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  Trigger Warning


graphic domestic violence 
miscarriage
allusion to racism
emotional manipulation and abuse
financial manipulation
mental health heavy (PTSD, and Anxiety)
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  Dedication


For those of us who have had to endure way too much, give up on our dreams, and relinquish our hope…

in silence…

invisible…

…broken…

We are not. You are not. 

I am not.

We bend, but we do not break. 
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Prologue


Sitting in the hardback chair by the window in the informal lounge of my home, I tilt my head back solemnly, enjoying the rich musical notes successfully taming my emotions. Not much does these last few weeks. Which is why I’m here. This room, painstakingly designed to be my oasis, feels like the only happy place I have anymore. 
Because they say sun is important, and it is, the cream, floor-to-ceiling length drapes are wide open as it sets, affording me an admittedly stunning view of the back yard and my koi pond.  
I close my eyes, relaxed, and dare I say it, serene as my fingers fly over the strings of my cello. Shadows begin to shift across the floor as the music swells and wanes around me, and I lose myself to it completely. Reverently. Lost in the beauty of my simple creation, my toes lift off the floor and settle back in perfect rhythm as my bow glides smoothly across the strings.
I rock in my seat as I let the music sweep over me…own me…and breathe deeply with my arms firmly in a familiar hold around my instrument.
A sound startles me out of my calm, forcing my eyes to open in irritation. The calm dissipates as my phone lights with a text. The momentary brightness effectively disturbs the serene peaceful state that envelopes me. I readjust my hold on my instrument and lean forward to grab it, beating back hope it’s my son, Tyler, who was supposed to call me at four.
My shoulders droop when I see it’s not. 
Veronica [5:02p]: Hi, Alexander. Are you picking me up at six to go to dinner?


It crosses my mind to reply back and cancel our date; however, manners prevent me. I put my bow down on the side table, maneuvering further around my cello. The curved maple and spruce wood instrument gleams in the light of the setting sun. Its dissipating rays cast the room in a beautiful orange and pink glow.
I reply back, even though I’m reluctant to part with the peace my music is giving me.
Alexander [5:04p]: Hello. I apologize, but no, I will not be picking you up tonight. Will you please meet me at the restaurant at six-thirty? I can send you an Uber if you wish.

Veronica [5:04p]: Yes, please. That would be so great. Am I coming home with you tonight?

Alexander [5:05p]: Not tonight. I’m sorry, but we only just started dating four weeks ago. I’d like to take you out a few more times before I bring you home…Please don’t be offended.


Please don’t be offended… The words stare back at me. Weak. Flagging me as a target. 
All the nasty words my ex-wife has called me over the years fill my head and make all the peace I’d just had drift away as if it’d never happened. My trauma being dredged up by a simple text. Perspiration dampens my forehead, and I clench my jaw at the raw need inside me swelling up–demanding I protect myself. My finger hovers for a moment over the send button, fighting to not erase the entire text and cancel the dinner, before erasing just the last sentiment. Then I hit send.  
I press my lips together, tightening my fingers on the handle. The cello rests against my thigh, waiting.
Veronica [5:05p]: Ok, Alexander. See you at dinner then.


Swiping out of our text thread, I quickly check to see if I have any communication from my son before setting my phone back down and picking my bow back up. Taking advantage of the hour of time left before I have to leave out for my and Veronica’s date.
My features soften as I begin to play again, trying to find the serene peace I was so close to achieving before I was interrupted.
I replay the conversation repeatedly in my head, wondering if I should have relented to picking her up despite my gut telling me not to. Overthinking, as usual. A horrible, weak trait of mine: always incessantly worried about how I'm coming across to others. I play furiously as my inner thoughts begin to overtake me inch by fucked-up inch. My skin dots with goosebumps, feeling the cold that everyone laments is trapped inside me, vying to be let free, and I rock a little harder as the music once more infiltrates the lonely and unfulfilled spaces of my mind.
My cello wails, emulating a woman's voice. In a desperate bid to distract myself from these encroaching thoughts, I let my imagination free, daydreaming that she's crying for me. In my heart I swear I hear it as I work vigorously at getting her tone and pitch perfect, responding to her somber yearning. Someone heroic, and worthy. 
Not weak.
I shake my head minutely with feeling as I play. My lips tilt at the corner when I finally get the note I'd been working on perfect, but yet, the longing for something more is still there. Leaving me unsatisfied. And as I sway, my heart jerks uncomfortably, letting my emotions run rampant. 
Wishing to be enough, when it's time. If it were ever time. If I could just stop being so cold.
God, I so desperately want to be warm.
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Alexander and Sarah by Anastasia Donets








