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  Chapter one
Unholy Matrimony


It's been an hour since my wedding was supposed to start, and I’m standing at the altar, alone. 
I fiddled with the bouquet. My A-line dress felt tight. Sweat traveled down the side of my face. 
Our guests shifted around in the wooden, white chairs. Some scrolled on their phones. Others whispered among themselves, their eyes landing on me before quickly looking away. I plastered a smile on my face. I had to keep up appearances. 
The piano player yawned, fingers twitching. He glanced around, waiting for his signal to keep playing. The flower girl sat in her mother’s lap, head drooping. 
I cleared my throat, a hush falling over the crowd. Wiping my hands on my dress, I dug around for a sliver of confidence.
“Since we’re starting a little later than anticipated, feel free to head to the reception hall. We have plenty of refreshments," I said, voice booming.  “Hopefully it won't take much longer.”
As people shuffled towards the reception hall, I collapsed onto an empty chair in the front row. Pain shot through my legs. My smile dropped. I placed the bouquet next to me, leaning forward. 
A hand settled on my shoulder. I glanced up to see my best friend, Yasmine. Her goddess locs were pulled up into a high bun, and her lavender bridesmaid dress hugged her subtle curves. Her eyebrows furrowed in concern. 
“Breathe, Serenity. We’ll find Justin.”
I let out a shaky breath. “Okay.”
“Your Mom is asking for you,” she said, standing up straight. “She’s outside.”
I groaned. “I can’t face her. Not right now.”
“You want me to hold her off?”
“Please?”
She smiled softly. “Can do.”
Yasmine walked off, heels clicking against the gray hardwood. I snuck a look at the groomsmen. A few of them shifted uncomfortably, but his best friend, Trayvon, stood confidently in front of everyone. Beads of sweat dotted his forehead as he shot me a small smile, his gold grill gleaming in the light. He walked towards me, slipping his hands into his suit pockets. 
“You okay?”
I shook my head. “No ... did he answer his phone?”
“Nah.”
“Call him again,” I pleaded. “This isn’t like him.”
“I tried five times, Rin,” he said. “All of them went to voicemail.”
I wanted to hit something. Scream until my throat bled, but this wasn't the time to have a meltdown. Not yet. Not until I knew he was okay. 
“Did you call the nearby hospitals?” I said. “What about the police?”
“You know we can’t file a missing person’s report yet-”
“We have to do something!” I said, throwing my hands up. “My fucking fiancé is missing.”
Silence settled over us. I slumped forward, an apology on the tip of my tongue, when I heard the sound of heels clicking against the floor. 
“Serenity?”
I looked up to see Justin’s mother, Diane. Her salt and pepper hair was flat-twisted in the front. The back was picked out, her Afro perfectly circular. Her silver dress swung effortlessly around her body as she came close, mouth set into a small frown. She moved the bouquet over to sit next to me. I leaned into her, taking a deep whiff of her vanilla-scented perfume.
"I'm sorry I got caught up in the crowd," she said. “Are you okay, honey?”
I shook my head. Now that the adrenaline had worn off, I didn't trust myself to speak. One word, and the bridal makeup I paid for would be a complete waste of money. 
“I haven’t heard from him,” she murmured. “Have you, Trayvon?”
“No ma’am,” he said. “I'll drive around. See if his car is nearby.”
“Take Ernest with you,” she said. “He can try to call him while you’re driving.”
“He ain’t even answer his daddy?”
Diane’s chin brushed against my head. “No.”
I pulled away from her. “Let me try him again. Maybe he’ll answer this time.”
I grabbed my phone from my pocket, turning it on. A flicker of hope burst through me when I saw all my notifications come in. Maybe he had already told me he was going to be late because he got stuck in traffic. Or he was saving a fucking puppy on the freeway. 
But when I didn’t see a text message or a missed phone call from him, something hollow settled in me. I clicked on his number, listening as the phone rang. Once. Twice. 
It went straight to voicemail, the automated voice echoing in the venue hall. I hung up. Tried again. Seconds later, I was listening to the same automated voice: please record your message at the tone. 
Fuck him for worrying me and everyone else. 
I let the anger wash over me again. I was about to spam his phone when I heard Yasmine’s voice. 
I looked up to see her walking hurriedly towards me, a piece of paper clutched to her chest. 
“I thought you were handling my Mom?”
“I was,” she said. “I convinced them to go get some food, and then I went out for a smoke.”
She stopped in front of me, hands shaking. Something heavy settled in my stomach. 
“I found this on your windshield," she said. “It’s addressed to you.”
She handed it to me. On the back of the envelope was Justin’s familiar scrawl, my name taking up half the space. My heart pounded as I ripped it open, pulling out a piece of paper:
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The words blurred. I read it again. The letter dropped to the floor as I gasped for air. 
Everyone was asking what the letter said, but I couldn’t talk. I didn’t know what to think. I had just been stood up. After seven years together, all I got was a letter. Was that all I was worth? 
Diane held me tighter. Yasmine took the envelope out of my hand. She gasped, cursing under her breath. 
“This motherfucker left his ring…”
I glanced up. In Yasmine’s palm sat his titanium wedding band. The one we had picked out together a month ago. 
The lump in my throat was thick. The room was getting hot, and everyone’s voices blended in my head. Yasmine bent down in front of me, taking my hand in hers. Justin’s ring was cold against my palm. Her lips were moving, but it sounded like she was underwater. Nothing felt real. 
Something cold settled on the back of my neck, and I gasped for breath, a sob wracking through my body. Yasmine shushed me quietly, water dripping down her arm. An ice cube was perched between her fingers. We were the only two in the room. How much time had passed since then?
I hiccuped, falling forward until my face was buried in her shoulders. She rubbed my back slowly, the ice cube melting into my skin until nothing remained. Her hands occupied themselves with my hair next, careful not to disturb the curly updo my hairstylist had spent an hour on. 
“It’s okay,” she murmured. “I’m here.”
It took twenty minutes for me to calm down. All my tears had dried up, leaving my makeup ruined. My back was aching. When I pulled myself away from Yasmine’s shoulder, streaks of black had stained her dress.
“Fuck, I’m so sorry,” I whined. “I ruined your dress.”
She stretched, chuckling. “It’s okay. I thrifted this shit, so it was only ten bucks.”
