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This book is dedicated to all the people, with the utmost respect and admiration.

There were some who were curious and wanted to know if I was writing about them in my work.

I am.

This is also dedicated to the individuals who were the inspiration and who, unfortunately, will never read it.

Even though this novel draws inspiration from and is founded upon some actual events, it remains a product of imaginative storytelling. Any names, characters, companies, organizations, places, events, locales, and incidents mentioned are used fictitiously or are entirely fictional. Any similarity between the characters, companies, or events depicted and real-world entities, whether they are currently alive, deceased, or existing, is entirely unintentional.
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Chapter 1

Norice Storm
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IN THE CITY OF DETROIT, Michigan, known for her sharp wit and ability to transform any event into a mesmerizing spectacle, Norice Storm, a petite woman with fiery red hair, was also recognized for her meticulous attention to detail. Since she was the most sought-after wedding planner in Michigan, her reputation had become well-known and preceded her. As she carried her clipboard and walked with a confident stride, she projected an air of authority and grace, which effortlessly garnered respect from those around her. Because she understood the significance of the event, Norice felt the weight of the approaching wedding on her shoulders. Because of the growing anticipation, every decision that needed to be made was electrifying and palpable in the atmosphere. For Detroit's most eagerly awaited event of the year, every detail, from the impressive setting to the subtle details of the flower arrangements, had to be flawless.

Daniella Russo, an exquisitely beautiful five foot seven and a half, twenty-eight-year-old brunette with light brown hair, and ocean green/blue eyes, is affectionately referred to as Dani by all who know her . . . except for her best friend Cheryl and younger sister Sam, full name Samantha, who always call her Cyd, the nickname her father gave her as a baby. ​

From the time Dani began walking as a baby, she preferred to dance, causing her father to call her his little Cyd Charisse. Eventually, the nickname based on the elegant and talented dancer and actress Cyd Charisse, who was celebrated for her glamorous looks, athleticism, and technical dance skills, stuck. While not legally registered, her parents added it as a middle name. Samantha, beginning to speak, mouthed the name Cyd one day, and it stuck as the private name between sisters. Later, Dani’s best friend Cheryl joined the group, and among the three of them they called themselves the Cyd Group.

Dani, known at work as the dancing Tech Whiz by her colleagues, is a computer and tech genius who, because of her upcoming marriage, has submitted her resignation as of the last day of October. 

Salvatore Giovani Sovrano, a handsome, five foot seven and a half, twenty-eight-year-old who is known as Sal among his close buddies and associates, is Dani’s fiancé. Introduced to each other by Dani’s mother one Sunday after church services, Sal was so enamored by Dani’s beauty, he immediately laid claim to her. Sal’s family, who owns and runs a trash collection empire, for their prince son, took on financially backing the wedding. Restraint in spending money was never on the table as they meticulously designed a wedding they felt truly captured the essence of the couple’s love and commitment, and simultaneously present Prince Sal, focusing on his growing prominence within the Sovrano family, their businesses, and the hierarchy of the Detroit families. 

Because Sal recognized Norice's unmatched expertise, he had complete faith in her ability to make their dreams a reality. Having an extremely large budget available to her, Norice could work her creative talent, organizing a celebration that would create a lasting impression on all who attended. With the passage of time, Norice's mind was a flurry of creative concepts and thoughts, all vying for attention. With a steadfast commitment to encapsulating the core of Dani and Sal's singular love story, she carefully examined inspiration boards, color palettes, and thematic choices. Each decision carried immense weight as the couple's happiness rested on Norice's shoulders.

Norice's emotional distress was visibly manifested in her physical condition, as evidenced by her fatigued eyes and the sporadic appearance of a furrow on her forehead. The hours grew late as she painstakingly reviewed contracts, communicated with vendors, and managed all the many details essential for organizing such a significant event. Even though she was exhausted, Norice's passion continued to burn with an intensity that was greater than before. Driven by the rush of adrenaline in her system, she was inspired to craft a wedding celebration that would exceed all hopes and desires.

Norice experienced a feeling of relief with every choice she made, understanding that she was progressing toward the realization of Dani and Sal's idea. She was making strides toward her goal of making this wedding a day to remember, and every conversation with vendors, every fitting with the bridal party, and every menu tasting played a role in this process.

While the last arrangements were being made, Norice's anticipation was so strong that it surpassed any tiredness she felt. She could not stop thinking about how Dani's face would light up as she walked down the aisle and how Sal's eyes would fill with tears of joy, as the anticipation of this consumed her every thought. With the wedding day quickly approaching, Norice's steadfast commitment, coupled with her remarkable skills, would guarantee that the event would be absolutely incomparable. With Norice Storm overseeing the event, this will be the most highly anticipated wedding of the decade, and the biggest Michigan event before the world celebrates the millennium. In the very upscale Grosse Pointe Park, it will undoubtedly be simply a magical and unforgettable occasion, demonstrating the power of love, and creating a celebration that all the lucky attendees will remember forever.
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ALONG WITH HER ENTOURAGE, Dani, the bride-to-be, had already spent several hours looking at a variety of wedding gowns. With a reminder to the saleswoman that the groom, Salvatore Sovrano, had stated that he wasn't concerned about the cost, the anxious salesperson then brought out the exclusive gowns. The shimmering silks and hand-stitched lace of the “Platinum Collection” caught the light with an ethereal glow, silencing the usual chatter of Dani's bridesmaids. Each gown, a testament to artistry and extravagance, held the promise of a breathtaking entrance, a moment etched forever in memory. 

A hush fell over the room, broken only by the rustle of taffeta as Dani considered the possibilities, each gown a different facet of the fairytale she was about to begin.

Dani’s fingers traced the delicate beadwork of the Seraphina, a gown that seemed to breathe with its own gentle light. It was audacious, even for Salvatore's deep pockets, but it possessed a quality that resonated deep within her, a sense of timeless elegance that transcended mere fashion. Yet, the Isabella, with its sweeping train and intricate floral appliques, whispered of springtime vows and shared secrets in sun-drenched gardens. The weight of choice, the gravity of forever, settled upon her shoulders. Each stitch seemed to hum with unspoken dreams, and within their weave lay the question of which vision of herself she would present to the world, and, more importantly, to Salvatore.