  
  Chapter one
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Unethical 


"No!" 
I gasp as my head snaps violently to the side, and red-hot pain washes over my face in waves as my boyfriend's fist connects with my cheek. The sound reverberates out, echoing in the small space, and it stuns me, driving home just how desolate the situation I'm in is.
Locking eyes with him, I stumble backwards, and my fingers fly up to my face.
Discombobulated, I let out a surprised yelp and hit the floor with a sickening thud and land with a jarring jolt onto my left shoulder. The terror deepens when he takes a threatening step forward, and my throat works as I desperately try to inhale, but I can't get much air. My body fights against me, strangling me even as my vision suddenly goes black, and nausea tightens my throat.
Whimpering, I roll to my side and squeeze my eyes shut as I recoil in fear.
Not again.
Ignoring the deep throb in my shoulder, my feet cycle against the floor as I hurriedly attempt to position myself to face the wall next to me. Panic floods my being as Brandon's body looms over mine, towering over where I'm huddled in the corner of our living room trying to make myself as small as possible because maybe that means he'll leave me alone. I should know better, but I still pray anyway.
“Why do you make me fucking do this to you, you stupid disgusting bitch?” Brandon yells.
I flinch in disgust when his spit lands on my skin and hair. Knowing replying will only make it worse, I bite back a moan and curl in on myself, intent on protecting the almost eleven-week old baby in my womb. My arms work to cradle around the slight swell in my stomach tightly, pressing myself harder into the wall.
"Just stop, please," I cry out, fearful for Bumpy's life.
He bends down, mercilessly fisting his hand into my hair hard and yanking me around to face him as he pulls back his fist again and snaps it forward. With a stunned cry, I crumple once more to the gleaming dark-walnut hardwood floor, huddling as close as I can against the wall and pulling my knees up to my chest.
“Brandon, no!" I sob. "The baby! You're hurting our baby!”
My body jerks, and I gag on my cries as he kicks me so hard I splay flat onto my back. His size eleven shoe bounces off my knee a second, then third time, creating fresh pain for me to deal with.
Rolling back over, I begin to pray as hard as I can that he'll cease beating me, desperate to protect my baby. I raise trembling hands to shield my face as I curl up against the wall next to the tv stand. A loud crash sounds out as I accidentally knock over a decorative blue mosaic vase that was my parents housewarming gift to us when we bought this home. It's contents clatter loudly as it scatters on the floor next to my feet.
“You stupid slut. I told you not to perform that song tonight!" he yells. I peek through my fingers, trying to see how close he is and if there's a possibility I can try to run for the door. But to my dismay, he's too close for me to attempt it. "If I hadn’t shown up, then what?" he snarls roughly. "You were just going to get away with disobeying me?"
The intensity of Brandon's yelling causes his face to turn bright red. His blonde hair is mussed, and he's currently showing a side of himself that I've so far not gleaned in our time together. It terrifies me even further. In response, I crawl into a safe spot inside my head, dissociating from the father of my child.
My college sweetheart of four years is now an unrecognizable shell of the man he used to be.
Brandon’s face contorts in anger. The dimples in his cheeks are pronounced as he continues to scream obscenities at me, and his usually pristine hair flops limply over his face as he bends down over me while I cover my ears, shivering. I'm too scared to fight back. Scared this might be the time he'll snap and kill me.
Oh God. Please don’t.
After a few more minutes of cursing, he finally stumbles noisily away and narrowly misses tripping over our glass living room table. I keep quiet as he grabs his jacket and keys, slamming the door behind him loudly as he exits the three-bedroom home we’d bought just two years ago when I thought we were happy. 
Before the baby.
Finally alone, I sag flat onto the floor in relief as the adrenaline fades, letting my cries ring free now that he's gone. I lay here weeping for long minutes that all blend together in a painfully indiscernible eon of time. My shaky fingers touch my bruised cheek, causing me to wince as a fresh bout of pain slices through my face. In the weeks he'd started abusing me, Brandon has never outright punched me in the face.
Matter of fact, I've never been punched in the face before.
A different kind of sorrow fills my body, and I let out a hurt sound at the realization. No woman should be hit.
Moaning, I fight through the pain and sit up, looking down at my stomach. Though I'm not even showing yet, I place a trembling hand over the place where I know my baby, affectionately named ‘Bumpy,’ rests. The baby I plan on naming Brittany, having just decided on a name this morning. I'm sure I'm having a girl and have been looking forward to the upcoming scan that would verify it for me. 
I'm so close that I can taste it.
Pulling to my knees, I pause as the room suddenly spins, forcing me to breathe through the nausea before crawling forward. 
"Ow. Ow, ow, ow," I complain, shakily pulling myself up by the brand-new sofa I'd just bought a few weeks ago.
My fingers go to my face again, thinking my skin is wet, but when I pull my hand back, there's no blood. I stare for a second while I get my bearings, before I attempt to walk on my hurt knee. My eyes flick to the television which still has the video stream of the classical station I’d put on to relax. Before Brandon walked in, flipping my world upside down yet again.
