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Chapter 1

(Zoe)

August 17






A new family is moving in behind us. Gauging
by the collection of bicycles, sports gear, and outdoor toys that
have been tossed onto the lawn today, they have children.






I should make some dinner to take over; they
probably don’t want to order pizza again. I whipped up a batch of
my famous manicotti and headed out the door.






My children wanted to check out potential
playmates so the four of us circled the block to get to #147. I
rang the buzzer and when the door opened, the dish of manicotti
dropped from my hands, strewing meat sauce, pasta, and glass over
my new neighbour’s porch.












Chapter 2

(Shane)

August 17






When I opened the door and saw Zoe standing
in front of me, I didn’t know whether to slam the door in her face
or pull her into my arms. Obviously she was just as shocked to see
me as a platter of some type of pasta fell to the ground when we
made eye contact.






My heart leapt in my chest but I wasn’t sure
if she wanted me to acknowledge that I knew her. I made the first
move. “Hi, my name is Shane.”






“Zoe,” stammered the woman I first loved. As
if I could ever forget her name.






“I live right behind you,” she managed to
utter. Zoe was as shaken as I was but she didn’t mask her shock as
well.






I tore my eyes from her face and acknowledged
the three kids surrounding her. “And who do we have here?”






The kids that I assumed were Zoe’s introduced
themselves and I shook the hands of Sarah, Luke, and Paxton. They
looked to be between seven and 12-years-old.






“Once we get unpacked, I’ll have you guys
over to play,” I said.






Sarah piped up, “Do you have children?”






“I’ve got three as well. Mike is ten, Jack is
12, and Chloe is 15.”






“Cool,” Sarah replied. Sarah had Zoe’s smile
and the gesture wrenched my heart.






Sensing Zoe still hadn’t composed herself and
barely holding myself together, I said, “I’ll be right back. Gonna
get some paper towels.”






I left Zoe and her kids at the door and went
to get the roll of Bounty I’d just used to clean Spot’s muddy
footprints off the kitchen floor. I took a second to lean against
the wall. I closed my eyes and took a deep breath. Memories flooded
back so fast but I didn’t allow myself to dwell on them. Grabbing a
garbage bag and the paper towels, I headed back to the front door.
Zoe and I worked in silence to clean up the mess as three pairs of
eyes watched us.






Once the worst of the congealed meal was in
the trash bag, I yelled for Jack. He thudded down the stairs from
his room where he’d obviously figured out how to get his stereo
playing. I introduced him to Zoe and her kids and asked him to get
the hose out of the box in the garage. After Jack leapt over the
rail and headed to the garage, I turned back to Zoe. “Thanks for
the food. Sorry I scared you and you dropped it.”






Following my lead, she answered, “I’m sorry
for the mess. We just wanted to welcome you to the neighbourhood.
I’ll go make you another dish of manicotti.”






“That’s not necessary but thank you. Once
we’re settled in, we’ll have you over for a visit.”






“Umm, yeah, sure.”






I put out my hand, desperately wishing I
could embrace her instead of just shaking her hand, but knew I
couldn’t without looking suspicious. “Nice to meet you, Zoe.”






She put her hand in mine and I somehow
resisted pulling her to me. I circled her hand with my two, gave
her palm a gentle squeeze, and made myself let go.






Zoe gave me a little smile before she turned
and walked back out of my life. I mean off my porch.












Chapter 3

(Zoe)

August 17






I don’t remember leaving Shane’s house and
walking back around the block. Once home I mumbled something about
laundry and headed up to the bedroom I shared with my husband of 14
years. I pulled open the drapes which had been closed from the
afternoon sun and I could see Shane’s backyard. Two children were
attempting to set up a trampoline - they must be Mike and Chloe as
we already met Jack.






My eyes rose to the house’s second storey and
in the corner window I saw Shane looking back at me. Tears streamed
down my face as I let myself be swallowed up by the past.






