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To John and Julie:

For always showing what a friendship should be,

and what a marriage can be.
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Practically since I can remember, my mother has been a therapist. Her insight on all things psychological are always interesting, but particularly so with Goalie.

When the idea for Goalie came about, she was one of the first people I began discussing it with. One day, she made a very poignant point.

She said one of the things she had discovered in her career was about those couples who are happily married for fifty, sixty, seventy years. What made their marriages survive and even thrive while others fell apart wasn’t because everyone remained faithful. Quite the contrary.

In her practice, the statistics on infidelity in the marriage was practically THE SAME for couples who married until death and those that divorced. The difference, she says, is in how the marriage was handled after the affair came to light.

That, of course, got me thinking. What does happen post-infidelity? How does a seemingly loving couple handle that? How do they push through and what makes one marriage tougher than another? That is what this book explores.

Santos and Mariana have a unique story all their own. And while it begins with infidelity, the story is not about that. It’s about the aftermath and the journey that they take. It’s raw and gritty and at times heartbreaking and at times heartwarming. It’s life.

I hope you enjoy the journey. If nothing else, it’s fascinating.
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There she is.

Looking at her, I can hardly breathe. She’s beautiful. Gorgeous, actually. Long dark hair. Shapely legs that go for miles. Killer rack.

Much more glam than my “mom” bod. I shouldn’t be so critical of myself. I’ve had three kids in the last five years, and Theo is only a few months old. But it’s hard looking at her, knowing I’ll never have that body again. Is this why my husband strayed?

No. I don’t know that for sure. Maybe he really is just tying one on with the guys like he claims.

But I’ve heard the talk. I know the rumors. And she has the answers I need. I just have to have the courage to ask for them.

Ringing my hands together, I take a deep breath and approach her.

“Hi.”

Tiffany looks up at me with surprise. Usually the only one to talk to her during the games is Quincy, the team captain’s girlfriend. Everyone else steers clear. Partly because Tiffany is a groupie—well, former groupie anyway. Now that she and Rowen Flanigan are together, she’s officially become a WAG, which stands for “wives and girlfriends.”

But people also don’t talk to her because, apparently, she’s a former soccer player herself. She doesn’t treat games like social events. Instead, she watches the games really closely and ignores everything going on around her. So, I know she’s surprised I’m talking to her.

“Mind if I sit down?”

She looks around like she’s confused. “Um, yeah. Ok.” She takes her feet off the chair in front of her and straightens her spine.

We sit in awkward silence for a while. She’s had a rough go of it lately with Rowen having a meltdown on the field leading to a suspension and a nudie pic scandal she was the center of. Compared to how she normally looks, right now she looks like shit. Which is still better than ninety-nine percent of the population.

I know she feels self-conscious about who has and hasn’t seen the picture that was blasted all over the internet. But I have questions, and she’s the only one with the answers, so leaving her alone isn’t an option. Still, I’m not sure how to ask them. Not sure I really want to ask them, if I’m being honest with myself. And I certainly don’t want to end up in a fistfight like she and Jessica Funderling did once.

Yeah, she’s had a really rough time lately.

But I have to know. I have decisions to make. And if my worst fear is true, I’m running out of time to follow through. I have to do this now.

“I have questions for you.” I turn to look at Tiffany, who visibly cringes. “I don’t want to fight with you or anything. I just need information. Honest information.”

She bites her lip and nods her head.

“I’ll be as honest as I can,” she agrees quietly. “I owe you that.” She snorts a sardonic laugh. “Actually, I owe you so much more than that.”

She takes her own deep breath and looks at me.

“What do you want to know?”

This is it. It’s now or never. I need answers for my own sanity. I don’t want to know, but I need to.

I make eye contact with her and throw it all out there, no matter what the cost. “You’ve slept with my husband.” I don’t ask her. I want to make sure there is no doubt that it’s an accusation, a challenge. I’m challenging her to tell me the truth.

She just holds my stare. Then she responds in the way I was praying she wouldn’t, but knew she would. She nods. “Yes,” she utters, her eyes getting glossy.

I, however, shut my emotions off completely. This is a fact-gathering conversation. I can break later.

“How many times?”

“I don’t know.” A single tear slides down her cheek.

“Were you the only one?”

She wipes away the tear with the sleeve of her Texas Mutiny hoodie. “I don’t know. I assume not, but I wasn’t paying too much attention. I was so focused on myself, I wasn’t worried about anyone else or what they were doing.”

I turn back to watch the game, my eyes catching on my husband as he stands in the net, bright yellow jersey and matching gloves. He prides himself on being one of the best goalies in the league. He rarely lets a shot through. He defends that net with a vengeance.

It’s ironic he never protected our family the way he protects that damn net.

“I’m so sorry,” Tiffany whispers. “I was so selfish and stupid. I pretended no one was getting hurt because I was so far removed from the families. But I see it now, Mariana. I understand, and I’m just… so ashamed.” She turns completely toward me and talks fast, tears streaming down her face. “I know that doesn’t make up for anything, it never will. But you need to know, I need to tell you how so, so sorry I am. And how it will never, ever happen again.”

I just look at her blankly as I gather my thoughts. I have so many. I’m angry. I’m sad. I’m relieved to finally have answers. I’m frustrated. I’m scared. But I have to make sure before I make these decisions. Have to make absolutely, one hundred percent sure she is telling me the truth.

“Prove it.”

“What?” Her brows furrow in confusion.

“I can’t base the rest of my marriage, if there even is one anymore, on one person’s information. If I confront him, he’s going to deny it. And I will have no proof except your word. And around here, your word isn’t worth much.” She flinches, but I feel no sympathy. She knows what I’m saying is true. “I need proof that you really did have an affair with my husband. I need solid evidence so when he tells me I’m off my rocker, I can show him exactly how I know he’s lying to me. My entire life is about to change, and I can’t do that without proof. So prove it.”

She closes her eyes and licks her lips, steeling herself for whatever she’s about to tell me. “He um… when he’s about to, uh, finish… he hums.”

My heart plummets. I know in that moment, without any doubt at all, it’s true. My husband has been unfaithful to me. I hear a whooshing sound in my ears as my brain tries to catch up. Ten years we’ve been married. Together over eleven. Part of my college life and all the years since have been wrapped around this man and his career.

As my senses start to come back to me, the sound of Tiffany’s voice begins to register. “It never meant anything. The parties, they just used to get really crazy. Lots of booze, lots of testosterone. It was just really easy to fall into it without a second thought. It didn’t mean anything. I know he loves you.”

“Stop.” I hold up my hand in front of her, and she immediately stops talking. “It doesn’t matter if it meant anything or not. It still happened.” I look at her and for the first time, it registers how distraught she is. Which is funny because she’s the other woman. Watching her, I’m glad she feels guilt. I’m glad she is crying over this. She should be crying over this. Women are supposed to stick together, and all that shit, right? But a part of me, a very small—miniscule maybe—part feels bad for her.

I think back to the nudie pics of her that were leaked on the web recently and realize, she’s not acting. She’s not trying to save face. She really does feel remorseful. She learned a hard, hard lesson about how your actions can have unintended consequences. My confronting her is another one of those moments for her. And dammit, if that doesn’t make me feel just a tiny bit of compassion for her.

Pushing my feelings aside, I finally respond. “Look, I’m going back and forth between hating your guts and wanting to hug you because I can see that you get it. You really understand what you’ve done.”

She nods again and wipes more tears.

“What you did to me, to my family, to any other wives you did it to, it’s despicable.” I can feel myself getting riled up again, so I take a deep breath to calm down. “But you didn’t stand up before God and my family and vow to stay faithful to me. Santos did. He’s the one who broke that promise, not you. And as much as it pains me to say it, I forgive you. Ok, well, not right at this exact moment. It might be a few weeks. But I will forgive you at some point because I know you’ve learned your lesson. So I think it might be time to forgive yourself, too.”

A sob escapes her throat and she reaches to hug me. I hesitate, but ultimately put my arms around her, not in forgiveness, but strictly in thanks for being truthful. I pull away and look her in the eyes.

“That being said, we will never be friends. Ever. In fact, I hope I never see you again. But if we do end up in the same place, please do me the respect of staying far, far away from me.”

“Absolutely. I can respect that. You deserve that distance.”

I stand up and start to walk away, but realize I have one last thing to say. “For the record, I don’t care what you’ve done. You didn’t deserve what Mack did to you. I hope you’ll find a way to use all of this mess to help other people know how to be better than you have been.”

She sucks in a breath, like I slapped her. And I guess I kind of did. I’m not proud of being such a bitch. I pride myself on my kindness to people. But I don’t have to be nice right now. I’m pretty sure she knows that.

Turning, I walk through the box one last time, grabbing my purse and ignoring anyone who tries to make eye contact with me. As the door shuts behind me, I pull my phone out and press the speed dial button on the home screen.

After two rings, she answers.

“Mama,” I sniffle as the tears finally start to fall. “Can the kids and I come stay with you for a while?”
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“Mmmmmmm…” I begin to hum. I squeeze my eyes shut, shifting my body weight on my knees, and grab her hips tighter. I feel myself getting close to the orgasm I’m chasing.

Suddenly, the door flies open, breaking me of my rhythm.

“What the fuck, man?” I shout, as Darren Pumin struts through the door.

“Sorry. I thought you were done.”

“Santos.” Sasha reaches between her legs and strokes her clit. “Keep going, Santos. I’m so close.”

I ignore Pumin, who walks into the closet and rifles around. Instead, I look down and see Sasha’s creamy, flawless ass. I slap it once, making her squeal and begin relentlessly pounding into her again.

“Hey, you want a Cuban?” Pumin yells from the closet. “I’m only bringing out a few.”

“Hang on,” I shout back. “Let me finish here first.”

I thrust a few more times and Sasha clenches on the inside.

“I’m coming!” she shouts and then screams through her orgasm.

“Right behind you, mmmmmmm…” Seconds later, my balls tighten up and I feel a familiar sensation as my orgasm races up my spine, exploding in the back of my brain. My hips continue with small gyrations, practically involuntarily, as I come down from the high.

“Damn, you two are loud.” Pumin stands in the doorway of the closet, holding a few cigars.

“No one asked you to hang out for the show, dickhead,” I respond as I kiss Sasha on the neck and pull out slowly. “Thanks, baby. That was just what I needed.”

She drops down to her stomach in exhaustion while I remove the condom and fling it Pumin’s direction.

“Ah!” he yells, protecting his face with his hands. “Keep your dirty spunk away from me! And pick that condom up off my floor, asswipe.”

I hoist my jeans up and leave them unbuttoned as I do what he asks. “Relax. I never leave a mess behind. I’m more of a gentleman than that.”

He scoffs. “What you were doing right there, that didn’t look very gentlemanly to me.”

“I can be a gentleman and a dirty, dirty lover at the same time.” Sasha snorts a laugh into the pillow. “See? She agrees with me.”

“He’s right.” She grins seductively. “He’s always gentlemanly when he spanks my ass.”

Pumin cocks an eyebrow at Sasha. “Really. What other kinds of dirty things do you like, Sasha?”

She rolls onto her side, baring her naked body to us. “Why don’t you come over here and find out?”

“Here.” He hands the Cubans to me, never taking his eyes off of her, and whips his shirt over his head.

I throw the rest of my clothes on and head out the door just as Pumin leans back against the headboard, his cock already in Sasha’s mouth. I have no idea how that woman can go so many times in one night, but I’m appreciative of her efforts. There’s nothing like a spine-tingling orgasm with a warm body that doesn’t care how kinky it gets after an intense game to take the edge off.

I’ve been the starting goalie for the Texas Mutiny for three years now. Before that, I was the back-up goalie in San Diego. I loved being in California. That’s where my family is. Well, what’s left of it. My abuela died several years ago, so it’s only a couple of uncles and aunts now. But my wife Mariana’s family is in San Antonio so when I was traded here, it worked better for everyone. With three small kids, it’s good for my mother-in-law to come stay when I have long road trips. I know it helps Mari out a lot.

After lighting up one of the fancy cigars, I dig my phone out of my pocket.

No texts.

Hmm. I double check and make sure I texted Mariana after the game.

 

Having a drink with the guys to talk shop. Be home soon. Don’t wait up. Love you.

 

Yep. It went through. That’s weird she didn’t text me back. She always does. But the baby has been keeping her up at night. She’s probably just tired and asleep already.

I feel bad about not heading home straight after the game to help her out. I love my family and my kids more than anything in this world. But one thing this team prides itself on is its camaraderie. We’re a tight knit group, and I feel guilty if I don’t show up at least for a little while to these get-togethers.

I am always in serious awe of how well Mari takes care of us, even when I get home late. She’s an amazing mom, a talented cook, and keeps the entire house running smoothly. She always knows my schedules, keeps me organized, and has been my biggest fan since college when I first noticed her at an afterparty.

Her long dark hair, big brown eyes, lightly tanned skin… she was the most beautiful thing I’d ever seen. It was obvious she was uncomfortable at the party. She didn’t deserve to be there. She was too good for it then and too good for it now. Her heart is truly gold, and I would never subject her to some of the things that happen here. Even if I subject myself to them regularly.

I feel a twinge of guilt over the fact that I’m here, drinking, smoking, having dirty sex with a groupie, while she’s at home with the kids, but quickly push it deep down inside, like I always do. Mariana deserves to be made love to. She deserves intimacy. She doesn’t deserve to be fucked from behind like a filthy whore just so I can get a nut off to relax. I know that’s terrible justification, but it’s the only one I’ve got. I have never been able to figure out why, but I can’t seem to come down from the adrenaline rush after a game. I found over the years, long before Mari and I met, that sex is the only way to re-balance myself somehow. So I just never changed my ways. And truthfully, I’ve been doing this for so long now, I’m almost numb to what I’m doing.

Almost.

But I refuse to let the deep-down thoughts come back up.

“Hey man, where’d you get that smoke?” Nate Funderling asks me. I pull a spare out of my back pocket.

“Pumin had them. Sasha distracted him before he could pass them out.”

Funderling chuckles. He’s not immune to her ways, either. Sasha is a freak. There is nothing she won’t do. And no one.

“Speaking of groupies, where are Tiffany and Rowen?”

“Careful, man,” I warn. “You don’t want Rowen to hear you using the words ‘Tiffany’ and ‘groupie’ in the same sentence anymore.”

He shrugs. No one saw it coming when they got together. Tiffany had been the best groupie we had for years before Rowen was moved up from the practice team. They hit it off right away. It didn’t take long for her to quit fucking us so she could stay monogamous to him. I didn’t begrudge either of them. They’re both good people.

“I think they’re laying low for a while. She’s still kind of shaken up. She’s not sitting in Section 100 anymore. She’s only sitting in the box during games.”

His eyebrows shoot up. “No shit? Just because of that nudie pic Shivel posted? I thought for sure she’d be over it by now.”

I shrug. “I guess she’s still getting harassed when she sits in the stands. They were the biggest sports story for a while there, ya know.”

“Have you talked to Shivel since it happened?”

I shake my head and take a puff on my cigar.

“He’s been cut.”

“No shit?” I say slowly. “Because of the picture? Does Rowen’s daddy have that far of a reach?” His dad, being the legendary Ryan Flanigan, a soccer god among men, was still very, very active in the sport.

Funderling lights his cigar and takes a puff before answering. “Apparently a six game suspension and being demoted to the practice team didn’t help him keep up his skills very well. Some younger mid-fielder surprised everyone and just took off with his abilities. He’s in. Shivel’s out.”

Neither of us say anything more because there really isn’t anything to say. We all watched Shivel’s decline happen for about a year. He stopped practicing as hard. Started partying harder. Gained a little weight around the middle. He didn’t become an alcoholic or anything, just let the perks of the job go to his head. It happens. If you can’t stay focused on the job, it can all go to shit quick.

I spend the next couple of hours in a fog of cigar smoke and Jäger shots. By the time a couple of groupies get naked and start making out with each other in the middle of the room, I’m ready to call it a night. It’s fun to let loose for a bit, but kids get up early, and if I don’t get at least one solid REM cycle, I won’t be able to function in full dad-mode tomorrow.

Scheduling a cab on my handy dandy taxi app, I say my goodbyes and head out. Within an hour, I’m stumbling through my house. I consider going all the way to my bedroom, but I don’t want to wake Mari up. Plus she hates the smell of cigar smoke. I don’t want her to wake up to the odor and put her in a bad mood to start the day.

Couch it is.

I flop down on the oversized sofa and snuggle into the pillows. The last thing I think about as I fall into a drunken sleep is how Mari was right to buy this couch. It is, in fact, the comfiest couch I’ve ever slept on.
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I wake to sunlight in my eyes. That’s weird. It never gets sunny on this side of the house early in the morning.

Peeling my eyes open more, I realize it has to be much later than I thought for the sun to be coming through the blinds like that.

It’s eerily quiet in the house. I haven’t heard Theo squeal yet and none of the girls have poked me in the nose or put barrettes in my hair. I think. A quick rub of my head confirms that. Exactly how drunk was I that I didn’t hear them this morning? I should have known better than to take shots. It never ends well for me.

Rubbing my face, I take a deep breath and sit up. Where is my family? Did Mariana take them somewhere so I can sleep? That sounds like something she’d do. She’s thoughtful like that.

Making my way to the fridge for some water to get rid of this cotton mouth, I stretch my arms out wide, cracking my back. The couch is comfortable, but nothing compares to my giant, king-sized bed. We dropped a pretty penny on that mattress last year, and it was worth it. I can’t wait to snuggle up next to Mari in it tonight. I’m so glad we’re off today so there won’t be any team get-togethers. I’ve missed hanging out with my family.

After downing two bottles of water, I pad my way into the master bathroom to shower last night’s filth off of me, only stopping to throw my clothes straight into the washer on the way. I don’t want cigar smoke to mix with Mariana’s clothes, even in the washer. She’d hate that.

Ten minutes later, I’m sufficiently clean and more awake. Now that I can think, I wonder where Mari took the kids. To lunch maybe? She did read about a new park in the area that supposedly has a fantastic petting zoo off to the side. She’s been talking about us taking the kids one day. I bet they got restless and that’s where they went.

Flinging open the door of the walk-in closet, I turn on the light and rummage through my clothes, pulling on some sweats and an old Iguana’s tshirt. I haven’t played for them in years, but Mari always says it’s part of my history, so we still have all the gear they gave us.

I turn around to walk out when something catches my eye. It’s an empty spot where all her shoes go. She has about fifty pairs. At least ten of them are missing. Is she making a run to Goodwill or something?

As I turn in a circle, I take more stock of the giant closet. There are spaces on the clothing rod where her clothes are missing. Her entire underwear drawer is cleared out. The shelf that has all the files of important documentation like birth certificates and such is empty.

My heart begins to race. What the fuck is going on?

I race to the girls’ room and pull open their dresser drawers. Empty.

The toy closet still has a few things left, but most of it is gone.

I run to Theo’s room. Half expecting to see him curled up on his side, sucking his thumb, it jars me to see his crib empty.

As are his drawers.

And his closet.

No diapers. No wipes.

And his favorite stuffed animal, the monkey attached to a satin blanket that he rubs across his face as he’s falling asleep… it’s gone, too.

I run back out to the living room, panic setting in. The only thing I can think is that they must have been taken. Someone came in, packed their stuff, and kidnapped them. The alternative is just too hard to even process.