Straightening my spine, I wipe my nose with the back of my hand and watch the man on the screen play his instrument. In this harrowing moment, it feels like the instrument is calling out to me. It affects me so badly that fresh tears slide down my face as I stare straight ahead miserably, feeling my heart crying out just like the lovely instrument. Wondering once again what I ever did that warranted Brandon to begin treating me this way.
Dejected, I turn away from the screen dismissively, limping gingerly into the primary bathroom to inspect the damage to my body and my new hell. Closing the door behind me, I lock it before meeting my eyes in the reflection warily. They're swollen, red, and tear-stained.
What's completely heartbreaking is that I'm unrecognizable in my sadness.
I don't know this woman staring back at me.
She's not me.
My long, dark-brown hair that I'm so proud of is in disarray, and my skin is washed-out. Lowering my gaze, I lament at the sight of my brand new red dress that's now torn at the strap and hanging off my shoulder. Ruined. Inspecting my face closer, I notice that my medium-tan skin is turning a shade darker at my jaw. Raising my gaze once more to my eyes again hopefully, I grimace as I observe that my spark is indeed gone.
My stomach knots, and my fingers white-knuckle the sink as I search even harder, seeing nothing.
Desperate, I lean forward even closer as if that'll help and search again. My lips twist, and my face contorts at the realization that he's beat it out of me. I can't find it because it's not there.
It's gone.
Standing there, being overwhelmed by fresh feelings of inadequacy and confusion, I let go of the sink and wrap my arms around myself in a soothing motion, wondering how on earth I found myself in this situation. Because this is recent...Brandon didn’t start physically abusing me until after he’d found out I was pregnant.
Once he’d received the news of my pregnancy, he'd started anxiously binge drinking. Shortly after that, he started hitting me, and it's becoming progressively worse as the weeks tick by. Now the hits come accompanied by nasty words fueled by hate. Words I’d never thought I’d ever hear come from him, now come as easily as if he was ordering his favorite Starbucks drink. Except it's unfortunately at my expense. Not his.
Knowing that I can't afford to abandon my nightly routine, I take a deep breath and sigh.
Picking up a rolled face towel off the stack nearby, I turn the faucet on and wet it with cold water. Moving slow, I sniff, trying to stem tears that won't stop. My fingers are shaky as I open the mirror and grab my face wash, and I try to calm myself as I squirt some onto the white terrycloth. Going through the motions, I wipe my face, all the while careful to avoid my gaze in the mirror, taking pains to not press too hard into my jaw where a deep throbbing is ensuing. I'm probably not going to get any sleep tonight.
When I'm done, I grab my red hairbrush, pull my hip-length hair to either side of my front, and begin to detangle my hair in short strokes.
Ignoring the slight pain of the bristles snagging the knots, I carry on with my nightly duties with a sort of dissociative stoicism I teach my clients not to have. Feeling like a hypocrite, I blink through the hot sting of tears that won't subside for anything.
Replacing the brush in its holder, I plug in my purple hot brush that I use to straighten the frizziness out in the mornings before work, and turn it on, sighing yet again. I wish I had a routine that was simpler. Because right now, all I want is a warm shower to wash the night away and to go straight to bed without having to worry about my hair. Ashamed, I keep my eyes averted from my reflection as I work by muscle memory to smooth my hair out with the hot brush.
I don't really want to look at this unrecognizable woman in the mirror.
She's not me.
Feeling like I'm having an out of body experience, I mechanically twist my hair into a thick bun at the top of my head. I ignore the painful twinging of my back smarting as I secure it all up the best that I can manage with a clip and turn to start the shower.
I return back to the vanity and look over my makeup stash, picking up the almost empty tube of light-mocha concealer. Irritated, I frown at the realization that I'm going to have to buy yet another bottle as it's running low. I never can tell when Brandon is going to hit me lately, and I’d run through almost two extra bottles than normal in the last month and a half.
My muscles twitch with pain as I gently peel the torn dress off, dejected and upset.
I had such a good time singing at the lounge tonight despite the fact that the crowd requested me to sing a song that Brandon didn’t want me to. Foolishly, I thought with him not being present for my performance tonight that'd it'd be okay for once to give the crowd what they wanted. However, because he’d been overbearing lately, he came to my performance when he’d gotten off work and I didn't know. It’s what set this whole thing off tonight. Not that it was any excuse for him to beat me like this.
As a therapist who owns her own practice, I know that, and I would never advocate for any of my clients to stay in an abusive relationship. Ever.
Turning back to the shower, I place my fingers under the water before securing a plastic shower cap over my hair to protect it from getting wet, and step under the warm spray. I moan quietly as the hot water seeps into my sore muscles, but the stinging of my abraded skin soon has me crashing back to reality. 
Knowing I'm safe in the shower, I break, placing my head into my hands and letting myself cry. With nothing but the sounds of the water bouncing off the cap to accompany my sobs, the pain I feel on the inside swells high enough to match the pain I feel on the outside.
My shoulders droop under weight I don't think I'm strong enough to hold anymore.
Slowly sliding to the floor, I ignore my body screaming out in pain, lean against the white subway tiles and sob into my knees, knowing I need to get away from him. But how? I'm pregnant and have no family close by.
How am I supposed to leave?

