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Praise for The Morning After and Raelee May Carpenter

"The Morning After is a beautiful portrayal of struggling to understand God's purpose, of redemption, and of accepting God's unconditional love."

~ Allison K. Garcia, author of The Buscando Home Series

“Raelee May Carpenter has an amazing gift for crafting authentic journeys of redemption and the lovely, broken souls that take them... Carpenter’s powerful storytelling seamlessly weaves together themes of forgiveness, faith, joy, and love to deliver a narrative that inspires hope and witnesses to the reality of spiritual transformation.”


~Chloe S. Flanagan, author of Changed Somehow and Where Do They All Belong?



"It would be easy to fill a novel like this with platitudinous lessons and one-dimensional 'good' people and 'bad' people. But instead, Raelee May Carpenter brings natural, believable characters to the page in a nuanced story that's authentic and redemptive."

~Nadine C. Keels, author of World of the Innocent

“The Morning After is a heartfelt exploration of how the relationships of our past can determine the way we shape relationships in our future, or in our eternity. When Matt and Molly find their futures entangled by unexpected parenthood, every weak point in their relationship comes under scrutiny—and strain. While Matt does everything possible to escape identifying with his uninvolved father, Molly struggles with her over-involved mother. Deeply insightful, The Morning After addresses how the wounds of our formative years continue to show up in the present.”

~Jane Lebak, author of The Adventures of Lee and Bucky series

“While there is a great deal to praise about The Morning After—strong characters, a compelling story, and an easy, clever writing style that draws you in—I think what stands out the most is the message about family. Because family isn't necessarily your blood family—it's the people who show up for you, time and again, and the people that you choose to be a part of your life. And that's really one of the deep themes of Matt and Molly's love story—both of them growing together to find the family they were set to find on Earth.”


~Amanda Romine Lynch, author of Anabel Unraveled and Anabel Divided
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Prologue –
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This is redemption:

That God, in His infinite love,

repairs the things we cannot fix,

leaps the obstacles we cannot scale,

understands the things we cannot know,

crosses the gaps we cannot traverse,

heals the wounds that would destroy us.

Our responsibility, in all this perfection, is one thing only:

Unconditional Surrender.
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Chapter one
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Molly Cooper woke up in the morning knowing she’d made the biggest mistake of her life.

Before she even opened her eyes, the sea-air-and-sunscreen of his cologne and the tartness of his skin filled her nose. The combination was achingly familiar after three years of shared hugs. This morning, though, it made her dizzy-sick in a way it never had before. She’d never woken up with it before. It never had clung invisibly to her pillows and sheets like the last images of a bad dream.

A dream? She wished! Extensive evidence to the contrary lay beside her in the bed.

They were “spooning” actually. His warm breath tickled the back of her neck in slow, even bursts. Yards of heat and muscle and bare skin pressed against her back and the backs of her legs and...oh, dear God, have mercy. Her own breath turned to stone in Molly’s throat as her head went dizzy and her body broke out in sweat from forehead to heel.

Matt was still asleep. Part of her wanted to wake him and tell him to get dressed and get his backside out of her apartment NOW.

Who am I kidding?

Pushing him out the door would take more assertiveness than anything Molly had done in her life. And every bit of that had fled her like rabbits from wildfire last night.

Or had it? Molly’d had plenty of assertiveness for the one thing she’d claimed she never wanted.

After everything that happened last night, Molly was afraid of what might happen between them if he woke.

If only she’d been afraid last night about what might happen...

His arm draped over her waist, heavy and inflexible, like a prisoner’s chain of rusty iron. Molly scooted from under it as carefully as she could. Once free, she scrambled out of bed, wincing from the soreness between her legs. Despair formed itself into a solid thing, a Gordian knot in her chest and a lump of coal in the throat.

She took a deep breath and dashed to grab her robe off its hook, trying not to look at the crumpled garments scattered as far as her living room door.

Molly looked back at him instead.

At some point as she’d left the bed, he’d shifted about half onto his back without even half waking. From her three-quarters angle, his face was relaxed, no overtight knitting on the brow. Corded limbs lay loose. The hand which rested atop her sheet was open, not fisted or gripped hard on anything, as per usual.

The air flowed effortlessly in through his nose, filling space down to his abdomen, instead hitting the standard blockade of tension in the upper corners of his chest.