That question hung in the air, palpable and thick with anticipation. It wasn't merely about the gown, but about the persona it projected, the unspoken declaration it would make as she walked down the aisle. Would she embody the ethereal grace of the Seraphina, a vision of otherworldly beauty, or the radiant joy of the Isabella, a celebration of love's blossoming? Her reflection in the ornate mirror offered no simple answers, only the earnest gaze of a woman poised on the precipice of forever. Perhaps the answer lay not in the gown's extravagance, but in the quiet confidence it would inspire, the unwavering certainty that she was exactly where she was meant to be, ready to begin her life with Sal.

“Dani, honey, have you decided on a dress yet?” Her mother said with minor annoyance. “November sixth will be here before you know it.”

“Well, I’ve narrowed it down to these three.” She said, pointing to the three bridal gowns laid out on the giant white sofa of the bridal shop. “Cheryl, what do you think?”

“Cyd sweety, they’re all beautiful, but it’s your decision. I decided on the bridesmaids' dresses, and that was stressful enough.”

“Come on Cheryl, as maid of honor, you have to help. Rules are rules.”

A lethargic Cheryl stood up from her comfortable chair and took Dani’s little sister by the hand. As she dragged her over to the dress-laden sofa, she said commandingly, “Okay, Sam,” pointing to the first dress. “Let’s decide.”

Lidia, the owner of the bridal shop, stepped in with a warm smile and described the first dress. “This is the Princess wedding gown. It has a classic A-line silhouette with intricate lace detailing and a sweetheart neckline. It also features a beaded waistband that adds a touch of sparkle and enhances the waistline. The flowing skirt creates an elegant and romantic look, perfect for a traditional wedding ceremony. The overall design of the dress is timeless and sophisticated, making it a stunning choice for any bride-to-be.”

“I give this one a seven.” Cheryl sighed. “What about you Sam?”

“I like it. I’ll give it an eight.”

“I’ll give it an eight as well.” Dani said.

“Sorry, Cyd.” Cheryl laughed. “You lost your chance to decide. Now, the second dress.”

“Very well.” Lidia began, her complexion beginning to redden. “This gown, from our Platinum Collection is called the Seraphina. It is simply elegant and timeless, with intricate lace detailing and a flowing train. The bodice is adorned with delicate beading, adding a touch of sparkle to the overall design. And the silhouette is flattering and feminine, accentuating the bride's figure beautifully. The dress exudes a sense of sophistication and grace, making it the perfect choice for a bride who wants to feel like a princess on her special day.”

“I like this one.” Cheryl smiled. “I give it a nine.”

“Nine?” Sam yelled. “No way. It’s a definite ten.”

“Wow, okay then.” Cheryl hollered. “One to go. Lidia, the floor is yours.”

“The very last wedding gown, also from the Platinum Collection is the Isabella. This gown can only be described as exquisite.” Lidia's words were delivered with a smile. “It features delicate lace detailing, a fitted bodice, and a flowing train. This gown enhances the bride's natural beauty and creates a romantic and elegant look. The lace adds a touch of femininity, while the fitted bodice accentuates the bride's curves. The flowing train adds a sense of grandeur and makes a stunning statement as the bride walks down the aisle. Overall, the final wedding gown is a masterpiece that embodies grace, sophistication, and timeless beauty. It's truly the culmination of everything we strive for.” She continued, gesturing towards the shimmering fabric. “Each stitch tells a story, whispering of dreams fulfilled and a future bright with promise. We envision a bride stepping into this gown and feeling not only beautiful, but empowered, ready to embrace her new chapter with confidence and joy.”

“Okay, Sam, what do you have to say?”

“Twelve. I love it.”

“And a ten for me.” Cheryl smiled. Turning to Cyd and her mother, “And, mother of the bride, what’s your opinion?”

“I think you girls are right. It’s perfect.”

“Cyd?” Cheryl held her breath.

“I agree. Number three. Lidia, wrap it up.”

“Not so fast.” Mom said. “Go put it on so you can get fitted.”

Dani, wearing her wedding gown, made her way onto the stand. As a mixture of both thrill and anxiety surged through her, her heart beat rapidly. The color of her cheeks turned a rosy shade, which gave a natural glow to her already perfect skin. The gown, which was expertly tailored to fit her five-foot seven and a half figure, not only accentuated her curves in all the right places but also made her feel as though she were a genuine goddess. Each step caused her gown to move in a beautiful and elegant way around her, forming a captivating dance of satin and lace. With each movement, the delicate fabric grazed her skin, sparking shivers of anticipation that traveled down her spine. With its intricate design and superb craftsmanship, the gown sparked gasps of admiration from the audience, their attention fully consumed by Dani's radiant beauty.

Her eyes mirrored the glimmer of the dress, sparkling with both happiness and a feeling of pride. With a bodice that fit snugly against her slender waist, accentuating her hourglass form, and a flowing skirt that fell in a cascade of pure white, she moved with an inherent grace and poise, resulting in an aura of elegance and refinement. When she turned, the gown spun around her, producing a captivating swirl that was enchanting to witness. At that specific moment, it was as though everything had frozen, with only the stunning beauty that Dani was radiating holding any real significance. A hushed silence descended upon the room, creating the impression that everyone present was breathlessly anticipating the outcome and was completely captivated by what they were witnessing.

The gown's exquisite design was perfectly complemented by Dani's inner radiance, which was expressed through her flair and confidence. With her graceful demeanor and infectious smile, she brought a sense of awe and admiration to everyone in the room. Having become the very picture of elegance and grace, she presented a vision that took everyone's breath away. She was the sole focus of attention, as everyone's eyes remained fixed on her, unable to look away from the captivating scene. The breathtaking white gown had the effect of changing her into a genuine enchantress, creating a lasting memory in the minds of everyone who observed this magical moment.

“Damn!” Cheryl whispered in amazement. “You’re so beautiful, even I want to marry you.”

“Mom?” Dani said. “What do you think?”

“I think Cheryl said it all, honey. You’re absolutely gorgeous, and so is the gown.”

“Okay, Lidia.” Cheryl sighed. “Pin her up so we can go eat.” Cheryl fell into the empty chair beside the sofa. “I’m starving.”

Lidia approached the platform. “Dani, what size heels will you be wearing with the gown?”

