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Why do the dating gods hate me?

My five-year anniversary was supposed to include a fancy dinner, incredible sex, and a proposal I wasn't quite ready for. Instead, it was the worst sex of my life. Then I got dumped before I could decide between the chicken and the salmon.

Now I've been cursed with Bad Ex Karma. 

Every time I try dating, something goes horribly wrong. It's not just bad luck. I'm a one-woman health hazard. One guy ended up with a concussion. Another had his very first ambulance ride.

My inner "disaster consultants"—the constantly panicking What Ifs—missed all the warning signs before the breakup. Now they insist that finding love is much too risky—not only for my heart but anyone with a Y chromosome. 

My two best friends swear their matchmaking won't put men on the endangered species list. But I know they're running out of prospects willing to roll the dice.

Then there's Jonathan. A ridiculously sexy chef who keeps popping up in my life. 

Like at the local farm stand where he transformed cilantro into some kind of aphrodisiac. Or his visit to the winery I manage. A wine tasting has never made this girl so thirsty before. There was also the restaurant parking lot where I justifiably lost my shit...not my finest moment but he made it seem like it was.

He's charming, he's fascinating, and—most importantly—he's completely immune to my curse. In fact, he tells me Bad Ex Karma is a blessing. He wasn't looking, but he kept finding me, and I'm the best thing that's ever happened to him. 

Maybe this was the dating gods' plan all along: turning an unexpected disaster into the perfect recipe for happily ever after. 
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To Lexxie

Your support of my books has been incredible, and amazing, and an absolute delight for this neurotic writer. I'm thrilled that you enjoy my characters and their kooky sense of humor. I'm in awe of each wonderful review you've done on my stories (not that I've read them more than once *cough*).

I'm raising a glass of wine to you – no, wait. A glass isn't nearly enough! *hoists a case of wine* Here's to sharing it in person one day!
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It was the first time we hadn't had good sex.

In fact, it wasn't just "not good". It was bad.

I never would have predicted our anniversary would start out so weird, with us fumbling around like strangers and then just giving up, exhausted, before it got completely embarrassing. Bradley had dashed into the shower to get ready for work, while I stared up at the bedroom ceiling, wondering what the hell had just happened.

We were a little out of practice. But after five years of living together, we knew a thing or two about pleasing each other. Or at least I thought we had.

Thank God Bradley had suggested we drive in to Boston for our anniversary dinner. I'd protested at first, until I realized not only would it remove us from the scene of this morning's crime, the change of scenery might erase any negative bedroom mojo before it could settle in permanently.

I sat down in the brocade high-backed chair Bradley held out for me, glancing around the restaurant that had been a fixture on Beacon Hill since the Redcoats had given up on us heathen Colonials. It was the perfect setting. Just what we needed to rekindle things between us.

Votives flickered at the linen-covered tables, giving the dining room a soft romantic glow I usually experienced after a second glass of wine. Hints of rose and jasmine from the numerous floral displays complimented the perfume I'd dabbed everywhere as part of tonight's planned seduction. Whispers of a Vivaldi concerto mingled with the murmurs of surrounding patrons, intimate conversations that were impossible to overhear in detail.

My contribution to the evening's festivities was a body-hugging red silk jersey dress and a dramatic display of cleavage. I sneaked a glance at Bradley as he seated himself across from me, hoping to see an appreciative gleam, or maybe even a naughty wink. The only approval I saw was from the young waiter handing me a leather-bound menu.

So much for a quick and easy solution to this morning's bedroom disaster.

"You're gonna die laughing when you hear this one," I said with a bright voice, determined to get us back on track, and quickly.

Bradley raised his eyebrows, looking at me over his menu. I loved the way his dark hair fell over his forehead, unable to stay in place no matter how much effort (and styling product) he put into it. If he'd been sitting closer, I would have brushed the strand back, like I always did. His eyes were a beautiful hazel color, though they didn't seem to sparkle as much tonight as usual, and his lips seemed a bit strained too.

Even so, he was a handsome man, especially in his charcoal suit with the powder-blue shirt and patterned silk tie.

I was one lucky girl. One who planned to get very lucky after we got home.

