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Chapter 1

	Cassie

	 

	The almost transparent swirl of the hot oil gliding around the bottom of the silver pan was mesmerizing as my mind went to my conversation with Jack earlier that morning about my career taking over our marriage. 

	As I tossed in the bright green heads of baby bok choy, fragrant garlic, shallots, and pressed fresh ginger, I could hear his steely words.

	“I feel like you are having an affair with your goddamn restaurant, for fuck’s sake, Cass.” 

	Then, with a deep sigh, I had the thought.

	Well, this goddamn restaurant is going to feed your fucking face tonight, my love.

	It rolled through my mind as I added a splash of sesame oil and soy sauce to the now lightly charred greens.

	“Hot behind.” 

	My line cook called out and moved past me with a pan of hot water, pulling me out of my daze. 

	It was no longer dinner service, and just a few dishes left to go out to the last guests for the evening. The hustle of closing wasn’t my gig anymore. I did my time with that. 

	Shit. 

	I wasn’t usually on the line anymore, but I decided to step in and help since we were short-staffed this week. 

	The restaurant was my biggest endeavor. My blood, sweat, and holy shit, the tears.

	Sagi-Shi. 

	The name means imposter in Japanese. I named it that because I was a white, southern girl who, at only thirty-six, managed to talk six gullible people with too much money, including my parents, to invest in a high-end Asian restaurant. 

	The restaurant was located in San Francisco.

	Pretty much an Asian food mecca since there were approximately four hundred fantastic places to choose from. For some reason, those trusting humans believed in me, and there I was, standing in my very successful imposter restaurant I opened three years ago, crying. The tears in my bok choy were because my marriage to Jack was falling apart.  

	“Why are you still here? I thought you were leaving early tonight?” Kyle, my executive chef, said as he passed me with a stacked hotel pan of marinating beef tenderloins for tomorrow’s dinner service. 

	“Yeah, I decided at the last minute to take Jack and his co-workers’ late dinner. They are burning the midnight oil on a case tonight. I thought since we had overshot it on the sticky ribs and we have to use up this bok choy, I would put a little something together and drop it off at his office on my way home,” I said as I shrugged my shoulders.

	“Damn. Lucky guy. My dog isn’t making me shit.” He laughed. “Don’t stay too long, or you will end up with a grill brick in your hand, missy.”

	“Yes, I know this, Kyle. I’m taking the rest of this rice, okay?” I yelled as he vanished out of sight. 

	A distant, “Please take it all.” I heard from the walk-in before the door shut.

	I carefully packaged the hot rice, topped with succulently sticky Asian ribs peppered with toasted sesame seeds, and the garlic-charred bok choy in another container. They went into the paper bag with a lot of napkins and chopsticks for everyone. This was sure to bring a little peace offering to soften the cruel words of this morning’s conversation. 

	I texted Elizabeth, our nanny, to let her know that I would be running about twenty minutes later tonight than planned. 

	She texted back, no problem.

	I popped my head into the office where Kyle was going over tomorrow’s order for any changes. 

	“I’m out,” I said, holding up a peace sign.

	He spoke with a smile, looking up from the laptop. “Thanks again for your help tonight. It was nice being on the line with you again.”

	“Yeah, it was fun. See you tomorrow morning for that delivery.”

	“I’ll be here,” he said, looking back down at the computer.

	 I bid goodnight to some of my staff as I made my way out the back door, where we had a small parking lot for only a few of us. Most of the staff lived close by or took public transit to work because parking was expensive and an absolute bitch. I owned the joint and got prime real estate for my little Mini Cooper. 

	The cool air hit hard after baking in the kitchen like a rotisserie chicken all day, but it was welcoming. I rolled the front windows down a bit and put some classic rock on to rid my ears of the day’s worth of kitchen noise. The short drive through the bay area from my restaurant to Baxley, Riley, and Buckley Law Firm was only about fifteen minutes. I rarely drove out to his office. It was mostly errands, Cora’s school, which was only about two minutes away from home if I even had to drive there, and the restaurant in the opposite direction. 

	Fuck.

	I need to make more effort. 

	We had a lot of work to do if we were going to salvage this relationship. 

	Shit.

	When was the last time we even had sex? A month? Two? 

	Fuck.

	I ran my hand stressfully over my forehead and through my shoulder-length auburn strands as I whipped my car into the somewhat desolate parking lot of his office building. Parking right next to his silver BMW, I got out, grabbed the paper bag of appeasement from the front seat, and headed toward the expansive entryway, where I used the key fob on the side wall to unlock the main door. 

	Since it was after hours, only the dim lights came on to light my way toward the hallway, toward the law offices. They shared the building with two other firms, one being upstairs using an elevator and the other in the opposite direction in another wing on the first floor. 

	I slowed my steps as I approached his main office, feeling like an intruder being here after hours. I again used my fob to enter their main office, which led into the small but professionally furnished waiting room that was well lit with a few table lamps. Beyond that were four additional offices, his two partners on the left, the conference room on the right, and Jack’s office at the end of the hallway. Slightly confused as to why they weren’t all meeting in the conference room, I continued down the hall. I walked hesitantly, not wanting to disturb their meeting, when I approached Jack’s office door, which was only slightly cracked. Just as I was about to knock lightly, I heard moaning, a moan I knew all too well. 

	I slowly pushed the door open to be shocked to see the side profile of my husband leaning bare-assed against his desk while a blonde female figure was on her knees with his cock in her fucking mouth. His hands were buried in her hair, his head bent back with his mouth agape, groaning her name, Beth, as she slid him in and out of her filthy fucking whore mouth. 

	What the fuck am I seeing right now? Is this really what I am seeing? 

	It had to be real because my heart was beating so loud, I thought it would beat out of my body. 

	Oh my god.

	Wait. Was that really Jack? Was that Beth, his paralegal? 

	I squinted. 

	“Oh. Oh, oh my God,” I yelled. 

	I dropped the paper bag onto the floor and covered my mouth with shaking hands. I was standing in shock in his office doorway, staring at this clusterfuck, frozen. 

	“Holy fuck. Cass.” Jack yelled. “Oh Fuck. Oh Fuck.”

	He clamored to climb into his pants and raced across the room to me at the same time. 

	“Jack. Fucking…stop moving. Right now. I’ll see you at home. Go straight home, Jack,” I yelled. 

	Actually, I screamed it.

	He stopped long enough to pull his pants up and looked directly into my eyes. I turned and ran. 

	Holy shit.

	I didn’t think I had run that fast since I was in my twenties. I blasted through the front doors of the building into the cold California night air. It was the first breath I took since I wasted my last on that motherfucker. 