I met Shane the first day of grade 11. He was
in my drafting class and we shared the same lunch block. We ogled
one another for two months before he finally said hello. I had
another boyfriend at the time, Ryan, a possessive guy I’d dated off
and on for about a year. But something about Shane was
irresistible. Maybe it was his dark hair that had been blacker than
midnight. No, even back then I wasn’t that shallow. It could have
been the way he looked at me like I was the only person in the
world, like his eyes were about to gobble me up. Once we started
chatting, he was insatiable, wanted to know everything about
me.






We started sitting beside one another in
drafting class and ate lunch together. A few weeks later I gave him
my phone number and it became our ritual to talk every night before
I fell asleep. When I finally recognized the tightening in my guts
each time I saw Shane’s face as love, I knew it was time to call my
relationship quits with Ryan. What Shane and I had would last
forever; I was convinced of that at the time. As soon as I
untangled myself from Ryan, Shane and I would be able to focus on
our relationship and our future together.






I went over to Ryan’s house the next night to
tell him things were over between us. The rest of his family was at
a carnival so we had the place to ourselves. Moments after I walked
in the door, Ryan was all over me. I gently pushed him off and said
we needed to talk. He must have picked up on my nervousness, clued
in to my recent emotional distance from him, and knew what was
coming. He started to ramble on about how great we are together,
how our love will last forever, and even how we need to get
married. I needed to stop the words that were spewing out of his
mouth so I blurted out, “We’re done. I can’t do this anymore!”






That was probably not the best move on my
part but hindsight is always clearest. Ryan snapped and started
talking about killing himself. Then he talked about killing me
first and then himself. I tried to leave but he shoved me against
the wall as he slammed and locked the door. He pulled a knife out
of his back pocket and held the weapon to my throat. He told me I
wasn’t going anywhere and that I would never be able to leave him.
I couldn’t answer him as terror, not blood, flowed through my
body.






Two hours later, after I was finally able to
convince him I wouldn’t break up with him and after promising to
come back the next day, he let me go. He put the knife on the
kitchen table and hugged me as I tried to give a heartfelt hug
back; I didn’t want him to doubt my sincerity now. I struggled not
to run out the door when I was finally ‘allowed’ to leave. I got in
my car and raced home.






Only 17 at the time, I told my parents what
happened with Ryan. They were understandably upset. So was I; it
took hours for my hands to stop trembling.






My parents called the police who suggested
they get me as far from Ryan as possible while they settled the
matter. I was only weeks away from starting grade 12 so my folks
decided I’d go live with my Godparents on the other side of the
country for my last year of high school. Now that I am a mother
myself, I understand their decision but at the time I was furious
to be ripped away from my friends and the comfort of home. They
booked me on a flight that afternoon and I only had two hours to
pack. I called my two closest girlfriends as I tossed my favourite
clothes, books, and belongings into three suitcases. After a quick
shower, I only had a moment to call Shane. The story I told him
came out in gut wrenching sobs – I doubt he understood a word I
said. I promised Shane I’d write him once I got settled, told him I
loved him for the first and last time, and boarded a plane across
the country.






But life in a new place was hectic. I started
classes in a new school and was adjusting to my new family. I spent
too much time and energy trying to fit in, as most teenagers do.
Looking back, none of these were acceptable reasons for not staying
in touch with Shane. And even though this fiasco happened in the
late 1980s before e-mail and text messaging and when long distance
phone calls cost a small fortune, I could’ve sent a letter. What I
did was inexcusable. He’s probably furious with me for being left
in limbo.












Chapter 4

(Shane)

August 17






I watched Zoe from my daughter’s bedroom
window. She’s so close yet untouchable. I swear I saw tears run
down her face but that could’ve been the sun’s reflection off her
window.