      [image: ]Early the next morning, I lean into the bathroom mirror and wince, closing my eyes tight in pain as I work to dab concealer onto the discolored bruise on my jaw. Pausing, I stifle a yawn against my palm before moving on to my eyeliner and fight to not blink. Nervous I'd oversleep, I'd set my alarm for a half hour earlier than usual to give myself extra time to get ready.
But all I want to do is crawl back in bed, pull the covers over my head, and shut out the world. I don't want to go to work, especially in pain like this and not feeling my best. However, if I don't, I'll lose clients, won't be able to pay my bills, and my reputation will be smeared. At the end of the day, I need my job; I don't think I could rebound from a hit to my reputation.
Sniffling and trying to hold back tears, I try my hardest to blend it in well enough to prevent the bruise from showing through the concealer. I turn my face this way and that, inspecting from all angles. You could barely tell Brandon hit me across the face like he would a man, I did such a good job covering it up.
I blink again, my eyes stinging from all the crying I've been doing. Reaching into the medicine cabinet, I grab some eyedrops and put a drop in each eye, blinking against the initial sting.
I hate him.
I pull my hand back, wondering how bad it’d be if I was vindictive and ballsy enough to put a few drops in one of his drinks. To pay him back for turning my life upside down. Frowning and chastising myself at the intrusive thought, I put the vial back in the cabinet and then self-consciously squint at myself in the mirror.
For once I thank God for my good looks. Maybe it would help to distract the outside world from the bruises I'm sporting, or anything else out of order. I don't want any of my clients suspecting that anything's amiss. I pride myself on ruling over my little practice of three years with an iron fist. Wrapped in velvet, of course.
I take time to clean the vanity off before exiting the room to the bedroom I share with Brandon. Eying the perfectly made bed, I bite my lip as my mind becomes awash with thoughts, unable to be still. I’m in fight or flight mode as I attempt to think through every possible outcome of this relationship.
Sighing, I deflate, knowing good and well I'm going to have to financially figure out how to maintain my practice while going through an unexpected abusive relationship with no savings at twenty-eight years old. I'm desperate and broke, initially having sunk all my hard-earned savings into starting up my therapy practice, finding a nice house in a middle-class neighborhood to rent out for my office space, and then building it up. There hasn't been any wiggle room or to see a real profit in the last three years.
Not with all the extra financial strain I've been under.
Thankfully, I'm rather good at what I do and have clients galore, but I'm still barely breaking even every month. I have just enough saved to get an apartment, but nothing else, and the thought of being left destitute terrifies me. I'd just spent money on our living room furniture, and shortly after had found myself being the sole provider of the household. Paying the majority of the bills and the mortgage has left me with few dollars at the end of the month.
I furrow my brow, thinking hard, contemplating my next steps.
In his current mental state, I'd doubt that Brandon will let me take the furniture or other items because he's not being reasonable right now. I'm going to have to wait until he's at work one day to try and at least get the bed. That's all I'll take. Something to lay on that way I won't have to crawl off the floor with a baby bump protruding.
"We got this." I smile, putting my hands to my stomach and rubbing gently.
Yeah…I don't want the house. No way I'd want to walk through the various rooms and see countless areas where he’d beat me until I was a sobbing mess on the floor.
Turning to walk out of the bedroom, I journey slowly down the hallway before pausing. My eyebrows furrow when I spot the slight blood smear on the wall that I hadn’t been able to scrub out. I briefly close my eyes against the memory. Seven weeks ago Brandon grabbed me by the hair and slammed my head into the wall, making me smear blood on the light blue paint.
I hate the memory; it makes me feel sick. My face flushes as my eyes tear up from thinking about all the sacrifices I've made. I’d paid three grand to have the entire house painted not even two years ago, and there are at least six walls I know of stained with my blood.
Wanting to move on, I keep going, stopping at the picture of mom and dad.
The feeling becomes even more intense at the sight of my father.
I wrap my arms around my torso, staring into his gray eyes and wishing I could call him and tell him what's going on. My dad is a stoic man who always hounded me for not wanting to be a lawyer. Our relationship has been strained for years since I moved away to live my own dreams. He never got over the disappointment.
My eyes move over to momma, roaming over her dark skin and beautifully locked hair. I get my short height from her. She tries to keep the peace between us, but even she isn't savvy enough to mend our bond. It's so broken at this point I don't see how it'll ever be repaired. I assess the picture quietly; they're standing locked in an embrace in front of the Eiffel tower on one of their many trips out of the country.
Oh how I wish I could tell you what's going on.
My breath hitches as I put a shaky hand to my cheek, wiping my tears away. I linger in the hallway. My eyes move beyond my parents, landing on the picture of me and Brandon when we were on vacation in California visiting them. They’d disapproved of Brandon because he wasn’t a lawyer like they wanted for me. So, we ended the visit early and rented a small home near Venice beach where we spent the rest of the time surfing until we had to fly back home to Connecticut.
No, there's no way I can tell them. All they would do is say I told you so.
My fingers dig in my arms as I regard the picture I used to love. Lingering on happy and carefree smiles as we held each other in front of the sunset. My hair was curly after swimming, and that night as we were packing to leave, he’d asked me how long before I could make my hair straight again; it was the first time he'd ever had a complaint like that.
Hurt, I'd promptly locked myself in the bathroom and spent half the night self-consciously straightening my hair. That night messed with my confidence so deeply that I've never gone swimming with him again.
Blinking tears away, I reach up and take the frame off the wall and carry it to the sink. I place it into the empty basin, grab a mug, and smash it into the thin glass frame repeatedly until it cracks into a hundred pieces just like my heart.
Stupid. Stupid. Stupid, stupid, stupid, I yell inside my head, hating that I ignored all the red flags.
Breathing hard, I pull out the picture and rip it into tiny pieces until it's as irreparable as we are; then, I toss the mess into the trash bin before calmly walking back to the bedroom. I smooth my hand over my black dress, walk over to the long-sleeved cardigan tossed across the end of the bed and pull it on. I don't mind that it's eighty-six degrees outside in mid-July. People instinctively know therapists and social workers have a uniform: cardigans.
Though it looks odd in this heat, they’d never question me, and that stereotype sure comes in handy today. I need the fabric to conceal the bruises on my arms that I can’t let my clients see, as well as a nasty scratch on my shoulder that Brandon put there last week when he snatched me by my hair.
Heading to the front of the house, I grab my tumbler of ice water off the kitchen island, haul my tote bag over my shoulder, and make my way to my car. I spend the half-hour drive to the office listening to my favorite guided meditation and park in my spot a cool forty-five minutes before the first session of the day.
Placing my forehead to the steering wheel, I take a second to pray for strength. God, I really don't want to do this. I need to find a co-therapist who can help me out when I need to take a break. Exiting the car, I promise to make that a priority as soon as I get a handle on my life. And right now judging by the state of the grass in the yard alone, I better get a handle quick. Feeling minutely better, I dig out my keys to let myself into the modest office space and inhale the scent of the only place that's felt like home to me.
The space instantly lifts my spirits, but I feel like such a fraud preparing for a day of pretending everything is okay when the sad reality of my life on the inside is…I am dying.