He looked more peaceful than she’d ever seen.

Of course... Molly’d never seen him asleep before.

Strange, maybe, but—though nearing thirty—she’d never seen any man like this before. Not here, not relaxed and dreaming in her bed.

She tore her eyes from the sleeping form, grabbed some clothes, and went to the bathroom. Molly started the water and let it run warm while she stood in front of the mirror and gazed at herself, hypnotized by her own reflected reproduction.

Molly felt different, both in body and in heart. She thought she should see something altered about her reflection now. She did see something...off, but Molly couldn’t pinpoint what it was. Her reflected eyes held her real ones until they were all she could see.

Only when the mirror fogged could Molly tear herself away.

She put one foot in the shower then turned back, rushed and shaky. What if he wakes and decides he should come in here with me?

An unwanted flash of powerful memory struck her consciousness and coursed through her body. She retraced her steps at triple speed. 

Her feet skidded a bit across the water-misted, sheet-roll linoleum floor, making her feel a bit like The Three Stooges on ice skates. Molly might have laughed at herself if the nerves weren’t zinging up and down her spine. Stay asleep and stay OUT!

As if suddenly she could broadcast telepathic messages to him.

For the first time in her five years of living in this apartment, she locked the bathroom door.

Under the blasting showerhead at last, her elbows hit both sides of the plastic stall when she tried to stretch out the kinks of the night. “Son of a—” Molly bit it back, rubbed both “funny” bones with the opposite hands.

The water poured over her. Too hot, but she didn’t turn it down. Under the circumstances, the scalding felt good. It almost tricked Molly into thinking she could become clean after what she’d done.

Molly wasn’t sure how it’d happened. Or why.

She’d been surprised when Matt had rung her doorbell at nearly one in the morning. Molly knew was in town. He was headlining all week at the new comedy club in Lansing’s Old Town, and they’d planned for dinner and a movie a few days from now, on his only night off while he was here.

They didn’t have plans for last night.

Molly opened the door, her eyes widening as she looked him over. Matt’s deep blue eyes were red-rimmed and wide-open, and his dark hair sprung in every direction.

“Help me,” he said. “I barely talked myself out of speeding into the road barrier on 496.”

He was sober. Well, ish. Only two drinks down, Molly guessed. That didn’t mean he wasn’t wrecked, though. Matt kept looking over his shoulder, which fed her own paranoia enough that she yanked his well-built six-foot frame into her entryway.

When Molly turned to climb up to her apartment, Matt hooked a finger through the belt loop in the center back of her low-rise jeans. I shouldn’t let him do that. But she stayed silent and lent some of her own momentum to helping her tired and tipsy friend mount the stairs.

As they settled down on the gray Ikea futon in her living room, Matt made a list of everyone he hated—the estranged father he hadn’t seen in thirty years, his exes, his colleagues in L.A.

He always put himself at the top. The list of things Matthew Kelly hated about Matthew Kelly was endless. His life, his career, everything he had. Matt hated the fact he now lived across the world from his mother and how he’d never been able to find the courage to go back, even to visit. Matt said he “wasn’t ready to face the demons” he’d supposedly left there when he’d gotten on a plane to America to pursue his stand-up and acting career in Hollywood.

Molly never understood why Matt couldn’t see how he took his demons everywhere he went.

Last night, he kept saying, “I need to die. I need to not be alive anymore.”

She knew Matthew struggled with depression and anxiety. Molly’d witnessed chronic symptoms of that from the second they met. But she’d never seen him like that.

Molly didn’t understand what had set him off. Maybe some reminder of his deadbeat dad. So much of her friend’s brokenness seemed to go back to the heavy-handed, self-righteous Pete Kelly. Pete’s abandonment of his wife and son had stirred up hella insecurities in Matt. It was a weak spot in her friend’s soul, years scarred over but still a sore, festering stink.

Molly’s BFF hadn’t been enough to keep his dad around, so now, no matter how good he was at everything, at whatever he did, no matter how much success he chased down, Matt couldn’t think of himself as anything but worthless.

Molly’s own anxiety rose to fever pitch, like it often did when he was around and not well. A need to calm him down, to get control of the situation.