I wanted to know what happened all those
years ago. When I was in grade 11, I fell madly in love with Zoe.
She was my first love and the only woman I’ve never been able to
forget. When we first started hanging out, she had a boyfriend, an
obnoxious guy who treated her like crap. He hated the fact that Zoe
was popular and had so many friends. I saw him fly into a rage in
the parking lot after school one day when she was planned to drive
one of her girlfriends home as well as him. It was so hard not to
go to Ryan and tell him how to treat a woman. And pound his face in
like he deserved. I never knew what Zoe saw in that loser.






When she and I started talking, our
connection was truly magical, as flaky as that sounds. It’s corny
but she cast a spell over me. It’s like she was the only person in
the world who saw me for who I was. Her eyes drilled into my head
and I could never move myself away from her; only a crowbar or the
bell screeching that we were late for class could rip me from her
side.






When I finally convinced Zoe to give me her
phone number, our relationship took a deeper turn. We’d chat on the
phone every night before bed for an hour, sometimes two. Within a
few months, I knew everything possible about her – her favourite
books, where she loves to be touched, her favourite Chinese food
dish. I loved her so deeply but couldn’t tell her. I knew she liked
me, too, although her having a boyfriend made it impossible to take
our relationship to the next level.






One night I pleaded with her to end her
relationship with Ryan and give the two of us a chance. She agreed
although I sensed some reluctance on her part for some reason. I
was so excited! I started dreaming about all that we’d do together
with our relationship out in the open. I wanted to marry Zoe
although I knew we’d have to wait awhile. That was fine by me as
long as I knew I had her love. We’d go to university together and
live in a shabby little apartment. We’d make love between classes
and spend our nights sleeping in each other’s arms. And once we
graduated and got established, we’d start a family. I’d love a
house full of little Zoes running around.






Zoe called me the next day to tell me she was
headed to Ryan’s house and would tell him their relationship was
over. I was so excited! I stared at the phone the rest of the day.
Even now I remember willing it to ring. When the phone chimed and
the caller wasn’t Zoe, I was crushed. At just before eleven that
night, I called her house to see how the night went. (Her parents
were cool and let people call anytime.) No one answered so I left a
message, begging Zoe to call me no matter what time she got
home.






But I didn’t hear from her. I slept that
night in patches with the phone cradled in my hand. The receiver
didn’t ring.






At nine the next morning, I couldn’t stand
not knowing what happened. I called Zoe’s house again; still no
answer. A thousand nasty scenarios ran through my head; Ryan beat
Zoe to a pulp in a fit of rage, they eloped, or, worse, she decided
she loved him more than me. By the time she called in the afternoon
I was hysterical with fear and worry.






Zoe was incomprehensible. I tried to calm her
down but she couldn’t hear me through her sobs. I managed to make
out “kill me”, “police”, and “leaving”. I pleaded with her to tell
me what happened but she’d insisted she had to go, that she had to
leave. The last words she said before hanging up were, “I love you,
Shane”. Those four words tore through my heart and a moment later
she left my life. I was left with no explanation, no answers.






School started soon after that horrible day
and I heard so many rumors – Zoe left town pregnant, Ryan broke her
heart so she left to heal her wounds, she moved to live with family
members, and even a few people said that Ryan killed Zoe and buried
her in the ravine outside of town. I called her parents a couple of
times to find out what happened but since Zoe hadn’t told them
about us being friends, her folks wouldn’t share anything with me.
Looking back, I’m not surprised they wouldn’t give me any
information. I see now that they had no clue if I was a friend of
Ryan’s or not as he probably searched for her just like I did.






A few months later Ryan had a new girlfriend
who began to wear sunglasses 24/7 and long sleeves even on hot
days. It didn’t take long for her to adopt the slump and dejection
that dogs that are kicked repeatedly develop. I never stopped
loving Zoe but I eventually stopped thinking of her a thousand
times a day. My thoughts-of-Zoe count fell to 500 times a day
within a year and then to only a dozen within a decade.






I thought I was over Zoe until I opened my
new front door and saw her standing on my porch, more beautiful
than the day she left me.