“No heels, Lidia. Satin flats. My fiancé doesn’t like me to be taller than him. We are both five foot seven and a half.”
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Chapter 2

Bated Breath
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CHRISTOPHER JORDAN, whose given name paid tribute to his great-grandfather from his mother’s lineage, presented a captivating appearance with eyes mirroring a warm and cozy retreat. A handsome and enigmatic thirty-one-year-old individual, he seemed to prefer staying out of the spotlight and often vanished into the shadows. While his parents affectionately called him Chris, the rest of the world, including his older brother James and his younger sister Marilyn, referred to him only by his initials, CJ. A self-made millionaire real estate investor from the time he was eighteen, he moved with a silent elegance, always considering his surroundings and devising strategies, much like a panther traversing a vibrant jungle. The details of his past were not concealed, but also not discussed. A faint scar on his jawline provided a subtle hint of secrets held. Though he was seldom heard, when he spoke, his voice would create a low rumble that naturally brought both focus and respect, without the need for him to ask or demand either.

His always-tie-less attire, regardless of the occasion, save for certain funerals and weddings, projected an understated sophistication, often comprising tailored suits in muted tones that seemed to absorb rather than reflect light. This carefully curated anonymity served him well, allowing him to observe and analyze situations before committing himself. Those rare instances when he engaged in conversation were memorable affairs, filled with insightful observations delivered with a dry wit that caught many off guard. Despite the air of mystery surrounding him, there was an undeniable charisma that drew people in, a silent invitation to unravel the enigma that was CJ.

His reputation, whispered in hushed tones, preceded him into any room, painting a portrait of a man who understood the delicate dance of power and influence. He was a master of unspoken communication, conveying volumes with a mere glance or a subtle shift in posture. Even his choice of accessories . . . a vintage watch, a precisely folded pocket square . . . whispered of a life lived deliberately, each detail carefully chosen to project an image of controlled complexity. Acquaintances often found themselves caught in the orbit of his quiet intensity, drawn to the secrets he guarded so well and the promise of untold stories lurking beneath the surface. He was a riddle wrapped in an enigma, and everyone, mostly women it seemed, wanted to solve him.

His accessories were not merely adornments, but handpicked artifacts that enhanced the narrative of studied indifference. He possessed an uncanny ability to anticipate the needs and desires of those around him, offering help or insight with a disarming blend of generosity and detachment. It was as if he possessed an invisible antenna, capable of detecting the subtle shifts in energy and intention that others missed. This, coupled with his remarkable intellect and strategic mind, made him a formidable ally and a dangerous adversary. 

Yet, despite the air of invincibility he projected, there was a vulnerability flickering within his eyes, a hint of the battles fought and scars earned along the way. It was this fragile humanity, juxtaposed against his carefully constructed facade, that truly captivated and intrigued those who dared to venture beyond the surface.

Brandi, his girlfriend of nearly three years now, and CJ met one evening while he and his two lifelong buddies, following a wild weekend in the big city, were offering Brandi and her two friends a ride home from Toronto to Niagara Falls. Brandi, a spirited and inquisitive soul with a penchant for unraveling mysteries, found herself captivated by the enigmatic aura that surrounded CJ. He thought she was beautiful and had great legs. As they journeyed from Toronto to Niagara that fateful evening, sitting beside him as he drove, she couldn't shake the feeling that there was more to him than met the eye. Their conversation flowed effortlessly, each word a piece of the intricate puzzle that was Christopher Jordan. Despite his guarded demeanor, Brandi sensed a shared curiosity between them, a silent agreement to peel back the layers of his complex persona.

With every mile that passed, Brandi glimpsed fleeting moments of vulnerability in CJ's gaze, a vulnerability that resonated with her own. She found herself drawn to the unspoken stories lurking beneath his controlled exterior, eager to uncover the truths he kept hidden. Their connection felt like a collision of two worlds, each offering the other a glimpse into a realm they had yet to explore.

As the night unfolded and the distance between them closed, Brandi realized she had stumbled upon a kindred spirit in CJ, a soul as intricately created as his grandfather’s black and gold vintage Ernest Borel kaleidoscope watch adorning his wrist. Little did she know that this chance encounter would mark the beginning of a journey filled with revelations, challenges, and a bond that transcended the boundaries of the ordinary. 
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Chapter 3 

The Prince
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DANI SAT AT HER VANITY studying her facial features. At twenty-eight years old, she scrutinized the extremely faint lines etching themselves around her eyes, a roadmap of laughter and late nights. A sigh escaped her lips as she began the familiar ritual of concealing, highlighting, and sculpting, searching for the elusive perfection that felt just beyond her grasp. With practiced movements, she applied foundation, blurring the imperfections that years of late-night parties had subtly painted. Each stroke was a quiet battle against the inevitable, a temporary reprieve from the march of time. Yet, a small, defiant part of her wondered if embracing those very lines wouldn't be a more authentic beauty. Perhaps, she mused, true allure lay not in flawless skin, but in the story it told. A story of joy, sorrow, resilience . . . a life lived fully, etched upon her face for all the world to see. The thought lingered, a seed of rebellion against the relentless pursuit of youthful illusion. For now, though, she continued blending concealer beneath her eyes, the internal debate unresolved, a silent question hanging in the air as thick as the perfume she would soon apply. Dani's train of thought was abruptly interrupted by the sudden and insistent ringing of her telephone. Her cell phone displayed the name Cheryl.

“Hi Cheryl.”

“OMG Cyd,” Cheryl nervously said. “You won’t believe what I heard today.”

“Probably not, but go ahead.”

“I heard that your Sal was a ruthless gangster and his family ruled Detroit crime.”

“That’s ridiculous.” Dani laughed. I know for a fact that he works in the office of his father’s trash company.”

“Right! And that trash company is a front for the mob. The Sovrano family runs Detroit crime.”

“Okay, who did you hear this from?” Dani demanded.

“Patti, for one, and Claire for another, but it’s all over the grapevine. You’re marrying into the mob, ooh, ooh, and you won’t believe what the mob calls him.”

“What?”

“The Prince of Detroit.”

“Why would they call him that?”

“Because he’s being groomed to take over from his father . . . who is, by the way, the Godfather of Detroit.”

“Really.” Dani hesitated with a momentary thought. “Well, you know, now that I think about it, maybe that’s why he changed the date of our wedding from June to November.”

“What’s that got to do with it?”

“Well, as you know, we had it all set for a big extravaganza June wedding and Sal changed it because he had to be in New York for two weeks over the June date for business.”

Cheryl questioned. “Yeah, I always wondered why he didn’t change the business meeting instead of the wedding, considering how big a deal he was making it out to be.”

“After you telling me he’s involved with the mob, my guess is the New York mob wouldn’t change things just for him.”

“Well, I guess the little prince wasn’t big enough yet to demand anything. Oh, yeah. And once you two are married, you’ll be known as the Princess of Detroit.”

“Yeah, right. Come on Cheryl, stop this nonsense.”