She got them each a drink, then another. In retrospect, that was a mistake. Matt probably had been drinking—though slowly— all night at the club.

But he finally chilled out a bit after she got a couple bottles of hard cider down him. After that...

No, no, not that. Molly wasn’t gonna think about that. She gathered the preceding events in her mind, but not like a timeline. More like pieces of a jigsaw puzzle. So much effort of thought to shove them into any broken order.

They sat together on her couch, and Molly talked quietly, prayed silently, and tried to comfort him. Their legs were folded crisscross, and they faced each other, gently holding onto each other’s arms. She used to play with the squishy skin on the inside of Matt’s elbows, so she’d probably been doing that.

Then he leaned in and kissed her on the mouth.

Astonished, she pulled back from him—but just slightly.

They were friends. No more. Her rule, not Matt’s.

Matt always wanted more from her. With her. Whatever. Molly knew it, always had. He asked her out on a date before he remade himself into her friend. Even as they got closer, as Matt became her closest friend, he sent out signs. Maybe unconscious hints, but maybe not. 

Molly wasn’t stupid, though; she could tell. He wanted a partner, a lover. She knew it wasn’t right. God forgive me. This water couldn’t burn hot enough.

She scrubbed the sleep out of her eyes and wished she could rub out the memory of all the too much she saw of her friend last night.

Knowing what he wanted all along, Molly never should have let him become such a big part of her life.

She’d liked it, though.

It was selfish, but Molly didn’t get a lot of contact with friends or much respect from anyone. Matt gave her both in overwhelming amounts. He was always sending emails (“Hey, good morning! How’d your interview with Starfarm go last night? They do 80’s covers, you said?”), txts, and borderline inappropriate gifts (“Listen, Soaring Eagle comped me these chips when I did the show there. Must’ve forgotten they were in my bag. You should take them up and cash them in.”)

All this interest and generosity from a man who didn’t trust the people he saw every day. The confidence he invested in Molly was potent. She practically got high on it sometimes. Matt needed Molly, and she liked how it felt.

He loved me, and, God, it was absolutely lovely to be loved.

For three years, Molly rationalized. Told herself Matt “needed her witness,” so the more contact they had the better.

Whatever. It had never been that.

Her skin, now, burned red head to toe from water far less blistering than the shame she set them up for.

The truth: in order to satisfy Molly’s own socio-psychological weaknesses, Molly had let Matt into a place where his emotions were constantly stretched, twisted, and played around. By her. She also let Matthew settle where he could easily chip and carve away at the façade of rules Molly put up between them.

Last night he broke all her rules. After the first kiss, he closed the paltry distance Molly’d made. Kissed her again.

Molly hadn’t known what to do.

So she didn’t do anything.

And Matt kissed her until it had seemed like a good idea for her to kiss him back.

Mercy. The electricity. If she’d been drunk off him before, this was blackout and hard tripping all wrapped up in a little electron interaction.

After that, it got more overwhelming. The feelings. The fears. The conflicting sensations.

Matt was so careful.

He must have known how much of her was freaking out.

Even so, Molly saw a side of herself she’d never witnessed before. Something bold and desperate, a dark, burning corner she’d wanted to believe wasn’t there.

She never forgot the wrongness of it, but Molly hadn’t wanted him to think he wasn’t valuable or attractive. (I wanted him too.) She wanted to comfort him, and nothing else worked. It went too far, but after it got past a certain point, Molly thought it wasn’t fair to say, “No.”

And, besides, God, I was lonely and, for once, I wanted to feel something else.

It hadn’t worked.

But, man, it had been—No. Don’t think about that.

Think about... Not—no, think about...

It was exhausting. A million thoughts in her head. Now and then. They tangled together into knots then fell into pieces like confetti. Nothing solid enough to grab on to, nothing Molly could make sense of...

Except for the one dark thing now, this morning, the morning after.

The guilt.

Yeah, that was solid enough.

In the shower, she slid down onto her knees. The burning water rained over her like fire from heavens rent. Molly cried, choking back her sobs so there was no chance Matt could hear them. “God, forgive me. Please, forgive me.”

She knew They had; They would no matter what.

But what about Matthew? He was Molly’s friend, she his “best mate,” but now? How he could respect her after what she’d done? Molly’d gone against everything she had told him she believed all this time. How could he believe anything she said anymore?