Chapter 5

(Zoe)

August 18






I couldn’t sleep. The clock read 2 a.m. and
I’ve always been a night owl. But that’s not why I couldn’t sleep
tonight. Knowing Shane was 50 feet away had me on edge. How could I
have screwed things up so badly all those years ago? He’s the only
man who ever knew the real me, who I am at the core. I felt so
ashamed for some inexplicable reason.






I got out of bed, wrapped my housecoat around
me, made a cup of tea, and went to swing in the hammock in the
backyard where Shane’s house loomed over me.












Chapter 6

(Shane)

August 18






I couldn’t sleep. Knowing the true love of my
life slept in the house behind me was torture. My house was finally
quiet after a crazy day of moving in. We had a lot left to do but
everyone had food, clothes, and a bed to sleep on so the rest could
wait. I dislodged Petra’s arm from my armpit and got up to look out
the window.






Zoe’s house was totally dark but after I
watched the sleepy neighbourhood for a minute, a movement in Zoe’s
backyard got my attention. Zoe was in a hammock, a mug of something
steaming cupped in her hands, her eyes facing my direction. I
didn’t think, I just threw on a pair of shorts and a T-shirt and
headed for the backyard. Within 30 seconds I was at the wood fence,
peering through the space where two of the boards had shrunk away
from each other. I whispered, “Zoe”.






She must have expected me as she rose when I
said her name and was at the fence before my breath caught. She
didn’t speak and I ordered a bit too harshly, “Meet me at the
mailbox. Now.”






She turned and headed for her gate. I didn’t
mean to be so gruff but this whole situation had me furious and
confused.












Chapter 7

(Zoe)

August 18






I’d heard Shane quietly open his back door
and saw him slither over to our shared fence, his physique barely
visible in the minimal moonlight. My heart actually leapt in my
chest and I knew he’d want to talk to me.






When he uttered my name, I rose from the
hammock, rested my mug on the ground, and headed his way. He told
me to meet him at the mailboxes and the tone in his voice scared
me. I knew he’d be upset with me – I can’t deny I had bungled our
relationship – but his anger scared me.






As I went through the gate to head around the
block, I finger-combed my hair and tightened my housecoat tie; I
falsely believed a layer of cloth might shield me against Shane’s
wrath.












Chapter 8

(Shane)

August 18






I was waiting by the mailboxes when Zoe came
around the corner. Her arms hugged her torso as her hips gently
swayed in that semi-sexual way she’d perfected back in high school.
She looked terrified and her fear deflated the anger I’d held onto.
When she stopped in front of me, her face looking at her flip-flop
clad feet, I folded her into my arms. She went willingly and
grasped my back with clenched fists. She broke into sobs and
uttered, “I’m sorry, Shane.”






My heart and my anger shattered. I hugged her
even tighter as she apologized over and over. She finally heard my
“shushes” and took a few deep breaths to calm herself.






I gently unfolded her from my arms and looked
into her face. I’d never forgotten her blue eyes and how I’d get
lost in them. I had no idea where to start. And I knew this wasn’t
the time, especially with the way nosy neighbours can be.






“We need to talk,” I said. “I’ll meet you at
the park tomorrow, the big one down by the coffee shop. We’ll run
into each other and I’ll act like I’m getting to know the new
neighbour. Two o’clock?” When Zoe nodded, I knew only a natural
disaster would keep me away from the park.






I couldn’t resist pulling her into my arms
again for a quick hug before I sent her back into the night. I also
couldn’t resist uttering the truth, “I never stopped loving you,
Zoe.”












Chapter 9

(Zoe)

August 18






When I rounded the corner and saw Shane by
the mailboxes, I almost couldn’t continue walking. But knowing his
wrath was justified due to my own actions almost two decades before
made me put one foot in front of the other. When I reached Shane, I
couldn’t even look him in the face. He shocked me by yanking me
into his arms. I clung to him as if he was a life preserver and I
was flotsam. I felt mumbled words flow from my mouth but it took a
minute for them to register as apologies.






