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"It's better to be healthy alone than sick with someone else." Phil McGraw 

XAVIER EMERGED FROM the car, his heart racing, not from anticipation but from mounting anxiety. As if on autopilot, he locked hands with his wife and strode towards the restaurant, rumored to be one of the best in the city, a place where every dish was a work of art and every sip of wine a revelation. As they walked towards the entrance, Xavier felt his sense of anxiety increasing. 

This day marked three years since he and Pepper exchanged vows. He wanted to make this evening special for her, to show her how much he appreciated her unconditional love and devotion. But as he gazed around the restaurant, he felt a pang of unease. Was this really the life he had imagined for himself? A married father of two, living a so-called "normal" life? Was there a way for him to find true happiness, something more, something beyond the confines of his current situation? 

Despite his deep love for his two-year-old sons, Zavion and Davion, Xavier couldn't shake the feeling that something was missing. Still, he put on a brave face and followed the hostess toward their reserved table. 

As they were led through the elegant foyer and into the dining room, Xavier temporarily pushed aside his anxiety and became impressed by the sheer beauty of the place. The tables were set with crisp white linens, polished silverware, and sparkling crystal glasses, and the whole room seemed to glow with a transcendent radiance.

Pepper's smile grew wider as they arrived at their table. Xavier forced himself to match her enthusiasm. 

“Zay, I see why this place is supposed to be on the same level as some of the Michelin-star restaurants,” Pepper said, smiling big as they were seated.

“Yes, it is nice,” Xavier agreed. It took every ounce of mental fortitude to keep a smile on his face. 
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“THIS FOOD IS DIVINE,” Pepper complimented, taking another big bite of her juicy and tender New York strip. “What a way to celebrate three years of marriage. You can be so romantic and thoughtful.” Pepper reached over the table and grabbed his hand, gently kneading it. “I love you. Thank you for sticking it out. I know I went to a dark place after the babies were born. I wish I could have done something to change that.”

“It wasn’t your fault,” Xavier spoke up, switching her hand to his. “It happens to women more than you think. I learned that when you were diagnosed.”

“Postpartum psychosis. Who would have thought it would happen to me.”

“Look, don’t go down that road. We’re here to have a good time, get some free time away from the boys, and well—”

“Celebrate our love. Let’s toast,” Pepper added and raised her glass of white wine.

Xavier met her glass in the air with his. 

“To not just three, but a lifetime of sheer love and happiness with you, Zay!" Her eyes sparkled with anticipation as she giggled and playfully covered her mouth with her hand. 

Xavier's heart raced. His fingers tightened around the stem of his glass. He felt like a wild animal ready to pounce. His breaths were short, and his pulse pounded in his ears. His gaze fixed, a smile that seemed unnatural pulled at the edges of his mouth. He was like a coiled spring, ready to unleash a flood of emotions that would shake the very foundation of his world. He was well aware that he was on the edge of what he could only describe as a point of no return. But he was ready to take the leap. He couldn’t keep on this way. It wasn’t fair to him and it certainly wasn’t fair to the woman sitting across the table from him. Yes, the time had come for him to rise up and take control of his destiny, no matter the cost.
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"If you can't figure out where you stand with someone, it might be time to stop standing and start walking." Unknown

“THANKS FOR A WONDERFUL evening.” Pepper wrapped her arms around Xavier, and pulled herself up to snuggle in closer, hoping to reignite the passion that once flowed effortlessly between them. She had always been the initiator in their relationship; more often than not, Xavier met her advances with eager enthusiasm. But lately, something had shifted. 

Tonight, despite her best efforts to arouse him, he remained unresponsive, and she couldn't help but feel a sense of desperation wash over her. She could feel the tension in his body, the way he stiffened against her touch as if he was repulsed by her very presence. 

"Pepper, not tonight," he uttered, firmly pushing her off his chest, leaving no room for argument.

With a defeated sigh, Pepper fell back on the bed, her face twisted in a pout of frustration and anger. It had been weeks since they made love. She hoped tonight, their anniversary, things would be different. But she knew him all too well—this was the side of him that didn't crave her touch, that didn't hunger for her scent, that didn't ache for her. It was a side of him that yearned for something beyond her grasp, something she could never satisfy. It was like an unpredictable storm that raged within him, sometimes calm and sometimes turbulent. But this time, it was different. It was more intense, more powerful. She could feel it, sense it, see it. 

As she held onto him tightly, she couldn't help but wonder if this was the beginning of the end. The fear of losing him was like a raging fire within her, and she was powerless to extinguish it. 

She shifted herself into an upright position on the bed, her eyes scanning his face. "All right, what's the matter?" she asked, as if she didn’t already know. She folded her arms and rested her back against the headboard.

"I'm not sure what you mean," he responded, the hint of annoyance creeping into his tone.

You’re what, Zay? Tired of your family? Tired of this life? Or are you just tired of me? Tell me, what’s bothering you?”

Her words struck like lightning, cutting through the tension that had been building up between them for only God knew how long. 

Xavier clenched his jaw, his eyes dark with emotions he was struggling to contain. "I'm not tired of this life," he began, his voice low and intense. "I'm tired of living it for everyone else. My father’s in prison, and I’m expected to stay at New Holy Rock with Uncle Stiles and help keep the church afloat when I want no part of it. I’ve never been able to do me. It’s always the family this and the family that. It feels like I’m in prison myself. Well, I’m not that guy. I never have been and I never wanted to be. Then there’s...you—” he stopped.

“Don’t stop now. What about me?” Pepper puffed up.

“It’s like you never give me a moment to breathe." He paused, taking a deep breath. "I've been holding this in too long. From the moment I met you, it's been all or nothing with you. Don’t get me wrong; I mean, you couldn’t manipulate and attach yourself to me unless I allowed it. But I’m tired of pretending like all is well. What about me? What about what I want, what I need? It's like you can't see past yourself.” 

His words hung heavy in the air, the tension between them now at its breaking point. Xavier's eyes never left hers, his expression raw and unguarded. He was done pretending, done playing the part of the dutiful husband. It was time for the truth, no matter how painful it might be.

"Don't you dare make this my fault!" Pepper’s voice thundered through the room, full of pent-up frustration and anger of her own.

"Dang it," he shot back, his eyes flashing with intensity. "You knew who I was when you met me! But you wouldn’t back off. You just kept on and on poking and prodding until I...until I just said what the heck and pretended I could live this life. Well, you got me, Pepper. You wanted the thrill, the danger, the rush. But you didn't think about the consequences. As for me, I can’t keep pretending. I can’t keep acting like I’m this happily married man with wonderful kids and a beautiful wife and life. I’m grateful for my sons, but this life right here...” He looked around their bedroom.

His fists clenched, and in one swift motion, he sprang off the bed, his heart pounding with adrenaline as he paced back and forth across the room. His thoughts raced, his emotions on the edge, and he knew he had to get out of there before he did or said something he'd regret. The tension in the air was electric, and it was all he could do to keep from exploding.

Pepper recoiled. His words hit her like a slap in the face, leaving her breathless and reeling. Her mind was racing with a million thoughts and emotions, each one more intense than the last. 
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"The hardest thing you can do is to let go of someone you love when you know it would be best for them and for you." Unknown

ONE WEEK AFTER THEIR anniversary, Pepper stood frozen in the doorway, her heart pounding in her chest as Zavion and Davion clung to her legs, their small hands gripping her jeans tightly. She could feel the weight of their fear and confusion, and it threatened to drag her down.

She took a deep breath and steadied
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