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APRIL  – TWENTY YEARS in the past

“I have to go.” She groped for her wristwatch on the night table, where thin light from a bedside lamp cast long shadows across the small room.

“You could stay,” he said.

She sighed and shook her head. “You know I can’t. It would take a lot of explaining.”

He lay against the pillows with his hands tucked behind his head, his tousled, dark bangs draping diagonally across his forehead.  His lips curled in a wry smile. “So what? You’re good at that. Stay.”

She flashed him a look that said, ‘don’t tempt me,’ as she lifted her body and swung off the bed, her pussy slick and wet from their lovemaking. She grabbed her panties from the pile of clothing on the floor and slipped them on. A warm sliver of cum began to trail down her inner thigh. “It’s late,” she whispered, reaching for her shirt and jeans. “I shouldn’t have stayed even this long.”

He rolled onto his side and watched her as she donned her clothes. “Always unfinished business with you,” he said, his hazel eyes still full of mischief. “Was it good for you?”

She tucked her shirt into her jeans and sat on the edge of the bed. “What do you think? Of course it was. It was my idea, remember?”

He nodded and reached out to grasp a lock of her long blond hair. He let his hand trail the length of it, stroking it to the ends then starting at the top again. “Yes it was. I hope you’re not in trouble. In any way.”

She turned to face him. “Like I said. It was my idea. And I’m on the pill, if that’s what you’re referring to.” She wrinkled her nose and let out a low chuckle. “Hell of a time to ask.”

“Yeah. I guess,” he said, and laughed along with her. “So let’s do it again.” He tugged on her hair playfully. “And again, and again.”

She loved the sound of his laughter, his voice in whispered tones, and the sight of his naked body lounging casually on the bed. She loved everything about this man, she always had. So many years spent dreaming about this moment, just these few hours alone and aware; where nothing existed except the two of them. 

And now it was over.

“Shhhh,” she scolded. “That’s enough.” She leaned down and kissed him lightly on the lips. “I know the way out.”

She left the apartment and stepped out into the warm spring night. Her car sat parked on the curb outside the building. Glow from the streetlights filtered into the vehicle and reflected off the long white box that lay in the back seat next to her flute case. It held the wedding dress she’d picked up from the seamstress on her way to rehearsal earlier that evening. It represented hundreds of dollars of satin and lace and almost as many hours of stitching and fitting.

It represented reality.

The path forward.

The road not taken.

She swallowed hard and slid behind the wheel, knowing she’d just done the hardest thing she’d ever do; spoken the most calculated lie she’d ever tell.

And drove away.
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NOVEMBER – PRESENT day

Jenna Layton-Brophy pulled into her driveway. At the push of a button, the garage door began its slow mechanical rise. As it retracted on its rails, it revealed the rear end of a muddied Sequoia SUV.

He’s home already.

The realization registered in her brain with mixed feelings. On one hand, she should be glad that her life partner had arrived home early, and safe. On the other hand, inevitably the one that played devil’s advocate, it made her wary. On your toes, sister, figure out what’s to be the problem of the week and prepare your defense.

Apprehension swelled in her chest. What had she left undone that would become the opening salvo for today’s continuing battle? Dirty dishes in the sink? Pool chemicals left unbalanced? Perhaps neither, perhaps both; and she was beginning not to care.

She eased her Lexus ES into the garage alongside the Sequoia. Engine off, keys out. She retrieved her flute case from the back seat. With the Winter Symphony concert rehearsals starting tomorrow, she’d had the tech shop check it over and replace the pads. She passed through the connecting door to the interior of the house. The boys were still at school and the hallway quiet. From upstairs, she heard the shower running and exhaled in relief; thankful for a few moments reprieve before having to face him. Stupid. Surely she had nothing to fear from a partner of nearly twenty-two years. That’s what most people would believe. What did they know.

She busied herself loading soiled dishes from the counter into the dishwasher. Maybe Matt hadn’t seen them yet; if so, she still had time for a pre-emptive strike on the unfinished tasks from this morning. Not that it mattered. It never seemed to make a difference how much or how little Jenna did around the house. The one detail she missed would always be the topic of criticism.

Jenna opened the fridge and sifted through the jumble of items inside, seeking long-forgotten leftovers or empty jars to purge. Soon, Matt’s footsteps pounded down the staircase.

“I see you made housekeeping a priority again,” he said as he entered the room, sarcasm thinly concealed beneath a calm voice.

Jenna whirled to look at him, feigning surprise. “You’re home early. Job shut down because of the snow?” she asked, changing the subject to avoid the inevitable argument that hung over his words like a brewing storm.