He mentioned meeting at the community park at
two the next afternoon and I filed that into my brain. He hugged me
once more before he said he had never stopped loving me. His words
left me speechless. I uttered no response before Shane gently
pushed me toward home. When I looked back he was gone and a wave of
loneliness washed over me.












Chapter 10

(Zoe)

August 18






It was quarter to two when the kids and I
opened the gate to the park. I immediately spotted Shane playing
tetherball with Jack. He caught my glance and headed for a blanket
in the corner of the park. He waved a hand and said a bit too
loudly, “Hi neighbour! You live behind us, right?”






I couldn’t resist his charm – and his flimsy
attempt to cover up this charade. A pain raced through me as I
realized just how clearly I remembered everything about Shane,
including how much I loved him. I remember I told him my true
feelings only once – on the phone, just before I caught the fight
that took me away from him. But I didn’t let myself reminisce about
that day so long ago. I have a hard enough time dealing with how
sharp my memory was of Shane and his quirks.






I walked up to him and he looked even better
than he had as a teenager. His hair was tinged with grey but the
streaks made him look more distinguished. The lines besides his
eyes barely crinkled when he smiled. His eyes sought and locked
onto mine like they always used to. Did he do that to everyone?






Shane wore a Mountain Hardware T-shirt,
Quicksilver shorts, and sneakers. He put his hand out and said,
“Shane. I live behind you.”






I smiled patronizingly. “Thanks for reminding
me. I forgot your name.” I whispered, “As if,” so only he could
hear. I saw his eyes light up.






“Would you care to join me?” Shane asked.






“Sure.” I plopped down on the grass and Shane
settled in beside me. We watched our children in silence for a few
moments as they got acquainted with one another as only children
can do.






Too soon, Shane turned to me and asked, “So
what happened?”






I took a moment to compose myself and then I
told Shane everything – how I felt for him back then, my attempts
to break my relationship off with Ryan, his talk of murder suicide,
the police involvement, and my parents’ decision to move me away
from the situation. I could tell he was shocked, that he had no
idea what really happened all those years ago. When he asked why I
didn’t contact him, I didn’t have a decent answer. The fact that I
was trying to settle into the new life I’d been thrown into seemed
so lame. He absorbed everything I said and after a few minutes of
silence, he whispered, “So what do we do now?”












Chapter 11

(Shane)

August 18






When Zoe came through the gate, she blew my
mind. How could I love her even more than I did 20 years ago? Zoe
had on a sundress with little cherries that seemed strategically
placed to emphasize her curves. The dress hugged her flat stomach
tightly. You wouldn’t think she’d had three children. Her legs were
tanned and shapely; she obviously did something to keep fit. Her
arms were toned and subtly muscled. But the best thing was her eyes
and her smile. Her lips spread to the corners of her face when she
caught my stare. Sunglasses covered her eyes but I knew their
potency. Her blonde hair hung to her shoulders, soft curls blowing
in the breeze. I needed to touch her again so I offered my hand in
false introduction. I think she got a kick out of my need to get my
fill of her.






We sat on the grass and it took a few minutes
to get up the nerve to ask her what happened so long ago. The tale
she told shocked me to the core. Of everything I’d imagined, the
truth was worse than most of my worst case scenarios. It was hard
to resist pulling Zoe to me, to somehow comfort her for something
that she’d relived for me. When all my questions had been answered
and my rage for Ryan temporarily put into check, I asked her the
one main thing I wanted to know, “So what do we do now?”






Zoe didn’t have a chance to answer as a
shadow fell across us. I looked up and saw my wife hovering over
me, an expression on her face that she gets when she’s
super-jealous but trying not to let her emotions show.






“Hi, Honey,” I said a little too
enthusiastically. “Join us for a bit. This is Zoe, our neighbour
who lives behind us.”






Petra relaxed when she heard that. “Hi, Zoe.
I’m Petra.”






Zoe shook Petra’s outstretched hand and then
the love of my life invited my wife to sit beside her. The
bizarreness of the whole situation made me uncomfortable but I was
powerless to stop it.