	Okay, what now, Cass? 

	I needed to go home. 

	Oh my God. 

	Did I just tell him to go home like he is my teenage son, who I busted smoking weed in the woods with his buddies? Why the fuck would I tell him to go to our home? Oh God, he would be racing out of this building after me any minute. 

	Jesus.

	I gathered enough of myself together to compartmentalize the nightmare to be able to drive. I only had to go fifteen minutes and then three minutes to say bye to Elizabeth, and then I could lose my ever-loving shit. 

	I turned the key.

	Prince’s When Doves Cry blasted out. 

	How fucking appropriate.

	Not today, Prince.

	I skipped the track.

	Pulling into the driveway after having one of those drives, I was teleported with zero recollection of moving the vehicle. I calmly climbed from the car, took the biggest breath, wiped from under my eyes, fluffed out my hair, and scaled the steps slowly of our home of fourteen years. 

	The memory of the sweet little porch from our first date when he brought me home started playing through my head. The furniture and the lamp on the porch. It was beautiful. I was now standing on my porch staring at what would become past tense. 

	Fucking Jack.

	I turned my key to Elizabeth, already in the entryway, gathering her things to head out. She was a college student at the UCSF for Dentistry, and being there late was never a bother since it gave her a quiet place to study. 

	Cora was also thirteen, well, almost fourteen, and took care of herself, but I hated her being home alone when we worked super late nights. Elizabeth hung out with her. It was a habit we hadn’t quite broken yet.

	“Thanks for staying later tonight,” I said, trying desperately not to make eye contact.

	Slinging her bookbag over her shoulder, she said, “No problem at all. I never care unless I have an early morning exam, and even at that, you two are never that late.”  

	“Well, we appreciate it. Was everything good with her?” I asked, looking through the stack of mail on the entryway table, trying not to draw attention to my swollen, red eyes. 

	“Yeah, oh, she has spirit week next week and needs a different outfit every day. I am loaning her my scrubs. She wants to be a dentist,” she said as she approached the front door.

	I replied less than enthusiastically, “Awesome. Spirit week.”

	I have no more spirit, Elizabeth, and I need you to go so I can open a bottle of wine or whiskey, whichever is closest to the cabinet. 

	“Thanks again, girl. See you next Wednesday,” I said and waved as she hopped down the front porch steps to her car parked at the bottom of the walkway. 

	Once I closed the door, I placed my face in my hands and breathed in my new life, which currently sucked balls, and now I could never use that phrase without thinking of Beth with Jack’s in her disgusting mouth.

	 First, I headed upstairs to check on Cora, who I found sleeping soundly beneath her headphones. I usually removed them, but tonight I would leave them on just in case shit got real when my stupid pot-smoking son got home. 

	Yeah, let’s just pretend that’s what fucking happened for a minute. 

	I climbed down the rear stairs that led me right into the kitchen. I opened the glass-faced cabinet that housed our pretty extensive collection of spirits, from whiskey to cordials. Dinner parties with his partners and the wives were a regular affair, and Jack thought having every liquor was a damned necessity. 

	Not feeling it, I thought wine. I just needed calm, not drunk and angry. I needed to be strategic. I reached into the wine cooler below me and took out a nice cab, a glass, and had a heavy ass pour. 

	I knew I should be thinking about what I would say, but I was numb. Or was this what shock was? Or maybe I was not surprised. 

	Sitting at the oversized white granite island, I looked out at the open living room. Quiet, so put together with the white linen furniture, oversized artwork adorning the walls, and dim lighting. It looked like a page out of Luxe Interior Design magazine, for heaven’s sake. It was obviously just a perfect little façade. The house came with Jack, and the beautiful design was already there. I simply fitted into his pretty little life.

	My right hand slid over the cool, smooth granite surface. My left hand shakily lifted the glass to my lips. My mind stupidly decided to replay when we met. 

	When I graduated from culinary school, I scored a great position as chef de cuisine at Le D’ebut. My sous chef was Kyle. We were such a great team after the same dream, as we would say jokingly, because that was cool shit to say back then. Unlike me, Kyle worked his way up the culinary ladder with all the hard knocks of the profession. In the culinary field, a person could still make it if they didn’t spend a hundred and twenty grand on a degree. It was hard, but more respect was given. Kyle was a workhorse like me, and we enjoyed learning everything we could. French cuisine was the base of everything we would ever do. 

	Eventually, I became an executive chef, and I made Kyle the chef de cuisine under me. We had our own unspoken language in that kitchen.Being the executive chef gave me some leeway and creative time to experiment. I was growing tired of rich sauces laden with butter. Foie gras, escargot, and Coq au Vin were no longer a challenge. Kyle hadn’t broken a sauce in two years. We were on autopilot in our careers, and with late-night closing chats, we talked about what cuisine we really wanted to work with. Asian. Since I was a teenager, I was obsessed with the culture, so it was my dream. The part that was comical was that neither of us had worked professionally with that type of cuisine, and neither of us was remotely close to being of Asian descent. We would be impostors. 

	It was a typical night of service, and Kyle had things running smoothly enough for me to head into the dining room and mingle with the guests. This was the awkward part of the job as executive chef and far from my favorite. I was an introvert and ran on the shy side most of the time. 

	I changed my apron into a crisp, clean one. I checked my hair, which was piled high in a messy bun on my head, and headed out into the dining room. I stopped by random tables.

	“How was your meal tonight?”

	“Glad to see you back.”

	“Thank you for coming in.”

	I approached a table with three men who looked like they were simply grabbing a business dinner. They were all wearing the standard, we are over being professional today look, but we are still being professional. 

	Suit jackets were off, and ties were a little less tight than they most likely were from earlier. There was good energy at their cocktail-laden table, as if they had a successful day and were doing some celebrating.

	I approached their table, politely interrupting them, and said, “How was everything tonight, gentleman?”

	They all replied.

	“It was wonderful.”

	“The Duck Confit was outstanding.”

	There was one guy who was more reserved. Dark hair, great eyes, and a strong jawline, if that was even a thing. It felt like he was checking me out as I stood, leaning my hand on his counterpart’s chair. I wished them all a great night, thanked them for coming in, and headed into the kitchen to start closing it down. 

	About fifteen minutes later, Stacy, the front of house manager, handed me a napkin with a note.

	I want to know you better. Jack Buckley.

	His number was written on it. I was shocked since this was the first time someone had tried to pick me up at work.

	Why? Was I really sending the, I’m single vibe? 

	“Hey, Stacy. Which one was it?” I asked in surprise, with my hands in the air.

	Shaking her head as she turned to walk away.

	“The brunette with the dark eyes. You got it, chef, and you don’t even know it.”