I cracked a small smile, but it faded when I saw the note sitting by my foot. I twirled his ring around my fingers. 
“You have time,” Yasmine said. “I told everyone to leave so they could distract the rest of the guests."
The 'give you some space' part of it was silent, but I knew that was the real reason why she did it. I grabbed her hand and squeezed it gently.
“What would I do without you?” 
She shrugged. “Die, I guess.”
Normally, I would laugh. But I didn’t have the energy to pretend. I looked around at the venue as sunlight poured in from the large, arched windows in front of me. It had taken us three months to find this place. And a year to curate the large bundles of flowers standing at the entrance, each vase filled with a mixture of clematis, baby’s breath, lavender, and white roses. It took forever to find the right bouquet. The right dress. The right rings. The right venue. The right man. Everything was supposed to be perfect. 
Yasmine handed me a packet of tissues from her purse. I ripped them open, dabbing at my face. 
“I don’t know what to do,” I whispered. “I feel like I fucking failed.”
“At what?”
“At….” I waved my hand around aimlessly, trying to find the words. “Everything. At fucking everything.”
“That doesn’t narrow it down, Rin.”
I groaned, head pounding. Yasmine placed her hand on my back, rubbing slow circles.
“I hope you don’t think for a second that what he did was your fault,” she said, voice thick. “This wedding was beautiful. You’re beautiful. And he’s a sorry piece of shit for leaving you.”
Her words soothed me a bit, but not enough to get rid of the sour feeling settling inside of me. Because truthfully, I had failed. In more ways than one. 
The front door creaked. I peeked over my shoulder to see my mother, Melody, stomping down the aisle. A frown pulled at her pink, dusted lips. I was the spitting image of her. We had the same thick-set eyebrows, medium brown skin, and tight curly hair that defied all the odds. And yet, we were so different. Me and her mixed like oil and water. 
Yasmine rolled her eyes. “I’ll handle it.”
“No. It’s okay,” I said softly. “I got it. You go eat.”
She raised an eyebrow. “You sure?”
Truthfully, I didn’t want her to leave. The last thing I wanted to do right now was face my mother when I looked like this, but I had held her hostage long enough. There was no avoiding this. Forcing on a smile, I gestured to the door.
“Yeah,” I said. “I’ll see you in ten.”
With one last glance, Yasmine grabbed her bag, passing my mother with a small sneer. Once Yasmine had exited the hall, the door slamming shut behind her, my mother crossed her arms. She stood at the end, stance intimidating. I felt like a child again, getting scolded for my lackluster grades in comparison to my stepsisters, Trinity and Harmony.
I dabbed at my eyes, hoping to wipe away the evidence of my tears. But from her narrowed eyes, the effort was futile. 
“Mom.”
“Serenity,” she huffed. “Everyone is waiting.”
“I know,” I said, twisting the tissue. “I was about to come out to let everyone know that the wedding's cancelled.”
Silence stretched between us. Her eyes bore into me, and I braced myself for what would come next. 
“Cancelled?”
For a second, I swore she sounded concerned. I swallowed, bending down to pick up the letter. I held it up. 
“He left a note,” I murmured. “And his ring.”
I waited for her to say something comforting. Or stoop down to hug me, even though realistically she wouldn’t. Affection wasn’t really our thing. But a small part of me wanted her to hold me and tell me we would figure this out together. 
Instead, she scoffed, eyes drifting down to her Apple Watch. 
“I guess I can tell Rachel we’re good for drinks later,” she murmured, swiping through her notifications. “She asked me to hang out at the country club, but I declined for…this.”
“You mean my wedding.”
“I don’t know if I would call it that,” she said, barely looking at me. “Poor Justin, though. I wonder what’s going through his head.”
My stomach churned. This wasn’t new territory, but it hurt nonetheless. My mother sighed, putting her hands on her hips as she looked me up and down. 
“I told you to use waterproof mascara,” she tutted. “It kept Trinity and Harmony from looking disgusting on their wedding day.”
That comment stung the most. I pressed my nails into my arm, eyes burning. 
“I didn’t get to choose,” I said. “It was my make-up artist's idea.”
“Well, you needed a better one,” she said, wrinkling her nose. “And a better caterer. The food was awful.” 
It took us six months to find our caterer. They were supposed to be the best in Atlanta. Would her tune change if she found out Justin was the one who made the final decision? He had always been her favorite. 
She spouted off another list of complaints: my dress was too tight on me. In her words, I didn't have the body to pull it off. You're too big, she exclaimed. Didn't I tell you to lose weight?
Which I wouldn't do. I had been plus-sized my whole life, and despite how much she had tried to tear me down, it never bothered me. I loved my curves. The love handles. The cellulite. The thick thighs. But it didn't stop her from trying to critique my weight anyway. Or everything else in my life, including my own wedding. 
She continued, voice grating. To her, the seats weren't comfortable enough. She hated the fucking flowers. The song choices were too much. The purple was too juvenile. And within five minutes, she was reminiscing on Trinity’s wedding and how clean and magical it was. Which, if I remembered correctly, wasn't a huge wedding at all. She decided to elope and invite us to a barbecue afterwards. 
Tuning her out, I imagined myself somewhere else. I was mid-way through a daydream of castrating Justin when she finished. 
She fanned herself, eyes bright. “Anyways, we’ll be heading out now. Please don’t be late for our weekly dinner. I don’t think I can stomach another two-hour wait.”
A flicker of rage stirred up inside of me. She was the only one who was able to push my buttons like this. I wanted to scream. Throw a chair at her face. Tell her she was the most selfish bitch to ever walk the planet. 
But the rage settled into something worse after she left me. I was listless, running through my failures at record speed. I wasn’t pretty enough. I wasn’t smart enough. I didn't have the right career. The only thing I had going for me was Justin. He was the one thing I had finally gotten right with her, and now it was etched into her brain as another fuck up. No matter what I did, I wasn’t good enough. 
I rubbed my temples. I wanted to cry, but there weren’t any more tears. And the last thing I was going to do was use this place as a rage room. I had wasted enough money. I was getting my deposit back one way or another. 
I clutched the letter and his ring in my hands, wishing it were him. I wanted to strangle him. Curb stomp him. Yell and scream until I lost my voice. Ask him why. 
I wanted to know why. 