"When I was at Brooke's house this morning," I continued, "after, uh, well." No need to linger on that. "Anyway, Sven must have forgotten it was my usual day to be there, because he came barreling into the kitchen. Completely. Bare-ass. Naked." I laughed at my best friend's clueless husband, and his ability to provide constant comic relief. "You should have seen his face. Because, believe me, that's what I was focusing on. I just drank my coffee and told him not to worry, since he wasn't the first naked man I'd seen that morning."

"Hmm," Bradley said.

Only he said it in the same polite way I did whenever he described the minute details about his incomprehensible computer job.

I frowned. Normally Bradley would be howling at Sven's latest gaffe, which is why I brought it up, but he was quiet. Way too quiet. And not just "I better not be too loud in this award-winning expensive restaurant" kind of quiet.

I watched him study his menu intently, as if it was written in iambic pentameter and he was stuck on deciphering the last stanza. He was way more preoccupied with this morning's events than I'd hoped. I couldn't really blame him, since it had astonished the hell out of me. But he hadn't seemed eager to discuss it, and frankly, neither was I.

At least not until after my red lace panties and matching bra had been given an opportunity to work their magic.

Maybe work was giving him a harder time than usual. I vowed to take a bigger interest the next time he droned—I mean—talked about it.

I placed a sympathetic hand on his, but to my surprise, he whisked his away. He tugged at his shirt collar as if it was shrinking by the second, and if he could have gotten away with it, I think he would have loosened his tie. His eyes darted around the candlelit room, and his forehead was a bit dewy. I nearly asked if he was okay, but then all at once it dawned on me—

Ohmygod. He was going to propose.

My heart pounded so hard I was about three seconds away from having the mother of all coronary episodes. I'd have to make it a silent one to keep from disturbing the other diners. At least if the maitre'd zapped me with a defibrillator, I wouldn't be too embarrassed during the body-flopping-wildly part, thanks to my sexy new underwear.

I took a deep breath to calm myself. Although Bradley and I had been together five years, it was too soon to think about marriage.

How could I let him down easy?

Especially after the massive letdown in bed this morning.

I took a sip of ice water while I glanced around the room. Was Bradley waiting for someone to serenade us before he got down on bended knee? Or maybe the ring he'd picked out was being arranged in something spectacular back in the kitchens, and soon, several smiling waiters would be depositing it on our table with a flourish. I would make sure to pick carefully through whatever food they brought, keeping a lookout for a large sparkly object.

Hopefully it was returnable, but not until I'd had a chance to show it off to Brooke and Carly in the morning.

"Delia," Bradley began, but his voice squeaked at the tail end of my name. He grabbed his glass, chugging the wine like it was Friday night at the frat house. The wine aficionado in me cringed. The Pinot Gris was much too expensive to knock back like it was watered-down grape juice. I could overlook it, though, considering the extenuating circumstances of this occasion.

"Delia," he finally blurted. "I want things to change."

"I understand," I said, nodding. "I feel the same way."

It was an odd way to start a proposal though. Not that I'd actually heard one before. Getting married had never been high on my life agenda, thanks to years of refereeing my parents' crazy marriage. As a result, I hadn't spent much time pondering what a proposal would sound like. Still, I was definitely going to reword it when I gave my BFFs the news. It needed a lot more pizzazz before I could consider it a winner.

Bradley cleared his throat. "I want things to really change." He started drawing a circle on the white linen tablecloth with his finger, seemingly mesmerized by the simple motion. "What I mean is—"

I pinned a cheerful smile on my face. Once he asked me to marry him, I could let him know I wasn't really saying "No", I was merely saying—

"Delia, I don't want us to be together anymore."
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What?!

I shook my head, trying to clear the confusion instantly fogging up my brain. It felt like I'd knocked back the entire bottle of wine by myself, but I hadn't even had half a glass.

Until now.

I took a big slug from my wineglass. To hell with how expensive it was.

Was it opposite day and I'd somehow skipped over that when looking at my calendar? Instead of good sex, there'd been bad sex. Instead of a proposal, there was. . .a breakup?