Grabbing my phone off the coffee table, I shoot off a quick text to my wife.

 

Where are you??? You’re freaking me out! Please let me know you’re ok.

 

Seconds later, her reply comes in.

 

We’re fine. We’re at my mom’s. The note on the kitchen table explains it all.

 

Note? I think to myself. What note?

I speed to the kitchen and sure enough, there is a handwritten note sitting in the sunlight.

 

Santos,

I love you more than anything. But I’m done. I can’t be in a marriage with an unfaithful man anymore.

 

My heart drops. She knows. How does she know?

 

The kids and I will be staying with my mom for a while. You, of course, are welcome to call or Facetime them whenever you want. Since you’re in the middle of the season, we can work out a custody arrangement as we go.

Take care of yourself,

Mariana

 

There is no way this is happening. My wife did not just leave me. I immediately dial her number and pace back into the living room while I wait for her to pick up. I’m almost surprised when three rings later, she does.

“Hello?”

“What the hell is going on?” I roar into the phone.

“I think it’s pretty clear what’s going on,” she retorts. “I’m filing for divorce on Monday.”

“You...” I scoff. “You… you’re filing for… but why?”

“Why?” she yells. “WHY? How about because I’m tired of being left at home while you go hang out with your teammates after games are over.”

“Babe,” I say calmly, trying to make her see reason. She understands the pressure I’m under to hang out with my team. “You know I get keyed up during the game. It’s just a way to calm down the adrenaline.”

“Really? You’re trying to placate me with your condescending tone and excuses? You’ve been fucking groupie whores behind my back and all you can come up with is it’s to calm down the adrenaline?”

I’ve never heard her this angry before. I do the only thing I can think of. I deny.

“What? I have not. Why would you even think that?”

“I talked to Tiffany last night, Santos.” I stop breathing. “She told me everything.”

I run my fingers through my hair and continue with my pacing. “Babe. She is a groupie. She will say anything to cause trouble. That’s what they do, Mariana. You know better than to listen to a cleat chaser.”

“She knows you hum, Santos.”

My entire body stills. There is no way to come back from that. I know that. She knows that. I am so fucked.

“I love you, Santos. But I deserve better. I deserve a man who is going to be faithful and not give me excuses and lies. The girls deserve to see how a man should treat them. And Theo deserves to learn how to respect women and what it means to be a real husband. You aren’t just failing me. You’re failing all of us.”

I wince, like I’ve been punched.

“My attorney is drawing up the papers on Monday. It’s up to you if you want to contest the divorce or make it easy. It makes no difference to me.”

I clear my throat. “Um… can I… when can I see the kids?”

“Don’t you have a road trip this week.”

“Yeah,” I answer quietly.

“Text me when you get back. We’ll figure something out.”

I nod even though she can’t see me. “Mari.”

“Yes?”

“Mariana, I love you. So much. I’m so sorry.”

She pauses momentarily. “That’s not enough,” she spits out angrily and hangs up.

I slowly crumble onto the couch and drop my phone on the ground. My mind is spinning.

She left me. She took my kids and she left me.

I had everything I ever wanted but just lost it all.

And it’s all my own damn fault.
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Six months later

 

I wake with a start. My eyes may only be half open, but my mom-senses mean I can take stock of what’s going on around me almost instantaneously.

Is a kiddo crying? No.

Is there a burglar ratting around the apartment? No.

Did I get a leg cramp? No. I’m still face down in my pillow, starfishing across the bed with one leg sticking out of the blankets.

Now that I know everything is fine, I let myself fall back into dreamland.

I wake with a start a second time. Now I know something is happening. I don’t move, almost hoping it’s a leg cramp, just so I don’t have to move for a few more minutes.

No such luck. Theo begins to cry in his crib across the room. I sit up, wipe my eyes so I can see the clock without any blur, and look at him.

“Really? It’s six-thirty-seven. Is it necessary to be up so early?”

His little bottom lip quivers as he stands there looking at me. I sigh. Someday, I’ll get to sleep in past seven again. Someday.

Scooting to the edge of my bed, I smell the problem.

“Phew!” I grimace as I wave my hand in front of my nose. “You stink, lovebug. Is that what woke you up?”

He waves his hands in excitement as I reach in and pick him up. The nice thing about sharing a room with a thirteen-month-old is I don’t have to go very far when I need to tend to him. The bad thing about sharing a room with a thirteen-month-old is he hears every move I make. For a kid that would much rather sleep with his mommy than in his own crib, this has meant months of sleeping as soundly as I possibly can. Which means not sleeping well every night because I’m too busy trying to sleep quietly.

I really think too much about these things.

Dirty diaper disposed of, Theo is in a much better mood.

“Alright, dude. Since you’re up, I guess we should get this day started.”

We shuffle our way past the girls’ bedroom and into the small open-concept living area. I plop Theo down next to his toy bucket and he immediately grabs for it, toppling it over. I wince at the sounds it makes, knowing that means I’m about to have two more kiddos wandering out here for breakfast.

I sigh again. I love my children. More than anything in this world. But sometimes it feels a little overwhelming doing this on my own. If Santos was here, he would have been up with the kids and let me sleep for another hour or two, knowing I stay up so late to get everything done. Dishes, laundry, and cleaning are hard enough to keep up on when there are two adults in the house. When there’s only one, it seems like it’s never-ending.

No. I can’t think like that. What Santos would or wouldn’t do is irrelevant. He isn’t here. He’s never going to be here. I’m making my own new normal.

“Ok self,” I whisper quietly as I pull the eggs out of the fridge, “today, you will demand to be respected. You are not perfect, but you deserve respect. From your peers. From your children. From yourself. So let’s do this.”

It’s a mantra I picked up a few months back when a random friend on Facebook posted the quote “Demand respect. You deserve it.” Five simple words, but words that hit me just when I needed them most. So now, every morning, I wake up reminding myself that it is still true.

By the time I have a pan on the stove and a few eggs cracked, I hear more little voices. Myra, who is five, is a morning person just like her father. I can hear her giggling with Theo in the living room already. Lina, on the other hand, is a night owl like me.

She slowly shuffles her way into the room, hair sticking up everywhere and eyes half open. Her little three-year-old body struggles to climb up on the barstool, but she finally manages to get herself settled before plopping her head back down on her arms.

“Good morning, sweet cheeks,” I say with a smile in her direction. “Did you sleep well?”

Her little head moves in what looks like a nodding motion. “I dreamed we lived in Candyland.”

“The game?”

“Uh huh. I ate gumdwops.”

“Well that does sound like a nice dream.”

“Uh huh,” she answers, and I know better than to continue on with the conversation. She’ll wake up once she gets a little food in her. Until then, it’s best not to try to have any meaningful discussions with her.

I continue scrambling eggs for breakfast and make my coffee. It’s the only way I’ll make it through the day. Not that there’s much actual functioning I need to do to get everything accomplished. It gets boring after a while, being alone with the kids. I spent over a decade revolving my life around Santos. Preparing him the healthiest foods I could cook, making sure his gear was where he could find it, planning family time around his schedules. But now… now I can eat whatever kind of pre-packaged crap I want. The most organization I have is where the towels go after being laundered. And family time is pretty much all day, every day.

Frankly, it’s lonely.

The worst part of loneliness is it makes my mind drift and I question myself and how I got here in the first place. Was I not a good enough wife? Did I complain too much about him being away? Was I terrible in bed? Did the baby weight I couldn’t lose turn him off? Is that why he preferred sex with other people? Because they were young and skinny and beautiful?

I feel my heart speeding up at these insecure thoughts. I’ve never been completely confident in myself as a person or a woman. It’s just my emotional make up. That’s probably why I poured so much of myself into being a mom and wife… to make myself feel like I was good enough.

“No. I will not go there,” I remind myself as I plate the eggs. “I demand respect because I deserve respect.”

All of the sudden I hear a thunk followed by a wail.

“What happened?” I yell around the corner.

“Theo fell down,” Myra informs me while carrying him into the room. I almost laugh at how much she is struggling under the weight of him, but she is determined to bring him to me.

“I figured that part,” I say as I take him from her arms and comfortingly pat his back. He immediately lays his head on my shoulder and tucks his arms under. I knew he was going to go right back to sleep after he woke everyone else up. Happens every time. “Did he hit his head?”

“No.” She climbs up on the other barstool.

“So he’s just scared.”

She shrugs. “When is breakfast, Mommy?”

“In just a second. Are you done crying now?” I shift my focus to Theo. He still has some tears running down his face, but it doesn’t look like he’s hurt. Which means all that noise was from him being either afraid or angry. My guess is he’s angry he fell. Even at such a young age, he’s aggressive like his father when he plays, and it really ticks him off when something stops him from accomplishing his task.

“Let’s sit down for breakfast, ok, snuggle bug?” I strap him into his high chair and scrape a few eggs onto his tray before giving the girls each a plate of eggs as well. Tapping Lina on the arm, she sits up and digs right into her breakfast just like the other two.

A knock causes us all to pause and look toward the front door. Who could be here so early in the morning? It’s not even seven.

Peeking through the peephole, all I see is a fancy coffee cup. Being that my old-school coffee machine isn’t even done brewing yet, that’s all I need to see before I’m convinced to open the door. Surely a madman wouldn’t bring me coffee before killing me.

“Good morning,” I hear as I swing the door wide. A smile crosses my face.

“Marcus. That coffee better be for me,” I jest with a smirk.

“Of course it is.” He shoves the cup into my hands and lifts up a Shipley’s bag and waves it in my face. “I brought something for the kids, too.”

“Donuts. You sure know how to bribe them for love. Come in.”

My next-door neighbor makes his way past me, into the small eating area and greets the kids with a smile.

“Hi, Marcus!” Myra chirps brightly, while Lina grunts her hello. Theo doesn’t say anything, just keeps his eyes trained on the bag. He may be young, but he’s no dummy.

“Good morning, kiddos. I heard you guys get up, so I figured you’d like some donuts for breakfast,” he singsongs.

“Yay!” Myra yells and even Lina gets an excited look on her face. Sugar is apparently the key to waking her up early. I, on the other hand, groan.

“I’m sorry, Marcus,” I say, as he digs into the bag and passes out the sugar goodness to the kids. “I didn’t realize how loud Theo was this morning. I hate how thin these walls are.”

“Don’t even worry yourself about it, baby girl.” He tears up a glazed donut and drops the pieces on Theo’s tray. Theo’s eyes get wide and then he shovels them in his mouth as fast as he can, the scrambled eggs forgotten. “Hey, slow down man. You’re gonna choke.” Marcus chuckles and then turns to address me again. “I needed to get up anyway. There’s no use wasting the day. Besides, like I told you before, I would much rather wake up to this little dude’s crying than the sounds the last neighbors used to make.” He shudders. “I’m all for the man getting pegged, but have a little respect for your neighbors when you do it.”

Marcus has been our next-door neighbor since we moved in a few months ago. We first met him when I dropped a box of toys in my bedroom as I was trying to put it on a top shelf. Apparently, he heard the thud of the toys and my scream, so he ran over and straight into the apartment, armed with a golf club because he was convinced I was being murdered. I was too shocked by his disheveled blue Mohawk and My Little Pony pajama pants to even register that a strange man had barged into my apartment. We’ve been friends ever since.

I dish out some eggs on a small plate and hand them to him. He digs in with a groan.

“Well, I can guarantee there won’t be any tawdry noises coming through the walls any time soon, so you don’t have to worry about that.”

He raises an eyebrow at me. “I think a few tawdry noises might do you good, don’t ya think?”

“Marcus,” I warn.

“Baby girl, just hear me out.” I roll my eyes and turn back to the mess on the counter to clean it up. “No one says you have to find the next great love of your life right now. But maybe it’s time you go out and having a little fun.” I scoff, but he won’t drop it. “Mari, don’t think I haven’t noticed you’re starting to fall apart.”

“What are you talking about?”

He gives me an incredulous look. “When you first moved in, you wore yoga pants and a messy bun maybe twice a week. Now, you don’t wear anything else.”

“I don’t have anywhere to go,” I argue. “I’m a busy mom. I dress for comfort, not style.”

“That’s why you haven’t taken that Mutiny sweatshirt off in a week?”

I look down. He’s right. I’ve been throwing it on over my clothes to stay warm, but hadn’t really noticed that the front was looking pretty bad.

“Seriously, Mariana. There are stains all over it. What is that on your shoulder?”

I pull the sleeve out to get a closer look. “Uh, looks like smooshed goldfish.”

“Mari,” he admonishes. “I’m worried about you.”

“Ok, ok, I get it,” I finally say. “I need to pull myself together more.”

“No. You need to give yourself a reason to pull yourself together more. Get a Bumble account, or sign up for a singles event or something.”

“Marcus,” I hiss and look over at Myra, who is completely ignoring us as she licks the glaze off her donut. Turning back to him, I whisper, “I’m still married. Now lower your voice.”

He cocks an eyebrow at me, and I roll my eyes to the ceiling in return.

“Yes, it’s on paper only. But it still feels like it would be cheating.”

“Really, Mariana?” he counters quietly like I asked. I feel my face get hot with embarrassment. I know what he’s going to say, and I don’t want to hear it. “After all those years of infidelity, you’re worried a Bumble account is crossing the line?”

“Stop,” I plead quietly. I bite my lip to keep it from quivering. Even all these months later, it feels like a punch in the gut whenever I think about how many women Santos cheated with and what a fool I was.

I feel Marcus come up behind me and put his arms around my waist. “I’m sorry, baby girl,” he soothes in my ear. “I didn’t mean to say it. I wasn’t thinking.”

Hearing his sincerity, I know he means it, but I’m shaking so bad from trying not to cry in front of the kids, all I can do it nod in response. He knows how hard all of this has been on me. His own sister is going through a divorce, so he understands how the wrong statement can set me off instantaneously. The lump in my throat won’t let me speak without crying, so I say nothing.

“Let’s think of something else,” he encourages. “Um… remember that door decorating contest the apartment complex sponsored and the snowman I made out of cotton balls?”

I giggle before I can stop it.

“And the rain storm that came through as soon as you put the finishing touches on.”

“And all the cotton balls got wet and eyes and mouth looked like they were bleeding because the paper got wet and made the marker run,” he adds.

We both start laughing now.

“And the bird that decided the real carrot nose was a great place to perch and poop—”

“Right on my stoop so I stepped in bird shit everyday for a week—”

“Until that squirrel decided to eat the carrot and all that was left were soggy cotton balls and little stick arms.”

Tears are streaming down my face from laughing so hard at the thought. Some are tears of sadness, too. But at least the kids think it’s all from laughter. And it gets it all out so I can move on from the grief this morning.

“Pretty sure the apartment complex gave me that twenty-five dollar discount on my rent out of pity.” I nod in agreement, still wiping my tears away.

Marcus turns and rips apart another donut to give the baby some more.

“Me, too, Marcus,” Myra exclaims. “I want some more donut, too, please!” Lina grunts her agreement.

“I like that you said please,” he responds. “Just for that, you get a chocolate-covered donut!”

I groan. “Marcus! You are going to give them a sugar high and then leave me to deal with all the hyper!”

He flashes a wide, ornery grin my way. “This is when I defer to my rights as their uncle.”

“And this is when I defer to the fact that you aren’t their real uncle,” I reply.

He waves me off. “Tomato. To-mah-to.”

I can’t help but smirk at the look of pure pleasure on Lina’s face after taking a huge bite. Truth is, if it wasn’t Marcus bringing donuts and feeding them too much sugar, it would have been Santos, anyway.

“So. Back to the discussion at hand.”

I groan and grab a rag to wipe off the counter. “You’re never going to let this Bumbo thing go, are you?”

“It’s Bumble. Like the bee. And no. I’m not. You don’t even have to contact anyone. Just look at what’s out there. Who knows,” he says with a shrug, “maybe you’ll find a really good friend who can be a great wingman.”

“You aren’t going to be my wingman?”

“Who else is going to babysit while you sow your oats?”

I sigh. “Fine. I’ll create an account. But I’m not going anywhere with anyone. Probably ever.”

The way he claps his hands in delight reminds me of when Myra gets excited.

“If you’re this happy now, I’m a little worried about what you’re planning to push me into next.”

He puts his arm around me. “Don’t worry. We’ll take it one step at a time.”

“Uh huh. Exactly how many steps do you plan on pressuring me to take?”

He looks down at me giving me a devilish grin. “As many as it takes.”

Well, I’m screwed.
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I know a lot of guys who have psycho ex-wives. I’ve heard the horror stories… always taking them back to court for more child support even when they’re going above and beyond. Not working together on a schedule to see the kids, even when the job requires two-week road trips. Showing up at their apartments unannounced and throwing a fit if they’re entertaining. That shit happens all the time.

But my Mari isn’t like that. Even after we were first separated, when she refused to speak to me for over a month, she’s never been unreasonable. She told me what she needed to pay the bills and has never asked for a penny more. If I want to talk to the kids, I text her and they Facetime or Skype almost immediately. And she works visitation around my work schedule.

So as far as ex’s go, I’ve got the best one. But that doesn’t mean I like it.

I don’t want Mari to be an ex. I want her to be my current. My forever. She’s been my best friend for over ten years, and I miss her desperately. I miss her smile. I miss her conversation. I miss watching her dance parties while she’s cooking. I miss the way her body fits next to mine when she’s the little spoon. I miss her with a desperation I can’t even fully explain.

Pushing the gravity of the situation aside, I focus on today. Today, I’m taking the kids to the zoo. I’ve been out of town for over a week, and I can’t wait to spend the day hugging them and kissing them and making them happy. There’s only one thing I love more than soccer, and that’s my family. Mari used to say I was born to be a dad.

She also used to say I was born to be a husband. I’m guessing her thoughts changed on that one.

Pulling into the complex, I look around, satisfied that this is the place she chose to live. It’s clean and well maintained. The crime rate in the area is really low. It’s not a bad place to live. And I admit, there is one big reason I like this complex.

When I realized she was serious about separating, I immediately went to Daniel Zavarro, the captain of our team to find out about where he lived. I felt better knowing he would be so close to my family in the event of an emergency. I would much rather be here with them, but since I can’t be the one protecting them myself, it’s better than nothing.

Fortunately, the complex had a small two-bedroom unit open and available. I sent Mari all the information in an email as soon as I found out. I’m sure she knew it was the same place Daniel lives, but she apparently liked it enough that she moved in the next time I went on a road trip. I’m assuming she did it while I was gone, specifically so she wouldn’t have to see me while she packed up.

Which means I’ve never even seen my kids’ rooms in that apartment. I hate that.

Sighing, I turn off the ignition and grab the packages before climbing out of the car. I pay more than what the state would require in child support, but except for living expenses, I don’t need the money for myself anyway. I’ve always worked to provide for my family. That hasn’t changed because of the separation.

I walk under the steps to her front door and knock. I don’t like that they’re on the bottom floor. It feels like a safety hazard to me. After expressing my displeasure to Mari, she reminded me that having to get three small children up and down stairs wasn’t a daily struggle she wanted to have. She also reminded me that none of it was my decision anymore. My opinion didn’t count. That was a hard pill to swallow.

As I knock and wait for her to let me in, I wonder, again, how it ended up like this. How could I be so stupid? Yes, I was fucking other women. Groupies, more specifically. But why? Why did I feel the need to do it when I love Mari with everything in me? What is wrong with me? Besides the obvious—I’m a total dick.