“Not nonsense, Cyd. All of Detroit will know who you are.”

“All of Detroit? I doubt that.” Pausing for a moment, Dani thought aloud, “But, maybe all of Grosse Pointe.”

“There you go! My best friend, Cyd Russo, The Grosse Pointe Princess.”

“Well, that doesn’t sound so bad.”

“Are you kidding? You better find out from the horse's mouth what’s going on before you get into a situation you can’t ever get out of. And speaking of the horse’s mouth, have you had sex with him yet?”

“No. He wants to wait until we’re married.”

“You’re kidding, right? What kind of shit is that?” Cheryl said with concern. “Do you want to wait?”

“Of course not. Cheryl, I’m lascivious. He barely touches me. I feel like a volcano about to erupt.”

“I thought you said he was romantic.”

“Yeah, he was. At first. You know, we’d kiss, make-out, cuddle, but that was the extent of it. Now, I’m beginning to think he might even be genophobic, you know, afraid of sex.” 

“Genophobic? Ha, that's a new one.” Cheryl mused, her brow furrowing. “Have you tried talking to him about it? Maybe he has some insecurities, something he's not telling you.”

“I have. He just changes the subject. Or he says he's just saving himself. Which, honestly, is making me question his sincerity. I mean, we're not exactly teenagers anymore.” She sighed, her shoulders slumping. “I'm starting to think I might have to make a choice. Either accept this, or leave. And it’s really getting too late to leave.”

“It's a tough spot,” Cheryl agreed. “Do you think there's any chance he's just . . . I don't know, asexual? Maybe he doesn't experience sexual attraction in the same way?” 

“No. Absolutely not. He's clearly attracted to me, he gets jealous quickly, he flirts with me . . . it's just . . .  the physical aspect seems to be a complete non-starter.” 

“Well,” Cheryl said slowly, tapping a fingernail against the tabletop. “If he's unwilling to communicate, and you've already tried, then it really does come down to those two options, doesn't it?”

“Okay, okay. I’ll ask him tonight about everything when we go for dinner.”

“Good, do that and let me know what he says.” Cheryl hesitated, running her hand through her hair. “Promise me you’ll be careful. These people aren’t like us, you know.” 

Dani smiled. “I promise, I’ll be careful. After all, what's he going to do, shoot me?” They both laughed, but there was an undertone of apprehension in their voices. “Now, enough of that. I have to get ready. Sal will be here soon.”

*****
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DANI PAUSED, RELINQUISHING her fork to the plate. Taking a sip of wine, said, “Sal, I'm curious. Why do we consistently choose to dine at Italian restaurants?”

“Because unlike New York, there aren’t any Sicilian restaurants around. You like Italian food, don’t you?”

“Of course, I’m Italian. But sometimes I’d like something a different.”

“Like what?”

“Like Chinese, French, Mexican, you know, different.”

Raising his glass of wine, Sal said, “Okay honey, next time we’ll go someplace different.”

Clinking her glass with his, she said, “Good.”

“Sal.” Dani said hesitantly as she twirled some pasta on her fork.

“Yes.”

“I need to ask you a very important question.”

“Go ahead, honey. You can ask me anything.”

“I kind of heard through the grapevine that you and your family might be involved with the mob. But I couldn’t imagine that being true.”

Without hesitation, Sal said, “Yes, it’s true. I’m surprised your father never told you.”

“My father?! Tell me what?” She said with a worried look on her face.

“That he’s mafioso too. He’s the accountant for the consortium.”

“Holy shit!!! I know he’s an accountant, but I didn’t know about the consortium. Now it’s starting to make sense. And they call you the Prince of Detroit?”

“Also true, but most people just call me Prince.”

“But your buddies all call you Sal, not Prince.”

“The guys I went to school with, work with, you, and my family are the only people that call me Sal.”

“I see. So, what are you the prince of?”

“The Detroit Consortium.”

“What is that?”

“That’s all business. Not for you to worry about, Dani.”

“But I do worry. Now, I’ll worry I won’t be safe.”

“After we’re married, honey, you and your entire family will be virtually untouchable. Anybody that bothers, hurts, or threatens any of you will have the rath of God on them.”

“That’s pretty formidable. What else will I have to look forward to?”

“Well, I was going to wait ‘til after the wedding to tell you, but since we’re talking about it, I guess it’ll be alright to tell you now.”

Presenting her nearly empty wineglass to Sal, Dani said, “Sounds like you better refill my glass for this one.”

Finishing the bottle, Sal refilled Dani’s glass as he motioned to the waiter to bring another bottle. As the waiter uncorked and poured a taste for Sal, the tasting part was dismissed with a wave of Sal’s hand and the waiter refilled his glass. The ruby liquid swirled, catching the low light of the restaurant, reflecting in Sal's satisfied grin. He raised his glass to Dani, a silent toast to their continued good fortune, before taking a long, deliberate sip.

“As you know Dani,” He began. “Our honeymoon is two weeks in Hawaii. What you don’t know is we’re not staying in a hotel or cabin.”

“Really? So where are we staying?”

“Well, as a wedding gift, my uncle Vinny is giving us the use of his yacht to live on and to travel around the islands.”

“Wow, a yacht? How big is it?

“It’s big! It sleeps ten, but we’ll be the only ones on board except for the captain, a chef, a waitress and two general crew. You can swim in the ocean or in the fresh water pool on board. There’s every convenience of a five-star hotel on the yacht.”

“That sounds fabulous!”

“And, when we return, we’ll move into our new house,”

“House? What new house? You bought a house? I thought I was moving into your apartment with you.”

“No. Apartments are for single guys. I bought you a four-bedroom, four-bathroom Tudor mansion in Grosse Point Park.”

“Four bedrooms? Are we expecting company?”

“No, silly. They’re for the children.”

“So, you want three kids?”

“At least.”

“And, Grosse Pointe Park, huh? That’s pretty expensive, isn’t it?”

“Yes, but you deserve it. You’re my Princess. There’s also a new Mercedes sports car with your name on it in the three-car garage, and . . .”

Dani interrupted, “Three car garage? Why do we need a three-car garage?”

“One for you, one for me, and one for my classic Ferrari . . . and when we return from Hawaii, I’ll explain all your different duties. And don’t be surprised if all your friends change too, since you’ll be way out in Grosse Pointe Park.”