I needed a breather so I excused myself and
went to push Mike faster on the merry-go-round. I often glanced
over at Petra and Zoe, relieved to see Petra’s hands not circling
Zoe’s neck. I dared to hope they weren’t talking about me.






My mind went back to the story Zoe told me
about her nightmare with Ryan. I was having a hard time absorbing
what Zoe told me.












Chapter 12

(Zoe)

August 18






Having Shane’s wife tower above he and I was
a shock. I’d just bared my soul to Shane and felt vulnerable. Then
I looked up and saw Petra’s face. In a glance I took in her nose
that was too narrow for her face, hair that was dry from too many
cheap dye jobs, and a patch of hairy skin by her left knee where
her razor had missed. But her greatest fault was being married to a
man I felt oddly territorial of; I would need some time to adjust
to that emotion.






In the meantime I put on my best fake smile,
shook her hand, and invited her to join me on the grass. Shane got
up and headed for his youngest son while I asked Petra all the
usual questions – how she came to move here (Shane’s job), where
she lived before (Toronto), what she does (stay-at-home mom), about
her children (she loves them). She was enthusiastic in our
conversation, a little too much for my fragile spirit at the
moment. She was trying too hard but I understood her motive; it’s
not easy to move to a strange, new city. When I couldn’t bear
another moment with Shane’s wife, I said I needed to head home as
my husband, Jonathan, would be back soon. I didn’t mention that I
was about to have a mini-breakdown.






Before I left, Petra almost begged me to get
together one day soon. I plastered on yet another smile and lied to
her, “I’d love to.”












Chapter 13

(Shane)

August 18






Zoe waved good-bye to me as she left the
park. It felt like the sunshine left the area and my mood
plummeted. I avoided Petra as long as possible to process my
conversation with Zoe but Petra caught me as I traversed the monkey
bars with Jack.






“What a lovely woman Zoe is,” Petra
commented. She had no idea.






“I guess so. She said this is a good
neighbourhood for kids.”






“We should have Zoe and her family over for
dinner once we get settled in.”






“Sure. Whatever.” I aimed for nonchalance but
my brain told me to scream, “No!” This is an idea I did not want to
encourage.






“What? You don’t want to?”






“No, I didn’t say that. Whatever you wish. Is
Zoe married? What does her husband do?” I’d better show a little
interest.






“I don’t know. I didn’t ask,” Petra
admitted.






Enough of this conversation. “Shall we head
back home and unpack the rest of the kitchen stuff?”












Chapter 14

(Zoe)

August 21






I hadn’t heard from Shane for three days and
the silence was agony. I wanted so badly to find out his thoughts
since our chat at the park. Well, the conversation where I talked
and he listened.






It was after midnight of night #3 when Shane
whispered to me through the fence, “Mailbox.” I obliged and headed
through my gate and around the block.






As I approached Shane, he glanced around
before he hugged me. His hand clamped into my hair and he muttered
some undistinguishable words. I just soaked up his embrace, let his
feelings seep into me. I could stay here in Shane’s arms forever.
But reality settled in and I felt him reluctantly pull away.






I spoke first. “I’m sorry.” I truly was
deeply sorry for what I’d done half a lifetime ago.






He smiled at me, his eyes boring into my
soul. “Nothing to apologize for, Beautiful. Except for all the
years we went without each other.”






I nodded in agreement.






Shame picked up a bag that sat beside his
feet. He put the bag in my hand and gave me a quick peck on the
cheek. I was oddly disappointed the kiss wasn’t on the lips but
that would’ve been a dumb move. And why did I want that anyway?
I’ve been relatively happily married for 14 years and never looked
at another guy the wrong way. I’ve never been unfaithful. Sure,
things have been stagnant lately and our discussions are focused
around the children and work. The passion and fizzle have waned a
bit but doesn’t that describe most marriages?