      [image: ]Soft R&B music played on the radio as Yasmine cruised down I-75, her skin glowing intermittently under the city lights.
I sat in the front seat of Yasmine’s hunter green Jeep Wrangler, head leaning against the window. Telling everyone the news was easier said than done. Every time I thought about the moment I had to stand up there, microphone to mouth, all I remembered was their pity. As much as I appreciated the condolences, they made me feel worse. 
The air conditioner blew hot, stale air onto my skin. Yasmine drifted into the far left lane, pressing on the gas. 
“Drinks?” she proposed. “To take the edge off?”
As tempting as it was, I didn’t want to be around all those people. Drinking alone sounded more entertaining. 
“Next time.”
She didn’t say anything else. I was grateful for the silence. She got off on my exit, making the familiar turns towards my apartment. Five minutes later, we arrived at my complex. She pulled into a parking space, and for a second, I thought I saw Justin’s car. Another glance told me it was just the neighbors. 
I sighed, stepping out of the car. I pulled my keys out of my purse as we climbed the one set of stairs to the second floor. 
I unlocked the door and turned on the light. The first thing I noticed was his loafers shoved in the corner. Then his jacket strewn on the back of the couch. His Star Wars mug from when he was drinking coffee the other day. I caught whiffs of his cologne as I walked across the living room, toes digging into the carpet. 
“You okay?”
I swallowed, pulling at the fabric of my wedding dress. “Yeah.”
“Do you want me to stay?” Yasmine said, setting her bag down on the armchair. “We can watch a movie. Order some pizza.”
I shook my head. “You should go home. It’s been a long day.”
“This is my home,” she murmured. “I’m here at least twice a week.”
I let out a tiny laugh. “True. But I’m fine, Yas. Swear.”
She sighed, frowning. “I’m only a call away.”
“I know.”
“Even if I’m half asleep and you think you’ll be bothering me,” she said. “You won’t be. I’m here.”
“Thank you,” I whispered. “I swear I will.”
“Swear on your life?”
“Swear.”
That eased her spirit enough for her to grab her bag. She came up to me, enveloping me in a tight hug. I held her close, the scent of jasmine and tuberose flooding my nostrils. She pulled away, keys jangling in her hands. 
“Love you.”
“Love you too.”
She gave me one last parting look before she left, shutting the door behind her. The silence was so loud. His presence was all-consuming. 
I glanced at my purse. I had set it on the floor when I came in, too out of it to remember to put it on the kitchen island. Inside was the note and his ring. I don't know why I kept the note, considering I had it memorized. His ring was a different story. Maybe I would stash it somewhere. Pawn it. 
Heat bloomed inside my chest. The fabric of the dress was beginning to make me claustrophobic. I scratched at it, fingernails catching on stray threads and beads. I grabbed the zipper, hands clammy as the metal slipped through my hands. I pulled it down until I was standing in a pool of white, stripped down to nothing but my underwear and bra. 
Stumbling towards the kitchen, I grabbed a half-empty wine bottle out of the fridge. I downed the red liquid, the bitter taste coating my tongue. I leaned against the fridge, trying to calm my beating heart. 
I slid to the floor, the tile cooling me down. I stared at the pictures on the wall until our faces blurred and warped. I drank until I slipped into a dreamless sleep. 






