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      Why? Why did you do it? I slump on my kitchen floor, and my stomach rolls as the first tear slides down my cheek and blossoms on my jeans.

      I thought I could handle it. I thought I’d just look at my ex-boyfriend’s profile then go about my day. I was actually hoping to see that Seth had lost some hair or gained some weight or had that stupid smirk when he took a selfie that made several chins appear.

      That’s not what happened though. Seth has been working out. Seth is somewhere sunny, looking hot as fuck in his pilot uniform. Seth’s teeth are whiter, and I’m sure he has figured out a way to make his cock even bigger now that he has a slinky twenty-five-year-old, who looks like she could fit into an envelope, clinging to him like a burdock.

      And what do I have? A chicken cutlet I’ve marinated for a day, that I now have to cook to perfection and nestle alongside exactly four pieces of asparagus on these lovely plates that I’m filming for a sponsored post for tonight.

      Only now, the chicken is probably burning as snot is running out of my nose, and my eyes will be puffy and swollen and this contract will probably get canceled and my influencer career will go up in flames. Just like my damn piece of chicken.

      The meat pops and sizzles in the pan as I dab underneath my eyes and grab my cell phone to call my sister. I should check on my stupid dinner, but I can’t. I’m tired. I’m so tired of doing everything that I’m supposed to do, then presenting it in a perfect little package.

      “Nora!” I yell into the phone. “He’s with someone else. I looked at her profile. She was born in 1999, for Christ's sake.”

      My sister sighs. She's the only one who gets these panicked calls. Everyone else thinks I’m happier without Seth, which I totally am, but not having sex and companionship for two years does things to a person. Bad things. Like making you look at the relationship through rose-colored glasses. And the fucked-up part is, I know better. I know so much better. But I can’t help myself.

      “It’s been two years, honey. I thought you were going to block him. Or at least mute him so you don’t have to see his posts because you’ve told me it’s too hard to not check up on him. And you know that’s why he posts so much now since you dumped him, right? That’s definitely the reason. He’s trying to show you what you walked away from. But you know better.”

      “What if I block him and he finds out? I don’t want to give him the satisfaction. And I keep trying to stop checking. You’d think after two years, I’d stop creeping on him like some needy teenager. Especially since it makes me feel this shitty.”

      “You’d think,” Nora laughs, then crunches on something.

      I tilt my head away from my phone and give it a dirty look. “Don’t crunch in my ear.”

      “Don’t call me during dinner and I won’t.”

      “What the hell are you eating for dinner? Ruffles and Diet Coke again?” I look up at the stove, waiting to see the cutlet catch fire.

      “Yes, you know I always get Patty’s tuna melt, chips, and a soda on Friday night because Jason closes the bar on Fridays, so zip it. What are you having? Some complicated Cornish hen recipe that will be styled on a hand thrown pottery plate that costs a thousand dollars?”

      “Pretty much. I’m doing a sponsored post for those dishes I got you.”

      “Ah, yes. I love them so much. And you know, they even make Patty’s sandwiches look boujee. I hope you’ll always be an influencer because I can’t live without all the freebies.”

      My job has so many perks. How lucky am I that I work from home, and get so much free stuff that I get to share with friends and family? Talking to my sister always makes me feel better, and I don’t know why I don’t call her more often like she constantly tells me to. “Well, if it’s enough payment to be my therapist, I’ll keep the free stuff coming. I only have so much room in my house.”

      “Yes, sounds like a terrible problem to have. You poor thing. And I don’t need payment, Nora. You’re my sister and I love you. And you don’t have to keep it together all the time. Seth was a dick. He still is. And I guarantee the only reason he’s with someone fifteen years younger than him is because he thinks he’ll be able to gaslight and manipulate her. She’ll smarten up and leave him though. They all do. Remember, the woman he dated before you warned you.”

      “Ah yes, in the very beginning when he worshiped me and I literally didn’t think the man had any flaws. That’s not the time to warn someone. When the dopamine is running like a brook in the spring after a long Maine winter.”