I hurt her so deeply and all I want to do is make it right. I want to make it go away. I want to reverse time and put everything back together before it’s too late. I want to do things differently so I can erase the pain in her eyes. The pain that I put there.

God, I hate myself sometimes.

The door opens and I find my breath catching. There she is. My wife. My beautiful Mari. She’s more gorgeous to me today than when we first met.

Her long dark hair is pulled up in a messy bun, like she wears when she’s deep cleaning the house. Her beautiful, flawless tan skin hasn’t aged a day since we met in college, and her beautiful red lips… to this day, I’m in awe of her natural beauty. She looks at me through her long, dark lashes, just a hint of a smile. Not the kind of smile she used to give me… the one that said she was happy to see me. No. This is more like she’s tolerating me being here because she has to. It breaks my heart because I did that. I did. And I will never forgive myself for it.

“Hey,” I say with as big of a smile as I can muster. “I brought a few things.”

She looks down at my packages and swings the door open for me to enter. “You didn’t have to do that.”

“I didn’t have to, but I wanted to.” I put everything down on the couch and start sorting through it. “This is my family. You are my family, and it’s my job to take care of you.”

“No, Santos.” She crosses her arms over her chest. “It’s not your job anymore. I have to take care of myself. And the kids.”

“Mari, let me do this please? I miss you guys. All of you. And I love you. And… and this is the only way I can show you how much I love you right now.”

She nods once and looks at the floor. When she looks up, I can see the fire in her eyes so I brace myself. “You should have thought of that every time you were banging a groupie after a game.”

I close my eyes and swallow hard, letting my shame wash over me. She’s right. I should have. And I didn’t. And now we’re here. And it sucks.

“Daddy, Daddy, Daddy!” I open my eyes, throwing a smile on my face and squatting down as my two girls come racing into the room and jumping into my arms.

“Oh, my girls!” I kiss them all over their faces and dig my fingers into their ribs, tickling them. “I missed you girls so much.”

“Daddy, Mommy got me some princess flip-flops. See?” Myra shoves her foot in my face, almost falling over in the process.

“Oh, they’re so nice,” I say in that exaggerated response most parents use when their kids get excited about the small things in life.

“Me, too, Daddy.” Lina just points at her feet instead of trying for balance.

“Look at that! One Elsa, one Anna. So you don’t get them mixed up.” They nod excitedly, thrilled that I understand the concept of keeping their things separated. “They are beautiful. But I think maybe we should wear our runners today since we’re going to do a lot of walking at the zoo.”

“We going to the zoo, Daddy?” Lina asks with wide eyes. “We gonna see the monkeys?”

“Absolutely! As soon as you girls are ready and we have Theo packed up, we’ll get going.”

“Yay!” they yell and take off down the hall to their room, presumably to change shoes, leaving Mari and I alone and uncomfortable again.

“Theo went down for a nap about an hour and a half ago,” Mari says, as I stand up. “I’ll get his stuff ready to go and then we can wake him. He should be ok the rest of the day.”

“Ok. Thanks.” I pick up the box of diapers. “Where do you want me to put these?”

“You can just leave them on the couch.”

Reaching for the other bag, I pull out a box. “I, um… I got this for you. I know your other coffee maker is on its last leg, and I know how much you need your shot of caffeine in the morning, so I got you this new one. It has a timer you can set before bed, which is one less thing to do in the morning. And it comes with a reusable filter if you want it so you don’t have to keep buying the paper ones…”

“Santos…” she objects, and I know what she’s implying without her going any further.

“Mari, please.” I blink back the tears I feel in my eyes. I’ve never, ever been a crier before, but ever since they left, I find it harder and harder to control my emotions. “I know I fucked up. I know it. Every single day, I wish I could change it. Fuck me. Fuck how bad it hurts me. I deserve it. I hate myself for how I hurt you. Please just take the damn coffee maker. I want to know I’ve at least done something good for you in all this mess. Please.”

She looks to the ceiling and swallows like she’s fighting back her own tears. “Ok,” she says quietly. “You can set it up where the other one is.”

“Thank you.” I turn and walk into the kitchen, grateful to be in the other room when the girls come racing back in so they don’t have to see the emotion on my face. They don’t need this to be any harder on them than it already is.

While I set up the coffee maker and dispose of the old one, all three of my girls work together to get Theo’s backpack ready for our day out. I love hearing Mari call out directions and the girls finding what she’s asking for. They treat it like their own little scavenger hunt.

I miss hearing these sounds every day.

By the time the backpack is filled with everything he could potentially need, it probably weighs about twenty pounds. I always used to joke with Mari that she packed too much stuff anytime we went anywhere. But we also were always prepared for anything. Never once did we get in a situation with any of the kids where we didn’t have what we needed. It’s just one of the ways she’s the best mom in the world.

“Look who just woke up.” I turn to see Theo laying on Mari’s shoulder, eyes still groggy with sleep.

“Hey, my man.” I rub on his back and his face breaks out into a grin. “You wanna go with us to see the animals?”

He snuggles in closer to Mari as I just stand there, still rubbing his back as he wakes up. It’s the closest I’ve been to my wife in months and I let myself feel content, knowing the moment will disappear before long.

Sure enough, Theo decides he’s ready for the day and pops his head off her shoulder.

“You ready to get dressed and go bye-bye with Daddy?” At her words, he turns and waves at me, making us laugh.

“Close enough, dude. We’ll wave bye-bye to Mommy in a minute.”

Within minutes, I have the diaper bag and all three kids in my arms and ready to go.

“You sure you don’t want to go with us?” I ask Mari, as the girls race out the door. “Girls! Stay on this sidewalk!” They groan, but comply.

Mari gives me a sad smile. “Thanks, but no. This is your time with them. Have fun.”

I nod and give my own sad smile back before turning away. I hear the door shut behind me and take a deep breath. I may have lost my wife, but I will not be one of those dads that stops visiting his kids because it’s too hard to be around their mother.

And maybe, just maybe someday I’ll convince Mari that it’s not too hard to be around me either.
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“No really, Mom. We’re doing fine.” I plop myself down on the couch and prop my feet up on the coffee table. “Theo is sleeping better, and since we don’t have a lot of team functions to go to, things have really slowed down.”

“I know,” my mom complains through the phone. “It just feels weird to not be there every month to help out. I kind of miss it.”

I smile. My mom has tried really hard to not overwhelm me since the separation, and I love her for it. As much as it’s uncomfortable, I need to figure out how to be a single mom on my own.

Santos provides well—really well. But I never expected anything less from him. He was born to be a father. Frankly, he was born to be a husband, too. He really is the best husband.

Except for the whole sleeping with anyone on two legs thing. That’s just not something any spouse can come back from.

“Mom, you are welcome to come anytime. You know that.”

She sighs. “So you don’t mind if I come stay next month? It doesn’t even have to be a full week. A weekend is all I need to get my fix of my grandbabies.”

“You can stay as long as you want.”

“Really?”

“No.”

She giggles. “Ok, ok. I’ll look at my schedule and get back with you about when a good time is for both of us. I still wish you would just move home.”

I twirl a strand of hair around my finger. “I know, I know. But I’m not going to take Santos’s kids that far away from him.”

“I get that you want to keep this amicable, Mari.” I brace myself. This isn’t the first discussion we’ve had about her hatred of my soon-to-be ex-husband. “And you are absolutely right. But there is a part of me that wants you to keep the kids from him so badly because of how he hurt you.”

“Mom….”

“I know it’s not right,” she continues. “And I know you wouldn’t do that because you are doing what’s right for your babies. But you’re my baby. And I just want to hurt the person who hurt you.”

I smile. She means well. My mom doesn’t have a mean bone in her body. But she loved Santos like her own son, so she feels betrayed by him, too. I try to remind myself that if someone hurt one of my kids this deeply, I’d feel the same way as she does. That doesn’t mean I want to talk about it, though.

“I know, Mom. Do you feel better now that you said it out loud?”

“I do. Thank you for letting me get it off my chest.”

I shake my head at her ridiculousness. “Well let me know what weekend you decide to come. It’s not like we’re doing a lot around here, but I’ll make sure it coordinates with the game schedule so you get to see the kids as much as possible.”

“Ok, baby. I’ll get back to you this week sometime.”

“Sounds good.”

We say our goodbyes and I toss my phone onto the couch next to me, looking around the room.

It’s quiet when Santos has the kids. Almost too quiet. And there’s nothing to do. I’ve deep cleaned the entire apartment from top to bottom. I’ve done four loads of laundry and put it all away. I even threw dinner in the crockpot already, so my regular chores are done.

I tap my fingers on my leg and the Kindle shoved between couch cushions catches my eye. Ooh. I could read for a bit.

What is the name of that author I like? The one who writes about all those bearded brothers? Penelope Reads? Penny Reads? Penny Reid! That’s it!

I search through the books for sale and find what I’m looking for, hoping to get lost in the world of beards, motorcycles, and some strange character named Cletus.

Ten minutes later, I give up. It’s not that I’m not entertained, I just can’t get my brain to stop thinking about what Marcus said the other day.

I need to get myself out there. I need to give myself a reason to pull myself together. One step at a time.

My phone alerts me of a text, and I smile when I see it’s Marcus.

 

Marcus: Create the account. I totally met Tripp on Bumble.

Me: I thought you hated Tripp.

Marcus: I do now. But I still had a glorious three months with him before he became a pompous asshole.

Me: You are not making a good case for this.

Marcus: No one says you need long term. A glorious three months would do you some good.

 

I roll my eyes. But dammit, he’s right.

“Fine!” I say aloud to myself. “I’ll get a damn Bumble account.”

 

Me: Fine! I’ll get a damn Bumble account.

Marcus: YAY! Keep me updated.

 

Huffing in frustration, and because I need to do this quickly before I lose my courage, I grab my phone and pull up the app store. It only takes a couple of minutes to download it onto my phone. That’s the easy part. Making a stay-at-home mom with three small children sound interesting on a dating app… that’s the hard part.

First things first, I find a random selfie I took to upload as my profile picture. The kids are in the background, but once they’re cropped out, it’s not terrible. I won’t be winning Miss Photogenic any time soon because of it, but it’ll serve its purpose.

Now for information about me.

32 years old. Three kids. Hobbies…

I look out the back window in thought. I have no idea what my hobbies are. If I did, I’d being doing them instead of doing this right now. What did I like doing before I had kids? Hmm. I liked skiing, but I haven’t done that in years. I liked going hiking and taking pictures of nature. I guess I still like doing that.

Ok, moving on. What I’m looking for in a partner. If I’m being honest, I want another Santos, just a faithful one. I snort a laugh to myself.

“Good luck with that,” I murmur.

I guess 30-40 years old is ok. Divorced, widowed, or never married works. Non-smoker. Ugh. This is way more detailed than I expected.

Twenty minutes go by. Twenty minutes of trying to put together my ideal man on a stupid phone app, and I can’t think of anyone better than my husband. But I push through because I’m tired of sitting in yoga pants and being stagnant in my life.

Plus, I’m lonely. And not just feeling alone. A bone-deep, soul-crushing loneliness that puts me in tears whenever I think about it. There is a possibility I will never be kissed again in my whole life. Never be spooned in the middle of the night. Never connect with anyone intimately. My entire life, for the rest of my life, may just be me. Raising my kids until they’re gone and I’m not just lonely, but I’m actually alone.

I feel myself falling deeper into that pit of despair that sucks me in sometimes. Suddenly the screen in front of me is blurry, and I have to wipe the tears off my cheeks as they fall.

I miss Santos so much I can hardly take it. I miss the way he always has a smile on his face. I miss the way he sings off key in the shower. I miss the way he would smack my ass on his way out the door and say “I love that this is mine.” I miss his smell, and his voice, and his presence.

I miss my life with him, and I’m so pissed off that he did this to us. That he ruined everything. That he took the most important thing in the world to me and obliterated it with his dick.

Taking a deep breath, I push the tears back down where they belong. “I deserve to be respected,” I say out loud. “I demand respect. He didn’t respect me, and that’s not good enough.”

I spend another ten minutes answering the most random questions as honestly as possible until I’m officially a Bumble member. As potential connections start popping up, I scroll through the pictures until I find someone interesting.

Thirty-five years old. Divorced father of two. Non-smoker. Catholic. Not a professional athlete for a living.

I snort at my glee over connecting with a white-collar worker.

Taking a deep breath, I click “send a message.”

Here goes nothing.
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I love taking my kids to the zoo. Watching their little faces light up when we see their favorite animals is truly one of the small joys in life.

Myra loves the elephants. She could stay here all day watching them lumber around and play. Her giggles when they roll around in mud make everyone else giggle.

Lina, on the other hand, loves the lions. Today, we got lucky. There’s been a lion leaning right up against the glass in the downstairs part of the enclosure. Myra won’t go near him, but Lina keeps looking at him with her hand on the glass like she wants to pet him. She is so intrigued. The pictures of her face right next to the lion’s turn out amazing. I can’t wait to show Mari.

But the funniest part of the day is the orangutans. There is only one who ventures into the outdoor part of the enclosure today. A female who, according to the information card, has never had a baby but really wants one. As soon as we strolled up to the window, she sees Theo’s stroller and lumbers her way our direction. With his spiky black hair, I’m pretty sure she thinks he is one of her kind. After a few minutes of her trying to see inside the stroller, I push it right up to the window.

It’s obvious, she is fascinated by him. Much to the delight of the girls and all the other patrons, she keeps turning flips and patting the window trying to get his attention. When she finally accomplishes her goal, Theo takes one look at her and screams his head off.

On the one hand, it’s really funny. On the other, it’s quite sad. The poor orangutan backs away and still tries to entertain him, but not as aggressively. She finally gives up and slinks away.

While it was the most fascinating interaction with an animal I’ve ever seen, it also makes me think about the emotions a mother must have when it comes to her children. How she’d do anything for them. Entertain them. Take care of them. And even back away from them, despite their own feelings, if it was in the child’s best interest.

It just makes me appreciate Mari even more. I know it must be hard for her to see me all the time, but she does it anyway for the kids’ well-being.

“Ok guys. We have a long drive home,” I remind them. “We need to make a potty break before we go.” As I stroll up to the public restrooms, I realize I haven’t thought this out very well. Mari has always taken the girls to the restroom in public, and it has never occurred to me to come up with a game plan for when I’m on my own. Looking back and forth between the men’s and women’s restrooms, there’s only one thing I can do.

“Alright girls, come stand in front of me.” They both squeeze their way in between me and the stroller. “Now close your eyes and put your head down.” They giggle and comply. “Here we go.”

We push into the men’s room, a large clump of people shuffling our way through the room with me continually saying things like “don’t look, girls,” “keep your head down,” and “almost there”. More than one man looks over his shoulder from the urinal and seem shocked by my girls walking by. Except for one guy who has his hand over a little girl’s eyes while she tries to wash her hands without being able to see. That guy doesn’t even notice us.

It takes a few minutes to get everyone pottied and changed. Thank God whoever is in charge here had the foresight to put a baby changing table and a sink inside the handicapped stall. And thank God no one with a disability is in here right now. I’m not sure why every single stall isn’t outfitted like this at a place that caters to kids. Seems like it would make it easier for any parent with small children.

As I finish disposing of Theo’s diaper and get his pants back on, the girls buzz around the stall. Literally. I almost ask why they’re pretending to be bees after seeing all the different animals today, but I don’t get the chance before Myra slips on a wet part of the floor and ends up on her back in a puddle.

She doesn’t cry, but the look on her face kind of mirrors mine of totally disbelief. There is no telling what that is a puddle of.

“You’ll be fine, Myra,” I say, as I secure Theo in his stroller. “Stand up and don’t touch anything.” I dig through the diaper bag and find what I’m looking for. Sure enough, Mari packed an extra pair of clothes for each of the girls.

“I’m wet, Daddy,” Myra whimpers with wide eyes.

“I know, baby. But we’re gonna get you all fixed up. Your mommy packed you some extra clothes.”

We get her changed and of course Lina has to change clothes, too. Everything big sister does, she has to do as well. Finally, we make our way back out of the restroom, through the parking lot, and to the car. I never expected a potty break could end up taking over twenty minutes.

We hit the road and the buzzing and giggling begins again.

“Girls, why are we acting like bumblebees today?” I ask, as we follow the line of traffic to the main roads.

“Mommy is gonna be a bumblebee!” Myra yells, Lina laughing a big belly laugh at her sister’s outburst.

“Yeah, Mommy is a bee,” Lina replies. Theo apparently wants to get in on the fun and squeals with delight.

Smiling, I peek at them in the rear-view mirror, still having no idea what they’re talking about.

“What do you mean Mommy is gonna be a bumblebee?”

“She’s getting a bumblebee account!” Myra yells, and Lina continues to laugh.

A bumblebee account? What is a bumblebee… suddenly it hits me what they’re talking about.

Son of a fucking bitch. Mari is dating. She’s getting a Bumble account and is fucking dating.

The rage runs through me as I think of what her dating means. She’s so fucking beautiful. She’s kind. She’s generous. She’s always putting others before herself. And some other asshole is going to see how great she is and sweep her off her feet.

I realize I’m stepping on the gas a little too hard and back my foot off. I’m so angry, but my kids are still in the car. I won’t put them in danger.

Even if my heart feels like it’s being ripped out of my chest.

When we get to the apartment, I make a decision. I can’t talk to Mari about this. First of all, I don’t know if it’s true. Second, with how angry she still is at me, there is no way that conversation will go well. I don’t want to fight with her about it in front of the kids. I want to grab her phone and smash it to pieces, but I won’t do that either.

I knock once on the apartment door and the girls throw it open, barreling their way inside as they chatter about their day.

Mari greets them with a smile and tries to keep up with the conversation, responding appropriately whenever she can. She’s so beautiful when she smiles at them. Just watching her quells a lot of my anger. Mari’s always had that effect on me.

She looks up and catches my eye, noticing Theo asleep on my shoulder.

“Oh! How long has he been out?”

“He just fell asleep as I was pulling into the parking lot. It’s the first he’s slept all day.”

She reaches for him. “I can go put him down.”

“No, it’s ok. I can put him down. Which room is he in?”

She blinks at me. I think she realizes that I’ve never seen where the kids sleep and it’s just as jarring to her as the thought is to me.

“Um… the one at the very end of the hall. Straight ahead.”

“Ok. I’ll be right back. Don’t let the girls fool you. They snacked a bit, but they didn’t actually have lunch.”

“Well let’s go make some sandwiches,” I hear her say as I walk down the hall. I find the crib easily enough, but when I walk in the room, my breath hitches when I see the queen-sized bed on the opposite wall. The bed is a mess, and it’s obvious she still doesn’t make it in the morning.

A longing like I haven’t felt in a while consumes me. I want so badly to climb in it with her and just hold her, feel her snuggle up next to me and smell her all around me. I want to curve my body around hers and put my hand over her stomach, the stomach where my children lived before they were born. I want her scent all around me and her breath in my ear in the mornings. I want her.

Admittedly, I haven’t been exactly celibate since Mari left me. I tried to stay away from other women at first, but a few times after I’d had a drink or two, I slipped up. Thing is, at the beginning of each encounter, it seemed almost normal. As soon as the orgasm would fade, though, the hatred for myself would kick in. Eventually, even a few drinks couldn’t make sex worth it.