  
  Chapter two
Things I Imagined


Smoke curled around us. We lay together in bed, naked. Our knees touched as we traded the joint back and forth, careful not to get ash on the charcoal gray sheets. 
He traced his fingers against my hip dips, drawing figure eights. The mid-afternoon sunlight pierced through the blinds. We spent the better part of this Sunday having sex and smoking. Rinse and repeat. 
He rested his head on my shoulder, skin smelling like his cologne and hints of my FlowerBomb perfume. 
“How do you feel about marriage?”
I chuckled softly. “Like in general?”
“Sure.”
I hummed, taking another drag of the joint. “I didn’t have the best example of marriage growing up, but I want to experience it for myself. There’s something beautiful about dedicating yourself to someone.”
He stretched, his hand gliding up my body. “How about with me?”
I turned towards him. His dark skin was flushed with sweat. His curls were frizzy. I stared to see if he was joking, but his gaze didn’t waver. 
“Are you asking me to marry you?”
His pink lips pulled up into a smirk. He reached into his nightstand, pulling out a black velvet box. I gasped, sitting up. 
“Oh my fucking God, Justin…”
He opened it, revealing a teardrop-shaped ring with a large diamond in the middle. 
“Will you-”

      [image: ]I woke up with a gasp. 
My hand was sticky. The wine had spilled, leaving a large, red puddle in its wake. Sitting up, pain shot through my lower back and temples. Blinking, I looked around at my apartment, lips pursed to call his name. He should be here. It was only eight a.m. He didn't have to be in the office until nine. 
But as the memories from last night rushed through my head, I leaned against the cabinets, breath catching in my throat. Yesterday had really fucking happened. I was alone. 
Snippets of my dream were fresh in my mind. The way his body felt against mine. The new weight on my finger. The smell of his skin against my own as we fucked for the third time that day. 
I stood up, limping towards the sink. I turned on the faucet, rinsing my hand. Dipping underneath the stream, I sucked down the water greedily. I pulled back a second later, head clearer. 
My ringtone bounced across the walls. I stumbled towards the carpet where it lay face down. I wanted it to be Justin calling. All night, I imagined this moment: he would tell me it was all a mistake. He was sorry. He would beg. Plead. We would go to the courthouse in a flurry of white and lavender to make up for lost time. All it would take was one apology, and without a doubt, I would forgive him. It was desperate, but I loved him. He loved me. This was a lapse in judgment. 
But when I turned my phone over, I deflated. Sighing, I answered the phone. 
“Hey Yas.”
I winced at how hoarse my voice sounded. I heard shuffling and the sound of a door closing. 
“Sorry, girl, I had to step outside of the studio for a second,” she said. “You sound like shit.”
I let out a hollow laugh. “I feel like it, too.”
“I can play hooky,” she said. “Jennifer said she can cover the rest of today’s lessons if I need to step out.”
I shook my head, hissing when a sharp pain hit me. I bit back a groan as I sat on the arm of the couch. 
“Nah, it’s okay,” I said. “Don’t let my love life keep you from getting a bag.”
She let out a small laugh, but it lacked the same depth. We settled into a comfortable silence. Distantly, I caught a whiff of myself. God, I smelled like shit. Everything was so fucked. 
“I think I’m gonna go take a shower,” I said. “I’ll call you later, okay?”
“Okay,” she said. “I love you.”
“Love you too.”
“I’ll be over at five,” she said. “You want Thai food?”
She didn’t have to keep me company, but she wouldn’t back down. And part of me wanted her here. The place was too suffocating when I was on my own. 
“Yeah, sounds good.”
“Bet. Catch you later.”
I barely registered the sound of the line clicking. I held the phone close to my chest as I stared at the collage of pictures above the television stand. His face was plastered everywhere. His smile haunted me. 
I hurried towards the bathroom. Sitting out there, surrounded by him, was too much.
I walked into the small bathroom, turning on the light. The fuzzy purple rug warmed my feet up as I gripped the sink, catching a glimpse of myself in the mirror. 
Streaks of dried, black mascara covered half my face. Dots of red wine stained my nude bra. My face was puffy and blotchy. I looked disgusting. 
I pulled the shower curtain back and turned on the water. While it warmed up, I stripped and started removing the bobby pins in my hair. My curls stood up, stuck in place. I smoothed them down and shoved them in my pink shower cap. 
I stepped into the warm water, relaxing. I leaned against the soap-stained tile, breathing in and out. Leaning over, I went to grab my lavender-scented soap when Justin's Old Spice bar made an appearance. It was half used and accompanied by his washcloth. A wave of intense grief crashed through me. Right when I was convinced I’d cried enough, I was proven wrong. Tears streamed down my face as I sank to the floor, the porcelain swallowing me whole. 