	I finished the night without another thought about it until I reached into my chef coat to retrieve the restaurant keys. The note. My heartbeat sped up for a minute as my mind wandered to somewhere other than work. 

	Should I call? 

	This is too weird.

	I locked up and took a cab home.  

	I plopped onto the couch with excitement as I called the only person who told me what to do in this predicament.

	Britt.

	“Hey. I need help,” I said immediately.

	“Holy shit, what’s wrong, Cass?” she answered with an urgent tone and a gravelly voice. 

	“Oh, nothing bad. Well, I guess it could be, eventually. I had a guy at the restaurant give me his number tonight. I never even talked to him. Just me visiting their table during service. Is that freaking creepy? Should I even think of responding?” I asked as I rambled all my thoughts hurriedly. 

	“You asshole. You always text me. Not call. And you scared the shit out of me. It’s 3 am here. First, chill the fuck out. It’s not like he’s stalking you…well…yet,” she said with a deviant yet tired laugh. “Second, yes, you should take the risk and at least throw out a text. What do you have to lose? Oh, wait. Was he hot?”

	In a questioning tone, I said, “I think? I don’t know. I was over my work night and not thinking much of it, but I was getting the vibe that he was checking me out. Ugh. I’m so awkward with this shit.” I said, rolling around on my couch like a nervous twelve-year-old having an awkward penis talk with her bestie.

	Britt paused a second while muffling the phone, then said, “Avery said to text him, let’s just fuck.”

	I laughed and said, “Hi Avery. Sorry I woke y’all up. I forget where I am sometimes.” 

	I let out an audible sigh. “Fine, I’ll text him.”

	Britt asked I tell her all about it tomorrow before she hung up. She seemed slightly more interested in her husband than me at the moment. 

	We said our goodnights, and I sat staring blankly at the napkin with Britt’s voice in my head, saying, “What do you have to lose?”

	First, a large pour of Pino Grigio went into my glass, and then I typed the number into my cell. 

	Hi, it’s me…Cassandra from Le D’ebut. 

	I took a massive swallow of wine and hit send before I changed my mind. 

	Immediately, I got back a message.

	Hi Cassandra, I’m Jack. I am glad you called.

	Then.

	I mean… texted. Sorry, this is awkward. 

	We texted back and forth for an hour while I obsessively paced my tiny apartment. I giggled at our immediate banter and polished off the entire bottle of wine. Jack asked if I would like to meet soon for dinner I didn’t cook. I accepted.  

	And that brought me back to this cool, white granite countertop. I swallowed the last sip and poured more of the burgundy bliss into my glass. This house was where he brought me on our fourth date. This very countertop is where he made love to me for the first time. 

	I could see myself clear as day, right in front of me on this very counter. I picked out the lace bra and panties just for him. Expensive. Black. I went from commenting on how amazing his kitchen was down to the six-burner gas stove to him peeling off my jeans and black tank top within seconds. Him fisting my long, auburn hair back and ravishing my neck and down my chest, taking my breasts in his warm hands and lightly biting my nipples through the lace, causing me to gasp with need. 

	He lifted me up onto the counter and then stood between my legs. I could feel his hard cock pressing into my wet panties as he undid my bra with one move like a professional, then sucked my nipples one at a time. I lay right there on this cool counter, and he made his way down my stomach. I looked down and watched him take his jeans off, then slowly slid my panties down my legs. He told me I was so beautiful. Jack made me come over and over. He put me before himself, making love to me. He was so gentle and caring. We never left the counter that night.

	The car door shut, the distant vibration of footsteps on the front porch, the jingling of the keys, and my heart pounding out of my chest yet again for the second time tonight were all I could hear. 

	I could feel the heat of him standing behind me, and in an almost whisper, “Cass?”

	 

	


Chapter 2

	Cassie

	 

	I sat at the counter, feeling Jack approaching me from behind. My heart raced. My mind was a scrambled mess of unorganized thoughts, anger, and confusion. We were both incredibly non-confrontational, and this was beyond our comfort zone. This past year, we ignored every issue, so we didn’t have to go to blows. 

	But there we were. 

	I didn’t exactly know the blowing would be coming from someone not in this room, though. 

	I dragged my wine glass by the stem in small circles on the countertop, watching the liquid race around the glass. I gazed at my wine so I didn’t have to look at him. 

	“Cass, can I please talk to you?” he pleaded softly as he stood next to me, obstructing the view of our picture-perfect living room. 

	“Jack, I don’t think I want to hear what you have to say right now except for one thing. Do you want her? Like, love her? Be with…her? This is your moment to be fucking honest with me,” I say in a calm but stern tone. 

	He sighed and said, “Yes, it’s been…”

	“Shh. That’s all I want to know right now.” I look up at him with tear-filled eyes. 

	“Oh my God, Cass, what have I done to you? Us? I’m so sorry.”

	He cried as he paced the kitchen.

	“Jack,” I said, trying to interrupt him.

	Still pacing and running his hands through his tussled black hair, he said, “I mean, I just wasn’t…”

	“Jack.” I snapped. “Sit down.” 

	I point to the stool across from me.

	He sat as I poured more wine into my glass. 

	Man, this bottle is going fast. 

	I continued to stare into my glass, praying the words absorb into me through osmosis from the alcohol. 

	Be tough, Cass. No time to be a pussy right now. This is business. Deep breath. 

	“So, this is how it’s going down. You will go upstairs and pack a bag for at least a week. No coming for this and that bullshit. I need some time. Tell Cora you have a work trip,” I said in a matter-of-fact tone.

	“Okay,” he replied slowly, waiting for the holy shit moment. 

	“You will not touch my restaurant, I will not touch your law firm, you will make sure I have a good place to live to finish raising Cora. Keep this house. She needs something familiar.”

	At that point, my hands ran wild through my long hair, and I looked down at the counter. 

	Don’t make eye contact, Cassie.

	“I’m not going to drag expensive fucking lawyers into this and get ugly. If you do, I’ll fuck you up, Jack.”

	I said that with venom and that time with eye contact that seemed to have connected with his soul. 

	“We will not use Cora as a pawn. This won’t be a war. To the outside world, we are divorcing because we just fell out of love. The only person who is going to know what happened is Britt because I must tell someone for my fucking sanity.”

	I took a deep, sharp breath and then chugged the remaining wine from my glass. 

	“I don’t even know what to say, Cass. I…” He shuttered words.

	“I suggest you go start packing, Jack,” I said with little emotion. 

	He slowly passed me and went up the stairs to do just that. 

	“Another thing,” I said.

	“Okay. What is it?” He asked, turning towards me. 