Surely I hadn't heard him correctly.

"What do you mean, not be together anymore?"

"I feel like it's time to move on." Now that he'd made his proclamation, he was a lot more calm, as well as confident. He even sat straighter, since he wasn't carrying around the burden of that awful announcement. "I'm ready to try something different."

A chill spread through me, flash-freezing my insides. I could have served as the ice sculpture display—if the restaurant didn't mind a woman with an open-mouthed scream stuck on her face.

"You mean try some one different, don't you?"

He shook his head, his lips pursed in the way that meant, "Don't be preposterous".

But he was the one being preposterous.

"Bradley, if this is about this morning—it was only one time. After all the years we've been together, it was bound to happen eventually. And since we haven't devoted much time to it lately, we are kind of out of practice."

"No, it's not about that." His lips tightened until they nearly disappeared, as if he couldn't believe I was gauche enough to bring that up. "I've actually been feeling this way for a while now."

My heart stopped beating entirely, not surprising after the rapid deep freeze it had undergone just moments ago. I'd known things weren't quite right between us. How could they be when we both worked long hours, and were too tired to devote any energy to us, as a couple? 

"We can take care of it," I said, determined to make him see this was just a little glitch, nothing major. I was used to solving my parents' marital troubles. Surely I could fix my own premarital ones. "How about we go on a vacation? We haven't done that for a while. Even a long weekend away would—"

"No. I can't." His expression was closed off. I'd been with him enough years to know he could not be reasoned with at that point. "It's over, Delia. I'm done."

Done? It wasn't possible. We were just getting started.

I slumped in my chair, blinking back tears, not wanting him to know just how much he had wounded me.

I also wanted to yell, "This is so cliché! Do you know how many books on my nightstand start out this same exact way!"

Unfortunately I didn't get a chance to vent my hurt and outrage. The waiter brought our appetizers right at that moment, setting them down carefully in front of us, not knowing I wanted to sweep the plates to the floor.

Bradley had made up his mind, accomplished what he'd set out to do, and was calmly eating his frisée salad as if he hadn't just knocked my world off its axis.

"Why today?" I cried, causing the blue-haired matron at the next table to frown in my direction. I lowered my voice, and fought the urge to flip her off. "It's our anniversary, for God's sake. Did you think you had to end it on the same day it started?"

I'd known he was a neat freak, but this bordered on obsessive compulsive.

He merely shrugged his shoulders. "It was time."

I stood up, ready to bolt, needing desperately to be at home. I grabbed my purse, looking for an escape route. . .just as it dawned on me why he'd gone to the trouble of driving in to Boston.

I was trapped. Bradley knew I couldn't pitch a fit and then leave after he made his announcement. If I screeched and carried on, I'd be escorted out, where I would sit in the car while I waited for him to return, doggie bag in hand, to drive me home.

His plan guaranteed he could still dine at the establishments at home in Eastboro, since nobody had caused a scene there that would get them blacklisted.

My head throbbed at the unfairness of it all.

Now what was I going to do? I didn't want to sit here, pretending to eat a pleasant meal with my snake of an ex-boyfriend, yet I was pretty sure they wouldn't let me stab him repeatedly with my dinner fork until the tines broke off.

I couldn't afford a taxi home, even if I could convince a cabbie to drive that far. And for all I knew, Bradley was having the locks changed while we were at this mockery of an anniversary dinner.

I looked around until I found the discreet "Restroom" sign, and stalked there with as much dignity as I could muster with my high heels and wobbly legs.

I kept the tears at bay until the door slammed shut behind me, and then the floodgates whooshed open. I couldn't even appreciate the elegance or beauty of the ladies' room, because it was like trying to see my surroundings through an epic rainstorm.

Through the watery blur, I viewed the outline of something I hoped was a couch, because I fell on it, sobbing. My heart splintered, and then shattered, and finally dissolved into a puddle of unbearable misery.
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I felt like I'd just had open-heart surgery, without anesthesia, and oh yeah, the surgeon had used a rusty saw blade, and then left in the middle of the operation with my chest still gaping open.

How was I supposed to survive this kind of wound?