I took the small bag and with a last glance
at Shane, I headed home. When I looked back before I turned the
corner, he was still beside the mailboxes, watching me. I smiled as
my heart soared.












Chapter 15

(Shane)

August 21






Since I saw Zoe at the park and learned what
really happened to us so many years ago, my life has flipped upside
down. My love for Zoe has come back to me with a force that has
shaken me to the core. I can’t go a minute without thinking of her.
To make the situation worse, Petra has been talking about her
nonstop, saying how nice it would be to have a close girlfriend.
She never had many before so I’m not sure why she wants one now.
Maybe the move has been harder on her than I thought? And I’ll
admit I probably haven’t spent as much time with her as I should
have in the past few days.






Petra started on her spiel about inviting Zoe
and her family over and I answered, “Just let me know when and
where and I’ll be there.”






Having Zoe so close and not being able to
communicate with her was wearing me out. I’d constantly look out
the window or through the patio door to see if I could catch a
glimpse of her; I did this 100 times a day. It would be even harder
to find a moment with her once I started work tomorrow as a project
manager for a home building company.






So I came up with a solution. On the premise
of taking Chloe to the mall to shop for clothes, our usual bonding
outing, I stopped at one of those cell phone kiosks while Chloe was
occupied at La Senza Girl. I chose a phone and charged the cell to
my work credit card so Petra would never come across the
expenditure in our bills.






When Chloe was in Claire’s, I sat down to jot
a note to Zoe. I’d find a way to get the note and the phone to Zoe
tonight.












Chapter 16

(Zoe)

August 21






I took Shane’s bag and headed home. Although
everyone was asleep, I went to the basement to open it. I took a
box out of the bag. The box held a cell phone and charger. A piece
of paper was tucked into the bag. I unfolded the white piece of
paper with trepidation. Why was my stomach tightening?






Dearest Zoe,






Don’t worry. I’m not mad. I understand why
you did what you did so long ago. I wish you would have told me so
I would have known what happened but am glad to know now. What a
shit Ryan is. Had I known I would have punched his lights out.






I start work tomorrow with NorthWest Homes.
Petra never checks my work cell so feel free to call or text me
whenever you can. I’d like to hear what you’ve been up to all these
years. My number is programmed in your phone. Please text me as
soon as you read this. I’ll be waiting to hear from you. I never
stopped thinking of you, Zoe. Our late night phone calls were so
special to me. I never stopped loving you either.






Shane






I did as instructed. I turned on the phone,
clicked on the one name that was in the contact list (Bullet, my
pet name for Shane in school), and chose the “send message”
option.






Hi, I typed. Thanks for the phone and for the
nice note.






Three minutes later the phone shook in my
hand.






What are we going to do?






I laughed out loud. Why did he think I had
any answers? I’m as clueless here as you are, Shane.






Can I C U?






Fear sliced through me. I love my husband and
our life together. Not only was I scared we’d be seen by someone
who knew us, I was terrified of what would happen if I was alone
with Shane. We still have an immense emotional attraction between
us. The fact that he looked amazing didn’t help the situation.



I’m floundering here, Shane. Give me some
time to breathe. But know my heart is with you.






I understand but text me, ok?






Yes, I will.






I didn’t hear anything else from Shane that
night and felt a bizarre need to cry myself to sleep. Not usually
an emotional person, that scared me deeply. What did I get myself
into?












Chapter 17

(Shane)

August 22






Today is my first day at my new job. But I’ve
done the same thing for 15 years so the work was nothing new. I
texted Zoe as I drove to a job site and enjoyed my double double
coffee.






Having a good day? Do you work?






Four minutes later – So good to hear from
you. I’m having a great day! You? How’s the new job? I’m an
indexer, work from home 90% of the time.






Great first day on the job so far. What’s an
indexer?






You know the index at the back of most
nonfiction books that tell you to go to page so-and-so for a
certain topic? That’s me.






Cool. Like it?






Love it. And I like working from home to be
here for the children.






Can I call you?