	“I’m going to fly Britt here, first class, and I’m putting it on your American Express,” I said with a slight smirk. 

	“Seriously? First class?” he asked with hands out.

	“That’s for today’s horrific visual. You are lucky I’m not going Lorena Bobbitt on your ass right now,” I said with squinted eyes and pointing my empty glass in the direction of his dick. 

	“First class it is,” he said, holding his head low in shame, then proceeded upstairs.

	I emptied the rest of the bottle into my glass and put it into the recycle bin under the sink. 

	Am I numb? 

	I seriously didn’t understand the feelings I was having. 

	Am I…okay? Relieved? 

	This is fucked up. Maybe I had to go through all the stages of grief. Maybe I was going to do the steps in twenty-four hours. God, that would be great. Just be done with it all and move on. I didn’t know how we were going to tell Cora. She was going to be devastated. 

	This was where my emotions lay. The tears were moving in now that I was thinking about breaking up our family. 

	Damnit Jack.

	I retrieved my phone from my purse to text Britt. 

	Shit. 

	It was 10:45 pm, so almost 2 am in Charleston. I’d text her in the morning. If I text her now, it would be an all-nighter, and I didn’t think I had it in me. 

	I opened the sliding door to the patio and stepped barefoot, touching the cool, dewy wooden decking that sent chills through my body. The rush of cool air hitting my tear-streaked face burned as I took a long, deep breath, trying to calm myself down. The sky is perfectly clear, and the stars were incredible. 

	Damn. 

	I wanted a cigarette. How odd was it that intense stress and anxiety mixed with the rush of fresh air made me want a damn cigarette? 

	Fuck it, I want one.

	I went back inside and opened the upper cabinets and the drawers nobody ever used when Jack appeared in the kitchen with a suitcase and his suit bag draped over his arm. He was no longer in his sex suit, but a relaxed pair of blue jeans and a white t-shirt that fitted him perfectly. I felt nauseous that I was losing this man. I felt sick that I didn’t try harder to make him stay, that he didn’t try harder to keep me. 

	Then I heard his words.

	“What are you looking for? Hopefully, not a knife to dismember my member,” he said jokingly, covering his crotch.

	“I’m only allowed to make jokes right now when I see fit. Emergency cigarettes. The ones Jeff’s wife left at the last dinner party we hid from ourselves,” I said as I opened more odd cabinets. 

	He reached above me into the cabinet over the refrigerator. The one I always forgot existed until the holidays. He took out the pack of hidden Marlboro lights. His strong bicep moved past me, peeking out from under the sleeve. The smell of his cologne, woodsy and clean. 

	I really fucking hate you, Jack. 

	“Ah, sweet Jesus.” I said as I grabbed them from his hand. 

	I retrieved a grill lighter from the drawer and went outside, where my wine sat on the table. 

	I struggled with the cigarette, lighter, and wind combo when Jack took the lighter from me and, wrapped his free hand around it to block the wind and lit it for me. I took a nice long drag, then a nice procession of ridiculous coughs. 

	“You are very out of practice, Cass.”

	He smirked. 

	“Thank God, but I will practice until this pack is gone…or I puke. Probably puke,” I said, turning it and looking at the bright red cherry on the end. 

	He took one out of the pack. “You mind if I join you?”

	“Might as well. There is nothing normal about this evening, anyhow,” I said as I took a sip of my wine, then another slightly less torturous drag. 

	Leaning up against the rail of the deck, I said, “I can’t believe I am having a lucid fucking conversation with you right now, but other than Britt, you are my best friend.”

	The tears fell again down my face and my chin, and my lip quivered. 

	“Your life cannot continue only being your work, Cass,” he said.

	“Don’t Jack.” 

	I held my hand up and my head down to stop his words. 

	“This isn’t all going on me. You could have fucking told me you were done. You could have tried. We could have tried.” I wailed. 

	“Cass, you are right. We became the best roommates, best friends, and we always came together to be amazing parents to Cora. That will never stop. You do know I will make her well-being number one, you know that, right?” he asked. 

	“Yes, Jack. I never doubt your ability to be a wonderful father,” I said softly. “I just wish we could have been better partners for each other. We should have been first. Us, goddammit.”

	I stared at my feet, which were crossed at the ankle. 

	“Babe, I’m so sorry. I’m sorry I fucked up.”

	He came in for a hug. 

	“Yeah, not so fast.” I put my hand up. “I’m not wanting your handsy babe comfort right now. The vision Jack, it’s really fucking fresh.”

	He nodded his head in agreement, took a drag off his cigarette, and then put it out in the potted cactus by the door. 

	“I’m going to go. Are you okay for now?”

	“Golden.” I said sarcastically.

	“Let me know when you aren’t. I’ll call Cora tomorrow morning before school and let her know I’ll be out of town for work this week. Just…tell me what you need, Cass, and I will deliver,” he said sadly. 

	“Goodnight, Jack.”

	I turned to lean on the railing overlooking the bay, taking in another drag and the last sip of my wine. 

	I turned in time to see the front door close inside the house, then moments later, the headlights from his car back out of the driveway and down the street. 

	Motherfucker. 

	I couldn’t believe this had happened. Like…Fuck. One more cigarette, and I would take a shower and try to sleep. 

	I decided the pity party for one was getting lame, so I cleaned up any incriminating evidence that Cora may find in the morning. She would be very pissed to know I smoked and Daddy and I were divorcing, too. 

	I dragged myself upstairs to the master bedroom. Thankfully, the memories were enough for one evening. After scrubbing myself clean, I ran out of energy to feel much of anything. I curled into the fetal position, and sleep took me faster than expected. 

	My alarm went off at 6:00, and I swore I had only been asleep for fifteen minutes. My eyes felt so heavy, and my head was not well. The cigs were not a good idea at all.

	 Damn, I needed to get Cora’s lunch ready and get ready for work. I had a damn delivery, and I need to be there at eight. 

	You can do this, Cass. Water, ibuprofen, banana, coffee. 

	I jumped in the shower again, just to wake up. I threw on a clean black chef uniform, which, in all fairness, never felt clean, no matter what I cleaned it with. My hair went into a messy bun, and I brushed my teeth. That was the extent of personal hygiene the universe was getting today. I walked down the hallway to Cora’s room and knocked on her door.

	“Cora? You up, baby?” I called in a fake, happy voice.

	“Yeah,” she replied. 

	The real teen years hadn’t hit yet, where I got the big attitude. I dreaded it. She was so sweet and kind. It was going to break my heart when she told me she hated me someday and slammed her door every chance she got. 

	Shit.

	That might start sooner than I thought once she realized her happy world was about to change. 