  
  Chapter two
[image: ]
Empty


"Uhhgg," I groan in frustration, thrusting fast between Veronica's legs and ignoring her moaning because it's hindering me getting off. 
I move slightly to grip the bend of her knee and wrap her leg around my hip, circling hard, trying to chase my orgasm. But it's just not happening tonight.
My skin crawls at the feel of her fingernails scraping down my back, and I force myself to bite the inside of my cheek to keep from saying anything offensive, preferring to remain silent yet hating that I have to. I shouldn't have to force anything…especially this.
Gently pulling her arm away, I hold her wrist down on the white sheets of our hotel bed, detesting her touching me. Detesting even more that I broke and slept with her knowing I didn’t truly want to. I’d just been so lonely. And she’d been blatant and forward in her advances towards me, wondering why after weeks of dating I hadn’t initiated sex with her.
Sneaking a look at the digital clock on the nightstand, I see that I've been screwing her for the last half hour. That in itself heightens my irritation, because the fact I'm just mindlessly thrusting into her and nothing's happening…well...it's a shame, really. What's even worse is it validates my thoughts that I might be broken after all.
To my horror I slow my pace when I feel my face begin to break like my heart feels…like it's cracking to pieces.
I am broken.
Grinding my teeth together, I wrestle my features into something I hope resembles an expression that won't be offensive and pull back from the crook of her neck. Straightening my arm, I rake my eyes over her body and try to latch on to something—anything—that will speed up the process to finish me off. But there's nothing. Disappointed, my lip curls back in annoyance, and I take a deep breath of her perfume that somehow makes it even worse.
I hate that I feel like this.
Truly ready to go, I sneak another glance at the clock. Distracted, my eyes go past it, perusing the lush hotel room I’d bought for tonight. I hadn't been comfortable with taking Veronica to my house as we've only been dating about four weeks, which is five weeks too long in my opinion. I bury my face back into the crook of her neck, continuing to try and ignore the irritating smell of her perfume.
I thrust faster, and minutes tick by where it's no use because I'm broken.
Defective.
My orgasm is holding back, my lungs burn, and my back aches with the effort to not take her the way I want to just get it over with. But I need to be gentle. I'm a big man and will hurt her if I pound into her the way I really need to. I slow my pace a little, feeling my cock deflate slightly, finally accepting that it's just not happening. She doesn’t smell right, sound right, feel right. I can't do this. I won't.
“Doctor Richardson,” Veronica moans, running her hands down my back.
I grimace as she grips my ass hard, digging her sharp nails in. She may as well have dumped a bucket of spiders on top of me because I shrink from her touch, and my skin crawls even more than it already is.
Deciding I'm done with this, I grit my teeth and groan, acting like I orgasmed just like she was acting like she liked the sex we're having. Because she doesn't. She's faking right now, and her antics are worthy of a porn star. What's even worse is there’d been no genuineness in her motions with me tonight, which I believe truly hampered my ability to be all in this with her.
My demons whisper awful thoughts in my head, taunting me with the trauma of my past marriage with my ex-wife, Hannah. And my heart goes cold when I look into Vanessa's eyes.
I don't know if she was trying to make me fall in love with her by using her body and securing a physical bond or if she was just truly curious about what being in bed with me would be like, but I hate myself for folding and giving in just to appease this Godforsaken emptiness inside myself, knowing caving was just a temporary fix. Like slapping a band aid on a wound that really needs attention from the inside out.
It never works.
I observed that every move she’d made so far was disingenuous, so I can't get into the sex. I feel like I'm just using her at this point, and it doesn't make for a good time. At all. Over the last few weeks I've suspected that she's only in this with me so she could say she was with a world-renowned psychiatrist. For my money and status.
Absolved in the realization that tonight just isn't my night, I go completely still and pull out of her slowly, mindful of my big size. She throws me a confused look as I sit on the edge of the bed.
"Hey, what happened?" she says quietly, reaching for me. I stiffen, ignoring her fingers grasping at my arm.
I clear my throat uncomfortably. "Nothing."
Her brows pinch. "But then why…" Her words trail off when I turn to look at her. She recoils a bit, and I know it's because of my eyes. I can't help my icy cold stare. I work quickly to take the condom off, tying it, and stand to place it in the pocket of the pants I'd slung over the chair next to the bed. I'm not taking any chances. What would I look like at forty-three starting over with a baby with another woman who is so similar to my ridiculous ex-wife that they could be sisters?
I clear my throat uncomfortably. “I have to go,” I lie.
But it's not a lie, either.
My eyes land on the clock again anxiously, seeing it's almost nine at night. If I leave now, I can work for at least a couple hours before I have to go to bed.
“Are you serious?” Veronica asks, her brown eyebrows hit her hairline as shock and disbelief color her tone. She pulls the sheet up to her breasts, leaning forward towards me. Her blood-red nails catch my eye, gleaming starkly against the white sheets of the hotel bed. I turn my gaze back to her, my eyes wandering over her wavy hair. A thick lock falls forward over her shoulder hanging against the curve in her breast.
For a second I hate myself. Veronica's extraordinarily attractive, and I wish desperately that I could feel something for her.
I get that I'm probably jaded on some level, but I'm just so over inauthentic women and their games. This one proves no different, unfortunately. My nose crinkles again. However, I note with some relief that it's not just her perfume that bothers me; Veronica smells desperate. And that's a scent I've grown to detest ever since I smelled it on my ex-wife Hannah.
Acutely aware of how intense my gaze comes across, I purposefully work to soften my eyes as well as my voice before speaking.
“I’m afraid so," I respond, firming my voice. "I have two evaluations to complete by Sunday night that need to be ready for Monday morning. I apologize for not making that clear beforehand.” Pulling my briefs in place, I hurriedly jerk my pants up my legs and turn to her as I button them. “Feel free to stay the night, V. I’ve already paid for the room, and you can order something on room service if you’d like.”
Averting my eyes from the sudden look of hurt that flashes in her eyes, I turn and reach for my shirt, pulling it on and commence to looking for my socks and shoes. I feel awful doing this to her, I do, but I'll feel even worse if I lead her on to believe that there's something here between us that's not. I'm not getting suckered back into a life that I worked so hard to get away from. If I was going to fall for someone like my ex-wife, then I should have just stayed with her and avoided raising my son in a divorced household.
“Oh, Alex—“ Veronica implores. Sliding forward on one slender arm, she bites her bottom lip in a bid to look more enticing. It doesn't work.
“Refer to me as Alexander, please," I interrupt. "No one calls me Alex."
Because I won’t let them. Too personal.
Veronica scoffs. “It’s a Friday night. We were supposed to have fun,” she says. Keeping the sheet clutched to her chest, she sits up on her knees and raises her gray eyes to meet mine. “Do you have to?”
I finish tying my shoes and stand up. She doesn't deserve for me to act like a complete asshole, so I lean forward and brush her hair behind her ear before pressing a soft kiss to her cheek. Veronica pulls her lips into a pout, but I speak before she has a chance to.
“Yes. Unfortunately, there’s a cost to being a psychiatrist,” I say softly, holding her eye contact. “I’ll check on you in the morning and have an Uber here for you by ten-thirty.”
Then I can figure out what excuse to give you for not being able to continue this ridiculous farce of a relationship.
Pulling away to walk to the door, her next words stop me dead in my tracks, causing me to turn my head slightly as she lashes out at me.
“You’re so cold!" Her high-pitched voice rings out harshly, touching that tender spot inside me that's always felt attacked about my demeanor. "My coworker told me to not ask for your number. To not even try because you were icier than fucking Alaska. I should have listened to her!” she spits out from the bed behind me, throwing off the covers and standing up angrily to find her bra.
Her words hurt, like they always do.
“Perhaps," I say gruffly. "Goodnight, Veronica.” Ignoring the sting, I open the swanky five-star hotel door, exiting the room into the brightly lit hallway.
I'm icy because no one’s been able to warm me up.
Though I'd just left her, loneliness swells heavy, familiar, and hard in my chest as I make my way to the elevator bank and push the button.
As I stand there, waiting for the elevator to open, I contemplate on how I’d been unable to thaw out enough to even be comfortable with us driving together to our date tonight. I get it's odd, but I just can’t let my guard down with anyone no matter how hard I try to put myself out there. For the hundredth time, I examine the thought that I'm still probably not ready to move on after my divorce. Maybe I'm not healed enough yet. I'll have to let her down...
Like I've done with various women for the last nine years since my divorce.
I swear a career in psychiatry was the best and worst thing that could have ever happened to me. Unfortunately, even outside of work when it's inconvenient, I see everything. I miss hardly anything, except real connections, genuine conversation, and chemistry.
I miss those things, a lot.
When I board the elevator I pull out my phone to text my best friend, Johnathan, not really expecting him to respond since he’s been busy with a five-month-old. I smile wryly, thinking about starting all over with kids again at the age of forty-three. No way, man.
AR: Sorry for the piss-poor update, but I don't know man…It's not going to work out with Veronica. I don’t like her. Couldn’t make myself spend the night. I couldn’t even fuck right. It’s time for me to step back and just stop trying for a bit. 


