day, so I couldn’t expect her to be as jubilant as I was. Nevertheless, it nagged at me, which I buried beneath layers of optimism.

      We got to the planetarium, and the ticket agent shared a conspiratorial smirk with me as he told us our seat numbers. The room was dark and filled with patrons, an artificial vista of the sky above the city on the domed ceiling above. I clutched her hand tightly, and she kept trying to escape my grip, complaining that my hand was too sweaty.

      Minutes went by, and I held my breath. The show was a blur as I struggled to contain myself, waiting for it to end. And then it did.

      The ceiling went black, and a few stars blinked back to life, quieting the restless crowd, who thought it was over. The stars began to move, coalescing directly above our seats, and we could hear the whispers as the anticipation built.

      I turned to her, my other hand coming out of my pocket. The phrase “Will You Marry Me?” formed like a constellation across the domed sky, and my eyes met hers as if on cue. She looked back at me, wide-eyed, like a deer caught in headlights.

      I’d done it. I’d surprised her. I opened the box, the solitaire gleaming within.

      “Will you?”

      Gasps and hushed exclamations sounded all around, and, in the faint light, I could see her wilting, folding in on herself to hide from the crowd.

      I finally allowed myself to take in our setting, sensing my mistake. She abhorred having the spotlight on her. How could I have been so stupid?

      I took a deep, cleansing breath. It could still be salvaged. She just needed to say yes so we could flee, begin our life together, and joke about this public spectacle from the privacy of our own space.

      “What did she say?” somebody yelled.

      Her eyes were still on mine, panicked. My stomach roiled.

      “Will you?” I asked again, my tone higher pitched than I’d wanted.

      She nodded and mouthed yeah, her wide eyes never leaving mine. I slid the ring on her finger.

      “She said yes!” I shouted, and the whole theater cheered, my ass and back sweating profusely.

      I grabbed her hand, and we fled as quickly as possible, as I knew that was what she wanted. Congratulations and cheers followed us, and I waved behind me like a politician leaving the stage. Her eyes were still wide.

      “Surprise,” I’d said, trying to take the edge off.

      “Yeah, surprise…”

      “It’s what you want, right?”

      She cleared her throat. “I said yes.”

      “Okay,” I said cheerfully, overcompensating for what she wasn’t giving me.

      We rode home in silence.

      That summer became the first trial of our relationship. We hardly saw each other for the first two months of our engagement.

      “I just need time to think and see my friends.”

      “About us?” I’d asked, confused.

      “Just about everything.”

      She wouldn’t look at me while we talked.

      “Do you not want to marry me?”

      That brought eye contact and anger.

      “I already said yes, okay. I just want some time.”

      Two months. Two months of the same conversation. Two months of the same questions and answers. Two months of questioning my choices and my self-worth. She wouldn’t talk to me, like really talk to me. I had no idea what I’d done or what she was grappling with. I couldn’t eat or sleep, replaying our whole relationship repeatedly in my head, searching for why she’d say yes and immediately pull away.

      Until one day, she’d called and asked to come over. It was like it never happened. She wanted to be us again, move in together, and begin wedding planning.

      I asked if everything was okay and what had happened, but she told me nothing and said she just needed a fun summer before becoming a married woman. She stated it with joy and casualness, ignoring the hurt she’d seen on my face every time I tried to talk to her, or the phone calls that ended with me in tears.

      “Was there someone else?” I dared to ask, fearing the answer so much I had to get drunk before asking her.

      “No, of course not,” she told me, but her eye contact was off-kilter. There was the tell, a shift to her eyes.

      “You promise?”

      She laughed and grabbed my face in her hands, kissing me. “Of course.”

      She’d said it with her eyes closed. I should have known then—I did know then, but like her, I just shut my eyes.
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      I opened my phone and looked at the pictures I’d saved, the heat rising in my cheeks to the point of pain. My eyes were open, and I was finally looking. I’m not sure what led me to suspect, to dig deeper. Perhaps it was the more frequent downturn of her eyes when we locked gazes, just like before, but I buried it like a fool. It was always there festering, the noxious waste in the sewer just below the surface, absorbing everything I poured down my metaphorical drain until, at last, the shit overflowed, desecrating the streets.

      I thought we may even have gotten past any low place—that is, until the second trial of our relationship, which reared its head last year.

      We’d finally started looking at homes. That’d been impossible the first several years of our marriage, as I was laid off and struggling to find work, the Great Recession of 2008 in full force, crippling a whole generation that was promised the stars in the ‘90s if they just went to college. What a load of shit.