I sniffed. My supply of tears had run out, finally, leaving me feeling almost dehydrated. I was pretty sure there would be reinforcements though, so I stood up, glad I could still manage that much, and walked towards the black marble counter surrounding the bathroom sinks. Thank goodness I wasn't the fainting type, or the hurling type.

I plucked a handful of tissues. Oh what the hell. I was entitled to the entire box. I snatched it up, holding it close to my chest as I wobbled back to my wailing sofa.

That's when I heard the What Ifs: my lifelong internal companions, the very anxious counterparts to my supportive friends. While Brooke and Carly saw me as a modern-day wonder woman, capable of anything, the What Ifs—Worry, Dread, and Fear—treated me as a frail creature that must be protected from all of life's dangers, real or imagined.

There isn't a situation they haven't already fretted about, thrashed out, or agonized over. They can awful-ize any scenario, and they do it with relish, on a daily basis.

"You sure let this one sneak up on you, though, didn't you?" I muttered.

Worry wrung her hands. "What's going to happen now?"

"It can't be good, that's for sure," Dread said in her Eeyore voice.

"This is too scary!" Fear cried out, squeezing her eyes shut. "I can't do this!"

Unfortunately, they never provided any solutions. They considered their job complete by bringing up all the horrible possibilities. It was my job to find a way out of the predicament.

Like the one I was in now.

I wanted to glare at the What Ifs, but since they resided in my brain, it didn't work too well. Today, as with most days, they had been working overtime. They'd worried about the traffic making us late for our reservation. They had been filled with dread that we would get lost in the maze of narrow Boston streets, never to find our way home again. They'd even gotten scared I would end up with blisters from these come-fuck-me shoes I only wore on special occasions.

But not once did they entertain the possibility of a breakup tonight.

"How come the bad sex this morning didn't put you guys on high alert?" I growled.

In the next instant I heard a supersonic flush, and then a matron in a navy blue suit emerged from the very last stall. She gazed at me with concern as she headed towards the sink.

I tilted my head, and put my hand on my ear, as if my Bluetooth were in place. "I can't hear you very well right now. What's that?" I grimaced. "I'm going to have to call you back later, okay?" I gave my ear another tap, shutting off the non-existent device.

The woman smiled at me, visibly relieved. I wasn't a crazy person after all, talking to myself.

No, I was a crazy person, talking to my overactive anxieties.

After the woman left, I dug in my purse, looking for my cell phone. I needed to call Brooke, to sob about my pathetic life, and how Bradley had dismantled my plans for the future. But after unearthing a handful of receipts, an empty Altoids tin, and two lip glosses in the same exact shade, I stopped my frantic searching.

I couldn't deliver this news over the phone. I probably wouldn't be able to say two words before I started howling, and Brooke would think I had been mugged or something. No need for her to race to Boston to rescue me, much as I would have loved the comfort.

I dropped the stuff back in my purse. I'd call Brooke later, when I got myself together a little more. I glanced up and saw my reflection in the mirror.

Dear God.

Although I'm thirty-something, I generally look younger. Now I looked like I could have given birth to the octogenarian that had just shuffled out.

I'm tall, not exactly willowy, but not a sturdy oak either. I'm more like a medium-sized tree, one that doesn't work out much, but who always makes that her New Year's resolution.

My long blonde hair was the only part of me that didn't look ravaged by tonight's tragedy. The red wrap dress used to be a favorite, but now it would always be a visual representation of the moment my heart exploded.

I stood up slowly, exhausted by all of the emotion, and crept toward the mirror. I wiped underneath my eyes with the crumpled tissue, and then dabbed at my reddened nose. After so much crying, my face was now the perfect crimson accessory for my dress. All I needed to complete the ensemble was Bradley's ripped-off testicles dangling from my earrings.

I tossed the tissue, rather viciously, into the nearby trash receptacle, taking it as a hopeful sign when it went right in. I finger combed my hair, patting it into place, and then dug in my purse for one of the lip gloss containers I'd retrieved earlier. A few determined swipes of the shiny stuff across my lips, another big deep breath, and I finally felt as close to restored as I could hope for.