I run a hand through my hair, pulling the strands away from my forehead as I disembark the elevator, rather absentmindedly than normal.
Listening to my shoes tapping on the marble floor, I muse even deeper. Thinking on how hard it's been for me to keep my boundaries firmly in place since the divorce. A hard lesson I had to learn from being Hannah's doormat for well over ten years.
Right as I make it to the front revolving doors of the hotel my phone pings.
J. Dawg: It’s only been four weeks, Alexander. You have to give it longer. You do this with EVERYONE. You date for a month and then call it quits with every woman you’ve talked to in over seven years. I find it hard to believe out of the nine women you’ve dated since your divorce, you haven’t found one that fits your high standards? 


He doesn't get it. No one in my small circle does.
Shaking my head, I pocket my phone, make my way to my luxury BMW and drive off without bothering to respond. He's got his happily ever after already. He, Colin, and Vincent all do. I just want mine, now. And I don't want to feel judged at the way I go about it. So what if I have to go slow to find it? I went fast with Hannah and look where that got me: almost middle-aged with no one to love. That's where.
My chest now burns with irritation because Johnathan's text has my hackles up. He's one of the rare people who can get under my skin and make me doubt myself. Because, though my standards might be high, even I know better than to fall for a woman who only wants me for my status. And I keep lucking out and finding all the women who want me for my name and what being attached to me could mean for them and their life.
Though I don't mind having a woman to spoil, and who will benefit from my lifestyle and what I've worked so hard for, I want to feel seen for once. Not used. Not doubtful.
Is this really too much to ask? It's seeming like it.
I drive home in complete silence, lost in my thoughts. Determining that I'm just going to cease trying to date, or force anything romantic or physical for a while. I want something more than just special. I want primal love. Magic. It's out there. Has to be.
Maybe it's just not in Connecticut. Is that the problem? Perhaps I should consider a move.
Pulling through the wooden gate and up my driveway, I park outside my home and take a deep breath as I glance at the front door of my house. I scrub a hand down my jaw and settle deeper in the seat, not quite ready to journey into the lonely four walls of my home just yet. Not able to help myself, I pull up my work email on my phone, arching a brow when I see I missed an email earlier in the afternoon from Sarah B. Johnson.
Groaning in annoyance, I tilt my head back on the rest and close my eyes briefly, praying for peace.
"This woman," I sigh. Major pain in my ass. Probably an old, stuffy woman with nothing better to do than try to emulate being a psychiatrist because she couldn’t financially afford what it took to become one, so now I get to deal with the fucking attitude that follows that.
Not even bothering to get out of the vehicle, I message Sarah about our mutual client. Forcing myself to go back through weeks of emails worth of correspondence to make sure I'm up to date regarding the client we're communicating about. Sarah and I have shared various clients throughout the past two years, and she always, without fail, pushes my buttons. Making me work harder at my job.
Thank God I love my career because damn. This woman has sent me some things before that's made me want to join my son in Spain, and say, "fuck all, sayonara."
There are times that I know she's right regarding our clients, though, and it's forced me to go back to the drawing board to reevaluate either their diagnosis or the clients’ plans. Either way, she presses a nerve inside of me that I wasn't even aware of. One that even Hannah herself hadn’t been able to reach, ironically.
For the next fifteen minutes, I sit in the dark and painstakingly read through our email chain before thoughtfully typing out a reply I hope touches a nerve that Ms. Johnson didn’t know she had either. It's only fair.
Exiting the car, I slip my phone into my back pocket and spare the behemoth stone building that has been my home for the last sixteen years a hard look and curl my lip at the reminder of Hannah. This place hasn't ever felt like a home to me. I only bought the house because she wanted it. Craved the status that came along with being married to me. Can you imagine how awful it feels to dump countless thousands of dollars into a place you never even wanted?
I tighten my lips at the sight of the starkly modern exterior made of glass and stone, with fancy exterior lights showing off the place to admitted perfection. To some, this home might look like the epitome of success and the accumulation of two decades of hard work. To me, the enormous structure is a painful reminder of all the sleepless nights I'd spent in the beginning of my career, staying up all hours of the night slaving over notes and evaluations. Tediously pouring over the necessary documents to keep my new practice going.
Teaching myself how to start my own business, and not get sued while I was at it.
Truthfully, I'd bought the house well before I could financially afford it. I borrowed some of the down payment from my father thinking it would make Hannah happy enough to actually want to mother our son, Tyler. But I found out too late that the more I gave, the more she took. And took. And took. And took. Then it turned into Tyler taking. Until I felt like a sieve, merely a tool for someone to wrap their mouths around to suck dry.
I twist my lips, thinking that maybe our marriage would have been a bit more tolerable had she ever tried to suck something else to make me happy for once. But no, she never could because she was always recovering from lip surgery. A tuck here, a nip there.
Couldn't hardly touch her because she kept slicing and dicing herself up. And when she cut out half of her stomach for no real reason other than vanity, I'd lost it and stopped trying to touch her completely after that. Didn't even try. Moved into a different bedroom and the whole nine yards. She'd become almost unrecognizable over the course of our marriage.
She drained my bank account to afford the procedures so badly that I'd been forced to start boxing lessons in order to get some extra income. Which is how I met Johnathan, who had turned out to not just be a generous benefactor, but a dear friend throughout this lonely time in my life.
I walk inside the eerily quiet house and head straight to the kitchen, my safe spot, to throw open the double-door refrigerator. My eyes peruse quickly, flicking over the ingredients until I see the ones I want. Needing something sweet to make me feel better, I work fast, grabbing my mixer and the bowls I need.
I turn the sound system on to chase away the deathly quiet of the house, desperately trying to ignore the pinging coming from my phone. Already knowing it's her now, requesting the money I wouldn't send to Tyler. Neither one of them thinks I know, but she'd been using him to continue to leech from me well past the time her alimony and child support dried up.
It makes me sick to think I spent all those years sacrificing my emotional well-being for what felt like nothing. For two individuals who don't care for me other than what they could glean off me. To come home to this empty house with nothing but memories of my failures when all I would have killed for was the chance to be a father to my son, and now it's too late. I'll never have the chance again.
In a rare moment of self-pitying, I begin to work, making the dough for homemade chocolate chip cookies. I'm painfully aware I'm making way too much for one person, but I can't force myself to halve the recipe. Somehow, the thought makes the hurt even worse and makes my solitude more final.
My eyes flicker around the kitchen. There's no life, no movement except myself, and that amplifies my desolate state of being to even greater heights. Hot tears prick as I work to fight it back, and my chest tightens as I try desperately to lock down my emotions, but it's no use.
What was it all for?
Failing to be strong enough to keep up this icy façade, the internal cracks mercilessly deepen and lengthen. I shape the cookies and place them into the oven even as my traitorous body does anything and everything to punctuate how alone I am despite having two dozen cookies currently baking. I can't help but see the one plate and glass in the sink left over from my breakfast. And as I snatch a towel off the rack to wipe down the island, I also can't help but notice the breakfast table with only one charger placed in front of my seat.
The bare wall that used to hold the portrait of Hannah and I right behind it.
I put my eyes firmly to my hands working in front of me and clench my teeth.
My breathing comes heavier, disturbing the silence of my kitchen. It's bad tonight. Hitting me harder than normal for some reason. Maybe I'm so emotional because I fucked up and shared my body with someone I had no business with. I bring up a hand and wipe angrily at my eyes and clear my throat hard. Despite my best efforts, my lips tighten as a wave of anger and hurt meets the desolate loneliness and washes over me in waves. Successfully drowning me.
What have the last twenty years been for, if I'm to be this unhappy and unfulfilled?
Dropping the towel to the counter, I break. A hot tear escapes my eye to slide down my cheek.
I'm pissed with myself. Irritated that in almost ten years I still can't seem to get over the emotional abuse I've suffered. Giving up, I fold my arms, turn to rest my hips against the island counter, and bow my head to silently weep with only the sound of silence to keep me company.
"Fuck," I growl, pinching the bridge of my nose. This was not the life I imagined for myself all those years ago when I was younger. Before the reality of life slapped me in the face.
Thinking of all the years of hurt, I place my head into my hand and let out a choked sob at the very real possibility that I'll never have what I want: true love. I cast a look over, seeing the cookies slowly baking, illuminated in the light of the oven.
I shouldn't be having these alone. I should be sharing these with a woman in bed, laughing and making love all night. God, is it too much to ask?
I don't want to, but I embrace the pain, letting myself cry until the oven's timer goes off. Feeling irreparably empty.