Dani’s heart raced, pounding against her chest as if trying to escape. Her palms grew clammy, the glass slipping slightly in her grip. The room seemed to spin around her, the voices of the people around her fading into a distant murmur. Her throat tightened, making it difficult to swallow, and a lump formed, making it even harder to find her voice. Dani's eyes darted around the restaurant, desperately searching for something to anchor herself to. But all she could see were blurred shapes and colors, her vision clouded by the overwhelming rush of emotions. The weight of the information she had just received bore down on her, threatening to crush her under its immense pressure. 

As she took another sip of her wine, the chilled liquid offered a brief respite, momentarily soothing her frazzled nerves. The taste danced on her tongue, a fleeting distraction from the turmoil within. But even the wine couldn't fully drown out the whirlwind of thoughts and emotions that swirled within her. She longed to find words, to express her thoughts and feelings, but they seemed to have abandoned her. It was as if her voice had been stolen, leaving her speechless. All she could do was sip her wine, hoping that with each sip, the chaos in her mind would quiet down, and she could regain her composure. 

Dani's gaze turned inward, her mind racing to make sense of it all. She replayed the information over and over, trying to grasp its implications and find a way forward. But in that moment, she felt completely overwhelmed, lost in a sea of uncertainty. So, she continued to sip her wine, seeking solace in its familiar warmth. 

However, it was a temporary refuge, a minor comfort amidst the storm of emotions that threatened to consume her. And as she sipped, she silently vowed to find her voice again, to gather her thoughts, and to navigate through the overwhelming information that had left her speechless.

“Do you want dessert?” Sal asked. Dani just shook her head in the negative. “Are you ready to go?”

Again, she silently just shook her head, ready to get home and think things through. Sal noticed the subtle change of tension in Dani's body as she shook her head, her usually relaxed shoulders now slightly hunched. The corners of her lips were down-turned, betraying the weight of her thoughts. 

Sal could see the conflict in Dani's eyes, the uncertainty and contemplation that clouded her expression. As they stood there, Sal could feel the heaviness in the air, the unspoken words hanging between them. 

The silence was palpable, broken only by the faint sounds of the bustling restaurant surrounding them. Sal respected Dani's need for solitude, understanding that sometimes words were not enough to express the complexity of one's emotions.

With a gentle nod, Sal silently acknowledged Dani's need for solitude. They both understood that this was a time for introspection and reflection. Sal squeezed Dani's arm gently before releasing it, a small gesture to convey that they would leave when Dani was ready. As they made their way out of the restaurant, Sal walked beside Dani, respecting the silence that enveloped them. Dani suddenly turned to him.

“Sal, are you afraid of being intimate?”

“What do you mean, afraid?”

Taking his left hand and placing it on her breast, she said, “Afraid of this? Touching me? Having a sexual relationship before the wedding?”

Sal removed his hand from her breast. “You know my feelings about that, Dani. Let’s not get into that again. Okay?”

Sal figured that when the time was right, Dani would open up and share her thoughts and feelings. Until then, with his advanced genophobia, Sal was only there, enjoying activities such as kissing and cuddling, but fearful of moving into a more physical display of affection. 
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Chapter 4

Confrontation
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CJ SPENT THE ENTIRE day pondering Brandi's words, we have to talk, which CJ considered to be the absolute worst four-word sentence in the English language. The implications ricocheted through CJ's mind, each collision chipping away at their carefully constructed composure. Every possible scenario, from the mundane to the catastrophic, played out in an endless loop, fueled by anxiety and a rapidly diminishing supply of caffeine. The sun dipped below the horizon, painting the sky in hues that mirrored the turmoil within. Each brushstroke of fiery orange and bruised purple seemed to mock CJ's internal struggle. Dinner remained untouched, a silent testament to the knot tightening in his stomach, a knot woven from apprehension and the lingering echo of those four dreaded words.

CJ left his apartment and drove toward the Horseshoe Falls in his brand-new British Racing Green nineteen sixty-nine restomod Mustang coupe. He could hear the roaring sound of the water crashing down into the basin below the falls. The mist from the giant waterfall filled the air, carrying with it a refreshing scent of nature. CJ felt the cool breeze brush against his face, causing his hair to sway gently. He hoped that the magnificent sight of the falls would ease his anxiety and help him forget about Brandi’s disconcerting words.

As he approached the intersection of Clifton Hill, and River Road, the traffic light turned red. He could feel the vibration of the engine as he nervously pumped the gas pedal. Looking around, he noticed the colourful billboards and neon lights meant to entice visitors and locals alike that illuminated the otherwise dark night sky. “You can do this,” he muttered to himself, trying to calm his nerves.

CJ’s hands tightened around the steering wheel as he let out an exasperated yell. The sound reverberated through the car, adding to the already tense atmosphere. He could feel the knot in his stomach tightening as he thought about what could be wrong. As the sun was setting, and casting an orange glow over everything, CJ was too preoccupied to appreciate the view. The sound of cars rushing by on the River Road only added to his anxiety. 

Memories flooded his mind, each one associated with those four dreaded words. The feeling of fear was palpable as he thought about the times he had heard them before. His father’s voice echoed in his mind, warning him not to date employees. He could hear his mother’s disappointed sigh as he failed to pay his rent because he had lost that week’s salary at poker. The embarrassment of getting caught with Carol by his sister Karen, filled him with embarrassment and shame. CJ let out a deep sigh, the weight of those memories heavy on his mind, he knew those four words together always meant trouble.

The deafening rumble of a powerful V-8 engine and the deep, growling hum of twin exhaust pipes from the car that just pulled up beside him interrupted CJ’s anxious thoughts. He turned his head to the left and saw a brand-new, top of the line, Ford Mustang inch up to the stop line. With sleek blue racing stripes running down the hood and sides of the car’s white metallic finish sparkled like a million tiny diamonds under the bright streetlights illuminating the intersection. The sleek sports car emitted a low growl that reverberated through the air, and CJ could feel the vibrations in his chest. Despite the danger of the situation, he couldn’t help but feel a rush of excitement at the sight of the powerful vehicle.

“I’ll bet they want a run,” he thought to himself as he scanned their car. 

The revving of engines and the smell of the mist from the falls filled the air. He knew the two guys must have looked for the engine badge on his car and, not finding one, assumed they could take him on. But CJ knew better. As the driver of the new Mustang gave it more gas, the engine roared, sending vibrations through the air. CJ’s engine kept pace, its rhythmic purr harmonizing with the new Mustang’s growl. His nervous foot continued to pump the accelerator, his body tense with anticipation. His left hand gripped the leather-clad steering wheel, its smooth surface cool against his palm, while his right hand nervously clenched and unclenched the leather-wrapped knob atop the chrome shifter that angled up from the center console.