      [image: ]Where u at?


Yasmine's text message stared at me accusingly. I was supposed to be home right now. I shot her a quick response, letting her know I’d be back in thirty minutes. 
I was sitting in a gas station parking lot with a pack of cigarettes between my thighs. This was the first cigarette I had smoked in two years. Justin helped me cut back. And when we almost became a family, I planned on quitting altogether.
The first drag made me cough up plumes of smoke. The taste was disgusting. The shame was worse. I prided myself on conquering this addiction. I succeeded against the odds. But now, just like everything else, it was dust in the wind.
I flung the end of the cigarette onto the pavement and lit up another one. I was already a failure in everyone’s eyes. What was one more?
The nicotine burned my lungs, each drag amplifying my nausea. I sniffled, a few tears leaking through as I searched Justin’s number in my contacts. 
I scrolled through the text messages I sent him:
Why the fuck won’t you answer your phone? 

A note? Really? That’s all. 

We spent seven years together motherfucker. Answer your phone. 

Answer your phone. 

Please answer your phone. 

I miss you. 

I just want to know what I did wrong. 

Justin. Please call me. 


The calls were worse. There were at least a hundred outbound calls, and not one of them resulted in one back. My call log was a sea of red. His name blurred into the next. I tried checking his location and his social media, but nothing. It was like he disappeared off the face of the Earth. 
I coughed. Bile scratched at my throat. I burped, barely opening the door in time to throw up onto the pavement. The half-smoked cigarette fell onto the ground, the flame snuffing out. 
I wheezed, spitting. People stared at me, and the humiliation was too much to bear. I shut the door and pulled out of the parking lot, my tires screeching on the pavement. 
The smell of cigarette smoke was thick in my car. The Marlboros were still clenched between my thighs, causing the packaging to bend. I reached for another one, the car swerving as I attempted to light it up. I felt so fucking helpless. So fucking stupid. 
The taste of vomit and nicotine was horrendous, but I pushed through until a small sliver of relief flowed through me. Until I was able to soothe a little bit of the heartache.