I snort in disgust at myself. It should never have been worth it. But, no. I’m a dumb ass who didn’t figure that out until it was too late. Now all I have is memories of Mari instead of a future with her.

Turning away from the bed, I lay Theo down in his crib. He immediately tucks his knees under him, butt up in the air, just like both girls used to do. It makes me smile.

I wander back down the hallway and stop in the doorway of the girls’ room. Their two twin beds are in the corner on perpendicular walls so their heads are together with a nightstand in between. Their small white dresser is on another wall. And of course, the giant doll house Myra got for Christmas last year.

“You haven’t been in here before, have you?” Mari asks from behind me.

I shake my head, still looking around the room. Their beds aren’t made either. I guess that runs in the family.

“I don’t know how people do this, Mari.” I turn to look at her. “I get to see them so much more than you’re legally required to allow me, and it still guts me every time I leave. How do people not do this amicably for their kids? I don’t get how people don’t fight harder to be kind for their kids’ sakes. I just don’t get it.”

She blows out a breath. “I think most men aren’t as good at being a dad as you are.”

Her words hit me right in the chest and make me want to puff out my chest a little more. Even if she hates me, she still thinks I’m a great dad. It’s a small thing for her to say, but I take pride in it.

I look at the room once more. “Mari, I’ve been thinking.”

She sighs, but I cut her off before she says anything.

“Just hear me out. It’s not anything bad.”

She crosses her arms. “Ok fine. What are you thinking about?”

“The kids are with you most of the time and you’re crammed into this tiny apartment. There’s nowhere for the kids to really play, and they’re stuck inside all day.

“I don’t need the house. It would be much more economical and make much more sense for you guys to live there. I can find an efficiency apartment since it’s only me. But you need the house way more than I do.”

She blows out a breath. “I don’t want the house, Santos.”

“It’s not about wanting it, Mari. It’s about space for the kids. Most of the furniture is there, we’d just have to move you guys back in. I’m sure I could have an apartment by next weekend—”

“You don’t get it, Santos,” she cuts me off. “I can’t live in that house anymore.”

“I… but it’s the kids’ home. It’s where they came home from the hospital, and where we built a family. I don’t need it as much as you do.”

“Santos,” she huffs and walks to one of the beds, plopping down and putting her face in her hands. “The memories there… yes, there are some great memories of the kids. But the rest of the memories, they’re tainted now. I don’t want to go into that bedroom. It reminds me that everything we had, everything we built our lives on was a lie.”

I feel like I’ve been sucker punched, and I’m not even sure how to respond.

“It wasn’t a lie to me.” It may be the most honest thing I’ve said to her since this whole thing began. I made mistakes. Terrible, hurtful mistakes that I still don’t even completely understand myself. But every day I woke up to them was the best day of my life. Now, now it’s all just empty.

She looks up at me with those brown eyes I love so much and sighs. “I’m sorry, Santos. I know you’re trying to be nice, and I really appreciate it. I really do. But for my own sanity, I just can’t.”

I dig my hands into my pockets so she doesn’t see me clenching my fists. “I get it. It was just an idea,” I retort, trying to save what little pride I have left in this situation. “Since you don’t want it and I don’t need it, should we put it on the market?”

She nods. “Yeah. I think that’s probably for the best.”

“Ok. I’ll find a realtor this week and let you know what they say.”

“I appreciate it.”

Suddenly, I feel really awkward being in her apartment. In her space. I gesture over my shoulder.

“I’m, uh, gonna say goodbye to the girls and take off.”

“Ok. Thanks for today. I know they had fun.”

I look at her one last time before turning away. Every time I think we’ve taken a step forward, we take two steps back. It sucks.
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Marcus whistles softly. “You sure clean up nice when you get yourself out of those yoga pants.”

I shoot him a disapproving look as I finish applying my blush and grab my flat iron again.

“I’ll have you know, I wore jeans most of the day today.”

“Ooh! You’re stepping up your game.”

“Ha. Ha. Actually, I had to go grocery shopping and didn’t feel like looking like a total schlump.”

He plops himself down on my bed, a newly dyed purple Mohawk flopping to one side, and watches me finish getting ready. I don’t particularly care to have a bathroom vanity in between the bathroom and my master closet. It’s seriously outdated. But it comes in handy when I’m trying to primp and I need to hear the kids. Or talk to my next-door neighbor.

“Well I think you look fantastic.” He looks around. “Your room, however, is a disaster.”

“I couldn’t find anything to wear,” I say, as I clip a section of my hair up and out of my way. “I haven’t been on a date in over a decade.”

“I just find it interesting that the front of your place, you know the parts people see are neat and tidy. But the hidden parts,” he picks a wet towel up off the floor and tosses it into the dirty clothes basket, “those parts are kind of a disaster.”

“Are you trying to make a random metaphor about my life?”

He shrugs noncommittally. “You said it. I didn’t. Now, who is the lucky man that gets to wine and dine you tonight?” He settles back against my pillows with a grin on his face.

“Shouldn’t you be watching my kids?”

“They’re engrossed in Mickey Mouse Clubhouse. You know it’ll be awhile before they come looking for us.”

He’s right. It’s an obsession for all three of them these days.

“Well, his name is Tom, and I met him on Bumble the day I set it up.”

“Wow. That worked fast. Usually you have to suffer through a bunch of losers just interested in sending dick pics.”

“Maybe I pick out better candidates and don’t just swipe right because of a pretty face and some abs.”

“Touché. Tell me more.”

I turn my flat iron off and put it away. In this house, just turning it off won’t do. The last thing I need is for one of the kids to grab it and accidentally get burned.

“Well, he works in sales for some online marketing company. I’m not exactly sure doing what, but it’s very white collar.”

“And as far from professional athlete as you can get.”

“Right. He’s forty, divorced, and has a couple of kids.” I shrug. “I don’t know. He just seems like a regular guy.”

“I think regular guy is right up your alley right now. That dress looks amazing on you, by the way.”

“Thanks.” I look down and smooth out some imaginary wrinkles on the pale blue skirt of the shift dress. “I honestly wasn’t sure it would fit since I haven’t worn it since before Theo was born.”

“Well it does, honey. Makes your ass apple-shaped.”

I pause and make eye contact with him in the reflection of the mirror. “Is that good or bad?”

“Good. Who doesn’t want to sink their teeth into a nice, juicy apple?” He wiggles his eyebrows up and down.

“You’re crazy, you know that?”

“Yep. So tell me, how are you really feeling about tonight?”

I blow out a deep breath and smoosh my red lips together, finalizing my look for the night. “It’s weird.”

“Weird good or weird bad?”

“I think… both.”

He nods thoughtfully. “I can see that.”

“Yeah. I’m sad because I never thought I’d be dating again, ya know? This wasn’t how life was supposed to be. But I’m kind of excited about, I don’t know… the anticipation, maybe? Like the whole world is out there for the taking. It’s a strange feeling.”

“Well just remember, you’re not getting married tonight. He doesn’t have to be the love of your life. In fact, he’s probably not. Just have fun. Enjoy a man’s attentions. Get a free meal. Hell, if you wanna play a little tonsil hockey, do that, too.”

“Right. Tonight is just about having fun and letting loose.”

“That’s my girl.” He hops up from my bed. “What time do you have to be there?”

“Um, in about twenty minutes.”

“Well then let’s go say goodbye to the kiddos so you can head out.”

Dropping my heels at the front door so I don’t wear them on the carpet, I walk into the living room. Sure enough, the kids are completely engrossed in the television. The girls are sitting on the floor, staring with their mouths hanging open. Theo is standing up in front of the TV, probably so he can dance as soon as the theme song comes on.

“Kids, your mom is leaving so go give her a hug,” Marcus encourages. They all ignore him.

“Myra, Lina, Theo, Mommy is going out for a little while. I’m gonna leave Uncle Marcus in charge, ok?” Still nothing.

I put my hands on my hips and look at Marcus who cracks a smile.

“Are you sure you need me to stay with them?” he asks. “If I put this on a continuous loop, I’m sure they’ll stay put.”

“No kidding.” I kiss each one of them on the head, Marcus included. “I should only be a couple of hours. If you need me, you know where to find me.”

“I’m dead bolting the door behind you. If you’re home before ten, I won’t let you in.”

“That’s kind of extreme, don’t you think?” I yell down the hall as I put my heels on.

“Not for you, it’s not. Take that apple ass of yours and go get some.”

“Yeah. Get some. That’s me,” I chuckle to myself as I walk out the door and lock it behind me.

Looking over at Daniel’s apartment, I notice the lights are all on and there seems to be lots of action inside. I wonder briefly if it’s poker night again, which makes me wonder if Santos is there.

No. I won’t think about that. My past can stay tucked in that apartment. Tonight, I’m heading out to greet my future as a single woman.
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I love poker night with the guys. I would love it more if it was planned ahead and not impromptu.

It’s always at Daniel’s place, so when I got the call a little while ago, I texted Mari to see if I could swing by and see the kids first. She never responded. That’s unusual, but it’s possible she went to bed early. As every parent knows, it’s best to sleep when the kids sleep.

Still, I’m disappointed and a little agitated she didn’t answer. I miss my kids something fierce, and it would have been nice to see them, even if it was just to tuck them into bed. Not to mention, I’m still angry over the dating app thing. Hopefully some beer and whiskey will take the edge off my irritation.

“Is this a farewell poker night?” Christian asks Daniel, as we unfold the table in the middle of the room. “No more cigars and whiskey once Quincy and the baby move in, right?”

“Quincy’s moving in?” This is news to me. “When?”

“Yeah, man,” Daniel confirms while pulling more of the night’s supplies out of cabinets. “It took forever to convince her, but she finally agreed. Half the baby’s shit is already here, but we’ll move in the rest next week. She has to be out of her place by the end of the month.”

“The great Daniel Zavaro is finally becoming a family man,” Christian chides with a smile.

“I was always a family man. I’m just adding a couple people to it.”

There’s a quick knock at the door before Randall Shahriary and Sammy Marshall come barreling in the room, greeting us with fist bumps and man-hugs. It’s nice to have some time off from the hectic season, but it is strange not to see the guys every day.

“What is this last-minute poker night about?” Sammy asks, pulling up a chair to join us. “I had a bitch of a time getting out of the house on short notice.”

“Our man, Daniel, is moving in the little wifey and kid, so it’s our last hurrah.” Daniel throws a chip at my head in response to my quip.

“She’s not the little wifey, asshole. She’d be pissed if she heard you say that.”

“So no wedding bells in the near future?” Randall asks, as he shuffles the cards. Daniel counts out chips and Christian passes out beers.

He shakes his head. “No way, man. We both have commitment issues. We’re gonna be together forever. No doubt about it. But we are just fine without the pomp and circumstance that goes with a wedding and all that shit.”

“You knocked her up, didn’t you?” Christian chides, and we all laugh.

Daniel raises an eyebrow. “Not yet. Working on it.”

The room erupts in cheers and congratulations. Quincy and Daniel had a rough go of it in the beginning. Hell, so did their baby, Chance. His birth mom, Quincy’s sister, died in a car accident when he was a newborn. After a bunch of custody issues, on top of the regular pains of raising a baby, they all finally found their stride. I’d be lying, though, if I said it didn’t sting a little to see how happy he is about his new family.

“Speaking of newlyweds, is Rowen coming?” Randall asks, and my ears perk up.

Daniel picks up his phone and swipes right. “Um… yeah, he says he’s on his way.”

Another sharp rap at the door and Christian jumps up from the table to get it.

“Newlywed?” I take a healthy swig of my whiskey. I may have to just forgo the beer tonight. “Rowen got married?”

“Didn’t you see the pics on SportsCenter?” Sammy asks as he pours his own glass.

I shake my head.

“Yep. In Fiji when they went on vacation. Didn’t tell anyone. Just went and eloped.”

“Speak of the devil,” Christian jokes as he walks in, his elbow around Rowen’s neck. “Look who finally got his cherry popped. Does he look different to you?”

Rowen turns beet red while Christian looks him over, pretending to look for physical differences. Of course, they end up throwing fake punches while everyone looks on and laughs. Everyone except me. I’m too irritated to laugh. Just as my marriage is falling apart, the rookie goes and gets married. Isn’t that just another slap in the face tonight.

Tiffany walks in, and I’m past my boiling point. Now I’m just downright pissed.

“Hey! No WAGs allowed tonight.” Luca makes his way in the room and around the group, dropping a bag of Barbeque Lays in the middle of the table.

“Don’t mind me, guys,” Tiffany remarks with a smile. “I’m just here to pick up some boxes for Quincy.”

“Oh yeah. Let me get those.” Daniel jumps up from his seat and heads down the hall.

“Seriously guys.” Randall leans back in his chair. “Congratulations. Rebecca was so jealous you guys got hitched in Fiji. Says I need to take her there to get our vows renewed now, or something.”

Tiffany puts her arm around Rowen’s waist and smiles. “You should definitely go. Fiji is just beautiful.”

Rowen kisses her on the top of the head as they tell the guys all about their trip and how much fun they had. Everyone seems interested in what they’re saying, but I just keep getting more and more infuriated.

Finally, I can’t take anymore. I shove my chair away from the table and stomp my way to the kitchen, not wanting to be in the same room with them. They’re all laughter and smiles after blowing my marriage to pieces.

I grab a beer and slam the fridge door with more force than I should. My body is practically shaking in anger. How dare that groupie whore show up at a guys’ night? She has some nerve being here. She doesn’t even belong here.

“Sorry, I just need to grab something.”

I close my eyes and take a deep breath when I hear her voice. The one person I was trying to get away from has followed me into the room.

“What the fuck do you want, Tiffany?” I say, unable to contain my emotions anymore. I’ve been holding it all in for too long.

“The red washcloth you’re standing in front of,” she responds. “Quincy said something about it being Chance’s favorite and him not sleeping without it. She asked me to bring it with me.”

I glare at her before moving out of her way. She snatches it quickly off the counter and starts toward the door. Before she makes it all the ways, she turns around to face me.

“For what it’s worth, I’m really sorry about what’s happened with Mariana. She’s a really nice woman.”

My eyebrows shoot up. “Are you fucking serious right now?”

“What?”

“You single-handedly ruin my marriage, you fucked up everything, and you have the nerve to tell me you’re sorry about what’s happened?”

“Wait… what?”

I take two steps toward her. “You come in here, a fucking groupie whore, after the things you’ve done in private, in public, in the middle of a group of people, and you have the fucking audacity to tell me you’re sorry for what’s happened to me?”

“I…” she gapes, eyes wide as I rant.

“No! You don’t get to be sorry for anything. You don’t belong here. Do you hear me? She deserves to be here. You don’t.”

“Back. The fuck off. My wife. Before this gets any uglier.”

My eyes snap up and I see Rowen standing in the doorway, fists clenched. Tiffany immediately moves to his side, but I don’t take my eyes off of his.

“Babe, I think you need to head to the other room,” he tells her.

“Rowen,” she interjects, “it’s ok. I get why he’s angry.”

He tears his gaze from mine to look at her and it makes me even more pissed. Mari used to do that, too. She was the only one who could get me to look away when I was in the middle of a stand-off. Watching the way they interact reminds me once again of what I’ve lost.

“Don’t fight me on this, Tiff. This is what we do, remember?”

She looks at him for a beat longer before nodding once and leaving the room. He turns to me, anger radiating from him.

“Is there a reason you think it’s ok to tear into my wife like that? WAGs are off-limits.”

I snort a laugh. “Just because you’ve been married for like three minutes doesn’t make her a WAG in my book.” I take a swig of my beer and lean against the counter. He won’t fight me. He knows better.

“I don’t give a shit what your book says. You ever disrespect my wife like that again, and it’ll come out of your face.”

“Are you threatening me?”

“Damn right I am. I don’t give a shit if you feel guilty about your marriage going south. That had nothing to do with her, and you’re not going to try to project your feelings onto her, got it?”

I bark a laugh. “Nothing to do with her? You realize she was there, right? You realize I was fucking your wife,” I sneer, “on a regular basis, right?”

He steps forward, and I immediately stand up straight at the threat. “I know exactly what she used to do. I also know, instead of trying to throw all the blame for her actions onto other people, she tried to make amends. She didn’t go to Mariana to give her all the details. Mariana went to her. Mariana already knew, Santos. She fucking knew you were cheating on her. She just needed confirmation so she could leave your sorry ass.”

My eyes narrow and I puff out my chest.

“Let me ask you a question… the night Mariana left you, who were you fucking that night? It wasn’t Tiffany, was it?”

I clench my jaw and my nostrils flare. I’ve never been so livid, and it’s taking everything in me not to punch him in the face. If he gets one step closer, I will.

“I know because Tiffany was already done with that life by then,” he reminds me. “She did nothing wrong by answering Mariana’s questions. In fact, those were the first honest answers Mariana actually got, because you sure as hell weren’t telling her the truth. You need to take a good look at the role you played in your marriage before you spout shit in anyone else’s direction. While you’ve been sitting around feeling sorry for yourself, Tiffany has been trying to make things right and gave Mariana the one thing in that conversation you hadn’t given her… respect.”

He turns to leave but stops when his hand reaches the swinging door. “One last thing.” He turns around to look at me. “I’m not a rookie anymore and I’m not afraid of you. You ever speak about my wife like that again, whether she’s in ear shot or not, and I’ll bash your fucking face in.”

I stand there, staring at the door as it swings open and shut.

I’m still pissed as hell. I’m so fucking mad I could punch the wall and probably not even feel it. Worst of all, as much as I want to be mad at Rowen, now I’m just fucking furious with myself.




[image: ]

 

 

[image: ]

 

“So how old are your kids?” Tom asks me from across the table. We’re sitting at Texas Roadhouse, a high energy, loud steakhouse chain that can be found all over Houston. It’s the only place I’ve ever been that gives you buckets of peanuts to eat before your meal and actually wants you to throw the shells on the floor. It’s messy, but fun. And their rolls are to die for so when Tom suggested it, I knew I was game.

“Five, three, and one,” I say, as I glance over the menu. It’s been so long since I’ve been here, it’s hard to decide what to eat.

“Wow. You have your hands full.” Tom puts his menu down and leans forward on the table. His clear green eyes are really kind. He has dark hair with a little gray mixed in. Not a lot, but enough to make him look distinguished. “I remember when my kids were that age. They ran me ragged every day, and I was only home for a few hours because of work.”

I smile at him. In person, he is almost exactly like he is on line. Kind and inquisitive. Asks lots of questions, but doesn’t shy away from answering them. For my first on-line date, I call this a win so far.

“Yeah, they keep me busy. I’m not sure how working moms do it, especially when they’re single. It seems like it’s never-ending work.”

“Who is watching them tonight?”

“My next-door neighbor. He and I have become great friends since we moved in.”

“That’s nice. Having someone you can count on live next door.”

“Yeah. It is. And my husband’s captain lives a few doors down, so I’m kind of surrounded by people to take care of us in the event of an emergency.”

He stiffens. “Your husband.”

I feel myself blush. “I’m sorry. I mean my ex. I’m not really used to calling him that yet.”

His face softens into a friendly smile. “I understand. It took me close to a year to not call my ex ‘my wife.’ It’s a habit that’s been in place for years, so it takes a little while to break.”

“Well, thanks for understanding. How old are your kids?”