Molly rubbed her palms up and down her face, pushed the hot wet hair out of her eyes. As if her tired red soul windows could ever see a solution to this mess she’d caused.

And she was the one responsible. Why hadn’t she just spoken up, said no, told him to stop?

Instead, when Matt asked—and he had, of course, California legal and all that—Molly’d said, “Yes!”

She’d known it was wrong. Molly always thought herself as such a good girl, but after this, all illusions were gone. She’d have been better off with bar-hopping one night stands.

It would have been bad enough to have sex with some stranger she met in a bar, but Matt?  Molly knew he’d been in love with her for years. She didn’t return those feelings, and exploiting them to boost her own self-damaged ego was about as close to unforgiveable as a thing could get.

∞

Matt Kelly fought his lungs for air as he made coffee in Molly’s weird carpeted kitchen. She only had the two tiny quadrangles of counter space, and Matt’s dizzy head could make his shaky hands only so dexterous.

Why did I come here? If he was to be honest with himself, Matt’d been planning—or at least, hoping—all along the night would end exactly as it had. And if he was honest, Matt had known all along it shouldn’t ever go that way.

I should not have come here.

But he’d had to go somewhere. He’d needed someone around to keep him from doing something stupid.

That worked out great, huh?

It seemed silly now in the gold light of morning. Yesterday evening, Matt’s handler from the club had been late getting him from the airport. No biggie. It happened. Matt spent huge chunks of his life sitting around flight terminals for the sake of his career. What was another fifteen minutes? It wasn’t like they could meet him at the gate anymore anyway.

They weren’t used to bringing comics in from the west coast, and they so clearly hadn’t thought through the logistics. Getting Matt’s rental car from an offsite vendor, for instance, from a place with no shuttle service from the airport. Or maybe the airport was too small for any of that. Whatever.

So the handler picked Matt up to ferry him to the rental office.

Again, whatever.

Only the guy had been so insecure about the late ride for the semi-famous actor and comedian, he’d gotten angry about the situation. He couldn’t be grizzly with Matt, of course, as Matt was the celebrity who deigned to work their fledgling club—for his own ulterior motive, named Molly—as well as the so-called victim of his negligence. Furthermore, it wasn’t Matt’s fault. For once. The hapless escort also couldn’t be ticked at the jerks who made the stupid arrangements, because they probably were his bosses. So what did he do?

Launched a bitter diatribe against his elderly father.

He told Matt—his tone tenser and with volume more robust than was necessary, “He needed a ride to the cardiologist. Can you believe he asked me? Me? His son? I mean, do I have to spend the next thirty years driving him to all these boring places? I don’t have time for that. So we’re in there, and I’m raring to get on the road to save you from the airport mess, and what does he do?”

Matt took a slow, deep breath and said, his voice stiff and tight, which should have been a clue to this loser, “I’m sure I can’t guess.”

“He keeps asking the doctor all these questions! Can you believe that?”

The car smelled like French fries and sweaty socks, ketchup smeared in a streak across the dash. A cheeseburger wrapper stuck to the bottoms of Matt’s designer shoes, and the poor old man’s biggest crime was an insidious desire to understand the condition of his own heart? The guest comedian from Hollywood had wanted to punch the old man’s selfish dirty lazy son in the face.

He went for the more politick “teaching moment” angle and asked, “How many times did he drive you to the doctors or to ‘soccer’ practice or even on dates?”

“How did you know I played soccer? Are you, like, a mind reader?”

Matt bit—hard—on his lip and threw up his hands.

“He drove me to tons of things, but so what? He’s the dad. It’s, like, his job. He shouldn’t have had kids if he didn’t want to drive them around. But, me? I didn’t choose to have parents.”

Matt laughed, but not because his jerk of a driver was any kind of comedian, whatever he fancied himself. Matt’s father had never given him a ride anywhere.

He would’ve just as soon this fool tonight hadn’t ever given him a ride either.

At the club, he’d gone through his prep and done his set on autopilot. The thoughts of the injustice of life had swirled around in Matt’s head all night. Even after the show, as he dressed down—in more ways than one—and hated himself thoroughly and ached for needing Molly, for needing to be with the only person closer than freaking Brisbane who loved him.