      Those years were tough, but they were like the ones before our engagement: we seemed in love, even though not always happy, with fights breaking out monthly over bills and money. She wanted to shop, have dinner dates, and buy new furniture, but we couldn’t afford it; for part of that time, we even had to move in with my parents.

      I tried to sacrifice by not buying myself new clothes for almost three consecutive years so that she could do what she pleased, trying to let her have some normalcy. Then the recession eased, and I finally got a well-paying finance job. The next couple of years got better. I was still tight with money, like survivors of the Depression era, not entirely trusting the system to hold, but we saved for our first home and were finally ready.

      The day we’d signed our mortgage papers, she realized her period was late. I knew how it happened. Celebrations for my birthday had led us to throw caution to the wind. We were married, and children were part of the plan. So just like that, two lines appeared on the plastic stick; not the kind you had to read between—we both knew what they meant.

      A few weeks later, the doctor verified it for us, and we eagerly absorbed this new part of our lives into our plans. We’d have a baby, and I’d be a dad. The idea didn’t hit home until I heard the heartbeat, proof of our combined union. I fell in love again, my heart expanding to embrace this embodiment of us, half her and half me.

      One night around the thirteen-week mark, I went to the grocery store, leaving her home alone for an hour. While in the checkout line, an unfamiliar number appeared on my phone. It was the hospital. She’d tripped on the stairs.

      When I arrived at her room, the doctor broke the news. That new piece of my heart, the life we’d made, was gone. She wouldn’t speak to me or anyone else. No matter how hard I tried to be there for her, to love, to mourn, she pulled back, her eyes perpetually downcast. I spent my days and nights numbly, going so far as to cry to my mother, since my wife wouldn’t respond, at the loss of what could have been.

      I gave her space, and a pall of sorrow, thick as wildfire smoke, shrouded our home, smothering the light that once shone there.

      At night, I’d reach for her, but she’d flinch at my touch, resulting in me curling in upon myself, my appendages shriveling like a poisoned spider in its death throes. We went about the motions of life, but it was a farce that everyone saw through. Yet time heals all wounds, or so they say.

      After several months, her shroud lifted, and it was almost like when that first flower bud peaked through the snow in early spring, prefacing a time of renewal and rebirth. We started to go on dates and make love again. It felt like nothing after that could ruin us if our loss hadn’t.

      We saw friends, and she often went out with just the girls, catching up after the great pause in her life. I was grateful she was back.

      It didn’t take long for the late nights to begin, though. On more than one occasion, she came home stumbling and struggling to make it up the stairs to our bedroom, but I held my tongue, knowing that despite our lives moving forward, her grief was still very much present. We didn’t talk about it, and once again, I shut my eyes.
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      I wiped my hand across my cheeks, the tears cool on my skin. After everything we’d been through, how could she? It didn’t matter anymore. I had my proof.

      I grabbed the dining room chair and placed it near the front window, just to the side of the curtain. I had to remain on watch. I needed to confront her right when she got home, before my resolve had time to break.

      That whole time, I’d thought she was grieving, and it turned out I was just a naive fool. When she began to cool to me yet again, I made excuses for her. But when someone grieves, do they develop shifty eyes, looking away at the least distraction? It got to the point where I felt she sought them so she didn’t have to make eye contact.

      How about flinching? It was hardly perceptible, akin to a shiver brought on by a draft, and anytime I mentioned it, the reasonable response was given with a smile: “I’m just cold.” But after my every touch?

      I tried to tell myself that it was nothing, I was overreacting; but I couldn't shake the sense that something was there, my fears clawing to the surface. 

      I never wanted to become one of those partners who broke the privacy barrier, but after months of frigidness between us, I needed to know the truth. Something was amiss, and I finally needed to open my eyes to our reality. I checked her text messages on her iPad when she wasn’t home, knowing her account synced across her devices.

      What I found was not what I expected. I thought maybe I was just being paranoid and I’d find nothing, or perhaps text messages to her friends indicating that I’d done something obscure that set her off. Had I been insensitive about how she was still handling losing the baby? No, that wasn’t it.

      Instead, I found suggestions and descriptive actions. I found reminiscences of times before, a summer of fun to send her off. And I found pictures, a cock, and fellatio that had nothing to do with me, a photo record immortalizing my ultimate fear.

      I fell to my knees in our bedroom as I looked at each incriminating image, wondering what I had done wrong or what I could have done differently to prevent this. Why hadn't our love been enough?

      I’d snapped photos of it all on my own phone, knowing I’d need to confront her and, without this reminder, this tangible log, I’d allow myself to be coaxed back from the ledge.
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      Finally, I heard a car door shut outside the house, and the sound carried through the window screen. I knew instinctually, it was her. I felt the hair on my neck rise like
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