Matthew Brophy stared at his wife for a moment, seeming to consider whether he thought she was either stupid or deaf. “Yeah. Site too wet to pour the concrete today.” His wind-burned jaw needed a shave and his pale blue eyes, hooded with age, bored at her from within their hollowed depths. “I’m tired as hell. Think I’ll take a nap. You planning on starting dinner anytime soon?”

“It’s only four o’clock,” Jenna replied. “Plenty of time. Or are you in a hurry?” His needling condescension irritated her to the core. It seemed to rear itself at every opportunity lately, more than usual. Or did she just notice more than usual? Either way, it grated.

Matt chose not to answer. He grabbed a beer from the refrigerator and left the kitchen in favor of his more popular destination, their large sectional sofa in the living room. It gave a squeak as he flopped upon it. The can’s pull-tab hissed, and the television blared to life with a click of the remote.

How was your day dear? How’s the orchestra sounding? When’s your concert, I’d really like to go to it. These were statements Jenna knew she would never hear from her husband’s mouth. Instead, there would be comments about how dirty the floor looked, or had she remembered to make this or that appointment, or picked up groceries. My God, hadn’t she always done these things? Did he have to ask? They’d been married too long for this kind of uncertainty. Surely they were past this kind of antagonism. It was like living with one’s boss, having to issue a progress report every day. 

Jenna searched her memory for some shred of a time it hadn’t seemed that way. She’d loved Matt; she married him, raised two children. Their relationship hadn’t always been easy, but why had it seemed to get harder as the years went by? It made no sense, no logic.

“By the way,” Matt’s voice grumbled from the other room. “I’m taking that fly-in job starting next week. It’s a 14 and 7 shift right through Christmas.”

Jenna stopped what she was doing and chewed her lip for a moment, willing her anxiety down before responding. “We talked about that. I thought you said you were going to turn it down.”

“We need the cash,” he said.

Another jibe at Jenna’s inadequacy. Her own salary apparently didn’t figure into his assessment of their financial situation. Worse, he placed no importance on being home during the Christmas season, leaving her to do all the shopping and preparations—and of course, be unable to attend her concert. In all the years they’d known each other, he could never seem to remember when she had a performance date coming up, or even what days of the week she had rehearsal.

In the past, while the boys were growing up and they were a struggling young family, Matt often had to work out of town for long periods. Not unusual in the construction trades, but it had been years since he’d needed to do that, their financial picture having improved considerably, enough to buy the three thousand square foot house they now lived in, and two luxury vehicles to boot.

She shook her head. A 14 and 7 shift meant fourteen straight days working then seven off, and rotating that way for the duration of the project. Which could be weeks or months, one never knew for sure.

Jenna slammed her hand on the counter. The fact he’d changed his mind without consulting her hurt the most, and she felt something snap inside. She wanted things to change, and change now. Her feet propelled her into the living room.

“What are you talking about?” she demanded. “We don’t need the cash. We’ve got two paychecks coming in. Why would you want to be away during Christmas?” Jenna’s outburst startled Matt from his near-doze and his head jerked up at the sound. His opened beer sat untouched on the coffee table.

“Hey,” he barked. “Don’t you shout at me. What’s up your ass?”

“What’s up my ass?” she mimicked. “What do you think? First you say you’re not taking the job, then you accept it without talking to me. On top of that, you’re taking off on us right when we should be spending time together as a family.”

Matt scowled, looking like a bear woken too soon from hibernation. “Well somebody’s got to pay the bills around here. It sure as hell isn’t you,” he said, bitterness layered on every word.

Jenna’s blood surged in her ears. His criticism of her earning power had been uttered one too many times. With a shaking hand, she picked up the beer can. “Is that so? Maybe a few less of these would make the budget easier to manage!” In the next second, the can flew through the air between them and landed against Matt’s chest, its contents spraying and foaming in all directions, soaking both his shirt and the coffee table.

Matt bolted upright, batting the can away to spill onto the carpet as well. “You’re crazy!” he spat.

Jenna let it all go. All the hurt, all the pain and neglect she’d felt but never vocalized rushed to the surface in one uncontrollable wave. “Me, crazy?” she shouted, her eyes widening in anger and her skin burning in the familiar, sickening way it did when she knew she’d gone too far; stepped across a threshold that offered no retreat. “Is it crazy to want one decent kiss in twenty-two years? Crazy to hope that at the end of the day someone has a little something left for the other people in his life besides TV and a can of beer?”

He stood and moved past her into the kitchen, turning his back on her. Jenna followed, her tirade fueled to the next level. “You know what? You’re boring. You’re the most boring, unpleasant person I can think of. Not one good thing to say about anyone or anything; and you know what’s worse? Other boring people I can walk away from. But you plant your boringness in the middle of the room like an elephant. Too big to step around, too small-minded to communicate with.”

Matt wiped at his
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