Seriously, the moron with the short temper and the fast food-scented Cadillac had gotten a good father. One who loved him and was there for him and even drove him to soccer practice on Saturday mornings. Though he never ever until the day his poor dad died would choose to appreciate it.

But Matthew Andrew Patrick Kelly had never been worthy of that? Instead he got nasty words about his mother and sucker-punches about the face and head and putdowns about absolutely everything, all followed by the famed and final disappearing act.

This world was

Messed

Up.

Matt shook his head, though, because he sure wasn’t helping to fix it.

He couldn’t even fix a freaking pot of coffee.

Cornered in Molly’s tiny kitchen by the morning after, Matt’s hands shook like crazy. The glass decanter tapped against the side of the sink while he filled it with her super-hard water.

He’d made coffee in this kitchen more than a dozen times before.

And it’s just like that. This time is no different. It’s just like I’d make coffee to go with our dessert back when we were just mates. Back when we were friends.

Are we still friends?

“Flip the switch, Matthew,” he coached, trying to interrupt the confused thoughts swirling around his mind. “Brew the coffee.”

This is normal. I’m normal. Talking to myself out loud is a well-known indication of my sanity.

Matt jabbed at the toggle several times before he finally hit it. Real smooth. I should try runway work.

Finally, Molly came out through the bathroom door. He looked at her and put on his best everything’s-fine smile, just like the comedian and Hollywood actor the tabloids said he was.

The smile faded quickly.

In spite of the foregone conclusion of, well, having sex with her last night, Matt swallowed audibly as he looked down at his boxer briefs. This was all he’d put on when he’d gotten out of bed—her bed— gotten up.

Face flaming, Matt ducked his head and did a whirl around, locating his jeans on the floor in the doorway of her bedroom. With his back to her, Matt hurried to pull on the worn pants.

These old jeans had been Matt’s favorites for years. He’d loved them long before he met a freelance journo named Molly Cooper. Not anymore. He tried not to admit this would be the last time he put them on. They’d go in the bin the second Matt was back in his hotel room.

His t-shirt had some new miles on it. It was on the floor in the center of the living room. Matt half-scrambled, half-crawled towards it, snagged it up, almost dropped it again, and backed out of the living room with awkward new modesty as he yanked it over his head.

Finally covered, Matt turned back toward Molly, suddenly painfully conscious of the fact he’d still put on yesterday’s underwear. Not that leaving them off would have been better. Oh, dear God, I am crap, utter rubbish.

The lovely/beautiful (former?) best mate in question leaned into the fridge, snatched out a bottle of kefir, spun the cap off, and flipped said top onto the tiny counter next to the miniature coffeemaker. Her feet, bright pink and bare, with chipped bits of periwinkle blue polish on the nails, peeked from under the cuffs of jeans two sizes too big. A baggy long-sleeve t-shirt covered half of her soft fair hands. Molly’s hair hung in loose, stringy-wet curls, and her face wore a grizzly looking flush—hopefully from the heat of her shower and not her current opinion of her “best friend.”

She didn’t look at him. Not even a glance, let alone the hug and “good morning” Molly’d have given him if she’d seen Matt this time yesterday.

Molly bit into her bottom lip. He remembered the way she’d nibbled his lips last night while they were pashing, and his knees buckled. Matt was fit to topple and tried to cover by leaning back against the counter.

Matthew stared—hard—down at the coffee grounds he’d spilled on the floor. He wanted to pull this girl into his arms and hold her against his chest where she could hear his heart pounding its answer to all this junk he was thinking right now.

“Where’s your broom?” Matt asked. “I feel like I should know that, but—”

She followed his gaze to the coffee dust. “Don’t worry about it.” Molly’s tone was flat.

“It’s no problem, hon.”

“I’ll get it later.”

“But—”

“You’re a guest.”

A guest? Yeah, but since when was he only that? Her best mate... No, no, no.

Matt understood why Molly was angry, but they were still friends. Friends having sex once wasn’t the huge sin she thought it was. They could still be friends afterward.

Only...If someone didn’t want to have sex with you, and you did it anyway, that was rape. Or if you lied to them about who you were, and they only let you do it because they believed you were someone else...in Matt’s mind, that was rape too.