      I push myself off the floor and move the chicken off the burner. It actually looks pretty good, maybe my career isn’t doomed after all and this day hasn’t completely gone to shit. Why do I let things spiral so quickly? Why don’t I give my thoughts more time to simmer before I react. “Yeah. Why does he look so damn good though? Why can’t he get a few teeth knocked out? Maybe get fired for sleeping with too many flight attendants? Something.”

      Nora sighs, clearly exasperated with me. “Hey, aren’t you the one who constantly says that you can’t believe what you see on social media? That it’s fake. Like tonight for example: you’re going to nail your content, look amazing, and who would know that only minutes before you were crying to your sister on the phone over some spineless man who never deserved you. He’s nice to look at and that’s literally it. Remember, Seth always made you feel like you weren’t good enough.”

      I stalk to the fridge to pull out the asparagus, and take a step back to examine the contents. Everything is in order: labels facing forward, shelves clean. “I know, you’re right. I never want to be in that place again. My self-esteem was shot. You never know what’s really happening in someone’s life. What they’re really struggling with.”

      After I close the fridge, I wipe down the front with the dish towel even though there isn’t a smear on it. It’s a habit, I guess. Controlling all the things that I can control. Making things look pretty somehow keeps my heart from hurting so much.

      “Exactly. And Nina, I know I’ve said this to you so many times you probably want to knock my teeth out, but let go of the idea that everything has to be perfect. That you have to be perfect. What happened to Mom and Dad wasn’t your fault. You don’t have to be perfect for me, or anyone else.”

      That's right, baby girl.

      Mom.

      I hear her voice sometimes. Never during the times I beg to hear it, only when she wants me to hear her. Probably only when she thinks it’s absolutely necessary.

      Tears pool in my eyes, and my throat gets tight. A few years ago, Nora told me to stop trying to hold everything together, to stop living my life in a bubble and to take some chances. After our parents died in a car accident when I was twenty-five and Nora was twenty-two, I stopped drinking, stopped eating red meat, stopped doing anything that could put my health in jeopardy because I needed to protect my little sister. I became so afraid of anything unexpected happening, I stopped doing so many things I enjoyed, like traveling and hiking, and threw myself into work.

      “I know,” I whisper. I pull a plate from my open shelving and run my finger along the black rim.

      “Just because things didn’t work out with Seth, that doesn't mean you need to hide in your house.”

      “I’m not hiding.” I’m angry now. I didn’t call my sister for a lecture or advice. I just wanted to complain about how pathetic and sad I am. Wallow a little. And so what if I’m still in the hiding phase? That’s my choice.

      “You are. And you’ll never meet a wonderful man if you keep up with this … hobbit lifestyle. Unless of course you throw yourself at your mailman or something.”

      “Very funny,” I snap. “Listen, thanks for the talk. I’ve got to go. Pity party is over, there’s work to do. I need to reduce the swelling of my eyeballs with the cold spoon trick Mom taught us.”

      “Think about it, Nina. We can join a pickleball league or something. Meet some men there.”

      “You have a husband! Hello, what about Jason?”

      “Not for me. For you! I’ll just be your wing woman. Besides, Jason adores you, he wants what’s best for you. Hey! What about a bowling league?”

      “Oh, you’re hilarious. I’ll call you tomorrow. Love you.”

      I hang up the phone and catch myself in the mirror. My makeup isn’t smudged, and my eyes aren’t too bad. If I give my blond waves a few combs, apply some lip gloss, and set my phone up at the very end of the table while I film myself eating a few bites, I should be fine. The plate is the star of the show, not me, so as long as I get some great shots of my table setting, my client will be happy.

      I pour some olive oil onto a pan and roll the asparagus around, then sprinkle salt over the top. As I slide the baking sheet into the oven, a pang of guilt runs through me when I think about the first time I saw Seth. How I listened to Nora when she told me to go for it and take a chance.