	I headed downstairs and started my day just like any other. 

	Just stay on task, Cass. Keep it going. 

	I scooped the coffee, poured in the water, and pressed it to start. 

	Bread, mayo, lettuce, turkey, cheese. 

	Yogurt, apple, water bottle. 

	Coffee was ready, Jack’s travel mug, poured the coffee…Jack’s mug. What was I doing? Poured it into my mug. 

	I was just standing there, staring, and the tears fell. I couldn’t even feel them anymore, as if my face was numb to them. 

	Cora’s feet bounced down the stairs, grabbing my attention. I quickly wiped my face clean and got my shit together the best I could. 

	“Hey, Mom. Did Elizabeth tell you about spirit week?” she said immediately.

	With my back still to her, I replied, “Yeah, she did. We will get it all organized. How cool. Your lunch is there on the counter. I’m making your smoothie.” 

	As I got out the blender from under the counter, I bought myself time. 

	“I’ll grab the milk,” she said.

	“Thanks, honey.”

	When I turned back, she noticed my face.

	“Mom. Why are you crying?”

	“I’m fine, baby. I just had a horrible night at work last night, and I’m emotional. I’m okay. I’m also having my girl time, you know how I get,” I said, making a crazy person look. 

	“Are you sure?”

	She looked worried.

	“I am sure. Let’s get your breakfast and get you to school. Vanessa is going to be here in a few to pick you up. We don’t want to keep her waiting,” I said in a soothing voice to keep her from worrying. 

	“Wait, I need to say bye to Dad.”

	She started up the kitchen staircase. 

	“He’s not here, Cora. He had to go to the office early today. He was going to call, but I guess he got busy this morning,” I said. 

	“Oh, okay,” she replied without a single doubt that I was being truthful. 

	I whipped up her smoothie, handed off her bookbag and lunch, and waved her out the door with a hug and a big kiss to ease her mind. I watched her skip down the steps to Vanessa’s little blue Subaru with her long brown hair flowing through the wind. She looked exactly like I did at that age, with long tan limbs, dark eyes, and long hair. 

	As soon as the door closed, I rushed back to the kitchen. 

	Shit. 

	7:15. That meant it was 10:15 there. I pulled up my contacts to find Britt. The face I chose to go along with her number is her cross-eyed, which was a pretty accurate example of her answering the phone. 

	Me: Fuck my life.

	Britt: Sup Whore?

	Me: Talk?

	Britt: In the middle of an order with Avery aka slave driver. Can it wait a few?

	Me: I caught Jack with his dick in his paralegal’s mouth last night.

	My phone rings immediately.

	“Holy shit. Please tell me you are joking right now?” Britt said.

	“No, I am dead serious,” I replied with almost no emotion. 

	“I’m going into my office. Sorry, we are in the middle of a meeting, and Avery is, you know, being Avery.”

	She whispered, but Britt couldn’t really whisper, so it was kind of comical.

	“I don’t have a ton of time anyhow because I have to go to work too, but I needed to talk to you,” I whispered as well, because well, she was.

	“What happened?” she asked.

	“I took dinner to his office, and there they were. I don’t want to relive that again right now. It is what it is. Anyhow, when can you come? I am flying you here. Can you break free in a couple weeks? I can take some time off. I will fly you first class at cock-sucker’s expense. Well, I guess he’s technically not the actual cock-sucker is he?” I rambled. 

	“Girl, I…”

	She started but was interrupted by Avery entering the office.

	“Brittney, why did you leave the meeting?”

	“Sorry. I’m on the phone with Cassie. It’s important. She had something really important to tell me,” she said, holding the phone away from her ear. 

	“She’s finally professing her undying lesbian love to you?” he said jokingly.

	“No, she caught some chick with Jack’s dick in her mouth last night, and she needs me to come give her a hug and be her friend within the next couple of weeks.”

	“Um, fuck, Cass, I’m so sorry,” he said, taking the phone from Britt and putting it on speaker. “I feel terrible.”

	“It’s going to be okay, Avery. I’m a big girl. Can I borrow your girl, though? I sure could use my bestie. Pleeeeeeaaaaase?” 

	“Seriously, why couldn’t Jack do this in say, I don’t know, January or February when we were twiddling our thumbs? He had to wait until Food and Wine Festival?” he says sarcastically. 

	“Well, him not doing it at all would have been better, asshole. You can live without me. It’s not your first rodeo,” Britt says sharply.  

	“Sorry, I didn’t mean it that way, Cassie. Babe, we are one of the main sponsors of the Food and Wine Festival, and we are a wine and cheese bar. I need you,” he pleaded to Britt.

	I quickly reply. “Hey, y’all, I didn’t know. It’s not that big of a deal. Maybe next month? It’s okay. I will be okay.”

	“If something happened to you, Avery, Cassie would be on the first flight here without blinking,” she snapped. 

	“Not during Food and Wine Festival. Fuck that, Britt.” I said, laughing. “Seriously, I am not getting you two in a fight over this shit. Enough damage has been done by this dick-sucking nonsense. Can you at least keep up with my late-night sob sessions for the next month, though?”

	“We got you,” Avery said. “Again, I’m really sorry, Cass. You don’t deserve this shit.”

	“I love you, whore. Shit, can I even call you whore anymore? It sounds mean now,” she said sadly.

	“Please don’t change anything.” 

	We hung up. I realized I was now running late for work.

	I shot a quick text to Kyle, explaining I was running fifteen minutes behind.

	No problem, Chef. The delivery truck is late as well.

	My phone dinged with a text message.

	Britt: It’s not over. I’m working on him. 

	Me: Don’t divorce over it.

	Britt: But then we can be together forever.

	Me: I don’t eat pussy, and I don’t have a dick.

	Britt: Yeah, there’s that. 

	 

	


Chapter 3

	Cassie

	 

	Pulling into my parking spot at Sagi-Shi felt different. I left this spot last night hopeful, and now I was back feeling so deflated and empty. How the hell could so much fall apart so fucking fast? The frigid morning air hit me hard the second I got out of the car. My eyes felt so swollen, and I wondered how many excuses I would come up with today for my looks and lackluster. 

	No sleep? 

	Allergies? 

	Stress? 

	How refreshing would it be to just walk in the door and say, “Good morning, Kyle. Sorry I look like shit. Jack and I are fighting. I kicked him out after I saw this chick swallowing his big dick last night. What a show. I’m freaking exhausted. I may need to cut today short and take care of my life since it’s sort of in the toilet right now. Thanks pal. I owe you big time.” 

	I pulled the heavy metal door open and walked down the short hallway to see Kyle leaning over the computer in the office. He barely looked up, “Good morning, Chef.”