But what if you knew for years someone didn’t want to have sex with you, and you pretended to agree with them when all you thought about was getting them to do it...

Was that rape too?

Because Molly had never wanted to be with Matt. The first day they met, she’d even said it, “It will never happen.” In so many words too.

Matthew never changed her mind either. Not really.

One time when Matt was in Mount Pleasant for work, after his show he’d driven down and brought Thai takeout to Molly’s. The booking manager at the job had given him a few hundred dollars in casino chips as a perk, probably thinking the guests would like it if a semi-celebrity showed up and played with them. Matt wasn’t in to gambling, though, so he saved them for Molly and told her he’d forgotten to cash them in before he left.

She tensed up the instant she saw them. “I can’t take these.”

He frowned. “What? Why?”

“You don’t just hand a friend hundreds of dollars. It’s not appropriate.”

Not appropriate. They’d had this convo enough times already that the sound of the phrase made his jaw lock. Matt wasn’t taking no for an answer, though.

“Please, Molly.” He tried to fold them up inside her fingers. “I’d have to drive back over an hour to cash them in. It’s not worth it.”

She pulled her hand away. “If it’s not worth it for you, why is it for me?”

Um...cause you’re poor? Matt’d never say that. Not out loud. “Mate, I have to get on a plane in the morning. Wouldn’t you drive a less than three-hour round trip to earn four hundred dollars? Your freelancing doesn’t pay over a hundred an hour. Anyway, I thought you didn’t have any jobs the rest of the week.”

Molly shrugged. “I’ll go cash them in, then, and I’ll send you the money.”

“No. Why would I take the money? You’re the one doing the work.”

“So you’re giving me a job?” She shook her head and crossed her arms over her lovely chest. “Matt, no. This doesn’t feel right. I mean, what are you paying me for?”

Like he wanted to make a prostitute of her or something. It wasn’t that way. He only wanted Molly to know there could be perks to being with him. He would never use her or force her, and she knew it.

Matt slapped the chips down smack! onto her coffee table and swore. “You try to do something nice for a friend, and they’re always looking for strings attached. Whatever. I’m leaving them there. Throw them away if you don’t want them.”

“But, Matt—”

“Why do you make being nice to you so hard?” He swore again.

Molly went all contrite in a snap, like Matt knew she would. “I’m sorry. I didn’t mean to accuse you of anything. You’ve been a great friend. I’m not ungrateful.”

He scoffed.

“I love you, Matt. You’re the dearest friend I ever had, but I get confused sometimes.”

“How could you possibly be confused here?” Matt threw up his hands. “Our friendship is the only thing in my life that makes sense to me.” That much was true.

“But you know, right? It’s just a friendship. With no benefits. No partnership perks.”

Matt gave Molly his wide-eyed innocent look. “Of course,” he lied.

That same conversation had played out a dozen different ways over the years. Hundreds of times, really.

So. Many. Lies.

She had to understand, though. Matt only wanted to make love with Molly, because he loved her. Only now the same love made him wish—to a degree somewhere between halfway and infinite powers multiplied—that he could undo it. Because whatever they had between them all these years, Matthew’d mucked it up last night.

The fridge door stood open. Propped by Molly’s hip, it pumped the cool air into the kitchen while the old compressor chugged like a tired freight train.

Molly was green. What is she doing?

With head bent and a frown on her lovely face, Molly stared at the rumpled rag rug on the floor in front of the fridge. Started to squat down. Winced, straightened.

Matt’s stomach turned inside out.

Molly lowered herself to kneeling and straightened the cursed homemade floor-covering.

She looked so small.

Not like last night. Matt didn’t do one-nighters, and this sweet angel was everything to him. What had happened meant more than he could say. But it was the smallest part of what Molly gave him. Matthew told himself he’d let it go forever if he had to do so to keep the rest of it.

She stood up, slow and stiff. Like an old woman, not the energetic girl who still sometimes passed for a teenager.

He’d hurt her. Hard as he’d tried not to.

Molly was his only real friend. The lone pearl in a manure-pile of shallow, consumerist fakers and tools. The one who let him into her life without throwing on a different painted mask every time they were together. The only person who knew the password to his IPhone, because he trusted she’d never do anything worse with the knowledge than set his ringtone to Justin Bieber as a joke.

He hadn’t meant to kiss her.