“Twelve and fourteen.” We relax into an easy conversation, although it’s so loud in here I feel like we’re yelling part of the time. He tells me about his children, a boy and a girl, and the Disney trip he took them on early this year. I tell him about the latest books I’ve been reading and my thoughts about starting a blog, just for something to do. We talk about our travels and our bucket lists. We touch on our extended families and our job goals. And we laugh when I tell him the story of how Marcus and I met.

Tom is very easy to talk to, and I find myself enjoying the conversation even more than the food. I wasn’t expecting that. I envisioned a stilted conversation and the overwhelming desire to go home, but that hasn’t happened at all. It feels good to know I can enjoy myself and meet new people again.

“So how long have you been doing the Bumble thing?” he asks, as the waiter drops off the check. He quickly snatches it up and puts a credit card in the top before I can even think about looking at it.

“Not that long,” I admit. “Actually, you were the first person I contacted. I thought for sure I’d never hear back. Or you’d send me inappropriate pictures.”

He barks a laugh. “Why would you think that?”

“Marcus is the one who convinced me to sign up. Of course, as soon as I did, he had to tell me all about his own horror stories. It made me a bit skeptical about the whole thing.”

He passes the check back to the waiter as he walks by. “It’s good to be skeptical. Even if you have wonderful online conversations, it’s still online. It’s easy to fake your personality over the internet.”

“It’s easy to fake your personality in person,” I mutter.

“What?” he asks, the space between his eyebrows crinkling.

“Nothing,” I say with a smile. I like that he understands my hesitation. You just can’t be too careful these days.

We finish up inside, and Tom walks me to my car.

“Thank you for a wonderful dinner,” I say when we stop next to the driver’s side door.

“I could say the same to you.”

We pause for an uncomfortable few seconds before he speaks again.

“Mariana, as much as I think I would like to kiss you goodnight, I’m not going to.”

I look at him quizzically. “Why not?”

“I know we’ve been chatting for a while, but this is still our first time meeting in person. I enjoyed talking to you and would love to see you again, but I don’t think either of us knows for sure yet if this is a love match.”

I smile again. It seems he’s been making me do that all night. “I don’t think you know how much I appreciate that. I haven’t kissed anyone besides my hus… er, my ex in over ten years. For me, I think I need to take it slow.”

“I agree. So, I’m just going to kiss you on the cheek,” he leans in and does just that, “and wait for you to drive away before heading back to my car. And then, of course, waiting the appropriate amount of time to talk to you online again without appearing desperate.”

I laugh. “I think the appropriate amount of time would be tomorrow.”

He grins back at me, and I turn to get in my car. “Thank you for a lovely evening and a wonderful meal.”

He closes the door behind me and stands to watch as I get situated. I put my key in the ignition, turn it and…. nothing. Not even the sound of an engine that won’t turn over.

I look over at Tom who has a frown on his face. I try again, and still nothing. Suddenly, my car door opens.

“What’s wrong?” he asks.

“I don’t know. It doesn’t sound like the battery. I hope it’s not the transmission.”

“Here, hop out and let me try. I’m not great with cars, but I might be able to tell you if we’ll be able to adjust something for a quick fix tonight.”

We switch spots and he tries again to get my car to work. After a few minutes, he turns to me. “I think you may have to call a tow truck in the morning. That’s definitely not the battery.”

“Shit,” I grumble under my breath.

“Is there anyone you can call to come pick you up?”

For a minute, I run through the list of people. Marcus and Santos are pretty much it. Marcus, of course, has the kids, and Santos… well, I need to not call Santos. He’s not in my life anymore as a partner, so I need to not turn to him the very first time I run into a problem.

“There’s really not. I can take a cab, but I just live ten minutes from here. Do you think you could drop me off? I wouldn’t normally ask, but…”

“No, no! It’s fine. I was going to offer, but I didn’t want to appear too forward. I think I pass by your neighborhood on my way home anyway. You’re just north of here, right?”

“Yeah. Thanks,” I say. “I promise this wasn’t a ploy to get you to come home with me.”

He laughs as we walk through the parking lot. “From what you’ve told me about Marcus, I’m sure I wouldn’t get a moment’s peace if I were to come inside anyway.”

The ride back to my place is filled with even more conversation. He asks about our days in California and which state I prefer living in. Considering my whole family is just four hours away, the answer was pretty obvious. I prefer Texas all the way. But I sure do miss the California beaches.

As we pull into the parking lot, I notice even more people coming in and out of Daniel’s apartment. I quickly turn away and refocus on my date, who opens the door for me and helps me out.

“Thank you for driving me home,” I say again, as we walk to my apartment door.

“It truly was no problem. I enjoyed spending the extra ten minutes with you.” We stand on my stoop and I dig in my small purse for my keys. “Did you find them?”

“Right here.” I pull them out and showing him.

“Ok. Well, have a good night and I’ll talk to you probably sometime tomorrow, if that’s ok with you.”

“Sounds perfect,” I say with a smile.

He kisses me on the cheek one more time, turns, and walks away. I watch as he moves toward his car and think about what a nice time I had. For my first date, I think it went really, really well.

I turn to let myself in and movement catches my eye.

Santos.

He’s standing in the parking lot, staring at Tom as he gets in his car and drives away. He turns to look at me with an expression I haven’t seen before. It’s a cross between anger and despair. It’s obvious he saw Tom drop me off. It’s obvious he saw Tom kiss me.

Seeing him like this, with his heart so obviously obliterated, the fun I had this evening is no longer in the forefront of my mind. Instead, all the heartache comes rushing back in like the floodgates of my emotions just opened up.

Before I know what’s happening, Santos comes barreling toward me, heavy emotion flashing in his eyes.

“That, that…” he points in Tom’s direction, “is why I couldn’t see my kids tonight?”

“What are you talking about, Santos?” Suddenly, I’m exhausted. I turn away from him to put my keys in the lock, but he grabs me by the arm and turns me quickly back around to face him.

“Who is that, huh?” He looks so mad and so hurt. I’ve never seen him look like this before. I’m not afraid of him. He just looks so desperate for some sort of understanding. “Did he hold your hand? Kiss you? Did he…” his voice hitches, “…did he touch you the way I used to, huh?”

I can smell the whiskey on his breath. It doesn’t surprise me at all that he’s been with his teammates, partying. Some things never change.

I pull out of his grasp. “It was a date, Santos. One date. Food, conversation, that’s it. Not that it’s your business.”

He backs away and scratches the scruff on his jaw, pacing like he’s trying to calm himself down. “I’m sorry. I just… the thought of him kissing you and touching you… God, Mari, the thought of him making love to you…” He squeezes his eyes tight and puts his fist against his forehead, like he can beat the visual images out of his head. “I can’t take that Mari. The thought of that just guts me. Destroys me.”

I stare at him in disbelief, the anger raging through me once again. How dare he. How dare he! Come storming over like a raving fucking lunatic because he doesn’t like the thought of something that never even happened.

“You don’t like that, huh? Don’t like the thought of me getting naked with him?” I step closer to him, knowing I should stop now, but unable to. “Don’t like the thought of me sucking his dick.” He winces. “Don’t like the thought of me spreading my legs for him, letting him plunge inside of me while he sucks on my nipples and I scream out his name. Tom, Tom, ohmygod, right there, Tom!” I yell in the best fake orgasm voice I can muster.

“STOP!” Santos roars, his eyes wide, visibly shaking.

“No, you stop!” I yell back. “I didn’t even do anything, and you can’t take it? Welcome to my fucking nightmare, you goddamn son of a bitch!” I push him as hard as I can and spin around, jam my keys in the door and let myself inside the apartment, slamming the door in his face.

“Damn girl,” Marcus praises, leaning against the wall with his arms crossed. “Remind me never to piss you off.”

“Shit,” I curse under my breath. “I didn’t wake the kids, did I?”

“Not even close. They finally crashed after I put them on a nice, solid sugar high.”

One side of my mouth quirks up in a sort of half-smile, but I’m just not feeling it. I can’t stand seeing that look on Santos’s face, the look that I put there, and isn’t that just the fucking irony of it all. The man I’m trying so hard to get over, my husband, the love of my life, is crushed.

And once again, so am I.
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It’s been two weeks since I saw her outside the apartment with that guy. That guy she was on a date with. Thinking about it still makes me feel like there’s an animal clawing at my chest. It hurts so badly to know she was out with another man.

The shit of it all is it may have been the first time I actually understood the kind of hurt I made her feel. I always knew how badly I had damaged her, but I never really had anything to compare it to. I guess I couldn’t really fathom how it made her feel.

I can fathom it now, and it’s awful.

I went home that night and cried. No, that’s not right. I wept. Like a fucking baby. I wept for the loss of my wife. I wept for the loss of my children. I wept for the loss of the life I loved. In a weird way, I wept for the loss of myself. I don’t know why it didn’t occur to me that I was living a weird double life. What is wrong with me that I could so easily push down the guilt every time I did it? I don’t even know where to begin with fixing it, and that makes me feel so helpless. Like I’m doomed to be this asshole of a man forever.

The door opens and the mediator walks in the room before I can continue my self-psychoanalysis.

My attorney, a guy by the name of Ronald Weaver, exchanges pleasantries with him before they sit down and we begin the tedious process of dividing all the assets Mariana and I have.

“Mr. DeLaGuardo,” the mediator says, “my name is Dennis Hawthorne. The judge in your case almost always orders mediation to help move the process of divorce along smoothly. My job is to assist the parties in reaching and equitable settlement. If we can’t come to an agreement today, the judge will likely order a hearing, maybe a trial. At that point in time, beyond what your attorney presents, you will have no say in the outcome, so it really is in your best interest to come to an agreement today. Does that all make sense?”

I nod. “It does. And I’m not really here to fight it out with her. Whatever she wants is fine with me. Hopefully this will be quick.”

He glances at my attorney and they appear to have some sort of unspoken communication. “Before I head into the other room and speak with your wife, is there anything you are adamant that you want in the agreement?”

“I just want to make sure I can see my kids whenever I want. Nothing else is important. Just my kids. They are the only thing that matter.”

“I understand, and we’ll do our best.” He pushes his chair back and stands up. “I’ll be back after I speak with the other party.”

Once the door closes behind him, Ronald turns to me. “Santos, I know you want to be fair here, but you have a sizable savings account and 401k. In Texas, she’s entitled to at least fifty percent, sometimes more. This is the time to try and negotiate so you can protect yourself.”

I shrug. “I’m not interested in protecting myself. I’m interested in protecting my wife and kids. My salary makes enough to cover my living expenses. But everything beyond that was always for them anyway so it makes no difference to me.”

I can tell my answer takes him by surprise, which kind of pisses me off. How many dads getting a divorce focus solely on protecting themselves when their kids’ well-being is on the line. I don’t understand that thought process.

“Santos.” He says it like he’s getting ready to deliver bad news. I’m in the middle of negotiating a divorce from my best friend. There’s no way the news can get any worse. “She could walk away with everything. The house. The entirety of your savings. All of your retirement. You’re not going to play soccer forever. You need to make sure you can provide for yourself.”

“I’m not worried about it.”

“You realize if she gets all that money, she will have the right to do whatever she wants with it. She could use it to vacation in the Bahamas if she wanted.”

He’s pissing me off now. “She wouldn’t do that. She’s the best woman I know. Our kids are her biggest priority, and she’s been squirreling money away for their college since she was pregnant. Each time. Three accounts opened at the beginning of each pregnancy. She’s not going to squander the money.”

He purses his lips but doesn’t say anything else.

I pick up my phone and look at the clock. I have no idea how long these things take, but I’m giving her whatever she wants so I’m assuming it won’t take long. I check my email, look at the team website, post the obligatory Twitter post the Mutiny PR department wants us to make a priority. Look at the clock again.

It’s been fifteen minutes. What could be taking so long?

I go back to surfing the Net. Check my bank account balance. Try to get lost in Candy Crush. Look at the clock again. Another ten minutes.

Seriously. Shouldn’t they be done already?

Knowing my Mari is in the other room telling that man what she needs to make her happy to divorce me, to end our marriage, makes me bonkers. What I want is to barrel into the other room, take her in my arms, say something that will make all the hurt I caused go away, and go home with her for dinner and our nightly routine. Well, their nightly routine. I have no idea what that routine might entail anymore. Because I’m an asshole of epic proportions.

My head snaps up with the door opens again and my nerves kick in.

“Well,” Dennis proclaims as he sits down, “there’s good news and bad news.”

Bad news? The only way there could be bad news is if she said I couldn’t see the kids. Or if she decided she was getting married again.

A shock of anxiety runs through me at that thought. I don’t know the nature of her relationship with that man, that Tom she went on a date with. We’ve been separated for over seven months. It’s possible, right? I fell in love with her the moment I met her. Seven months isn’t unrealistic, and if he figured out how wonderful she is, he could have swept her off her feet already.

“The good news,” he continues, like I’m not having a panic attack on the inside, “is she agrees you can see the kids whenever you want. The order can’t be written that way because it’s not enforceable, but she’s not going to fight you on coordinating as much time with them as you want.”

I clear my throat. “And the bad news?” This is it. Please God, don’t let her be in love with someone else.

“She wants the house, the savings accounts, and fifty percent of your retirement.”

I stare blankly at him trying to process what I just heard. She’s not in love with someone else. The relief I feel is almost tangible.

“Done,” I finally say. “She can have it.”

“Wait a minute,” my attorney butts in. “Santos, you’re giving her almost everything you have.”

“So? She gave me my kids. It’s only fair.”

He and the mediator exchange another look. “Dennis, can you give me a minute with my client?”

He nods and slips out of the room to do whatever it is mediators do when they aren’t negotiating the demise of people’s lives.

“Did you and Mariana ever go to marriage counseling?”

Ronald’s question surprises me. I figured he was about to lay into me more about the benefits of protecting my future as a retiree. “No. What’s there to discuss? I cheated on her. More than once. I am completely at fault, and there’s no coming back from that.”

He sighs. “I can’t believe I’m saying this, but I don’t think you’re ready for this divorce until you guys explore all your options.”

I scoff. “Because you can ever be ready for divorce?”

“You’d be surprised. Some people have already made an emotional disconnection and have no feeling toward the other person, good or bad. But it seems to me that you’re still thinking like a married man.”

“Whether I’m married to Mari or not, they are still my family and I am still responsible to provide for them. You can’t change my mind on that.”

“And I’m not trying to. But I think we need to stop where we’re at and pitch a different idea to the other party involved.”

I cock my head at him. “What kind of idea?”

He grabs his pen and starts writing on his notepad. “It’s called Redesigning Your Marriage. Here’s the web address.” He turns the notepad so I can see and plug the website into my phone. “It’s a four day, intensive couples’ therapy program. You learn where the breakdown is in your marriage, better skills and coping mechanisms for those breakdowns, that type of thing.”

While he’s talking, I’m looking at the web page. The customer testimonies are amazing. But I’m still not convinced.

“Ron, I had sex with other women. Not woman. Women. Plural. You’re telling me this therapy thing can help us get past that.”

He leans forward on his arms and looks me directly in the eye. “My wife and I did it. Five years later, we’re still married and happier than we were when we got married. I can’t guarantee it will work, but I can guarantee you will feel so much better that you did everything possible to save your marriage.”

I look at him skeptically.

“There was a guy in our class that had cheated on his wife and got the other woman pregnant.”

“Ouch.”

“Yep. Santos, they’re still married. Last year they got custody of his son.”

“Really?”

“It’s possible to come back from almost anything, if you’re willing to put in the work.”

I look at the website again and make a decision to quickly type out a text.

 

Mari, before we go any further, look at this website. I need to know we did everything possible before throwing away ten years. I don’t want to regret anything else. Please consider going to it with me.

 

I attach the website and press send.

The next handful of minutes are some of the longest of my life. Finally, my phone alerts me to a response.

 

Mari: Set it up and I’ll go. I can’t live with regret either.

 

I breathe through a giant smile. It’s my last chance to prove to her that I’m willing to do whatever it takes. It’s a small chance, but it’s going to work. Any outcome other than victory isn’t in my nature.
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I can’t believe I agreed to this.

That mantra keeps running through my head.

The day after Santos basically stopped our divorce proceedings so we could make one last ditch effort at our marriage, he had everything set up: time off work, reservations to the conference, hotel room. The only thing I had to do was convince my mother to come stay with the kids.

She wasn’t happy about why she was staying with them, but she pretended to overlook it so she could have some uninterrupted grandma time.

When we got here, I was surprised to see how many people were also trying to save their marriage. I guess with fifty percent of all marriages ending this way, it shouldn’t have been so jarring. But it was. It was horrible to see how many of us are trying make these life-altering decisions, and many of us with children. In a weird way, though, I guess it made me not feel so alone. Misery does love company, I suppose.

But that wasn’t the worst part. The worst part was when Darryl, that’s the name of the guy who’s running the whole thing, when Darryl made everyone stand up to say their name and why they are here.

Santos, being the big personality that he is, immediately stood up and shared all our private pain.

 

“I’m Santos and I’m here because I cheated on my wife. A lot. And I want to stop doing that so we can still be together because she’s the best thing in my entire life.”

 

He got accolades for being honest, which made me want to roll my eyes and forget the whole thing. Instead, I stood up and was brutally honest as well.

 

“I’m Mariana and I don’t really know why I’m here. With the number of times I’ve been cheated on, I don’t see how it’s possible to ever trust him again.”

 

I knew it sounded bitter and like I didn’t even plan on trying this weekend, but honestly, right now I do feel bitter. Maybe it’s just a defense mechanism so I don’t feel any more hurt. I just can’t take any more hurt. So yes, I’m bitter. Darryl shocked the hell out of me when he responded to my brutal honestly.

 

“I appreciate your honesty, Mariana. Now I’m going to be honest with you. Not every couple leaves this conference with a marriage that is still intact. Marriage is hard, even when there isn’t such significant betrayal. But you still have to know how to divorce nicely, especially if you have children and are going to be attached to each other while those kids grow up. Even if you decide to dissolve your marriage, we hope to help you do it amicably.”

 

That was not encouraging, but at least it was validating. Because the reality is, I'm still not sure what to do. I miss my husband. I love my husband. I don’t see how I’ll get past the hurt. Ever.

So now I sit here in a group of four couples and one facilitator, discussing what went wrong in our marriages. And it’s depressing the hell out of me.

“Santos,” our facilitator, Anne, says. “Why don’t you tell me where you think the breakdown in your marriage is.” Anne was randomly assigned to this group of people for our “group therapy” times. She’s older, maybe in her mid-60’s, but isn’t old by any means. Her blondish-gray hair is cut in a longer pixie cut and she has a welcoming smile. I like her. Although I think I’d like her more if we were out to lunch or at a charity event, not discussing personal details of our lives we’d rather keep hidden.

Santos leans forward and rests his elbow on his knees. “Well, I think it all sort of started when we were dating. We never really talked about monogamy. Ever.”

I quirk an eyebrow. Is he really going to blame years of infidelity on a misunderstanding? I practically bite my tongue off to keep from responding.

“Don’t get me wrong. I know I shouldn’t have been cheating on my wife. But I realized the other day that when I met her, I was already in this pattern because of my job, and it just sort of continued.”

“You travel a lot for work?” Anne asks. And this is where it gets sticky. We’re in a private, counseling situation. But Santos is still a public figure. Even though almost no one in the room will recognize him out of context, it still makes us both pause to think about how to answer the question.