      I got swept up in him fast. The way his shoulders filled out his pilot uniform as he rested his elbows on the bar at Opulent Oyster. I was there having a meeting with the owner, Charlie, because I was featuring his restaurant on my blog and on Instagram. While we chatted about rates and schedules, Seth was in my periphery, eyeing me the entire time.

      Of course I noticed him. Anyone with a pulse would. His dark, slicked back hair. His strong jaw and wide smile. His clean-shaven face and liquid green eyes.

      So when Charlie told me the pilot at the end of the bar asked him for my number, my sister’s voice played in my head: You've stopped living your life, Nina. This isn’t normal. It was my sign to take a chance, live a little. Seth was the way out of my bubble.

      And now look at me. Taking a chance and living a little was great at first. But then things changed. Seth constantly told me I’d be thinner if I didn’t eat french fries, and made suggestions about different ways I should do my hair. Told me I wasn’t living up to my potential and I could make a lot more money if I was a smarter business woman.

      I’m happier keeping to myself. Back in my bubble. Living in my little house, filming content. No one can hurt me here. I don’t need a big circle of friends or to travel to exotic locations or to date men with big white teeth and charming one-liners. My work life is public, I can’t change that. But I do have control over what people see. And I like that. I get to show people what I want: nice outfits, yummy recipes, my Trader Joe’s haul. Then I get to shut it all down, and slip into my flannel pajamas and be in bed by nine.

      

      A half hour later I’m feeling much better. It’s amazing what a talk with your sister and a beautifully set table can do. My house is extra cozy tonight. The gas fireplace is on, and my apple-cinnamon candle is casting a glow on the dining room ceiling. A light fall rain taps on the roof, and I’m thankful that each time I have a breakdown over Seth, it’s shorter than the last one.

      I’m hoping, soon, that these episodes will fade completely and I can go back to feeling like myself.

      As soon as I get my tripod set up, I hear the roar of a truck. Headlights illuminate my downstairs and I run to the window and scream for the driver to slow down even though I realize he can’t hear me. My UPS delivery is never this late, and Sam never drives this fast, nor does he listen to Sports Radio at such a thunderous tone.

      I turn on my outdoor lights as a burly man with huge feet and one untied boot, a man that most definitely isn’t Sam, stomps onto my front porch. His brown uniform stretches across his chest and his hat is turned backward which I’m pretty sure isn’t allowed. Just as he slides my package across the mahogany porch floor, we lock eyes. My deck better not be scratched. Sam never slid my packages. He knew exactly where to put them, right by the front door, on the doormat, because even though I have a front porch, if the boxes are too close to the edge, they can still get wet from the rain or snow. I film a lot of unboxings and I can’t have wet, tattered boxes.

      Hopefully, he’s just filling in today, and tomorrow Sam will be back. I don’t even hide my eye-roll, and Mr. Too Rough With My Packages reacts by throwing his arms up and stomping off.

      My anger rises as he makes his way to his truck. If he thinks he can get away with just shoving my packages across my deck, he’s got another thing coming. Giving the UPS guy a lesson in package delivery is the last thing I need, but somebody has to do it.
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      It’s already been dark for an hour, and this damn rain makes it impossible to see anything on these back roads. Why do I have to get assigned a new route right before the holidays? These late nights are going to kill me, and it’s only going to get worse after Halloween. Fucking consumers consuming everything they can get their sticky little paws on. Meanwhile, there’s no consideration for the delivery drivers. Everyone thinks that I actually have control over when they get their packages.

      It’s after six and I still have a few more hours to go before I finish up, which sucks because I was hoping to see my son, Gavin, tonight. Tapping Ali, my ex-wife’s number, I hold my breath and pull a few dog hairs from my uniform.

      “Hi, Jett.”

      “Hey, can I talk to the little man? I’m working later than I thought tonight, but I’d like to pick him up tomorrow afternoon.”

      “Sounds good. Here he is.” Ali and I try to keep the peace for Gavin, so it’s best to keep our conversations short. But the other reason our sentences are always clipped, is because he’s there. Ron. The slime bag who broke up my marriage.