CJ pulled on the shifter, feeling the smooth resistance of the gears as he slipped the transmission into neutral. With his right foot now pressing the brake pedal, he released the pressure of the heavy-duty clutch on his left foot and leg, feeling the tension in his muscles ease slightly. Seconds felt like minutes before the light changed to green, illuminating the surroundings and flooding CJ’s senses with relief. The driver of the new Mustang immediately felt a sense of urgency to attain traction on the slick, moist asphalt around the roaring falls. With a sudden grumble from the powerful engine, the oversized rear tires squealed and spun almost futilely, creating a cloud of thick, white smoke that filled the air with a pungent smell of burning rubber.

As the new Mustang crept to the middle of the intersection, the driver’s heart raced with anticipation, wondering if the car would ever gain enough traction to escape the crossroads. Finally, with a sudden jolt, the tires grabbed hold of the road, and the car sped away with ferocious acceleration, leaving CJ alone at the stoplight.

“Not bad.” CJ thought, as his foot depressed the clutch pedal and he shifted back into first gear. “It may not even be stock. I might have to give him a run the next time we meet.” 

Continuing down River Road toward Brandi’s house, he saw the flashing lights of a police car up ahead on the right. As he slowed down to turn left just opposite the squad car, he saw the new white Mustang parked on the side of the road. He couldn’t help but smile to himself as he thought, “That’s why I don’t race in the city anymore, boys.”

*****
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ETHYL BORKOWSKI, BRANDI’S mother, sat on the couch, her eyes following her daughter as she made her way across the living room to the picture window. The curtains hung heavy, blocking out the warm Indian summer night. A sigh escaped her lips, mirroring the weariness etched on her face. She wondered what thoughts swirled behind those youthful eyes, what secrets the shadowed glass might reflect back to her.

“Out with Chris tonight?” she asked, her voice barely above a whisper.

Brandi pulled the curtains back, flooding the room with light from the streetlight in front of the house. She took a deep breath and watched for CJ’s car, the anticipation building in her chest. The sound of a distant car engine grew louder and louder as Brandi visualized CJ’s dark green coupe pulling into the driveway.

“Why can’t you call him CJ, mom?” Brandi asked, turning to face her mother.

“Well, Christopher’s his name, isn’t it?” her mother replied.

“Just call him CJ, okay?” Brandi insisted.

“Okay, honey,” her mother conceded. “Will you be late?”

“No,” Brandi replied. “I doubt it will be a late night.”

Brandi looked out the window and saw CJ’s glistening car aiming for the driveway. She felt a rush of eager nerves as she headed toward the door. “He’s here, Mom. Bye.”

Brandi, her high heels clicking on the tiled floor, briskly spanned the few paces to the front door. She pulled it open with a creak, and the warm Indian summer breeze rushed in. The bright streetlight illuminated the front porch, casting long shadows of the rocking chairs and the potted plants. Brandi descended the side-facing cement steps, her skirt swishing around her legs, and she opened the passenger door of the car before CJ could walk to the rear of the coupe. Stopping, CJ just stood there, the confusion etched on his face.

“In a hurry?”

Brandi gave him a bewildered look as she slid into the passenger’s seat and closed the door. A little muddled by her strange hello, he opened the driver’s door and slid back behind the wheel. CJ looked at her with genuine concern. 

“Are you okay?” Brandi was silent. “I said, are you okay?”

“I heard you the first time.”

“Well, you seem a little . . . “

“Can we go, please?”

CJ knew enough not to press her. “Aah, yeah, sure.” 

Backing out of the driveway, CJ revved up his car and headed for Lover’s Leap, his favorite spot in Niagara for starting a what-are-we-doing date. The crisp evening air filled his lungs. As they drove down McCabe Road, the tires rumbled over the tar strips, sending vibrations up through the steering wheel. 

“Nice car, by the way.”

“Thanks. Glad you like it.”

“Is it as fast as they claim?”

“I don’t know yet . . . want to find out?”

“Not tonight.”

“Okay, what’s your pleasure?” CJ asked, shifting into third gear. 

“We have to talk, CJ,” Brandi said, her voice tense. 

CJ’s heart felt heavy as his eyes met Brandi’s. He could sense the tension in the air, and it only added to his unease. “Damn,” he thought, as the sound of the wind filled the car. “She hasn’t forgotten. She wants to talk about something, and with her present attitude, I can tell it won’t be good.” He ran his hand through his hair, feeling the weight of the impending conversation. Finally, he glanced at Brandi and gave her a half-smile. “Okay, let’s talk.”

The stillness of the night was intense as CJ’s stomach twisted into knots. Beads of sweat gathered on his palms, making it difficult to maintain a firm grip on the leather-clad steering wheel. The moonless sky cast an eerie shadow on McCabe Road, but CJ could almost make out Brandi’s subtle expressions in the darkness. The car suddenly made a sharp turn onto the well-lit River Road, and CJ’s tension eased as he saw Brandi’s stunning leather miniskirt. Her posture was rigid, with her feet planted firmly on the sand-coloured carpet, and her slender legs held tightly together at the knees. Her long, silky hair cascaded over her shoulders as she sat with her hands clasped tightly in her lap, her black handbag resting on the seat beside her. The white silk blouse she wore shone in the streetlights, and CJ couldn’t help but admire her beauty.

“What’s the matter, Brandi? Are you angry with me?” CJ asked, his voice tinged with concern. “Did I do something to piss you off?”

“Maybe we can go to Arthur’s later,” Brandi replied, her tone flat. 

“Sure, whatever you want.” 

CJ steered the car north on the River Road, with the sound of the engine humming in the background. They passed under the Rainbow Bridge, connecting Canada and the United States, and the scent of fresh water and mist filled the air. 

With another swallow, CJ said, “Okay, let’s talk about it.” 

“What?” Brandi asked, her voice barely above a whisper. 

“Whatever the hell you’re upset about?” CJ’s eyes remained fixed on the road ahead, as they passed the entrance to the Maid of the Mist, and continued straight toward the Horseshoe Falls. The sound of rushing water grew louder as they approached. 

“Park at Lover’s Leap, CJ, in case I decide to jump . . . or push you over.” Brandi said, her voice laced with bitterness. 

“Gee, there’s a pleasant thought,” CJ replied, the sarcasm in his tone tangible.