      [image: ]I stood outside the apartment door, spraying a copious amount of perfume to hide the smell. The pack of cigarettes was stashed in my purse, right next to all I had left of Justin. They made beautiful companions. 
I felt like shit. But I was still itching to smoke another cigarette. I grabbed a stick of mint gum and popped it in my mouth, hoping Yasmine wouldn't see the shame coiling inside of me.
I unlocked the door to see Yasmine sitting on the couch, scrolling on her phone. A plate of Thai food sat on the island in the kitchen, wrapped up in cellophane. She glanced up, pausing her YouTube video. 
“Hey girl,” she said. “You hungry?”
I wasn’t, but I didn’t want her effort to go to waste. I nodded, and she stood up. 
“Go sit down. I’ll bring it to you.”
She had straightened up. The carpet had been vacuumed. All our shoes were put back into place. The pillows on the couch were fluffed, and the coffee table had been Windexed. She had even cleaned up the puddle of wine I left. I meant to clean it up, but after my shower, I needed to leave. 
The apartment smelled faintly of lemon-scented Pine-Sol and bleach. I sat on the couch, body curling in on itself. 
When I blinked, a steaming hot plate of Pad See Ew was set in front of me. She handed me a fork, and I swirled the thick noodles around the metal prongs, stomach twisting. 
“Thank you,” I choked out. “For everything.”
Yasmine curled up next to me. “No problem. I’m just glad you still had your key under the mat. Otherwise, you would’ve had a broken window.”
I pushed the noodles around the plate. “I don’t think my landlord would appreciate that.”
She laughed. “Probably not.”
Yasmine played the YouTube video again. I didn’t recognize the girl on the screen. As she talked about her new makeup routine and showcased the new products she bought, I took a bite of my food. Normally, I fucking loved this dish. I craved it at least once a week. But today, it tasted like cardboard and ash. I chewed the noodles slowly.
“How was your day?” I asked. 
Yasmine pulled a scrunchie off her wrist, tying her hair into a bun. She rolled her eyes dramatically. 
“Annoying,” she said. “You remember Kenya?”
“Client snatcher?”
“Yes,” she exclaimed. “Tell me why this hoe waltzed in midway through my fucking lesson trying to recruit people for her bougie ass studio.”
I sat up. “What?”
“Girl, yes!”
"That's crazy."
"Right," she said. "If she weren't so irritating, I'd ask her how she opened her studio. I need all the help I can get."
I held Yasmine's hand. She had been trying to open her own yoga studio for the past few years. Lately, the issue was finding the right venue and saving up enough money for it. 
"Didn't they beef up security because of her?"
"For like a week," she said. "I didn't care until she started crashing my shit. I can't have my clients leaving."
Which was true. Kenya had been passing out pamphlets for months about how her studio was "so much cheaper" and had better instructors. The only reason it hadn't been an issue up until now is that Yasmine was the top instructor at her job. People came for her. 
I listened intently as she continued to rant. She managed to pull a laugh out of me as I polished off half the plate. 
By the time she finished her story and the leftover food had been put away, the urge for a cigarette crept in. The thoughts followed so quickly after that, it took my breath away. 
“You good?”
I glanced at Yasmine. The second we locked eyes, the guilt from earlier reared its ugly head. The words tumbled out of me. 
“I bought a pack of cigarettes today.”
Even though I knew she wouldn’t, I braced myself for a reprimand. She stared at me for a second before letting out a tiny sigh. 
“I figured,” she said. “I thought I smelled smoke when you came in, but I didn’t wanna say anything.”
I folded in on myself, feeling smaller than ever. I tucked my knees under my chin, eyes burning. 
“Where are they?”
“Purse,” I said. “There’s like half a pack left.”
Yasmine stood up. I listened as her footsteps padded over to the kitchen. Then the sound of my purse clasp opening. A few seconds later, she came back, the crushed pack pinched between her fingers. 
“I’m so sorry,” I whimpered. “I just….”
I stopped. Yasmine placed the pack on the coffee table and sat down on the arm of the couch, wrapping me in her arms. 
“You know it’s okay, right?” she said. “You made a mistake. So what? You can always have a do-over tomorrow.”
I leaned into her. I wanted to share her same sentiments, but as the carton of cigarettes stared back at me, all the self-loathing I had grown so accustomed to roared at me. There was no such thing as a do-over in my book. You either did it right the first time or you were a fuck up for life. 
Tears rushed down my cheeks. I groaned, smacking my hand against my forehead. 
“I’m so fucking tired of crying,” I whined. “I want this shit to stop.”
She shushed me, fingers tangling themselves in my hair. My curls were frizzy and tangled. For some reason, it made me feel even worse. A sob clawed at my throat as Yasmine rocked me back and forth, saying encouraging words here and there. 
“Why did he fucking do this?” I said, voice thick. “What did I do?”
I hated how weak I sounded. How pathetic. Yasmine sighed like she was holding the weight of the world on her shoulders. 
“I wish I knew,” she murmured. “But you? You didn’t do anything wrong. Stop blaming yourself, Serenity.”
That was fucking impossible. I let out a frustrated sigh, and she punched me on the shoulder. 
“I’m serious.”
“I know.”
Yasmine rested her chin on my head. “You remember that boy I dated in high school? The one with the funky haircut?”
I sniffled. “Yeah.”
“And you remember how devastated I was when I found out he was cheating with that skank from the cheerleading team?”
I nodded. I remembered vividly. I stopped Yasmine from pushing Valerie off the pyramid during practice a handful of times. 
“There was something you said to me that I’ll never forget,” she said. “Stop trying to understand why people do shit. If they want to fuck something up with you, then that’s their choice. But it has no reflection on you.”
“That Serenity was different,” I whined. “She actually had some sense.”
“And so does this one,” Yasmine said, poking me in the head. “Learn to listen to your own advice.”
She wasn’t wrong. And apparently, sixteen-year-old Serenity was onto something. I wish I had a sliver of her confidence. 
“Justin made a choice,” she reiterated. “But that doesn’t mean you’re doomed for life. Love won’t stop looking for you. He might’ve been your first adult relationship, but he won’t be your last. I promise you.”
I wanted to believe her so badly. I wiped away my tears, uncurling. Yasmine sat down next to me on the couch, grabbing my hand in hers. Her eyes were open, waiting for me to say something else. But I didn’t want to keep talking about this anymore. I was tired of everything. 
I pointed at the T.V. “You'll have to rewind it.”
She frowned, but didn’t push. As I watched her cycle back through the video, trying to remember where we stopped, I stared at the picture of him on the wall. The darkness blurred most of his features except his smile. It was frozen in time. I missed him. So fucking much. 