      At least Gavin likes him. And I’d never want my son to know just how angry I am, how much I’ve lost. I didn’t want my marriage to end, but there was no need to disrupt his childhood anymore, so I stuff it. I stuff it all as far down as I can. Ali and I work hard to be civil to each other, and I’m proud of that.

      “Dad!” Gavin is breathless.

      “Hey, Buddy! What are you up to?” A few wet leaves hit my windshield as I turn down a dead-end street.

      “Playing ping-pong with Ron! When are you going to get me? Are we still having pizza tonight? I miss Paisley!”

      A pain spiders through my gut. “I’m sorry, buddy. I started a new route today and there were more deliveries than I thought there’d be. I’ll make it up to you though! Tomorrow I’ll see you at basketball practice in the morning, then you’re coming home with me. We’ll spend the rest of the day throwing the football, eating pizza and ice cream, and playing video games! Whatever you want! And Paisley misses you too. She likes the new pink collar and booties we got her for winter.”

      “Okay, Dad! Oh, can we go get those candy apple things from the orchard? I And I can’t wait to see her walk around in those booties. They are so tiny.” He laughs.

      I blow out a breath, relieved my son isn’t phased by the change in schedule, that he’s happy, even if it’s not with me. “You got it!”

      “Love you! I gotta go!”

      “I love you more, Buddy!”

      Tears sting my eyes, and I turn up ESPN Radio. Fuck, not seeing my kid every day rips me up. I’m not sure I’ll ever get used to it. Who knew at forty years old that my life would look like this. I hate slipping into the bad place where all I can do is think about all my problems, feel resentment and anger build in my chest until it feels like I’m going to fucking explode. These shorter days don’t help, and neither does this cottage-style house I’m pulling up to with its cornstalks, and perfectly placed pumpkins. Beads of water cover the black rockers, and a wreath on the front door blows in the autumn wind. It all reminds me of Gavin. Decorating for the fall with Gavin. Raking an enormous pile of leaves and jumping into them with Gavin. Watching scary movies with Gavin.

      The thing about going through a divorce with kids that no one tells you, is that even the memories that still bring you happiness are laced with sadness and guilt. The knowing that if maybe you had handled things differently, maybe you could have saved your family.

      Ali was done with me a year before she left. She and Ron met and fell in love while I was racking my brain trying to figure out how I could save my marriage, but I was too late.

      Of course she didn’t admit she was seeing him at first, but I knew. I could feel it. And after she told me, it was a relief for both of us, I think. But then, while she was moving forward, I couldn’t. And I became so angry.

      I’m lost in thought as I grab the package and slide it across the front porch floor, trying to make up some time so I can get home, eat, and be rested to spend a great weekend with my son. I usually walk the packages to the door, but it’s a covered porch, and this will shave off a few seconds. I won’t make a habit of it, but this new route is killing me, and I just want to be done with this day.

      Of course someone is watching me through the window. Fucking dammit all to fuck. I can barely make out her face through the glass, but I can see her roll her eyes.

      What else can go wrong today?

      The cottage’s front door slams and I head to the truck. Probably some over-anxious customer who just had to have their package, and they’re pissed I’m running late. How about they try to master a new route in a day?

      “I don’t know who you think you are, but packages aren’t delivered this way in Leeds Falls!”

      I want to say, “Well, they fucking are now!” But I also want to keep my job. I clench my fists, take a deep breath, and slowly turn around, raindrops falling in my eyes as I do.

      Her hair is blond and wavy, and I notice the arch of her eyebrows first, then her high cheekbones. “You don’t have to yell, I can hear you.”

      She takes a step forward, her toned legs visible under her jeans, her arms crossed over her full breasts. “Well, apparently I do! Your radio is blasting! You literally threw my package across my deck. Sam never does that. He always brings them to the door. Who are you? Where is Sam?”

      Taking a long stride to her porch, I answer, “I’m Jett. Your new UPS man.” I should probably smile, but my lips aren’t working. Nothing is. I feel inadequate enough today, and this is the last fucking thing I need.
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