He parked the car at Lover’s Leap, and the mist from the falls quickly coated the car with a fine layer of water. The roar of the waterfall was deafening, and the wind carried the scent of fresh water and the coolness of the mist.

They had arrived at Lover’s Leap, the spot where despondent lovers used to end it all. The sound of cascading water echoed in the distance, and the mist from the falls was visible all around them. CJ pressed a switch on the center console, and the windows almost closed, staying open just enough to let some fresh air in but still muffling the stormy reverberations of the waterfall. Brandi’s head turned toward him, and he could feel the warmth of her slender left arm as he touched it.

“Okay, here we are,” CJ announced, the car parked. “Now, what’s on your mind?”

A pained smile played on her full, pink lips, captivating CJ’s gaze. Brandi’s flawless beauty continued to mesmerize him. The Horseshoe Falls were lit up by searchlights, creating an enthralling display of multi-coloured reflections. The light cast an enchanting and almost psychedelic glow on Brandi’s beautiful countenance. As she turned to face him, her shoulder-length hair almost hid her face. The sound of the falls crashing against the rocks filled the air, creating a calming ambiance. The mist was both odiferous and invigorating to their senses. Her left earring, the amber pearl-drops he gave her for her birthday sparkled, catching the light and adding to the beauty of the scene. The feeling of awe and wonder was intense in the presence of such natural beauty.

In a soft and intimate tone, CJ asked again. “Okay Brandi, what’s wrong?” 

The sound of the waterfall echoed in the background, creating a soothing ambiance. In her usual calm and sweet voice, Brandi ignored his question. 

“Isn’t it beautiful here? I love this spot.” 

“Yeah, it’s one of my favorite places, too.” He paused for a moment, taking in the serene surroundings. “So, what’s on your mind?” 

“Oh, all kinds of things.” Brandi replied, her voice slightly distant. The cool breeze from the falls gently touched her face through the slightly open window, sending shivers down her spine. 

“Okay, like what?” CJ prodded, trying to bring her back to the present. 

“Oh, work . . . moving . . . you.” She replied, her voice still distant. 

“Brandi, you’re being weird.” CJ said, his voice laced with concern. 

“Me . . . life . . . babies,” Brandi continued, her voice barely audible. 

“Hello! Earth to Brandi.” CJ said, trying to bring her back to reality. 

“Marriage . . . parents . . . you know, stuff,” Brandi muttered, lost in her thoughts. 

“Did you smoke a joint before I picked you up?” CJ asked, worried about her strange behavior. 

“Maybe.” Brandi replied, her voice still distant. 

“Okay then, what’s wrong with you?” CJ asked, growing more concerned. 

“Wrong? What could be wrong?” Brandi asked, her voice still distant. 

“I’m not sure. You’re the one that’s . . . that’s kinda flipping out here.” CJ said, trying to make sense of her behavior. 

“Flipping out? I’m not flipping out! Wherever did you get that term, anyway? The nineteen thirties? No, I’m just thinking, that’s all.” Brandi replied, her voice still distant.

“Okay, take it easy.” CJ said, trying to calm her down. Brandi turned away and gazed out the window, looking over the mist of the falls. “So, why are you all bothered? What did you really want to talk about?” 

“Us.” She said.

His voice trembled slightly. “Us? Okay, what about us?” 

“I wondered what will happen, that’s all.” Brandi replied, still lost in her thoughts. 

“What do you mean, happen?” CJ asked, confused. 

“Just that.” Brandi replied, her voice still distant. 

“Damn it, Brandi, what the hell are you trying to say? It sounds like you’re either pregnant or you want to break up!”

“Well CJ . . . I’m not pregnant!”

“Okay then. So, you want to break up? Is that what you want? To break up?” CJ said, his voice laced with fear and desperation.

Staring blankly through the water droplets on the mist-covered windshield, Brandi’s eyes fixated on the ethereal light that pierced through the mist, illuminating the falls. Suddenly, a gust of wind dissipated the mist, revealing the greenish-white water cascading down the rocky terrain. She withdrew her hand from CJ’s grasp, her eyes devoid of emotion as she gazed at the multi-coloured fog that surrounded the falls. Her delicate fingers intertwined, then she placed her slender, clasped hands between her smooth knees. She felt a tightening in her muscles, and her fingers turned white as she whispered in a voice barely audible over the muffled roar of the cascading water. 

“CJ, I got a job offer I couldn’t turn down, and I’m moving out to Vancouver.” 

CJ's body immediately grew stiff with tension, his clammy hands gripping the smooth, leather-bound steering wheel, their sweat leaving a faint, lingering stickiness. He desperately tried to tune out the acrid stench of her cutting words, but it lingered in the air, a bitter reminder of we have to talk. An uneasy silence settled in the car, broken only by the distant, muffled roar of water crashing against the unforgiving rocks below the falls. The sound echoed through the vehicle, creating a haunting backdrop for their strained atmosphere. CJ's gaze remained fixed, his eyes locked on the kaleidoscope of shimmering light that danced and bounced off the windshield, a mesmerizing display of refracted colors. Each droplet of water sparkled, casting a spell on his senses. The air inside the car felt thick, heavy with unspoken words and unrelenting tension, as if the atmosphere itself held its breath, waiting for one of them to break the silence.

Brandi’s voice was shaky as she looked at him. “Did you hear me, CJ?” Her eyes brimming with tears. The sound of her voice was almost drowned out by the sound of the mist hitting the windshield of the car. Then, one octave higher, she reiterated. “I said I’m mov . . . “ 

“Black ice, Brandi.” CJ exclaimed, cutting her off in mid-sentence. “I heard you.” His grip on the steering wheel tightened, his knuckles turning white. His voice trailed off to a mumble as he continued to look straight ahead. The feeling of shock and disbelief washed over him as he struggled to process the news. He could feel his heart pounding in his chest. His mind raced with a million thoughts at once. “I heard you,” he repeated, trying to make sense of it all.

CJ opened the driver’s window, craving the soothing touch of the misty Indian Summer breeze on his face. As the cool air caressed his skin, he felt the knots in his neck slowly unravel. His fingers, once clenched tight around the steering wheel, relaxed, and the blood flowed back into his hands. The deafening sound of the roaring cataract and the sight of the turbulent water crashing against the rocks were both invigorating and calming. CJ inhaled deeply, and he felt his nomadic mind finally finding some peace. Trying to shake off the tension, he evaded the situation for a minute. 