Why can’t I say “I’m sorry”? Don’t be mental. Just speak.

Matt cared for her. He knew Molly didn’t want anything more with him—ever. He’d been okay with it only because he would’ve done anything not to lose her.

He wanted to kiss her again. Even though it was a big mistake, in Matt’s fantasy world, it wasn’t. In Matt’s mind, he saw himself going to Molly now, wrapping his arms around her waist from behind, kissing her neck, reaching for...

Yeah, Matt wanted her. Who could blame him? Molly was gorgeous! In a real way, too, not in the patented Hollywood, a-few-too-many-visits-to-the-plastic-surgeon kind of way.

But he hadn’t meant for it—for last night, for any of it—to happen. And he wasn’t at all proud of it.

Sure, he’d thought about it before once or twice. Okay, many, many times. But Matt wasn’t proud of that either, and he hadn’t intended for it to happen in real life. Well...not really, anyway. Or, maybe only half?

Or somewhere between halfway and infinite powers multiplied...

But it...it did. Everything—Matt’s mind, his emotions, his body—had just... “gotten out of hand,” as the fools known as “they” would say.

He could give himself a break for that, couldn’t he? Especially after how long it had been for him.

Matt’s brain flashed him a few bits of memory from their night together.

He’d always expected it would take a lot to draw Molly out that way. On the contrary, her boldness had surprised Matt. Even early on, when they were just making out. Her mouth grinned against his, the giggles bubbled up to his ears from deep in her chest. Ankles crossed at the small of his back. Lips, insistent, drawing a fiery line from Matt’s jaw to his collarbone...

Molly’s earlier reticence had nothing to do with shyness, insecurity, or—definitely not—lack of interest, in him or physical intimacy in general.  If he wasn’t convinced of all that while they were yet fully clothed, the instant she peeled up the hem of Matt’s t-shirt, he knew for sure.

And after that...she’d thrown up some hurdles, but he’d taken it slow and gotten over—or under—all of them until finally, finally, everything Matt’d imagined and more had come to pass.

It was done.

His face and neck burned again. Matt was dizzy, and not in a good way.

Because not everything he’d fantasized had happened.

Not the happy-together-forever part.

Obviously.

It had been one beautiful night, an awesome experience. The best of its kind Matt’d ever had, because he’d put more into it than he ever had before. Matt believed Molly’d understand that, had felt it. And hope lived inside of him for the first time in his life.

Matt had been happy at last...for a few minutes at least. Everyone in L.A. told him, though, that happiness was nothing if not short-lived. At last, he found something they hadn’t lied about, because here it was the morning after, and it was all gone. One look at Molly’s face, and the newly conceived hope withered inside him.

He didn’t understand. It should’ve been the best night of their lives. Every time he’d imagined it, Matt had been sure it would be. But now the woman Matt loved more than life—not that he’d ever loved his existence very much—stood beside him, and she was broken in a way she’d never been before.

Matthew tried to make himself move, to go to Molly, but he couldn’t touch her. Couldn’t hug her or take her hand, both things he’d done hundreds of times before. He couldn’t step towards her, couldn’t even speak.

Over twenty years as a stand-up comedian, and he couldn’t crack a joke to make her smile.

Matt put a big, fake smile in his voice. “Can I get you a coffee?”

“No.”

His face fell.

It wasn’t like Molly not to say thank you. Three years ago, on the night they met, when he’d asked her out on a real date she couldn’t let herself say “yes” to, Molly’d smiled and said, “No, but thank you for asking.” She’d said, “Honestly, I’m flattered.”

So Matt asked her out for pizza as friends and managed to exchange email addresses and Skypenames as he drove her back to her car.

Matt did hard yards for months. Oh, he was sly. He pretended to be fiercely platonic when he felt anything but. Matt thought she’d see through him, but she didn’t even understand the level of guile of which he was capable.

When he reached out, Molly almost always reached back.

Not this morning though. Molly rearranged magnets on her fridge door, took down an outdated flyer, crumpled it up, and left it on the tiny cluttered counter. She didn’t even look at her “friend.”

In three years, Matt never said he wanted more. Almost not even to himself—he made private excuses; he was good at that. But underneath the thin veil of pure intention, like algae on a billabong which hid everything living below, Matt had pushed for a change of status like last night.