  
  Chapter three
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Favorite Feminist Therapist


After a torturous night where I tossed and turned, and dealt with horrible guilt that I came to work and looked my clients in the face as if I was okay, I decided to make a plan to leave and return to my practice the next morning almost an hour earlier than normal. I'm determined to see my way out of this reality. 
Operating on auto-pilot, I turn on the lights and glance around the little area like I always do, checking it to make sure the plants don't need sprucing up before the clients start rolling in.
I'm able to see it better than I was yesterday, that's for sure.
The bright room has delicate crown molding, tasteful art on the walls, and two purple couches that sit perpendicular to two light brown leather chairs. Next to the seating area is a small stove fireplace, and I can't wait for the weather to start getting colder so I can use it again. The end tables have picture books to look through, and small plants line the picture window. I walk to the end table to straighten a small sailboat on top of the stack of books and smile fondly.
I'd just found this unassuming piece at a thrift shop last week and knew I had to have it.
Nothing else needs sprucing up, so I dust my hands off and make my way down the hall that hosts two spacious offices and a small kitchenette. I only use one of the offices, keeping the other one empty just in case I ever move another therapist in here with me.
Unlocking my office door, I walk into the space, place my keys gently in the ceramic bowl on the corner of my desk and turn my purple desk lamp on, not wanting the overhead light on today. I need dimmed lighting and calming music that will hopefully give me the resolve to think clearly. To plan.
Remembering that I should have gotten paid today, I pull out my cell to check my bank account. At the amount, I feel a frisson of relief that helps to chase away my deep-seated discontent. I sigh at the number: eleven-hundred dollars from the club. Not bad for three hours of singing. I'd need to continue to have a steady flow of money coming in to help pay the rent on my practice. I figure I'll need to at least pay up to two months on our house so that I'd have time to sell it, or to figure out if he will buy it.
Either way, I'm sure I don't want it.
Lowering to my seat, I wince and suck air through my teeth as my sore back presses into the chair. I shake my head, getting back up again to prop a pillow behind my back and pop a Tylenol to help with the pain. I'm certain we're going to be okay. Placing my hand on my tummy, I rub in gentle circles, tilting my head back on a relaxing sigh and focus on pushing positive thoughts to my baby.
We're safe in this moment. It's me and you against the world, baby girl. You have one momma who loves you madly.
I work hard to mentally prepare myself for a long day of clients. Knowing a distraction is what's needed, I pull open my personal laptop to look for apartments to rent nearby. Finding two in my preferred price range, I call to set up an appointment to view them.
Quickly overwhelmed, I place my fingers against my jaw and press in hard when my thoughts turn into trying to stay with Brandon, to see if he will change and help with the continued financial burden that just keeps getting heavier and heavier. They settle as an ache in my neck like all the other ones I'm currently experiencing.
The pain radiates from where my fingers press; a literal reminder that no, the man put his hands on me, and that is unacceptable. Also, I would never in a million years advocate for one of my clients to stay in a domestic violence situation. So why would I?
I swipe open my phone and start a group chat with my college besties: Christopher and Jerome.
Sarah Beara [8:30a]: Hey, guys. Your favorite, friendly female feminist therapist here. I know we haven’t seen each other in weeks (I’m so sorry), but I have a favor to ask of you two.