“Um, yeah. I play soccer for a living so I travel all the time.” We both look around the circle of people, waiting to see if there’s any reaction. When there’s nothing major, he continues. “After a game, I’m just on this, this high and the only way I can kind of come down from it is to, well, you know.”

Anne nods. “You have a hard time coming down from the adrenaline? Is that what you mean?”

“Yeah. I’ve never been able to, not since I was a kid.”

“That’s not terribly unusual, actually,” she divulges.

“It’s not?”

“It’s just about balancing the chemicals in your brain. But what you’re also saying is you were using other women to get the release you needed, instead of going to your wife.”

“Yeah.” He shrugs. “I didn’t ever go looking for it. But, I mean, the women are always there, ya know? They just kind of… offer themselves to us, so it was easy to just do it.”

For whatever reason, it hits me at this moment that there has never been a time in our entire relationship when Santos wasn’t cheating on me. Not in college. Not when we first got married. Not when I was pregnant. Not ever.

I breathe heavily as I calculate how many years we’ve been together by how many games he plays every season, home and away. That means…

“Wait,” I interrupt. “Exactly how many women have you cheated on me with?”

“I… don’t really know.” He has the nerve to say it sheepishly, like he’s being shy or some shit like that.

I cock my head at him, anger raging through me. “Are we talking dozens? Hundreds? What?”

He looks at the floor and shrugs. “I don’t know.”

I stare at him in disbelief. For the first time, the depth of his infidelity is sinking in. This wasn’t just getting caught up in the moment at parties. This was serial cheating. Like he had a whole different life I never even knew about.

“Mariana.” I look up as Anne addresses me. “I can see you’re feeling a lot of different emotions right now. Can you tell me what you’re feeling?”

I shake my head. “I don’t even know what I’m feeling right now. I’m so… I’m so pissed. How could you do that to me? To us?”

Santos flinches, but it’s Anne who addresses me again. “What else are you feeling, Mariana? I know you’re angry. What else?”

“I…” My brain spins out of control and it’s taking a lot of effort to figure out how to answer her questions. “Humiliated. He didn’t just get bored and lonely. He was never faithful from the beginning.” I turn to look at him again. “You weren’t, were you? You have never been faithful to me, have you? I was never enough, was I?”

His eyes snap up to mine and he starts to speak, but I don’t let him.

“How could I miss this?” I say, more to myself than anyone else. “All those years, and I just, never knew. How could I never know?”

“What are you feeling?” Anne asks me again.

“Like everything I thought my marriage was, everything I prided myself on, none of it was even real.”

“That’s not true.” Santos sits straight up to address me. “Nothing is more real than my feelings for you.”

I scoff.

“I know I have been a shitty husband and I have made some terrible, terrible choices. But you are my best friend. You have been for ten years. You are the best thing that ever happened in my life and I never, ever want you to doubt that.”

The tears sting my eyes and I have no choice but to let them go. “I doubt everything you say now.”

He looks like he’s been punched in the gut, which basically mirrors how I feel right now.

The conversations continue around me, but I don’t hear them. I’m too deep in my thoughts, my emotions after the information I just learned. Too stunned to realize my entire marriage, from the very beginning, has been a lie. It’s always been a lie.

Suddenly, people are standing up and milling about. I look up at Santos, confused.

“We’re breaking for lunch,” he remarks.

I just nod and stand up, stretching my back from all the sitting.

“Mariana?” I turn to face the woman who had been sitting a few chairs down from me. She has long brown hair and a bright smile. Behind her, a man with short dark hair and goatee stands behind her. “I’m Victoria, and this is my husband, Drew. Would you guys like to go to lunch with us? We’re just going across the street to the shopping complex to find some fast food.”

I look to Santos, who nods his head. “Yeah. Yeah, sure.”

We all move to the parking lot in an uncomfortable silence. Not only have we just met these people, but they know some very intimate details of our relationship. And we know theirs. Well, Santos does. I couldn’t much listen with the bombshell going off in my own brain. It’s strange. On one hand, I wouldn’t mind getting to know these people. Victoria seems nice. On the other, I don’t want to get to know anyone here more than I have to.

“Let’s take my truck since we have to cross a major road,” Drew offers, leading the way to a huge, souped-up F-150. We all climb in, men in the front, women in the back, and the awkward silence continues as we make our way to lunch.

With the exception of a few questions about which restaurant to eat at, the conversations stay at a minimum until we’re all seated with our food.

“Is anyone else feeling really, really uncomfortable sharing all these things we don’t want people to know in this group?” Drew asks, as he unwraps his sandwich.

Collectively, we all laugh and breathe sighs of relief that we aren’t the only ones feeling this way.

“I’m all about therapy, if it’ll help,” Santos confesses. “But damn. I didn’t realize it was going to be so brutal.”

“At least we got Anne,” Victoria adds. “That other trainer, Roderick, I was watching him during that whole intro thing. He was giving me the creeps.”

“Everyone gives you the creeps, babe,” Drew teases.

“Not like this.” She licks some mustard off her thumb and wipes her hands on her napkin. I love Firehouse Subs. But they can be messy. “His eyes are shifty and he stands too close to people. But Anne seems really nice.”

“She kind of reminds me of my friend’s mom,” I say. “She was always really easy to talk to. Not that I want to talk.”

“That’s kind of what we’re here for.” I look up at Santos when his foot taps mine under the table. “If we can talk about stuff here and figure it out, we can get through anything.”

I give him a small smile before shifting the conversation away from us. It’s already been too much for me. I need a break from the intensity. “So how long have you and Drew been married?”

“Eight years and two boys. I like to include them in the year count because I’m pretty sure kids add about fifty years to marriage stress levels.” She giggles and Drew rolls his eyes. As much as I like them, you can still tell there’s some tension between them. “What about you guys?”

“Ten years and three kids.”

“Boys? Girls?”

“Two girls and a boy.” I can feel my face beaming. Nothing calms me like the thought of my kids. “The girls are five and three. Baby Theo is fourteen months.”

“Oh, he’s little! Remember when the boys were little, Drew?” He barely nods as he stuffs another bite of sandwich in his mouth. “I love that age. Sometimes I wish we would have had another one, but now that they’re both in school, I’m kind of enjoying my freedom.”

“I can’t even imagine what I’ll do with all that time when they go to school,” I admit. Especially now, being on my own. I might have to come up with a hobby.

She waves a hand at me. “Oh, don’t worry. You’ll be just as busy as you are now. I volunteer at the school twice a week… once in each child’s classroom. Add after-school activities and daily chores, and you’ll still feel like there aren’t enough hours in the day.”

We spend the next thirty minutes or so chatting about mindless topics. Santos finally fesses up to Drew about what his job actually entails, so immediately the conversation turns to all things soccer. Surprisingly, I find that I really enjoy the conversation. I’ve never been a sports fanatic, but for more than ten years, my entire life revolved around soccer. It was discussed every single day since the first day I met Santos, whether it be coordinating schedules or doing laundry or talking about friends. I didn’t realize until now how much I miss that part of my life. It makes me sad. And that just annoys me.

Before long, it’s time to head back to the conference. “Are you sure we have to go?” I ask Victoria. “Doesn’t hanging out with other couples in crisis count as therapy, or something?”

“I wish.” She smiles and pats me on the back before opening the door to Drew’s truck. “But if you’re anything like me, you won’t ever forgive yourself if you don’t put in the full effort on this one last attempt.” She climbs in and leaves me standing in the parking lot.

“I deserve respect,” I whisper to myself. “But I also deserve no regrets.”

Taking a deep breath to calm the nerves I have about more group therapy, I climb into the truck and we drive back for more attempts at healing our relationships.
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I don’t know why I agreed to this. I mean, I know why I agreed to it. But if it weren’t for the fact that it is my last chance at getting my family back, I wouldn’t even bother.

Group therapy is hard fucking work.

“Okay guys, we’re going to do an exercise that will help us work on our communication skills,” Anne informs us, as we all take our seats. “Santos, Mariana, I’d like you guys to pull your chairs into the middle and face them toward each other.

I grab both our chairs and pull them into the circle.

“I can do that myself, ya know,” Mari mutters.

“I know. I’m trying to be polite.”

She doesn’t respond, just pulls her chair a couple of feet from mine before taking her seat. Once we’re situated, Anne gives us more instructions. “We’re going to take turns with this exercise, so before you jump in and say anything, just answer the questions I ask, ok?” When she’s satisfied we’re going to do as she says, she continues.

“You both have expressed that you had a very satisfying marriage, and that the breakdown happened when some betrayals were revealed, right?”

I squirm in my seat as she brings it up again. I look up, and Mari is looking at the floor, arms crossed over her chest.

“Mariana, let’s start with you. Looking at Santos’s body language, what do you think he’s feeling and why do you think that?”

She looks up and catches my eye. She takes a breath and licks her lips. “He looks indifferent to me.”

My eyebrows shoot up. I am so far from indifferent about this situation and have no idea why she would even think that.

“Why?” Anne asks. “What is it about his body language that makes you think that?”

“He’s leaning forward with his elbows on his knees, which is a resting position. The muscles in his face aren’t tense at all. And the only thing anyone has said to him whenever he talks about our problems is that they’re so glad he’s admitting what he did. So what I’m seeing is a relaxed posture because he thinks he’s done his part and now it’s just up to me to forgive him.”

I sit straight up and my mouth falls open.

“Santos, you don’t look like you agree with that assessment.”

“No, I don’t.”

“Are you not feeling relaxed?”

“No, I’m not. I don’t think I’ve ever been more tense in my life.”

Anne looks around the circle while Mari and I continue with our stare off.

“Ok, group. Mariana believes Santos looks at ease, but Santos says he feels tense. Since you are looking from the outside in, what does Santos’s body language say to you?”

“He doesn’t look that way to me at all.”

“Thank you, Drew,” Anne responds. “Tell me why. What are you seeing?”

Drew shifts in his seat and crosses his arms. “I think maybe because I’m a man, I see it differently because I’ve sat in that position before. He’s leaning forward, not because he’s just chilling out, but because he doesn’t want to come across cocky and arrogant. He’s trying really hard to be strong for her, but doesn’t want to look like a pussy, either. His job is to be the man in this relationship. The strong one. The provider. But he screwed up and he knows it so he’s trying to be somewhat humble.”

Anne turns to me. “What do you think of Drew’s assessment?”

“I think he’s bang on,” I say. “I keep expecting her to break down so I’m just trying to be ready to do whatever I have to do when that happens.”

Mari snorts and rolls her eyes, an angry smirk on her face. It’s painfully obvious she’s not enjoying being on display like this.

“Santos, it’s your turn.”

Mari crosses her arms over her chest again and stares me down.

“She has no interest in saving this marriage.”

She gasps, but I don’t break eye contact.

“She has her arms over her chest so she’s closed off from hearing anything I have to say. She’s already decided she doesn’t want anything to do with this.”

She looks away and bites her lip.

“Is that how you’re feeling, Mariana?” Anne asks her.

She clears her throat before she speaks, but all that comes out is a whisper. “I don’t know.”

“Ok, group, what does it appear like to you?”

Drew speaks up first. “I agree with Santos. She looks like she doesn’t really care to hear anything he says.”

“I disagree,” Victoria counters.

“Explain what you mean, Victoria,” Anne says kindly.

“That’s how I get when I feel defeated.” Her statement catches my attention. “That’s what I look like when I’m so tired of crying I can hardly take it. That’s not a look of being done. That’s a look of knowing if she starts crying one more time, she doesn’t know if she’ll ever stop.”

I look back over at my wife who has tears in her eyes. “Is that true, Mari?”

She closes her eyes briefly before jumping up out of her chair. “I’m sorry, Anne. I can’t do this anymore,” she blurts before she takes off out the door.

“Mari,” I call and rush after her, panicked that if she leaves she won’t ever come back. “Mari!” I call again, as we race down the hallway. “Mariana, stop!”

She turns around, tears streaming down her face, and starts hitting me, slapping me, punching me. None of it hurts, so I let her continue, blocking her when I need to, but letting her get all her anger out as she cries.

“I fucking hate you, Santos!” she screams at me. “How could you do this to me? To us? How could you humiliate me like that in front of everyone we know? Do you know what that’s like? For everyone in your entire life to know your husband is so repulsed by you that he has to sleep with fucking groupies almost every single night? What did I do to turn you off so badly, huh? Am I really that disgusting?”

Her words shock me. I grab her arms, stopping her assault. “You think I find you repulsive?” I try to look her in the eyes, but she’s crying so hard, she can’t even open them. “You are the most beautiful, perfect thing in my life, Mari. You deserve more than dirty sex just so I can calm down after a game.”

“That is a fucking cop-out!” She pulls out of my arms and backs away like she’s afraid of me. “I’m your fucking wife, Santos. You think sex in a marriage is only about love? It’s also about orgasms and pleasure and fun. Do you know how many times I dreamed you’d bend me over the couch and fuck me like one of your dirty whores?”

I reel back.

“You didn’t, did you? Because you needed justification for your own fucking behavior.” She gets in my face. “Let me ask you a question, after we started dating in college, were you already cheating on me during away games?”

I open my mouth to speak, but nothing comes out.

“That’s what I thought. You’re not sorry for doing it; you’re sorry you got caught. And now you want me to just forgive you and move on? I’m so sick of being here, where every time you open your lying fucking mouth people applaud you for being such a stand-up guy, just because you’re admitting to it. No one thinks about how you could have other kids I don’t even know about. Or, or I could have a disease…”

“No! Mari, I would never put you in danger like that. I was always, always safe that way.”

Her eyes widen. “You think so? Let me ask you a question, did you kiss these women? The groupies?”

I don’t answer, which is all the answer she needs.

“So it never occurred to you that you kissed these whores on the mouth, probably right after they got done sucking someone else’s dick without a condom, did it?”

My hand involuntarily touches my mouth. She’s right. I never even thought about that.

“God, Santos. It’s a wonder I don’t have herpes in my mouth, you asshole.” She pushes me on the chest, causing me take a step back. “I hate you for ruining my life. I hate you for making me a single mom. I hate you for making everything I ever believed in, everything I ever trusted in, a lie. How am I ever supposed to trust anyone again? You fucking broke me!”

She’s screaming so loudly, I barely hear Anne come up behind us. They had warned us when we got here that if anyone ran during one of the sessions, our trainer would follow us to help monitor the situation and step in if need be. I really hope she just lets this play out.

“You think I don’t know that I broke you?” I yell back. “You can hate me all you want, Mari, but you will never, ever hate me as much as I hate myself.”

She takes a step back and her breath catches.

“I broke you, I broke our family, I broke our kids. I broke myself. I lost everything I ever loved because I didn’t know how to keep my dick in my pants and I would rather die than see you like this, but there isn’t a god damn thing I can do about it except let you feel whatever you want to feel. And I’m standing here watching you and it’s breaking me more than I’ve ever been broken before because there is nothing, nothing I can do to fix it. And I have to live with that every single day of my life.”

I rub a hand across my face to wipe away the tears.

“I have to watch the woman of my dreams fall apart, knowing that when she finally is able to pull herself together, she’s going to move on and find someone else,” my voice cracks. “I have to watch my kids grow up from a distance, knowing that someday they’re probably going to have a stepdad who will see them more than I do. A different man will raise my kids because of what I did. I don’t ever expect you to forgive me, even though I want you to. God, I want you to so bad. But I will never be able to forgive myself either.”

A sob escapes her throat and she covers her mouth, but she never takes her eyes off mine.

“You may feel humiliated, but I’m the one who has to carry it. Every day for the rest of my life. And I just don’t know if I’m strong enough to do that, Mari. I don’t know if I’ll ever be able to come back from knowing what a complete and utter fuck-up I am. I just… I just don’t know.”

My entire demeanor deflates as the tears continue to fall. We stand there, staring at each other through blurred vision, neither of us knowing what to say or where to go from here.

“I think you guys just shared some very significant information with each other,” Anne states softly behind us. “As hard as it is, now isn’t the time to shut down. When you are this vulnerable, it’s the hardest time, but the best time to do the most work. I think it’s a good idea to rejoin the group and just watch the other couples do the same exercise.”

I nod once and shuffle my feet. Looking back up at Mari, she still hasn’t stopped looking at me. I reach my hand out to her, willing her to take it.

She looks at it for a few seconds, and then to my surprise, she does.

A sob escapes my throat and I kiss her knuckles, thankful that my very best friend in the world has just given me an olive branch, however small it is.
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The beeping of the waffle maker jars me out of my thoughts.

The free breakfast at the hotel barely opened half an hour ago, but I was already up. After yesterday’s session on communication, sleeping is ridiculously difficult to do.

I can’t stop thinking about what Santos said. You will never hate me more than I hate myself. I want to be happy that he’s living with such tremendous guilt. This whole thing is his fault. But I can’t. I had no idea he was grieving as much as I am. He’s not one to show he’s in any kind of pain often. Not physical pain. Not emotional pain. He’s too busy being everybody’s friend to be honest when his feelings are that intense.

And he never, ever cries. Needless to say, seeing him weep the way he did pulled me right out of my pity party and back into the real world, full of questions about what I should do now. Do I stay? Do I go? Do I give him another chance? Do I call it quits?

The only thing I know for sure is I need carbs. And sugar. And butter. And maybe some of this spray whip cream the kids love on their waffles.

“Can’t sleep either?”

I look over as I lick the excess whip cream off my thumb. “Morning, Victoria. What are you doing up so early?”

She shrugs. “I’m usually an early bird and Drew was snoring, so I gave up on trying to sleep in. Why are you up?”

“Couldn’t sleep. Too much on my mind.”

“Did you guys talk at all last night?”

“Beyond ‘where do you want to eat’ and ‘I’m jumping in the shower’, no.”

“Do you want some company this morning?”

I smile at her. I really like Victoria. There’s something very refreshing about her. She’s just genuine. “Sure. I’ll grab us a spot.”

Taking my plate of comfort food and some orange juice, I pick the most isolated table I can find. The room is almost empty, but just in case. I’m not really interested in making small talk with anyone other than her.

By the time she sits down, I’ve scarfed down half my plate.

“I’m surprised you can eat this morning.”

“I always eat when I’m stressed. I admit, it makes me feel better, but it does nothing for losing baby weight.”

“I’m the exact opposite. I can barely keep my food down when I’m feeling overly emotional. I swear I’ll have lost five pounds by the time we leave tomorrow.”

“And I’ll have found them.”

She smiles. “Finders keepers. I don’t want them back.”

We eat in silence for a few minutes before she asks the question I don’t know how to answer.

“What are you going to do?”

I sigh and put my fork on my plate, leaning my elbows on the table.

“I don’t know, Victoria. I have spent the last eight months being so angry with him.” I shake my head in disbelief that I’m here. That things imploded so fast, that I ended up in a last-ditch effort to save my marriage. “I never stopped to recognize how deeply he was feeling about it. I think I jumped to this conclusion that his behavior is a direct result of him just not giving a shit, ya know? Now I’m not so sure.”

“If he didn’t give a shit, he wouldn’t have asked you to come here.”

“I know that logically. But I think maybe my brain has been clouded by my emotions so much that the logical side has taken a back seat.”

“It’s the ten stages of grief,” she reassures, as she takes a sip of her coffee.

“Ten stages? I thought there were five?”

“I’ve heard ten, five, seven. I don’t even know how many there actually are. But I know anger is one of them. And from what I gather, it’s the hardest one to let go of.”