"I don't see how you can go back out there," Worry said, her forehead wrinkled with concern.

Dread moaned, "I'm not looking forward to that. At all."

"It's going to be horrible!" Fear's pipsqueak voice nearly broke my eardrums. "Absolutely horrible."

My hands trembled, and I glanced with genuine longing at the chaise longue. "If only I could lay down here until it was time to go home." And then I realized with a jolt, "home" wasn't going to be home anymore. My eyes filled with hot tears once more.

Unfortunately for me, I still loved the man who had just crushed my heart. It would be so much easier if I could hate him, but I hadn't had time to make the switch. Bradley had gotten a head start while I was still in the warming-up phase known as "breakup foreplay".

It's safer here, the What Ifs crooned. So much more secure, with nothing to be concerned about.

I sighed, plopping down onto the couch. How come there wasn't room service for the ladies' room? It would be so much easier to stay here and console myself with exquisite food, free from the worry of what Bradley or anyone else might think.

If I went back to the table now, my reddened eyes would give away my distress, although I could say I was suffering from allergies.

Allergies to assholes.

Or I could march out there and insist he take me home—

"Ohmygod. That's exactly what he's hoping I'll do."

I jumped up and grabbed the door handle with so much determination, I nearly yanked the door off its hinges.

It was time for me to deliver a little shock treatment of my own.

***
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I savagely bit off a piece of bread, wishing my teeth were tearing into Bradley's black heart instead.

I signaled the sommelier, smiling flirtatiously when he strolled over to stand next to our table. "Can you recommend a nice Cabernet for us? Something big, and robust."

Bradley's gaze was wary, and with good reason.

"We're, uh, celebrating," I told the sommelier right before I flashed a big fake smile at my former love. "So price is not a concern. At all."

Bradley covered his mouth with the white linen napkin. Hopefully to keep from screaming too loudly.

The sommelier beamed. "I think I have something you'll really like."

He flipped open a wine list the size of a Shakespearean Lit textbook, turning pages in a furious fashion. He finally angled the book and pointed to a description that had way too many words for me to appreciate just then.

I flicked a glance at the important part: the column listing the price. "Yes, I think that's exactly what we're looking for."

Bradley's eyes glittered, maybe with fear, possibly with rising irritation. His frugal soul was about to be walloped with sticker shock. I merely patted his hand, the very picture of a concerned girlfriend. I even gave his fingers an extra little squeeze, because, much as I wanted to, digging my fingernails into his flesh wouldn't seem appropriate to outsiders.

"Don't worry, dear," I said, as if I genuinely cared about his wellbeing. "It's only two hundred dollars a bottle. But it still should go down pretty smoothly, in spite of that."

There might have been a squeak of dismay coming from his lips. It was hard to tell, since they were pressed so tightly together. I wouldn't consider this operation a success until there was a dramatic re-enactment of Edvard Munch's "The Scream".

The sommelier snapped his fingers and one of his minions appeared by his side. After some fervent whispers between them, the second man scooted away. The sommelier stayed and fiddled with the corkscrew. I kept hoping his fingers would slip and the spiral would pierce Bradley's neck, but unfortunately the man was a well-trained professional with excellent reflexes.

At least his presence prevented Bradley from hissing his displeasure at me.

The underling returned with the bottle in record time. I smiled through the rhapsodic description of the Napa Valley Cabernet's merits, even though I was unable to concentrate on anything but Bradley's betrayal.

When the wine splashed into the glass, it was a beautiful dark ruby hue, the exact color of my battered heart. I swirled the glass and gave the contents a quick sniff before taking a sip, rolling the rich liquid around my mouth.

It tasted like heartache, with overtones of treachery, and a pronounced finish of despair and hopelessness. If I didn't know better, I'd swear the What Ifs had crafted this wine to commemorate the moment my world disintegrated, thanks to Bradley.

"It's perfect," I announced around the lump in my throat.

The sommelier beamed and poured a full glass for each of us. He set the bottle on the table, spinning it so the label faced us. "Enjoy," he said, as if that were possible, and then departed.

I didn't drink another drop. I wasn't a Cabernet fan. But
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