	“Good morning. Sorry, I’m late,” I said.

	“All good. Do you want to go over this weekend’s specials first while we wait on the trucks? The fish guys should be here first,” he said.

	“I need some more coffee while we do this, but yes, sounds good. Walk with me?”

	We make our way to the coffee station where some angel sent from heaven, most likely him, made a fresh pot already. 

	He walked along with me as he flipped through the pages of a legal pad with the menu we had discussed previously for the week. It’s pretty bold, and I’m realizing he’s executing it this weekend when I’m not even helping on the line. Kyle has enthusiasm, and his excitement is contagious, even with my current situation. Sagi, as we all call it, is all Asian, meaning our menu is anything from Japanese, Chinese, Thai, Indian, and Korean. This opened up endless possibilities. This weekend, Kyle decided to do a twist on elevated Thai street food. 

	“For an app, I have Popia Sot, the fresh spring rolls with pork, crab, and Chinese sausage. These are the ones I made you last week. Um...eleven,” he said.

	“Yes, those were fantastic. Are you having them sit in that sauce? Just a smear. Last time, it was too much. And are there two rolls?”

	I motioned with two fingers.

	“Yes, two.” He scribbled in his notepad.

	“Then make it twelve due to that crab in there.”

	“Yes, Chef.”

	He scribbled some more.

	“Next, Gung Foi Tort-the crunchy prawn cakes, sixteen.”

	“What sauce and garnish with those?” 

	He flipped back in his notes. “A Yuzu aioli and a simple seaweed salad with a charred octopus.”

	I nodded and said, “Nice job, but take out the octopus. Those prawn cakes were fantastic on their own.”

	I continued drinking my coffee and pulling chairs off tables in the dining room as I listened. 

	He continued, “Som Dtam Malakor; the Green Papaya Salad, fifteen.” 

	“Hey, I know you love the heat of that salad, but easy on that one. I hate seeing chicks order it, and they are so disappointed that they can’t eat it and have mascara streaming down their face. So, maybe go super light on the bird-eye and have the servers ask for a level of spice.”

	“Yes, Chef. Next, I have the prawns and chilli jam with Kanom jeen noodles, twenty-three, then Chicken and banana chilli curry with Assam, twenty-one.” 

	“Raise the prawns to thirty-two. Did y’all already make that chilli jam?”

	“Yes, Chef. Reggie made the chilli jam two days ago. Why?” he asked. 

	“Please tell me he made a double batch? That is the bomb. We can use it next week too.”

	“He did. We are all set then,” he said with pride for thinking ahead on that one. 

	“Damn. You made quite the menu. Where are you in the mise en place checklist? What can I help with?” 

	“Well, the regular menu is almost prepped. Reggie is here in fifteen to finish that, then the rest of the morning prep line will be in. Carol should be in for pastry, not that I know what the hell she does.” He takes a breath. “Where are our damn trucks? I need to break the fish down.” 

	His hands and legal pad went into the air.

	I could see the stress building in his entire body, and I realized I hadn’t thought about one ounce of my stress since I walked in the door. This place absorbed it like a freaking sponge. 

	“Hey, I’m here to help Kyle,” I said, patting him on the back like it was his restaurant and I was consoling him. 

	Noticing my face for the first time since I walked in, he said, “Jesus, Cassie, what happened to your face?”

	“Why? Is something wrong?”

	I touched my face with the hand that was not holding my coffee.

	“You just look like you are having an allergy attack or something. Your eyes are really swollen over. I’m sorry I didn’t notice until now,” he said with a hand on my shoulder. 

	“Yeah, I don’t feel great. As soon as we knock this out, I may head out if that’s okay. Unless you think I need to come back and help you on the line tonight,” I asked, praying he would turn me down. 

	“Oh no, we have this. Reggie, Soup Head, and I are solid,” he said reassuringly. 

	I shook my head. “Seriously, how did Darius become Soup Head?” 

	“You will never know, Chef,” he said with a laugh. 

	“Okay, boss lady stays out of it. If I don’t get Goldfish Eyes by the end of the day, it will be a miracle,” I said, laughing and walking into the office. 

	Kyle popped his head in.

	“Hey, you know you can take time off, right? You pay me the big bucks and gave me the Exec title to do that six months ago.”

	While shrugging and looking down at my laptop, I said, “Yeah, where am I going to go, Kyle? All my friends are here.” 

	Then I grin and look up at him.

	He smiled and said, “Yeah, maybe somewhere with Jack and Cora? Just…just know you can trust that I have your back here, Cassie, okay?” Looking around the corner, he noticed the fishmonger arrived. “Help me get this order, will you?”

	“I’m coming,” I said.

	We stood outside with the truck and all the crates of freshly caught fish. We inspected them for size, clarity of the eyes, and smell, and we signed off just as the produce truck pulled in. I did the same and went through the next order with Kyle. I scrutinized vegetables with the same careful eye, sending back slimy green onions and bruised and battered mushrooms, hoping for a better product to be delivered tomorrow.

	The morning prep guys were busy unloading, prepping, and stocking the walk-in. They rotated, dated, and threw out anything past its prime. I was a stickler for this shit, and I liked my walk-in to look pristine. I was sure I had a better name than Goldfish Eyes behind my back due to this. 

	My phone dinged with a text in my pocket.

	Britt: We have a plan. Call me when you can.

	Me: Okay. I still won’t eat pussy.

	Britt: How can you manage to be this funny at a time like this?

	Me: Survival 

	I helped Kyle, Reggie, and Soup Head get everything prepped for service. I met with Alicia, my front of house manager, and we talked about the night’s specials. She printed off the cards for each table, talking about the significance and history of the Kanom Jeen noodles. I loved giving our diners a food lesson with every dining experience. It was our thing. I went over wine and drink pairings with our bar manager, Margaret, who would then go over it with our servers. There was a three-hour break, and Kyle and the morning guys headed out to do personal errands and grab a few stray items from our local vendors. 

	The rest of the afternoon crew came in and took over the remaining list of tasks. I made sure they had what they needed, and I headed home to meet Cora when she got home from school. This was my Friday ritual. That was what having Kyle allowed me to do. I got to be more of the owner-operator and less of the hands-on chef. I missed parts of it, but I also loved being a mom. Unfortunately, I seemed to have sacrificed the wife part in the process. 

	On my way home, I called Britt via the car phone. She picked up lightning fast.

	“Hey. I think we have a kick-ass plan,” she said enthusiastically.

	“Okay, what’s up?” 

	“So, oh my God, first I have to say, we are fucking geniuses, and we need a Nobel peace prize or some shit like that,” she rambled.