  
  Chapter three
Didn't We Almost Have It All


Iwanted to claw my eardrums out. 
My alarm blared in the early morning darkness. I stared at the ceiling, the bed cold and unforgiving. I barely slept last night after Yasmine left, and my dumbass, in a state of three A.M. delirium, told my manager that I would be at the bank at 8:30 a.m. sharp. The time off was approved. She even told me that I should take it off, especially after the fucking fiasco that was my wedding day, but I was so insistent that I was fine enough to work a six-hour shift. I wasn’t doing anything else. 
I regretted that decision.
I screamed into my pillow. Maybe if I kept it on long enough, I could suffocate myself. But let's be honest, I would tap out halfway through. Aches and pains shot through my body as I reached for the bedside lamp, the switch rough to the touch. When light flooded the room, burning my eyes, the evidence of my misery was on full display. Crawling out of bed, I shuffled towards the closet, kicking aside piles of Justin's clothes. His smell intoxicated me every step of the way. Clenching my jaw, I snatched a shirt and a pair of pants out of the closet. I refused to cry. He wasn't getting another tear from me. 
I flew through my morning routine on autopilot: brushing my teeth, putting my hair in a slick back bun, and shoving on my uniform. With twenty minutes to spare, I made it out of the door, a piece of toast hanging out of my mouth and a tumbler full of hot coffee. The familiarity of it all felt normal. So normal that I almost deluded myself into believing that the last few days were a dream. A poorly directed one, if you asked me. 
Placing my travel mug in the cup holder, I pulled my Kia Soul out of the parking spot. I drove down the familiar streets, the air-conditioning blasting. Instantly, my phone connected to my car and played the last song in my rotation. 
Didn’t We Almost Have It All by Whitney Houston played through the speakers. I froze, the lyrics wrapping around me like some sort of sick lullaby. 
A lump settled in my throat as I pressed the gas. I reached down to skip the song, relief flowing through me when Doja Cat’s Streets came on. I sucked down some of my French Vanilla coffee, the liquid burning my throat on the way down. 
Today was going to be a good day. No matter what. 

      [image: ]I'm going to jail.
Stabbing a piece of broccoli, I started making a list in my head of all the people I was going to murder. Crime Watch Daily, here I come. 
Despite the brief hiccup this morning, the majority of the workday was chill. I slipped effortlessly into the flow of balancing drawers and the ATM. The customers still sucked, but even they weren't able to bring down my good mood. And then I went on my thirty-minute break. 
I was outside the break room door when I overheard voices whispering. Peeking through the small gap, I made out the silhouettes of my two coworkers – Lauren and Terri – as they stood in front of the Keurig. 
“Did you hear about what happened with Serenity?” Lauren whispered, stirring her coffee. 
“No,” Terri said, leaning against the counter. “Last time I heard she was getting married…..what last week?”
“Girl,” Lauren said, dragging out the syllables. “Not anymore. That man left her high and dry.”
Terri dropped her coffee pod. “No! What happened?”
“I don’t know,” she said. “All Kelsey told me was that she came out looking like a hot mess and saying he wasn’t showing up.”
Gripping the doorframe, I made a mental note to kick Kelsey's ass the next time I saw her. Just because we had gotten past "work friend" territory for her to get an invite to my wedding didn't mean she had the right to spread my fucking business. 
“Oh man,” Terri murmured, snatching her mug. “I'm surprised she's here."
“She should’ve stayed home,” Lauren said, sipping her coffee. “Did you see those eye bags?”
The restraint I previously mustered snapped at her comment. After that, I made a show of stomping into the break room. Lauren and Terri froze, faces dropping. Plopping my lunch bag on the table, I sat down in front of them, plastering a smile on my face. 
“Hey guys,” I said while pulling out my lunch. “How are you?”
It took them a second to respond, but Lauren was the first one to speak up. She cleared her throat, swinging her loose curls behind her shoulder. “Good! How about you?”
I twirled my fork. “Oh, good! Thanks for asking.”
Watching them squirm gave me some satisfaction. Terri took a sip of her coffee, backing up towards the door. Lauren followed suit after dropping her mug in the sink. 
“Anyways, we’ll leave you to it,” Lauren said. “It was nice seeing you.”
I hummed. “I'd say the same, but considering the way you were talking shit about me, I don't know."
Terri gripped her mug so hard that her knuckles turned white. Lauren's face turned a light shade of pink. 
"We didn't mean it like that," she stammered. "We're just concerned."
"Right. Concerned." Terri chimed in. 
"Hm," I said. "Well, next time you want to show concern, try saying it to my face, 'kay?"
And here I was, alone. I set the fork down, stomach rolling. The second they left, all the fight left my body. Sure, I was irritated that Lauren and Terri were so shallow. But considering that those two gossiped about anything that walked, I took their comments with a grain of salt. But at the bottom of it all, I was embarrassed. Angry didn't sound like a word anymore, let alone an emotion. But I felt that too. I felt everything. 
I glanced at my timer. There were six minutes left on the clock until I had to be back on the floor. The urge to wallow came back in full force. I didn't want to be around my coworkers or the customers. No matter what, there was no escaping what happened. It was a giant scarlet letter on my fucking forehead. A billboard that screamed, 'Holy shit this girl didn't even make it past the vows. How pathetic.'  I only made it three hours, and he was already ruining my life.
I added Justin to my murder list. Again. Fuck that nigga. 
I slammed the plastic top back on my half-finished lunch and shoved it in my bag. I was over this. Today sucked. Everyone sucked. Screw this. Nice day be damned. 
I walked to my manager's office. Her light was on, which meant there was a ninety- percent chance she was sitting in there sipping on hot tea and sneaking in a couple of pages of her romance novel. We were fully staffed today.
I knocked on her door and heard a soft “come in” along with the sound of ceramic hitting wood.
My manager, Bernadine, dog-eared her page. Despite the old-school name, Bernadine was twenty-seven. She glanced up at me, pushing her blue tortoise-shell glasses into place. Her locs were pulled back in a tan, mushroom-printed bandana. She shot me a tiny smile, her Medusa piercing stretching. 
“What’s up?”
I adjusted my lunch bag. “Is it cool if I head home early? 
She checked her watch. “Everything okay? It’s only been three hours.”
I sighed. Lauren and Terri’s voices echoed in my head. It was stupid gossip. On a normal day, that shit wouldn’t bother me. But today wasn’t a normal day. I hadn’t felt normal since I walked down that aisle. No matter what I did, nothing would distract me from the fact that things were different now. I was different. 
“Not feeling great,” I murmured. “But if it’s a problem, I can stay-”
She held her hand up, stopping me in my tracks. “It’s not. If you need to go, that’s fine.”
I let out a breath, shoulders dropping. “Thank you.”
She took a sip of her tea. “One more thing before you go, though?”
“Sure,” I said. “What is it?”
Bernadine reached for her calendar, flipping through the pages. We had an entire system that logged employee time off, but she still liked to write it down. She claimed it was easier for her. 
“I know you already have three weeks off,” she said. “Which are all paid by the way. But if you think you need more time, just tell me. I want you to take care of your mental health first.”
I frowned. “I’m fine, though.”
She raised an eyebrow. “You’ve been here for five years, Serenity. Not once have you left early. So you’re not fine. You can lie to everybody else, but you don’t have to do that with me.”
I twisted the handle of my lunch box. Bernadine had a knack for looking right through people. There was no hiding anything from her, which made her a good manager. And an even better friend. 
Nodding, I shot her a small smile. She seemed satisfied enough with my answer. 
"I'll clock you out," she said. "Drive safe."
"I will."
The shrill sound of the phone ringing dissolved the moment. While she rushed to pick up the phone, I walked out of her office and towards the front door without being seen. There was no way I would've been able to handle another confrontation with someone – good or bad. 
I got into my car, slamming the door behind me. I opened the glove compartment and stared at the two cigarettes tucked in the corner. I don’t know why I did it. I didn’t need them. But I was going to have so many fucking bad days ahead of me. They wouldn't stop for a while. I stared at them, fingers itching to feel the nicotine clog my throat. 
Huffing, I slammed it shut. 