Placing my phone on its stand, I close my personal laptop, jiggling the mouse to wake up my desktop work computer. Opening my work email, I check for anything important, starting from the oldest email to the most recent.
I respond to a couple clients: one who said they were wanting to refer a friend to me and enquiring if I have space on my caseload, and another who needs to cancel for the next two weeks. It takes all of five minutes to respond to them with twenty minutes left before my first client's session.
My mouth tips up at the corner when my phone lights up with a reply.
Jerome [8:35a]: Sarah, the FFFT. Is this another fancy acronym to go behind that fancy name of yours? M.A, LPC, now we have to add FFFT, too? You’re about to use up the whole alphabet. What's up, baby girl?


His humor reaches through my desolate spirit, and I feel my smile broaden. Jerome can be such an asshole. But he's my asshole.
Sitting back against my pillow I sip more water, and peruse through my email. I scroll down, narrowing my eyes at an email sent at almost two in the morning. I twist my mouth in displeasure because even I don’t answer emails at all hours of the night. And I consider myself extremely on top of my game…just during business hours.
I bristle, seeing his name.
Dr. Alexander Richardson.
I roll my eyes, irritated for probably the tenth time in just a handful of weeks with this man. Leaning over my keyboard, I ignore the twinge in my back as I tuck a thick lock of hair behind my ear and begin to type furiously. God. I've been in an aggravating back-and-forth communication with him about this client for three freaking weeks. I've been killing myself attempting to convince him that our mutual client needs a different diagnosis.
I can't help but feel like he's treating the client for one condition, when I've been been finding through our latest one-on-one sessions that the client is actually suffering from a personality disorder and bipolar. My fingers are stiff with anger as I beat out a quick email; I tell him—yet again—that he needs to push this client’s appointment up so we can review the necessary meds, diagnosis, and make the needed changes. The more I type, the more I find myself heating in anger.
Though we've shared mutual clients for a couple years now, and he normally goes along with my requests, he is unrelenting on this one for some reason. And I just don't need this right now.
Dr. Richardson responds almost immediately, making me bristle at his short reply. He's not budging. Gleefully informing me he thinks I might be mistaken regarding my thoughts on the client's diagnosis.
"Oh my Goddd," I breathe, pinching the bridge of my nose as I speak to him for the second time today. A record for me. "Please help me, because I can't do this this early in the morning. I just can't."
A scowl breaks over my face because I am not wrong.
I press my lips together in irritation and hit reply harder than necessary before feverishly spelling out my feelings on the matter.
Mr. Richardson,
With all due respect, this method of communication is obviously not working for us. We need to be united on behalf of our client—he is the one who is truly suffering. I do not have time for this power trip.
I would like to see you in person this week. Friday at the latest, if you can manage to fit me in. I see our client on Thursday and will have an updated therapy log to add to the ones that I need you to review that show current symptomatology. I will even bring my personal copy of the latest DSM-V in case you can’t remember how that goes.
Please give me a time you can meet after 3p on Thursday, or anytime on Friday. If this continues to go on much longer, and I feel like my client is being hurt, I will not hesitate to go to the Board of Ethics regarding your lack of attention to the issue at hand.
Unkind Regards,
Sarah B. Johnson, M.A. LPC. 
Bright Light Counseling, LLC.

Regret instantly fills me as my mouse hovers over the email, because laying down gauntlets is not my thing. It doesn't feel good. However, right is right.
I take the 'un' off my signoff—because that's unprofessional and petty—and send the email with a deep sigh. Truly ready to go home, I sit back, anxiously rubbing the bridge of my nose. I hate that I had to threaten to do what I didn’t want to ever do to another professional. But it's crucial in this field that you follow rules, and if I suspect a fellow mental health professional is not engaging in best practices, then I'm obligated to report them. Regardless of the man's top tier status in the mental health field, I do have a practice of my own to maintain and protect.
No offense, Alexander, but it’s a dog eat dog world out here. 
Killing time, I swivel slowly back and forth in my chair.
I shake my head, trying to dispel these feelings of resentment starting to build up against the psychiatrist. I have enough resentment for Brandon to not be adding Dr. Richardson in the mix of it, too.
Thinking of Brandon again, I pick up my phone to respond to Jerome.
Sarah Beara [8:56a]: Jerome, I will not stop until ALL of the alphabet belongs to me. Anyways, I’m leaving Brandon. I can't really get into it now, but there's a lot of stuff that's been happening, and I need help grabbing my bed from the house. Can you help me? I’m looking at apartments next weekend. 

Sarah Beara [8:56a]: I figured since Chris has the truck, we can sneak in there and grab it while he’s at work.


My office door rings, and I glance at the clock, seeing my first client has arrived a couple minutes early and has let themselves into the tiny lobby. Taking a deep breath, I patiently go over the clients’ last therapy log, preparing myself for our session. However, my phone dings again, forcing my attention away.
Chris [8:57]: What did that stupid motherfucker do? We don’t even have to wait till he’s gone. I’ll bust through that house with my truck and run him over in the process. I’m not scared of him.


Not wanting to get into it right now, I shake my head, silence my phone, and stand up, opening my office door to usher my client in through the doorway to the seating area by my desk.
“Mrs. McDermont, how’re you doing today?" I say softly. "You look absolutely gorgeous!” I smile at the beautiful redhead fondly as she works to settle herself in the cushy love seat against the far wall.
"Hi, Sarah. I'm doing good. But look at you," she responds brightly, "you're looking very pretty today. I love your dress. That hemline is to die for."
Keeping it simple, I turn to my desk, wishing I felt it. "Thank you; you're very kind." Grabbing my tablet, I arrange my dress and cardigan before sinking down onto the plush
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