	“Dude, spit it out. Plan?” I asked with little patience. 

	“We want to fly you here for Food and Wine and pimp you out in our tent to be all, like, celebrity and shit. It’s spring break for Cora, so bring her. She gets to see your parents and can hang out with Harper at the beach with my parents if she wants. It will be awesome. We have a black-tie gala at night, a total socialite fun-filled weekend. It will be great. Total win-win.” 

	She said this with such joy I thought that she might cry.

	“Wait, pimp me out? What is that about? Am I coming to work?” I asked with utter disappointment. 

	Britt pleaded. “No, well, we are going to work, but we would like you to be the face of our business this year at the festival. We would like to feature you as a celebrity chef from San Francisco. Avery even came up with the idea of a Buckley Board with all things from San Fran like sourdough, meats, and cheeses, and feature some California wines from there. You can sign… I don’t know the menu of your restaurant. We can figure something out. Come on. What do you think?”

	I breathed in deeply and waited for the extra drama effect.

	“Fuck it. Okay, let me just double-check with my parents, the dates for Cora’s spring break and make sure I can leave work because I have never left longer than four days, you know? I guess I should talk to Jack. Not one word from him today. He was supposed to call Cora this morning. Of course, nothing. What a dick,” I mumbled.

	“Sorry Cass. Fuck him. This will be good. All your people are here. It will be great. It’s perfect timing for a trip home. Are you telling your parents what happened?” she asked.

	“No. Not yet. I’m not going to tell them what he did. That’s between us. I told him I’m not going to get ugly about this.” 

	“You are way too nice. I would have his balls in a damn vise,” she snapped.

	“Nah, it’s not me. It’s not worth it. It’s the same outcome, a divorce. Why make it shittier than it needs to be? I don’t want to do that to Cora,” I said. “I’m so sad for her, Britt. She really loves us together.”

	“Damn, Cassie. It’s going to be okay. Get your ass here, and I will hug the shit out of you. Meanwhile, let me know anything else I need to do. Oh, we want to take care of your airfare since you are working for us.” 

	“You don’t need to do that. Jack needs to pay.” 

	I laughed.

	“We get to write it off. It’s cool.”

	We discussed dates and logistics as I entered the house and then hung up.

	I realized I hadn’t eaten since yesterday. It was amazing how my body went into survival mode and needed very little to survive. I rummaged through the fridge, and nothing looked appetizing. I decided to grab the blender from this morning and start throwing random shit in. Coconut milk, almond butter, protein powder, a banana, a handful of spinach, and some blueberries that had definitely seen better days. I leaned against the counter, sipped my concoction, and stared at my quiet, perfect home. 

	I eyed my phone sitting on the counter. 

	Why haven’t you even checked on me? 

	No call to Cora as promised this morning. 

	Coward. 

	I really wanted to call your ass out. 

	Don’t do it, Cass. 

	Instead, I text Kyle.

	Me: Since you brought it up, I think I am going to take you up on that vacation. Can you live without me March 29-April 5? It’s also a work trip for Food and Wine Festival. 

	Kyle: Done. I have taken 2 weeks of vacation this year and it’s March, you zero in 3 years.

	Me: Your point is?

	Kyle: Yes, Chef.

	I checked the time, and I had thirty minutes before Cora got home. I should call my parents and tell them we were coming home. How did I do that and skate around the subject of Jack? 

	Shit. 

	I would have to tell them, but I would wait until I was there in person. 

	The phone rang twice, and she picked it up like she was expecting it. 

	“Hello, my darling Cassandra,” she answered cheerfully.

	She was the only person who used my full name.

	I replied happily, “Hey, Mom. How are you doing?” 

	“I’m doing great. Your father is here too. Say, hi, Sam,” she said, calling out to him. “Hey, baby girl,” he called out from across the room.

	“Hi, Daddy. I miss you,” I shouted back into the phone as if he could hear me.

	“How was your week, honey?” she asked.

	I went right in with a long ramble. “It was good. We are very busy at the restaurant, Cora is doing great, so, spring break is around the corner, and I was wondering if you wanted to have us visit?”

	With excitement, she said, “Oh, that is wonderful news, Cassie. Yes. Please. You know you never have to ask. It’s been so long since you have been home.”

	“Sam. Cassie, Jack, and Cora are coming home for spring break,” she yelled across the house. 

	I interrupted her. “Oh, Mom, it’s just me and Cora. Jack can’t make it. Sorry.”

	“Is everything okay?” she asked, worried.

	“Oh, yeah, he just has a big case, that’s all,” I lied. “I will be helping Avery and Britt work the Food and Wine Festival, so it will be a mix of things. I’ll send you all the dates and stuff as soon as I have it all lined up.”

	“Well, we can’t wait, honey. It’s been forever.”

	“I know, Mom, I will try to be better about that,” I reply solemnly.

	She interjects. “I didn’t say that to make you feel guilty. We understand your career. We know the sacrifices you make. We are so proud of you, kiddo.”

	We chatted about random things happening and hung up for me to notice I could get in one more thing before Cora got home.

	I found his contact. I should change this picture to a jackass.

	Me: Change of plans. I want to go to Charleston for spring break with Cora to visit Mom and Dad. I’ll see Britt then.

	Jack: Sounds good. Cora home yet?

	Me: Should be in 5

	Jack: Have her call me

	Me: Don’t say anything. I haven’t told her about spring break yet or us

	Jack: I won’t and wouldn’t

	Jack: I’m sorry. Very sorry.

	My fingers hovered, and I decided I needed to learn to let things be. 

	Cora bounced into the house, excited it was Friday and her school week was over.

	“Hey, Mom,” she yelled as she closed the door behind her.

	“Hey. How was your day?” I asked with more enthusiasm than the morning send-off.

	She immediately went into an excited rant.

	“It was good. Can I spend the night at Tiffany’s tonight? We have cheer practice tomorrow morning anyhow and her mom can take us. Please?”

	“Well, how can I say no to that?” I said with a smile. 

	She hugged me and bounded up the stairs to pack, saying, “Can I get a snack? I’m starving. Can you take me over there when you get a chance? Thanks, Mom.” 

	I guessed this was the beginning of my lonely life. 

	Shit. 

	I had no friends or a husband. I had given my responsibilities away at the restaurant. I should go back to work on the line tonight. 

	I stopped her.

	“Hey, before you go up, call your Dad.”

	“Oh, okay.” 

	She came back to get my phone and scrolled to his contact. Good thing I didn’t change it to Jackass.

	“Hey, Dad,” she said as she walked away with my phone up the stairs while I cut an apple and put some peanut butter in a small ramekin. 