Brandi sat silently, her eyes fixed on him as she observed every detail of his face, trying to decipher his thoughts. The car was filled with a tense atmosphere, the only sound being the silent dashboard clock. The air was heavy with anticipation, a mix of uncertainty and apprehension. Brandi could feel her heart pounding in her chest, her palms becoming clammy with nervousness. 

The cool, misty air brushed against CJ’s face, leaving a refreshing sensation on his skin. He felt the wet droplets of mist settling on his clothes. Suddenly, the blaring horn of a car pulling up beside them jolted both of them out of their peaceful reverie.

The loud intruder turned out to be Butch and Shap with their dates, who had arrived in Butch’s family Mercedes. CJ opened Brandi’s window to speak to him, letting in a gust of warm Indian summer air. As the window lowered, he glimpsed a girl he did not recognize sitting next to Butch, and another stranger in the back seat with his buddy Shap, the third Musketeer. Butch, his husky linebacker arm dangling out of the open window, smiled as he greeted them. The revving of his car’s engine drowned out the sound of his voice, which vibrated through the air and into their bones. 

“Hi guys,” he said, his words punctuated by the slamming of his hand against the exterior of the driver’s door. “We’re on our way to Arthur’s and saw your car. When did you get it?”

“Picked it up this afternoon.”

“Looks super-fast. What are you two up to?”

CJ responded, his voice slightly raised to be heard over the noise. “Not much. Where have you guys been?” 

Butch’s bushy black hair rubbed against the top of the window opening as he leaned in closer to CJ. “We were going over the river for pizza, but took a drive first, then decided instead to go to Arthur’s. Want to join us?” 

CJ hesitated for a moment, taking in the warm breeze, the smell of exhaust fumes, and the sound of the car’s engine. “We might meet you later, okay?” 

“Don’t be too late,” Shap yelled from the back seat. “It’s a celebration.” 

“Ok, see you later.” CJ waved his hand as the big blue Mercedes backed out of the wet parking spot and screeched away toward Clifton Hill.

“Did he say celebration?” Brandi wondered, her eyes squinting from the bright lights reflecting off the water. 

“Yeah. That’s his new excuse for heavy drinking. When he gets plastered, he says it’s a celebration so people won’t think he’s an alcoholic.” 

“But he is, sort of, isn’t he?”

“Well, Shap is a very friendly guy. He never met a beer he didn’t like.”

CJ’s voice carried over the sound of rushing water from the nearby falls. He closed Brandi’s window, blocking out the sound of seagulls squawking. He fixed his gaze on the water, as the mist from the falls cooled the surrounding air. With his eyes still focused on the falls, CJ spoke. 

“Okay, Brandi, what’s going on?”

“Just what I said, CJ. I’m moving to Vancouver.”

“Not visiting? Not checking it out? Actually moving?”

“Yes.”

“Really? And what suddenly brought this on?”

“I was offered a promotion at work along with a new job, but the job is in the Vancouver office.”

“Actually, you know, that's amazing! Tell me more about it.”

“Well, the pay is almost three times what I'm earning now and I'll be in charge of the entire department.”

“Wow, that's a hell of an increase and a great opportunity for you!

“Absolutely! Plus, it'll be a chance to see the country a bit and continue my career.”  

Turning in his seat, he saw her big brown eyes glistening with moisture. He regained some of his composure. CJ’s face turned sullen as he stared out into the mist. “Well Niagara.” He thought. “It’s time for your magic.” Aloud, he questioned her. 

“When did this happen? When do you plan on leaving?”

In the brilliant, piercing beam of the searchlight, Brandi's glossy brown eyes shimmered, reflecting her inner turmoil. The air was heavy with the faint scent of tears as she fought back the flood threatening to spill from her delicate lashes. With trembling hands, she gently ran her index fingers beneath each eye, halting the torrent of emotions from streaming down her silky-smooth cheeks. Drawing closer, she pressed her lips against his, embracing the bittersweet taste of love and farewell.

“I’ve known for three weeks. I just didn’t know how to tell you.”

“What? Well . . . you figured the telling part out. So, when are you planning on leaving?”

“Come with me, CJ. I’m taking the train on Tuesday.” 

“TUESDAY!? Holy shit, Brandi, the way you’re dealing with this I’m surprised you didn’t just leave without saying goodbye. And as far as coming with you, I can’t just up and leave to go to a complete unknown.”

“It’s not a complete unknown. We have each other. And there’s the whole ‘adventure’ thing, remember? Think of it as a really long vacation. A permanent one.” Brandi’s voice, usually so full of bubbly confidence, held a tentative note. “Look, I know it’s a lot to process, but I thought you’d be happy. About us, and about . . . everything. I’ll have a good job and we can get a place together.” 

“That sounds great, but I can’t just up and leave my family, my friends, and my business.” 

“Your family and friends are welcome to visit. We'll build a new life, a bigger life. Your business can probably be handled remotely, at least for a while. Think of the possibilities, CJ. New places, new people, a fresh start. Wouldn't you want that? Please, just consider it.” Brandi's eyes, usually sparkling with mirth, were now pleading. “What if this is what we're meant to do?”

CJ ran a hand through his hair, the familiar gesture failing to soothe the knot of anxiety twisting in his gut. The idea of abandoning everything he'd built, everything he knew, for an uncertain future with Brandi felt both exhilarating and terrifying. He looked at her, the woman who'd become his world, whose vulnerability now shone through the carefully constructed facade. “Where?” he finally asked, his voice barely a whisper. “Where are we going?”

“Oh, I don’t know CJ. All I know right now is I love you. But I do feel much better now that we’ve talked about it.” 

“Oh, yeah. Definitely. Me too. Much better. So, tonight is going to be the last time I’ll see you.” 

“Well, we still have a few days before I go.”

CJ sat in the car, enveloped in silence. The only interruption came from the intermittent beeps of passing cars, piercing through the stillness. His heart pounded in his chest, the weight of Brandi's words and his own feelings pressing down on him. He could feel the tension in his muscles. His jaw clenched tightly as he tried to contain his emotions. The car suddenly felt suffocating, the air heavy with the weight of their crumbling relationship. Brandi's face was etched with anguish, her shoulders slumped as tears streaked down her cheeks. Her once vibrant eyes were now filled with desperation and regret. The car’s interior seemed to grow colder, the atmosphere tinged with the frost of their shattered connection.

CJ could feel a knot forming in his stomach, a physical manifestation of the pain that coursed through his veins. His hands trembled ever so slightly, a visible sign of the emotional turmoil he was experiencing. It was as if his body was betraying him, unable to hide the devastation that consumed him. 
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