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THE STRUGGLE IS PART of the story.
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When she catches Levi cheating again, she realizes she has to make a change. 

Is it time she forges her own path?

The only way to win with a toxic person is to not play.
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AS MUCH AS I WANTED to hide away in my little piece of serenity, the real world was calling. I couldn’t hide forever. I was going to have to deal with the fallout. I was an adult. At least, I was supposed to be an adult. At the moment, I wasn’t sure what I was. A hot mess. 

My eyes drifted back to the sketch. It could just be a crush. Maybe I was a late bloomer and was finally experiencing one of those all-consuming celebrity crushes. I wasn’t one of those girls who ever had Bieber Fever or went batshit crazy for any celebrity. I never felt the need to bawl and scream when I saw a celebrity. I never wanted to meet anyone. From a very early age, my feet were grounded. I was a creative person, but I was also very practical. My parents used to tease me about being born in the wrong decade. They said I had many of my father’s mom’s traits, who was a bonafide hippie. 

I wasn’t quite so sure about that. I was far too practical to be a flower child. They said it was my calm nature. My ability to just go with the flow and never really get riled up about much. When I was alone in my greenhouse with my paints in hand, I did feel very earthy and spiritual. I felt like I was being moved by something I couldn’t see. 

But alas, none of that was going to help me now. I wasn’t born to live in a tent and not shave my legs. I liked my life as it was—for the most part. I couldn’t run away to an island or hide in the mountains and pretend my problems did not exist. I needed to face the Levi situation head-on. I needed to be practical. 

I stared in the soulful eyes that felt like they were looking directly at me. Kissing James was wrong. I should not have kissed him. I knew that but it had felt so right. How could it possibly be wrong? It was a connection I didn’t have with Levi. My connection with Levi died a long time ago. 

But did that mean it was completely broken? We had a lot of history together. A relationship took work, my parents said. A relationship went through rocky times and only the strong survived. They warned me from early on that I would be giving up a lot if I chose to go on the ride with Levi. Back then, I had been head over heels in love and I didn’t care what I had to give up. All I wanted was to be with him. 

Maturity, time, and experience was teaching me a hard lesson. I wasn’t quite so sure it was what I wanted anymore. It was time for some help. I knew Alexus was taking the day off and would hopefully be able to pry herself away from her fiancé to meet with me. 

“Hey,” I said when she picked up. 

“Hey, yourself. What’s up?”

“Are you doing anything for lunch today?”

“Besides freaking over the last-minute details of my wedding, no.”

“Great. Do you want to meet for lunch?”

“Yes!”

I laughed at her enthusiasm. Clearly, she wanted to get away from those little details that were demanding her attention. “Good.”

“Are you ready to tell me what’s going on?” she asked in a sober tone. 

I let out a long sigh. “I am.”

“Good. Same place?”

“I’ll be there at eleven,” I said and hung up. 

I wasn’t ready to go home, but I needed to change my clothes. I felt stale and icky. I walked into the tiny little bathroom and closet where I kept a few changes of clothes. They were most all painting clothes. I rarely came to the greenhouse with the need to change into good clothes. I rummaged around and settled on a pair of comfy jeans with just a few splatters of paint and one of my favorite hoodies. 

I pulled out the toothbrush and small makeup bag I always kept in my purse and did what I could with my face. My hair went up in a messy bun. I put the sketchpad back in the drawer. The very fact I was hiding it was telling of the guilt I felt. I didn’t want to risk Levi showing up and seeing it. That was a can of worms I wasn’t quite ready to open. 

The fact I was hiding the sketch only added to the guilt I felt. I felt sneaky. I was a sneaky snake. I gave myself another mental shake, assuring myself I wasn’t sneaking around with James. Levi knew about the kiss and that was that. I was no longer a sneaky snake. 

I headed to the café where I was meeting Alexus. It was our favorite little spot, a little off the beaten path with some of the best Cuban food in the city. I arrived first and got us a little table. I declined any kind of alcoholic drinks. I needed water. I still felt a little dehydrated, mostly due to the amount of tears I’d shed the night before. 

I sipped the water as I waited. When Alexus sat down, she looked refreshed and everything I was not. Her makeup was done, and she was smartly dressed. She raised an eyebrow as she looked over my appearance. “I recognize that hoodie,” she said. 

I nodded. “I slept at the greenhouse.”

She let out a long sigh. “You could have come home with me. I knew something was up.”

I groaned, shaking my head. “You have no idea.”

The young waitress came by, took our order, and then left us alone. “Tell me what’s going on. I’m assuming you and Levi had a fight.”

I drank more water. “We had a fight, but not until last night. He did it again.”

Her eyes flashed anger as she stared at me. “He did what again?”

“Her. The same woman. I was watching an interview. A reporter, not an actual reporter, but one of those silly cellphone blogging reporters, caught him outside his hotel room. While they were talking, I saw a woman leave his hotel room. It’s that same woman from before. She is worse than a bad rash. She won’t go away.”

“I’m sorry,” she said with a shake of her head. “I don’t understand why he does that. You are prettier than her and a million times better.”

“Thanks. I don’t think it has anything to do with me. It’s his ego.”

“That’s absolutely true. You’ve bent over backwards to make him happy.”