	Minutes later, she scampered down the stairs carrying her bookbag busting at the seams along with her pillow.

	“Dad is going to be gone all week he said.”

	I replied, “Yeah, that’s the news on the street. So, what do we need to get for spirit week? I can do that this weekend with all my spare time,” I said, skirting around the subject.

	With a sad face, she said, “Oh, now I feel bad Daddy isn’t here, and I’m spending the night out.”

	“Oh, my God, Cora. It’s not your job to entertain your mom. I’m fine. I am going to enjoy some alone time. Or maybe catch up with a friend.”

	She looked at me with a screwed-up face. “Really? Who?”

	Looking back and forth, searching for an answer, I said, “One of the wives of Daddy’s partners. They are my friends. I don’t know, I have friends.” 

	I knew damn well they only came with my relationship with Jack.

	Munching on her snack, completely clueless, she replied, “Okay, you should do that, Mom.” 

	I made the ten-minute drive to Tiffany’s house and listened to her bubbly chatter about how she would like a phone for her birthday, who liked who at school, and cheerleading stuff. The child could pack ten minutes full of information without a single breath. That reminded me to call Britt, another person who liked to talk, as she climbed from the car bounding up the steps to the two-story Victorian-style house. 

	The phone rang twice, then she picked up.

	“Yo Ho.”

	“Hey. You working?” I asked.

	“No, Avery is tonight. I’m working tomorrow. What’s up?”

	I sighed with relief.

	“Thank God. Cora is spending the night out, I’m not working, no Jack, and I have realized I have one remaining friend, you…on the opposite side of the country. I even lied to Cora and made up friends so she didn’t feel bad for me. I’m pathetic, Britt.”

	“Well, you left all your friends here and basically went right into the chef world there. It’s a hard living. Your crazy people have no life outside the kitchen,” she said.

	“You have a restaurant too.”

	She laughed.

	“Girl, we have a bar that has an oven. We cut cheese, open jars of stuff, warm bread, and melt the occasional brie. A trained monkey can do it. Hence the reason Avery is there alone right now running the joint.”

	I said, hysterically laughing, “I still think you need shirts that say We Cut the Cheese.” 

	“Right? I just need to order them. He keeps vetoing your idea,” she said. “We need to keep it classy, Britt.” She gave her best Avery impersonation. “It’s bullshit.”

	“He’s scared you will turn the place all low class. Remember when you ordered domestic beer?” 

	I laughed.

	“Oh, I’m aware. His downtown high-class snooty ways mixed with my southern redneck ways, lord girl. You know how long it took for him to even get out of the friend zone with me with all the high-fa-lootin’ South Battery shit? Damn.” 

	I loved getting her all fired up. She got so funny and southern that she started to make up her own vocabulary. 

	“So, what are you going to do tonight since you are all… alone?” 

	She emphasized the alone part.

	“I don’t know. I’ve been on a destructive path for the last twenty-four hours. I only wanted wine, and I smoked old cigs I found in the cabinet. I think I want clam chowder and sourdough. Maybe just vegetate and watch Netflix?” 

	I started to question if that was destructive enough.

	I got a long hesitation and then she snapped, “Seriously, that’s destructive? I totally thought you were going to at least say you stopped by the dispensary and got a joint. You’ll eat a heavy cream-based soup and watch a chick flick? You are so lame, Cassie.” 

	“Thanks, dickhead. I have never gone through this before, and my support group consists of a fourteen-year-old, you, and the person who shit on my heart. What would you do? Go to a strip club? Go do lines on a homeless man’s dick?” I barked back defensively.

	“Woah,” she said. “Calm down, sister sledge. First off, I am not against doing blow or hanging out with homeless people, but Hep-C runs ramped in that community, and I wouldn’t do it off his dick.”

	I laughed, realizing I was a bit over the top.

	“Second, I am always here for you,” she said sweetly. “You are my girl, and if that is what you want to do, then fine. It’s still lame, but you do you. Hey, the cigs are pretty reckless behavior on your part, though. Especially in Cali. People really frown upon that shit out there.”

	“I have more. I was going to smoke them with more wine tonight. I forgot how fun smoking was.” I said with excitement. “Maybe I won’t be crying and coughing this time, so I'll sit out on the terrace and enjoy it. Don’t let me become a smoker, though. This is just temporary.”

	She laughed and agreed. “Totally, I will join you when you get here, then we will quit again. Hopefully, we won’t need the patches, though.”

	“You need to get some toys and masturbate too. Don’t forget to take care of those needs too, girl,” she reminded me.

	“I wonder if I’ll ever have sex again. Sweet Jesus. I don’t want to date and learn about another person. Oh my God. This is going to suck. Guys are older now. Shit. I am going to have to deal with a different set of balls, and what about a different dude’s dick? Do they shrink with age? Do their balls get all old and saggy?” 

	I rambled and fretted. 

	“I don’t think it’s that bad. Maybe don’t set your age range to eighty when you are setting up a profile online. Hey. We can get you some revenge strange when you get home. Test out the waters. Go get that kitty all waxed and ready, sister.” 

	She giggled.

	I gasped. “Britt. I am not ready for that. It’s been twenty-four hours, and I’m pretty distraught.”

	 “Better yet, text your boy. Get him to come to Charleston. That isn’t strange. It’s been like, two years since Lauren. He has got to be ready for something if he hasn’t already. Guys move on faster than women. Y’all definitely know how to be discreet, good God.”

	“No. We have only been friends since I married Jack. It’s been so long. It would be awkward now, and I’m just not ready and…I just can’t. I’ll order some toys. I’ll be fine.”

	“Okay, suit yourself.”

	“If you text him that I’m coming to town, I will kill you. Britt, don’t meddle,” I warned her.

	“Who? Me?” she said in a baby voice.

	I had officially been sitting in my car in idle in front of the chowder house, having this conversation for twenty minutes. I put an end to it and picked up my to-go order of the most delicious New England clam chowder and sourdough in the bay area. I never ate clam chowder without sourdough.

	I rolled the windows down in the Mini, took the longer way home along the waterfront, and enjoyed the cool air blowing through my hair. The last of the day’s sunlight on my face. 

	Pulling up to the house felt so different. Jack’s car not being there was disturbing. Since I gave control to Kyle, Friday night had been the three of us having dinner, watching movies, and sitting on the terrace watching the sunsets, and it had been nice. Now, I wasn’t even expecting him. Where was he? I wanted to know, but I didn’t because I knew. 

	There I was, walking up the steps with my lame-ass soup. Britt was right. I sucked at this, but I’d get better. I’d work my way up to one-night stands and cocaine, I promised myself, but I was too tired tonight. 
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