I lean my chin on my hand as I gather my thoughts. “Do you think you and Drew will pull through?”

“I don’t know. I mean, I think so. We’ve learned a lot about each other. I know I can get very self-conscious, to the point where it drives him crazy, and I need to work on that. And he knows he gets stressed and spends money behind my back and hides things.”

“Does he do that a lot?”

“He does it enough. The thing is, I grew up poor. Dirt poor. As in, my mother wouldn’t eat breakfast or lunch because there wasn’t enough food to feed her and the kids. So the idea of being destitute scares the living daylights out of me.”

“Oh wow. How are your parents doing now?”

“They’re doing great. We weren’t poor for that long. Only until I was about eight or nine. But it stayed with me. Drew knows that. He knows how terrified I am of money, but he sneaks around behind my back anyway.”

“That’s terrible of him.”

“It is. But he has his own issues. His ex-wife wiped out all his bank accounts before he knew they were getting divorced. So my desire to control all the money is in direct conflict with his fear that I’ll take it all like she did.”

“I can see how that would be a problem.”

“Yep,” she stresses, popping the p. “I’m hoping some of the skills we learn here will help us avoid going this far off the deep end again.”

We sit in silence for a few more minutes as we watch a few people meander in to start their own days. I wonder how many of them are struggling in their marriages. Were they cheated on? Did they do the cheating? Have they gotten this close to divorce before?

“I don’t know if we’re gonna make it, Victoria,” I finally say quietly.

“Why not?”

“I love him so much. He’s been my best friend for over ten years. And I have no doubt he loves me unconditionally.”

“So then what’s the problem?”

“I think… I think a marriage can’t be based on love. It has to be built on trust. How can I trust him again?” I feel the tears coming, but I refuse to cry. “How can I trust that when he goes out of town for his job, he isn’t falling back into the same patterns? And even if he doesn’t go looking for it, how can I ever trust that one of his teammates won’t bring around some young hottie with no morals? He isn’t the only one doing this. It’s so many of them. And he didn’t just have an affair, Victoria. He has never been faithful to me. Ever.”

“I can see that. But my question is, can you forgive him?”

I think for a second and she just lets me sort through my thoughts. “I think I didn’t know the depth of his own grief until yesterday, and that moved me toward forgiving him. Like I’ll get there eventually, even if I’m not quite there yet. And if I can get there, then maybe I would give him another chance. But I’m so afraid. I miss him so, so much. You know we have two beds in our room here and we’re not sleeping together. But just hearing him breathe while he sleeps… I’ve missed that sound. I’ve missed how comforting it is just knowing he’s there, with me. So part of me wants to just let it go, bury my head in the sand to all this drama, and take him back, no questions asked.”

“And the other part?”

I sigh. “The other part wonders how I’ll be able to function when I don’t know where he is or who he’s with. How can I live like that? With unanswered questions about his whereabouts just lingering over us? How many more pieces of myself can be broken before I disappear forever?”

“Can I ask you a question?” she asks, as she rubs her hands together, dropping excess crumbs onto her plate. I nod. “You’re a conflict avoider, aren’t you?”

“What do you mean?”

“You don’t like to debate politics or religion. You’d prefer to ignore hard topics than go through the fighting or conflict it takes to resolve them.”

“I guess. I don’t know if I’d say I avoid conflict as much as I just prefer not to get involved with unnecessary drama.”

“So then why did you go looking for answers? What was it that triggered your suspicions?”

I have to think about that answer. I’m not sure there was any one thing. I think maybe I just always knew.

“Ohmygod,” I breathe. “I think I always just knew.” My eyes snap up to hers and she watches me intently as the truth reveals itself. “I always knew and instead of calling him out, I just pretended it would go away.”

She smiles at me like I’ve finally realized what she knew all along. “Look, I know this conference is hard. Really hard. But don’t close yourself off from it. I am, by no means, giving him a pass. He is the bad guy in this situation. But you have your own work to do if this is gonna work.”

“But that’s the thing,” I say, as I stack our plates on top of each other to make more room on our table. “I have no idea if any of this is going to work at all.

Victoria helps me clean and wipes her side of the table with a napkin. “No one says you have to decide right now. We have a couple more days. Do the activities. Observe his reactions to the activities. Reflect on how you got here in the first place and if you can ever move past this on an emotional level. There’s no right or wrong answer, Mariana. It’s just the answer you can live with.”

I nod in agreement, but my mind is still swirling. That’s the biggest question of them all… what is the answer I can live with? I just don’t know.
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The click of the door closing behind us sounds unusually loud compared to the silence between us. It was another hard day of therapy, and we’re both emotionally spent.

Anne had us all write a letter to our spouse and then read it to each other. In the letter, we had to apologize for our part in the downfall of our relationship. Then we had to outline what we’re going to do different from now on, and how. The hardest part, though… the hardest part was having to write what behaviors I will and won’t accept from Mari.

That one pretty much stumped me. It would be one thing if she was anything other than perfect. The only thing that I could come up with is I want her to focus on herself more. Her entire life has been about giving, and I want her to allow herself to receive more. To accept compliments and believe me when I say she’s beautiful. She struggles with that. She always has. And I made it substantially worse.

“Um, I’m gonna jump in the shower.” She takes off her shoes and slips her flip flops on, not wanting her feet to touch the hotel room carpet. She’s always been worried about getting athlete’s foot. She’s always been smart like that. “Do you need to use the bathroom before I do?”

I shake my head. “No. Thanks. Go ahead.”

As she grabs her night clothes and makes her way to the bathroom, I climb onto my bed and lean against the headboard, silently staring at the popcorn ceiling.

She wasn’t happy that the hotel was booked and could only give us one room, even if it did come with two beds. Even with us sleeping on opposite sides of the room, I’ve felt more at home than I have in months. Hearing her breathing when she sleeps, smelling her when she walks by, knowing she’s within arm’s reach… it’s been healing to me. And wounding at the same time.

I miss my wife more than I ever have before.

I shoot up little rocket prayers asking God to help her to forgive me. I grew up going to mass with my grandma every Sunday, so I know Mari has her own free will and even God won’t force her to do anything, but it’s all I’ve got. So that’s what I pray for.

Her letter to me during the session wasn’t unexpected, but it still broke me. Despite her reservations about having her humiliation on display, she bravely stood inside the circle of people and bared her soul.

 

“Santos, I have spent so much time blaming you for the downfall of our marriage, and while technically it’s true, I’ve done my share of bad things, too.”

She takes a breath and pushes her hair out of her face before continuing.

“I think I always knew what was going on behind my back. I’d heard the stories of the women who would go to afterparties. I’d seen the newspaper pictures while you were on the road, with strange women following behind the team. Deep, deep down in my gut, I think I knew all along. I just didn’t want to know. So instead of facing it head on, where we could push through it years ago, I avoided it. I pretended it didn’t exist. And now… here we are. Still having to face the thing I tried to avoid. Only doing so with children along for the painful ride. That’s my fault. I did that.

Her hands are shaking and she can’t even look at me. But she keeps reading.

“From now on, no more denial. No more hiding from the truth, no matter how painful I’m afraid it will be. Because it is so, so much more painful when it goes on for too long. And now, on top of the grief that I feel, I have so much guilt over the pain our children are feeling, too.”

I feel like a knife has sliced through me at the thought of our kids. She’s right. They have been so amazing during this transition, but they haven’t gone unscathed. Theo… he barely knows me. The girls… they can barely sit still when we FaceTime. It’s all so normal for their ages, but I would be right there in the middle of it if we had only faced this sooner. If I had faced this sooner.

“If this is going to work, if we are going to make this work, I need total transparency from you. Access to your emails and phone and social media, so when I’m feeling nervous or frightened, I can put my fears to rest instead of allowing my imagination to run wild. No more parties. At all. Ever. And I need you to cut as many ties as possible with the friends that do go to parties. No more hanging out with Nate. No more hanging out with Darrin. No more.

“Even through it all, I have never stopped loving you, and I know I won’t. Ever. Not even under these horrific circumstances. But I know now that loving you isn’t enough. I have to trust you. And without total transparency and an overhaul of who you spend your time with, I won’t be able to.”

 

I agreed with everything she said. Complying with her list is a no-brainer for me. I’ll do every single thing she asked of me… more if I need to win her trust back.

The crazy thing is, I spent so much time building comradery off the field with my teammates, and now I don’t really have anywhere I fit. I can’t hang out with Nate and Darrin because they like to party and have no boundaries. I can’t hang out with Daniel and Christian because they’re tight with Rowen. And Rowen is a package deal with Tiffany.

It’s ironic that I’ve spent a lot of years building friendships with people who have all lifestyle choices on the team, and yet, in the end there’s really no one I can be friends with at all. Not if I want my life back.

Steam billows into the room when Mari opens the bathroom door. I glance over and my eyes widen.

Mari comes out of the bathroom, fresh from her shower, wrapped in a bath towel. She comes toward the bed, never taking her eyes off mine. I sit up, unable to look away from her. Is she doing what I think she’s doing?

Closing her eyes, she takes a deep breath, and drops the towel to the floor.

“Mari,” I whisper in reverence to her. It’s been nine months, nine months since my wife has bared her body to me. She’s just as beautiful as I remember.

Tan skin, large breasts with large brown areolas and dark nipples, still heavy from so many months of nursing our babies; wide hips that balance out the baby-pooch she’s been complaining about since her first pregnancy; pink stretch marks that I’ve kissed a million times because they remind me of where my babies lived before I held them for the first time; dark, neatly trimmed curls between her legs.

She’s so beautiful. I can’t blink. I won’t look away. I don’t want to miss a moment of this, with her… with the woman who owns me down to the depths of my soul.

She gazes at me with her brown eyes. “I miss my husband,” she whispers.

Slowly, afraid I’ll scare her off, I move to the edge of the bed. I reach out and take her hand, pulling her toward me. “I miss my wife.”

She puts her hands on my shoulders and moves them up to stroke my face. Looking up at her, I realize I’ve never felt anything so comforting in my life. Slowly, she licks her lips. Then she leans down and kisses me gently on the mouth. I wrap my arms around her waist and pull her as close to me as I can.

She breaks away from my kiss and runs her fingers through my hair. “Please, Santos, please make love to me.”

I can’t help the smile that crosses my face. But quickly, it turns into a look of determination. I run my hands down her thighs to her knees and back up again. She gasps as I run my fingers through her soft curls, sliding my hands up to her breasts. Slowly, oh so slowly, my hands reach their destination. She groans as I pinch and tug on one nipple, mirroring the same movements my tongue is doing to the other. I slide one hand down her back, over the curve of her ass, and lift her knee up so one foot is on the bed.

“God, I love you,” I say, as my other hand travels down to the apex of her thighs. She smiles at me until my fingers run over her core. She moans as I insert one finger, then two, inside her and move in slow circles. Her eyes roll back and her breathing picks up as her hips move in time with my fingers.

I’m so hard, I could explode from just watching her face in the moment. I want desperately to be inside her, but I’ve missed her so much, missed us so much, missed this so much that I can’t pull away to do anything about it.

Her eyes open and she looks down at me. A small smile graces her lips before she leans down and kisses me again. This time, all bets are off.

I barely register how we end up in the middle of the bed or how I end up naked. All I know, all I care about, is reconnecting with my wife. Starting over and committing all of this to memory so we can have more moments like this and less of the moments that led us here.

Gazing in her eyes, I hover over her, waiting for her to make the next move. She doesn’t disappoint. Running her hands down my abs, she takes me in her hands and situates us so I’m right where I want to be.

“I love you, Santos,” she breathes, as I push inside her. “I love you so much.”

I see the tears before they fall from her eyes, and I kiss them away as I thrust in and out of her. “I love you, too, baby. I love you. I never want to lose you again.”

I continue whispering reassurances to her as I pick up the pace… reassurances I should have always said, and always lived.

I feel my heart pound and my breathing becomes rapid, the low hum building in my throat. But the hum never comes. Instead, a sob escapes my throat as I come harder than I ever have. I feel her body tighten around me as she also finds her release amid tears.

We continue to cling to each other and weep as we come down from the high and my thrusts become slower. We continue to weep in forgiveness and cling to each other with relief as we lay in a tangle of sated limbs. We continue to cling to each other long after the tears stop. And we continue to cling to each other as we fall into a deep sleep, for the first time in months.

I got my Mari back. And I will cling to her for the rest of my life.
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It’s our last day at the conference, and I, for one, am relieved. The website wasn’t kidding when it stated it’s an intense five days. I’m almost surprised I made it through.

Santos and I walk hand-in-hand into the conference room and head straight for the coffee. It was a long night.

He releases me to go talk to one of his new therapy friends, and I continue to the java. Victoria, who is standing in front of the cups stirring her own liquid gold, quirks an eyebrow at me.

“Looks like someone had a good night. I don’t think I’ve seen him so relaxed the entire time we’ve been here.”

I smirk. “No comment.”

“Ah. So does this mean you’ve made up your mind about what to do?”

I sigh and dump some creamer into my coffee, avoiding her gaze. “Yes. Maybe. I don’t know. One night of hot sex doesn’t make up for anything, ya know? I just missed him. And I think I needed that connection with him again.”

“I get it. None of us are here because the choices are clear. But I support you no matter what. I hope you know that.”

“I do. Thank you. Make sure we get each other’s numbers before we go, okay?”

She smiles and squeezes my hand before taking a seat next to Drew. He immediately puts his arm around her and kisses her on the forehead. They look so much more content and happy than they did the first day we were here. It makes me glad to know they’ll probably make it.

“Ok everyone,” Darryl, the director, calls out, quieting the room. “This is the last exercise we’re going to do before we have a nice, celebratory group lunch. So let’s go ahead and break into our groups.”

The noise level immediately rises as people drag chairs into their designated areas. Santos smiles as he carries two chairs, presumably one of them is for me. We sit and he grabs my hand, kissing my knuckles before turning his attention to Anne. I don’t pull away.

“Congratulations, everyone,” Anne begins. “You’ve made it to the final day. I know it’s been hard on you emotionally, mentally, and possibly even physically. You should be very proud of yourselves for pushing through.”

I look up at Victoria and she winks at me from across the circle.

Anne continues her speech as the rest of us brace ourselves for our final exercise.

“Before we begin, I just want you all to be aware that the energy you’re feeling right now, it will go away. You’ve been running on a lot of adrenaline the last few days, and typically you will crash once you get home. If you have children, you may want to plan at-home activities for the next day or so. If you don’t, prepare for a lot of naps.”

Several people around the circle chuckle.

“When you all came here five days ago, we said we were going to give you the tools you needed to make the best decision for your relationship. For some of you, that means giving your marriage another chance.”

Santos squeezes my hand tighter.

“For some of you, that means keeping things the way they are while you continue with therapy. For others, it means ending this relationship with the skills you need to make it as amicable as possible.

“All of you have probably decided which one of these scenarios is best for you, but does your partner know? We need to make sure you both are on the same page. So we’re all going to stand up and move the circle in a little closer.”

We all rise and move closer to each other.

“This close-knit circle represents a barrier to the rest of the world,” Anne explains. “None of the others groups can see in. We can’t see out. It’s sort of a protective layer, if you will, where we can feel more free to say what we feel.”

I notice that she’s right. There’s something comforting about these people surrounding each other. Like they’re protecting not only our privacy, but our emotions as well.

“Why don’t we have Drew and Victoria come up and share first?”

The give each other a shy smile and move into the circle, facing each other.

“Victoria,” Anne coaxes, “Look Drew in the eye and tell him where your thoughts are at and what you plan to do.”

Victoria bites her bottom lip momentarily before looking at her husband. “Drew, I know I’m a little bit crazy. I admit to it. And your addiction to spending freaks me out. I’m terrified of being poor again. Terrified that you’re going to make us all destitute. But I love you. You talked about joining a group for people with money addictions and doing some sort of money management class with me. I want to do those things with you. I know we can make this work.”

Drew lets out a big breath and a wide smile crosses his face.

“Thank you, Victoria. Drew,” Anne says, “Look at Victoria and tell her what you think.”

“I didn’t tell you this, but last night while you were in the shower, I already made contact with one of those groups, and I’m supposed to go to a meeting tomorrow.”

Victoria’s hands fly up to cover her mouth.

“I want us to stay in therapy and do that class you talked about and go to this group at least once a week. I love you, Victoria. I know I can get a handle on this, I know I can. And when I do, I know you’ll get a handle on your fears, too. I’m all in if you are.”

Victoria nods and throws her arms around his neck, hugging him tight. We give them a moment to bask in their joint victory. When Victoria finally breaks away, she wipes the tears from under her eyes and Drew tucks her under his arm. I smile seeing my new friends save their marriage. They deserve it.

Over the next hour, we watch as all the couples in our group stand in front of each other and make some hard decisions regarding their relationships. It’s not always happy. Some of them are sad. Carrie and her husband Stephen refuse to make eye contact and keep their arms crossed, both stating they want out. Several members of the group sniffle as Carrie and Stephen say their goodbyes. No one wants to see a marriage break apart, but sometimes, sometimes the damage is just too much to come back from.

“Mariana,” Anne says, and my eyes snap up to hers, “Santos, are you guys ready?”

Santos takes me by the hand and leads me to the middle of the group. This is it. The moment of truth for both of us.

“Santos, why don’t you start?”

He takes a deep breath and smiles at me. “Mari, I have never loved anyone as much as I love you. And I know I never will. I want to make this work. I’m committed to you and our family. I vow to you I will give you total transparency from now on.”

I close my eyes as I feel the tears well up. He takes my hand in his.

“No more parties. No passwords on my phone or email or anything. You have total access to all of it. I want to get into therapy, not just marriage counseling but individual therapy, too, so I can figure out how I got to this place, so I never go there again. I will spend my entire life making it up to you and proving to you that you are the sexiest, most beautiful woman in the entire world. I’m all in, baby.”

I look up at him and smile at his sincerity. He looks so happy. So relieved. So complete.

“Thank you, Santos,” Anne says. “Mariana, look at Santos and tell him what you want.”

My heart is pounding and I feel flushed. I don’t want to do this now, but I’m out of time. I take a deep breath and before I lose my nerve, I speak.

“Santos, I love you, so, so much. There is no doubt that you are the love of my life. No one would ever compare to what we have had as friends, as lovers, as family.”

His smile widens, and I feel a pang in my chest.

“But love isn’t enough.”

His smile falters as I pull my hand out of his grip. “Mari?” he breathes.

“I know you feel regret, I know you do. And I know you have the best intentions for it to never happen again. But it’s easy to follow through with your newfound commitment when you’re in the height of the drama. What happens, though, when things return to normal? How can you guarantee you won’t fall back into the same patterns then?”

He takes a step closer, and I hold my hand up to stop him.

“No. Hear me out.” I close my eyes and take a moment to re-organize my thoughts. “Transparency is great when you’re in town or in the off-season. But what happens when you go on road trips? I’m not saying you’ll fall off the wagon. You might not. But not knowing if you’re drinking and making bad decisions, or what women are throwing themselves at you, Santos, every time a little piece of me would die.”

“You want me to quit soccer? Will that make it better? I’ll do it.” He sounds frantic.

“And have you resent me for making you choose between me and your passion? No way. I would never do that to either of us. Look, I’ve thought a lot about what you said the other day, about watching some other man raise your kids from a distance. That won’t happen. I’ve resigned myself to being alone from now on. Because I will never, ever be able to find a love like this one. It was once in a lifetime.”