      [image: ]“I’d rather be home right now.”
Music blasted from the three-story, frat-house across from us. The line shuffled forward as more people disappeared into Sigma Theta’s designated building. Groups of girls giggled to themselves, their makeup glittering in the moonlight. Couples made out in front of us, hands wandering and tongues intertwined.
The air was warm despite the cold spell yesterday. Georgia could never agree on the weather, which forced me to ditch my winter coat for tonight.
“So you can mope over Matthew?” Yasmine said. “Not happening.”
A fresh stab of pain bloomed inside my chest. My high-school sweetheart, Matthew, had dumped me two days ago. Over the phone, nonetheless. He claimed that he didn’t see us working out despite visiting last week. He had sex with me. We laughed and hung out like normal. But then I see him with another bitch on his timeline right after he ended things, and it didn’t take a genius to realize that “We’re not working out” is just code word for “I found somebody else.” So I wallowed in my bed for a week, unless I had class. I listened to Jhene Aiko and Summer Walker on repeat and binged-watched episodes of Gilmore Girls until my eyes burned. I guess Yasmine had gotten tired of seeing me lie around in a funk, so she dragged me out tonight under the pretense that we were getting dinner and grabbing slushies from 7-11 afterwards. I should’ve realized she was lying when she told me to put on a short, wine-red dress and a pair of black boots she had picked out. And covered my face in so much makeup that it was physically weighing down my skin.
I crossed my arms. “It would be more fun than this.”
She
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TRIGGER WARNINGS

Anxiety/panic attacks/brief mentions of depression
Descriptions of bodily fluids (ex. vomit)
Mentions of late term miscarriage & flashbacks
Drug/alcohol abuse/nicotine addiction
Use of explicit language
Explicit sex/nudity
Narcissistic parent
Mentions of incarceration, drug
trafficking/possession and murder
Mentions of child death
Mentions of a previous suicide attempt
Mentions of parent death

Take care of yourself.