When it came, holy cow, had it been beautiful.

Only it hadn’t worked out like he’d hoped after all.

Crap. All Matt’s open slobbering admiration of her honesty. Had he ever been straight with her?

He should just put a pistol in his mouth right now and end the duplicitous misery he inflicted on everyone.

Matt pulled a coffee mug off Molly’s little bric-a-brac shelf and dumped in a bit of sugar from the bowl. Coffee dripped from the basket and sizzled on the burner while he poured his cup. The smell of the burnt liquid stung Matt’s eyes. He told himself the faint stink of aborted fire was why they watered.

Matt looked back at Molly. The drawer with her spoons was about a foot from where Molly stood. He’d need to step close to her—too close—if he was going to grab one to stir his coffee.

He glanced at her out of the corner of his eye. Molly drank the kefir straight from the bottle, and her eyes pooled empty and dark, like a curtain pulled over her soul. She’d never been shielded like that before. If anything, she was too open with her emotions.

Matt had loved it; it had made him love her more.

Love. Matt’s stomach turned again, and he exhaled through pursed lips. He’d done that. Matt’s love had put out the light in her eyes.

Matthew stayed where he was. Chugged the too-bitter, too-hot coffee and burned his mouth and throat. Set the half-full cup into the sink.

“I should probably nick off,” he said. Ask me to stay. I can fix this.

“Yeah,” she responded. Molly’s tone wielded just a bit of a sharp edge.

The word stung. She was actually telling him to bugger off? He wanted to die more than ever. But he would leave Molly instead. Here, Matt was no better than his father.

“About Sunday...?” he started. They were going out together still, right? 

“I can’t. Sorry.”

Something came up on her end? Dear God, let it be. “Well, I’m free Thursday arvo, if that works b—”

“No.” Frustration in her tone. “Matt, it’s not the day. I just can’t see you right now.”

Matt’s heart shriveled, but he nodded and looked around her place again. He scanned her tiny home for his scattered belongings. This had been his Safe Place for three years, and all of the sudden his eyes couldn’t make sense of the lines that separated the walls and ceilings and floors.

Matt rubbed his eyes. His fingers came away wet.

He hadn’t cried in thirty years.

He absolutely abandoned the search for his socks and didn’t bother to wipe the coffee grounds from the bottoms of his bare feet. Matt’s Chucks appeared on the floor near the kitchen doorway. His hands shook so much while he pulled them on he didn’t bother to tie them. There, his jacket hung over the back of the couch.

The keys to Matt’s rental car, the keycard to the hotel room he hadn’t yet visited, and his smartphone sat on her coffee table with their empty cider bottles, four of them. It hadn’t been enough to get drunk, just enough to calm the anxiety Matt’d been feeling when he’d run here last night...and probably enough to lower a few inhibitions too.

His wallet lay on the rug by Molly’s bed near some of her discarded clothes. Matt fairly gagged at the sight of the used condom in the little rubbish bin between her bed and nightstand. He bolted towards the kitchen door. Matt was turning the knob and shoving his wallet into his back pocket at the same time when he heard Molly.

Her voice was so soft, he almost thought he’d imagined it. “I’m sorry, Matt.”

He froze and glanced back at her. Molly still stood by the fridge. The shower-induced rosiness had faded, and her fair skin looked almost blue. Her hazel eyes were wide. Her over-sized clothes swallowed her slim body and hid all of her soft curves.

Seriously, when did she get so small? So vulnerable and fragile? His Molly was a nuclear bomb, primed and ready to turn the whole wide world upside down.

Matt turned away, focused his eyes on his white-knuckled hand gripping the doorknob.

He heard Molly clearly the next time she spoke. There were tears in her voice when she said, “About last night. What happened. I am so sorry.”

Howzat? Matt had seduced her, betrayed her, made her betray everything she believed... Why was she apologizing to him?

But Matt couldn’t deal with that now. He couldn’t even take responsibility for what he’d done. He was three seconds or one bad smell away from tossing up the coffee and whatever other nothing was in his stomach. Molly hadn’t seen Matt puke yet, and that wasn’t going to change... not today of all days.

He swallowed hard.

“It’s okay.” His voice scratched the inside of his throat.

Then he was out the door.
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