I agreed. “I have done everything I can, at least I’ve tried to. Maybe I need to get better in bed.”

“No. That has nothing to do with it. Did you come to Vegas after you guys fought?”

I smirked. “No. He didn’t know I was going. I saw the interview and decided I was not going to sit at home waiting for him while he fucked around. He didn’t know I was there until we were almost ready to leave.”

She burst into laughter. “My, my, I didn’t know you had it in you.”

“It was a knee-jerk response. I went because I was pissed at him.”

“And you wanted to see me.”

“Of course, that too.”

“And now? He’s pissed? Put your foot down with him. You did nothing wrong. You went with your friends and had a good time. He does it all the time.”

I looked into my glass, circling my straw through the water and stirring up ice cubes. “I might have done something wrong,” I murmured. 

“Going to Vegas isn’t wrong,” she insisted. 

“I kissed James,” I blurted out. I couldn’t look at her. The guilt and shame I felt was still weighing heavy on me.

“You kissed James! The singer?”

I looked up. “Yes, the singer.”

“What? When? Details!”

I didn’t mind reliving the moment. Hell, I had been reliving the moment since I walked away from him that night. “After we left the foursome in the hot tub, we went down to the pool. We talked forever and then we went for a swim. Things just kept heating up. I was drawn to him. I don’t know what it was, but it was a magnetic attraction I couldn’t deny. We kissed.”

“Is that all you did?” she questioned. 

I nodded. “Yes. Absolutely. I did not do anything else. The kiss was so good, but I stopped myself. I walked away and that was that.”

“Okay, this is going to sound bad, but in the grand scheme of things, I don’t think what you did was all that bad. I can see you are beating yourself up over it and you shouldn’t. You were in a bad place after catching your boyfriend cheating on you. Again, I might. You didn’t sleep with the guy.”

“I didn’t but what if I wanted to?”

Alexus offered a small smile. “Again, you are a healthy, beautiful woman and I don’t think it is terrible that you were attracted to a man. James was polite, kind and it was clear he adored you. It’s hard not to be attracted to that.”

“I told Levi,” I said. 

“Oh shit. That’s why you slept in the greenhouse.”

I nodded. “He was so pissed. I knew he would be. I hate that I hurt him. I hate that I did what I did.”

“I’m sorry that you feel bad, but you know, this was bound to happen.”

“What do you mean?” I asked. 

“He’s a serial cheater. Your first mistake is thinking he will change. Your second mistake is thinking you can change him. You are a good person and you don’t deserve what he is doing and has done to you. You can handle a lot, but this relationship isn’t doing you any favors.”

“It’s done a lot for me,” I argued. 

“A fancy house and nice things are not a lot,” she retorted. “You are starving for love.”

“I am in love with Levi.”

She shrugged. “You love Levi, but are you in love with him?”

“I don’t know.”

“I’m going to say this and I’m not trying to be a bitch, but you need to get really serious with yourself. When a better option comes along, or what you perceive is a better option, and you are actually considering taking that option, how good is your relationship? Have you ever thought about cheating before?”

“No!” I vehemently answered. “Absolutely not! You know that.”

“I do know that. You are as loyal as they come. Loyalty and trust are what make a relationship solid. You don’t trust him, and you have every right not to feel loyal to him. He does not trust you and he hasn’t been loyal to you in a long time. Reverse the roles. Why do you think he’s out there banging some side piece?”

It hurt. Her words cut deep. “Because he isn’t in love with me.” I whispered the answer. 

“Levi is in love with himself.”

I shook my head. “We have a long history together. I do love him. Things are rocky right now.”

“I know you love him, but this relationship,” she said with a shake of her head. “I don’t think it’s healthy anymore. At least, not for you.”

The waitress delivered our lunches and refilled my water. I seriously felt like I was going to need a gallon of water to feel normal again. As we ate, I mulled over what she’d said. My eye had never strayed before. I was committed to Levi and I took that commitment seriously. What did it mean that James had not only caught my eye, but caught my attention in a way that I had only felt once before in my life?

“What are you going to do?” she asked after we made our way halfway through our lunches.

“I don’t know.”

“Are you going to try and work it out?”

I sighed. I couldn’t stop thinking about James. I wanted to believe it was an infatuation and with time, it would pass. “I don’t know. I’m not sure he even wants to.”

“I have a feeling Levi is not going to let you go without a fight.”

“He asked me to marry him,” I told her with no emotion in my voice.

“What?” she shrieked. “When did that happen?”

“It was a text. I don’t think he was serious. He better not have been. That is about as unromantic as a guy can get.”

She laughed. “Yeah, I don’t know if I would take a proposal via text very seriously.”

“I’m not, but I think that means he wants to stay together.”

“Do you? Do you want to stay in the relationship?”

I dropped my fork. “I don’t know. I feel like I have given so much of my life to this relationship. I can’t walk away when the going gets tough, can I?”

“That’s up to you to decide, but think hard about it. I totally get you wanting to stay and try but don’t let him walk all over you. You deserve better.”

I smiled but in the back of my mind, I had to wonder if Levi deserved better. I nearly cheated. I was complaining about Levi cheating on me and I had come close to doing the same thing. It was hard to think that something that felt so right and so good could be so wrong. 
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