Five minutes went by. Then ten. Finally a
response: Not yet. I’m really struggling here, Shane.






I didn’t get her logic. I was struggling,
too, wondering if the past 20 years were a prelude to genuinely
living my life. I’d come awake since I saw Zoe six days ago.






Please, please let me call.






Soon. I promise. Glad to be at work?






Frustration raced through me. I was trying to
be patient. After so many years, what’s another day or a week
anyway? Or maybe the impatience was because it’s been so many
years.






Fantastic day. Good to get back to work. I’m
not one to lounge around.






You’ve been busy moving in. And hanging out
at the park! And buying a phone!






I smiled. I’d forgotten how Zoe could always
make me feel better.






The job site needed my attention. I needed to
figure out what was going on with this foundation and deal with
some pump issues. I sent off another text. Text you later,
Beautiful. Probably tonight.






Enjoy the rest of your day, Shane. I adore
you.






My heart soared as I read her words but I
made myself give my attention to the guy in front of me with the
hard hat, steel toed boots, and the scowl on his face.












Chapter 18

(Zoe)

August 22






It took all my strength to tell Shane that he
couldn’t call. I wanted nothing more than to be wrapped up in his
voice like I used to be. But I know better than to go there. I was
already struggling with having him back in my life, especially now
that I have a husband, three children, and a fulfilling life. Shane
seemed to be balancing his feelings but I couldn’t handle mine as
well. I sent off a text which told him I adored him. I loved him as
much as ever but couldn’t bring myself to say those words.
Certainly not at this point. I truly felt like I was drowning in my
own emotions and issues.






The phone rang, jolting me back to reality. I
picked up the handset, my mind still on Shane. “Hello.”






“Hi Zoe. It’s Petra.” Her sickening
enthusiasm made me emotionally vomit. Anyone else and I would’ve
enjoyed the distraction but Shane’s wife isn’t what I’d call a good
diversion.






Petra rambled on about her unpacking, getting
the kids enrolled in school, the neighbourhood, and Shane’s new
job. I muttered, “hmm,” and, “oh yeah,” when appropriate. But then
she said something that threw me. “Shane and I want to have you and
your family over for a barbecue tomorrow. At six o’clock. Can you
make it?”






How could I say no? We have no valid reason
not to go. And with any other new neighbour, I would have probably
looked forward to the evening. “Sure. Six is great. What can I
bring?”






“Nothing. Just yourselves.”






“I insist, Petra. How about dessert or a
salad?”






“Sure, either one.”






“Potato salad or Caesar?”






“Caesar would be great.”






“See you tomorrow, Petra.” And, with a choke,
“Looking forward to it.”






I sent a text to Shane: D-Day has arrived.
Dinner at your house tomorrow at 6.












Chapter 19

(Shane)

August 22


My pocket vibrated. Even after a day of
texting, the shaking would make my heart jump. The texter was Zoe!
The goofy grin on my face slid off when I read her message. BBQ at
my house tomorrow apparently. I guess a get-together was inevitable
given Petra’s eagerness to make friends. At least I could catch up
on what Zoe’s been up to all these years.


The next morning Zoe texted me again. Even
through the electronic gadget I could sense her panic. How are we
going to handle tonight?


With our usual charm and savoir faire. I knew
that answer wouldn’t help Zoe at all so I deleted those words.


Just pretend you don’t want to have wild,
passionate sex with me in the living room. Guess that wouldn’t help
her either so I deleted that as well.


We’ll be just fine, Beautiful. Not to
worry.


You’re not helping here, Shane.


With six kids around, we’ll all be busy. No
one will notice anything.


Okay. See you later, Bullet.


She can’t get out of my life that easy today.
You having a good day?


Besides exhausted from no sleep, I’m fine.
Sarah’s a bit under the weather.


No sleep? Why? Sarah going to be okay?


This whole thing with you has me a bit
restless. Hard to sleep. Sarah is fine – just a cold.


It was comforting to hear Zoe was having as
hard a
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