My breath hitches and tears slide down my cheeks.

“But for my own sanity, for my own emotional well-being, we have to stop this.”

He swallows. “What about last night?” he whispers.

I feel my lip quiver and I sniff. My voice, barely above a whisper. “Last night was goodbye.”

A sob escapes Santos’s throat and he grabs me, hugging me to him. I wrap my arms around him knowing it’s the last time I will be hugging him like this. The last time I will hug my husband. We stand there, crying in each other’s arms for minutes, maybe hours, grieving for ourselves, for our children, for each other. All under the watchful eye of our group, who silently protects us in our last intimate moment together.
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“OOMPH!”

The sheer force of my entire body meeting the ground causes me to forget everything else outside of this moment of pain.

“Again!” I yell and take my position back on my knees and Daniel lobs kick after kick at me. Trying to block shots from the position is almost a guarantee that I’ll end up with bruises up and down my body, but that’s the point. Pain on the outside makes me forget about pain on the inside.

“OOOMPH! Again!”

“What the fuck, man?” Daniels yells back, as he sets up for another kick. “I can’t pepper these at you that fast. There’s no way you’ll be ready. It’s a waste of our time.”

I get in position, ignoring his concerns. “I said again!”

“Santos!” I look to the sidelines as Coach waves me over.

“Shit,” I mutter under my breath, stumbling to my feet and trudging in his direction.

It’s been three weeks since Mariana dropped a bomb on the life I thought I was rebuilding, and obliterated it all. It goes without saying that things have been tense between us ever since. I’m not sure how to talk to her or what to even say. She knows how I feel. But she knows that’s not enough.

Once the shock wore off and I stopped being so upset, I got angry. Angry that nothing I can do will change Mari’s mind. Angry that she won’t accept my apologies and believe me when I say things have changed. Angry that she gets to just walk away from this marriage with my entire life in the palm of her hands, and I walk away with nothing. Nothing of importance, anyway.

So I spend my days working my ass off doing drills during practice and being aggressive on the field. It’s the only thing that helps, however small that help is.

“What the hell is the matter with you, Santos?” Coach asks. “Your form is off, you’re killing yourself on drills that aren’t even effective with the way you’re doing them, and it’s obvious your head isn’t on straight. You having problems out there?”

“No sir,” I pant, hands on my hips.

“You having problems in here?” he asks, tapping my forehead once. I’ve got to give it to the man. He can read almost all his players like a book. He just rarely admits to it.

I scratch my jaw and shuffle back and forth on my feet to stay warm. “I’ve got mediation this afternoon.”

“Shit,” he mutters. “Final orders?”

“Yes, sir.”

He sighs. “I’m sorry, Santos. This kind of situation is never fun.”

I nod once but refuse to look him in the eye. I don’t need anyone’s pity, least of all my coach’s. He needs to know I can still do my job, no matter what’s going on off the field.

“What time is your meeting?”

“1:00.”

“Shit, boy, that’s in just over an hour.”

“Yes, sir.”

He sighs. “Were you just going to not go?”

“No sir. It’s just a couple minutes from here. I was just gonna leave right after we’re done with drills.”

“I think you need to go ahead and leave now.”

I finally make eye contact. “I don’t need to do that. It won’t take me that long to get ready.”

“No, it won’t. But your head isn’t where it needs to be, and you’re training your body the wrong way with every badly formed play. Hit the showers.”

“Yes, sir,” I say sheepishly and head for the locker room to shower.

And hour later, I’m sitting in the mediation room, dressed in a fucking suit, waiting. I stare out the window, looking at nothing, remembering everything. The way Mari felt that last night we were together. The way her eyes closed and she clung to me as she orgasmed. The smile on her face as she kissed me. I rub my chest, trying to get my heart to stop hurting so badly.

I look up when the door opens and Dennis walks in and sits down at the table.

“Santos, Ron,” he says, greeting me and my attorney. “With the way things ended last time, I was hoping we wouldn’t end up back here. I take it the RYM conference wasn’t as successful as we’d hoped?”

“No,” I say, shaking my head. “I thought it was going to be, but I was wrong.”

He glances at Ron, who says nothing, nods once, and continues.

“Well then, let’s get started.” He shuffles some papers and clicks open his pen. “If you’re still agreeable, we’ll put in the standard order on custody, where she maintains physical possession of the children, but you get them a minimum of every other weekend and every Thursday night.”

“That’s not how we usually do our visitation.”

“I understand that. And you can continue with whatever schedule you both already agree on. This just goes in the order so a judge can enforce it if for some reason the current agreement ends up not working out for one, or both of you.”

Ron leans forward in his chair. “Santos, it’s just a protective measure to ensure you are able to see your children, even if Mariana were to stop being so amicable. That’s all it is.”

“Ok. That’s fine.” I run my hands through my hair. “Just make sure she knows I want to continue with what we’re doing right now.”

“I will. What about all the assets?” He shuffles through more papers. “I see you have a savings account, a retirement account through your job, and you’re in the process of selling the house?”

“Yeah. I wasn’t going to, but I don’t need that much room and Mari doesn’t want it. Just give her half of everything. That’s fair, considering she put her own career on hold to support me in mine.”

“That sounds reasonable enough.” He gathers the notepad he’s been writing on and his papers and stands up. “I’ll go see what she has to say and be right back.”

He leaves just as quietly as he arrived.

“I’m sorry the conference didn’t end the way you wanted it to,” Ron offers. “At least you can say you have no regrets now.”

“I guess. Or I can say I wasted two thousand bucks just to have my wife call it quits at the last minute.”

“You sound bitter.”

I scoff. “I am. I’m sitting in a fucking mediation I don’t want, for a divorce I don’t want, so I can be a bachelor again, which I really don’t want. Yeah. I’m fucking bitter.”

He sits back in his chair, not willing to engage me in any more conversation. Wise decision on his part. I’ve held myself together for this long, but there are no guarantees how long my self-control will last.

My thoughts drift off again to the last night Mari and I were together. I thought we were reconnecting. I thought it was her way of showing me that she forgave me and trusted me again. I was so wrong and I can’t help but feel duped.

The door opening once again breaks me from my thoughts.

“I’m not sure you’re going to like her response,” Dennis warns, as he takes a seat. “She agreed to the custody arrangements and standard child support. You are always welcome to give her more, but that would be considered a gift. It’s not actually what you’re ordered to pay.”

I nod in response so he knows I’m listening.

He pushes his glasses up his nose before speaking again. “Mariana thinks that all the liquid assets need to be divided amongst the family, not amongst the two of you.”

“What does that mean?” Ron asks, saving me the trouble.

“She believes since she has physical custody of the children, and they are expensive to raise, she needs to ensure they’ll be cared for no matter what.”

“I’m not understanding what you mean,” I admit. I feel like he’s talking in circles.

“She wants to divide all the assets equally between you both and the children. And she wants eighty percent.”

“Now wait just a minute— Ron begins.

“Done,” I interrupt.

“What?” Ron looks stunned.

“She has spent the last ten years taking care of me and taking care of them. And she’s going to spend another seventeen years raising my children. Give her eighty percent. I don’t care.”

Ron looks at me and shakes his head. “Santos, I don’t think this is a wise idea.”

“I don’t care what you think about it,” I snap at him. He reels back and wisely says nothing else. “I agree to it. Are we done? Can I go now?”

“I need to type it all up and get your signature. But as soon as you sign, you’ll be free to go.”

“Ok.”

“Remember, Santos. This is the only time you’ll get to negotiate. Once you sign this, you’re signing away your right to negotiate again. These are the permanent orders that will be on your divorce decree.”

“Good. That means I won’t have to do this again.”

He pauses momentarily, presumably to get his bearing straight. As he pushes his chair away from the table, he concedes, “Ok. I’ll be right back, then.”

For the next ten minutes, Ron and I sit in silence. He’s unhappy with me for basically giving Mari everything, but I don’t have it in me to give a shit. At this point, I just want this divorce over. I’m tired of living in limbo, and since Mari has made it clear there is no chance for us, I want to get it over with.

When Dennis finally returns, fourteen minutes later which is fourteen minutes longer than I wanted to wait, he hands me several papers.

“Read through these and make sure it’s what you want.”

“I don’t need to. I trust you.” Ron scoffs but I ignore him. “Where do I sign?”

Pointing the areas out with his pen, Dennis directs me on where to sign.

“You’ll need to initial in the bottom right corner of every page. This is to say you’ve read each individual page.”

I ignore him as well and scrawl my initials.

“And you’ll sign on the last page, on the line above your name.”

Quickly, I make my way through each set of initials and sign my name where he told me. Tossing the pen on the table and handing him back the papers, I stand.

“We done here? Can I go?”

Dennis nods. “Your part is finished.”

“Cool. Thanks for your help.” I turn to my attorney. “Ron, let me know if you need anything else from me.”

I charge out the door, not bothering to close it behind me and stride out of the office, leaving my marriage in shambles behind me.
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“Don’t worry. You’re not the only one who is going to be a few minutes late. These elevators always take this long.”

I look around before realizing he’s talking to me. The tall, very handsome man in a suit is talking to me.

“I’m sorry?” I ask like I’m completely disheveled, which I guess I am so it’s not a huge stretch to come off that way.

“The elevators.” He gestures toward the lifts. “You look nervous and keep looking at your watch. I just thought it would make you feel better to know everyone runs late. They’re used to it upstairs.”

“Oh. Actually, that does make me feel better. Thank you.” I smile at him and look back up at the indicating numbers, willing them to come down faster.

“What court are you headed to?” the tall, handsome suit asks me.

“Um, the five-oh-seventh.”

“Ah.” His face changes subtly. “Divorce court. You’ll be fine. They schedule a bunch of cases at once. They’ll never even know you’re late.” I can’t tell if he’s feeling bad for me or was initially flirting and now… now he’s just not.

“Thank you. I’ve never done this before so I’m a bit on edge.”

He nods in acknowledgment and the elevator doors finally open, people spilling out. I never know how that many people can fit in one of these things. As the crowd thins, the rest of us clamor on, trying not to miss it, knowing we’ll have to wait again if we do.

Almost all the light-up buttons are glowing, which makes for a long trip up to the eighth floor. By the time I get out, I’m fifteen minutes late for my scheduled hearing time.

“Where have you been?” my attorney, Cheryl, asks as she rushes toward me.

“I’m sorry. I couldn’t find a parking lot or parking garage anywhere. I had to circle about twenty times before I found one, and then I had to park on the roof and it didn’t even have an elevator.”

“Oh, I’ve parked there before. I hate that one.” She leads me to the double wooden doors. “I’ve already signed us in so we’re on the roster to go any time now. Since we’ve already done our mediation, this will be very cut and dry. When we stand in front of the judge, don’t say anything unless she asks. You ready?”

“No. But yes.”

She shoots a sad smile at me. “That’s the best you can possibly be right now.” She pulls the door open and ushers me in. “Go ahead and have a seat. They’ll call us in just a second.”

The court room is noisier than I expected. It’s not loud, but it’s just not silent like I thought it would be, especially with the judge already sitting on the bench. There is a line of people, I assume they’re attorneys, that appear to be checking in with someone behind a computer. A couple dozen people sit on the benches. I sit quietly like Cheryl instructed and just observe.

“Calhoun case?” someone calls out, and two people in suits stand up and walk to the front. They’re quickly sworn in.

“So Mr. Calhoun filed for divorce a couple of months ago,” the judge remarks while reading through some papers. “Has mediation already been completed?”

“For temporary orders, yes, Your Honor,” one of the suits bellows.

The judge looks up. “Does that mean both parties don’t agree to the mediation permanently?”

The other suit speaks up. “There is some information Mrs. Calhoun has run across since the mediation pertaining to possession of assets. She would like to meet again to renegotiate the terms of the divorce.”

The judge nods. “That sounds reasonable. So today I’m ordering mediation be completed again to get this resolved. I would like to remind the parties that mediation is an effective process that will expedite this process and is less expensive. Good luck in mediation.”

Both suits murmur in agreement.

“Unless there’s something else?”

“No, Your Honor.”

“Ok. It’s so ordered.” She bangs the gavel. “I’ll see you both back here in a couple of weeks.”

I raise my eyebrows. That was a lot faster and less dramatic than I expected for a court hearing. I anticipated someone to yell “You can’t handle the truth” and the judge threatening to sic the bailiff on someone for contempt. This is much easier than I assumed it would be.

“DeLa… uh, DeLaGua… jardo? DeLaGuajardo?” A collective laugh goes through the room as I stand up. I can’t help but smile, myself. People have been butchering my last name since I changed it ten years ago, so it doesn’t faze me. But it does bring a little comic relief, which I need.

I make my way to Cheryl and we walk through a short swinging door to stand in front of the bench. I look around and realize Santos isn’t here. And it appears, neither is his attorney.

I’m quickly sworn in before the judge starts speaking to me. My hands are nervously clasped in front of me.

“Mrs. DeLaGuajardo? Did I say that right?”

“Yes, ma’am.”

“It looks like you filed for divorce almost a year ago, is that correct?”

“Yes, ma’am.”

“It usually doesn’t take so long to be finalized. Did you run into problems?”

“Your Honor, the DeLaGuajardo’s decided to make one last attempt at reconciling their marriage.”

“Is that so?” She sits back, making herself comfortable in her chair.

“Yes. They attended the Rebuilding Your Marriage conference.”

The judge nods. “Excellent program. I commend you on your effort. I always appreciate when people in my courtroom have taken the time to go through the program.”

“Yes, your Honor. It was very intense but worth it. Even if it didn’t work for us.”

She leans forward again and looks at the papers in front of her.

“I’m sorry to hear it didn’t work. You filed for divorce under the pretense of irreconcilable differences.”

“Yes, ma’am.”

“And I see mediation has been completed. You’re comfortable with this agreement, Mrs. DeLaGuajardo?”

“Yes, ma’am. Santos was very generous.”

“Ok. Well, everything looks like it’s in order and since neither Mr. DeLaGuajardo nor his attorney are here to object, I am ordering the dissolution of your marriage.”

I knew it was coming, but I wasn’t prepared for the shock that runs through my body when the judge announces it. I feel the tears build up behind my eyes.

The judge points her pen at a box of tissues while she continues speaking and Cheryl grabs one, handing it to me.

“There is a thirty-day waiting period before the dissolution will be filed and finalized. But barring any major issues, you are now officially divorced. I wish you luck, Ms. DeLaGuajardo.”

The change in title isn’t lost on me and the tears begin to fall. “Thank you,” I whisper and we walk back through the short, swinging door and out of the courtroom.

“You ok?” Cheryl asks quietly.

“Yeah,” I say, as I wipe a tear and sniffle. “I thought I was prepared for the emotion, but I just wasn’t.”

“I hear that a lot. It feels like you spend years working on your marriage and it just ends in two minutes flat.”

“Yeah. That’s exactly how it feels.”

“If it makes you feel better, I’ve been working on your case for months. So it wasn’t really that quick.”

“Strangely, that does make me feel better.”

“I’ll let you know when it’s all been filed and make sure you have a certified copy of the decree. If you need anything, let me know, ok?”

“Thank you, Cheryl. I really appreciate it.”

“No problem.” She looks at her watch. “I need to run. I have another hearing in about twenty minutes on a different floor. And you know how great these elevators are.”

I smile at her. “Of course. Go ahead.”

She turns away from me and leaves me standing in the hallway. Alone.

For the first time in ten years, I am truly all alone. Sure, I’ve lived on my own with the kids for a while, but knowing I’m officially a single mom now feels foreign. I don’t like it, even if it is right for me.

My entire life as I knew it is officially and legally over. Everything has changed. And Santos didn’t even care enough to show up when it happened.
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“Mmmm, mmmm, mmmm.”

The telltale sounds that my orgasm is imminent make their way out of my throat. I look down at the red head with her hand wrapped around my cock and feel disgusted with myself, but I’m too far gone to stop now. Besides, I’m divorced now. Who’s stopping me?

“Get ready,” I say just as the base of my spine begins to tingle. I come hard. I come long. And strangely, I feel nothing when it’s over.

I look down again and see a playful look in the redhead’s eyes. As she begins to climb her way up my body, I know what she’s going to do, and Mari’s words slam into my brain.

 

“It never occurred to you that you kissed these whores on the mouth, probably right after they got done sucking someone else’s dick without a condom, did it?”

 

As the redhead goes to kiss me, I turn away.

She pulls back. “What’s wrong?”

“Nothing.”

She pulls back even more to look at me. “Did I do something wrong?”

“Besides blowing some douchebag you just met that you’ll probably never see again?”

Her eyes widen and she looks pissed. “Excuse me?”

I sigh, already exhausted and full of regret. “Just go.” I reach over to the end table and pour more scotch in my glass. The redhead stomps out of the room, not bothering to close it behind her. That’s my cue to tuck my dick back in my pants.

The sounds of the party in the main rooms grate on my nerves. It makes me feel almost claustrophobic. I gotta get out of here.

Grabbing the bottle of liquor and my glass, I make my way out the sliding glass door to the small patio overlooking the pool. The night air is cool, as it usually is in early December. It’s a huge relief from the normally hot and balmy temps. I sit and stare at the water, lit up with blue lights so the pool looks like it’s glowing.

I’ve been to hundreds of parties over the years. Dozens, at least, at this particular apartment. But it feels different tonight. It’s not fun anymore. The blowjob didn’t get rid of enough adrenaline from today’s earlier game and just left me feeling dirty.

Why do I continue to subject myself to this shit? It always ends up the same way, and I always end up hating myself.

If it weren’t for the fact that it’s Nate Funderling’s last night with us, I would consider leaving. But since it is Funderling’s last night, I figure I owe the guy at least enough to stick around for a while. Even if I’ve isolated myself on the balcony.

The door slides open, and I glance up at the intrusion.

“Oh, sorry,” Tiffany sputters, not sure if she should come out or stay inside. “I, um…, I didn’t think anyone was out here.”

“No, no,” I say, waving her over. “It’s ok. You can come out. I’m just avoiding the scene in there.”

She freezes momentarily, as if deciding whether or not I’m going to yell at her again. I don’t blame her.

“Oh. Ok.” She sits on the lounge chair across from mine and looks out onto the pool with me.

“I’m surprised you’re not in there with the rest of the crowd,” I say, trying to be civil.

“I was for a while. But the smell of the smoke was starting to really bug me. I needed to get some fresh air while Rowen hobnobs with all the new players.”

I nod. That’s what I should be doing. But I’m not. I’m here. Feeling sorry for myself.

“I’m sorry,” I finally blurt out.

Tiffany looks at me quizzically. “For what?”

“For the last conversation we had.”

“Oh,” she says quietly.

“I was really mad at everyone at that point and trying not to take responsibility for my own actions. I wanted to blame you so I didn’t have to blame myself, and… well, I’m sorry.”

“Thank you, Santos. That means a lot to me.”

We sit in amicable silence again, me nursing my scotch and her lost in her own thoughts.

“Want a drink?” I hand my glass over expecting her to take it from me, but she doesn’t.

“No thanks. I'm laying off the sauce for a while.”

I shrug and take another swallow. “Smoke making you sick. Laying off the booze. If I didn’t know any better, I’d say you’re pregnant.”

I chuckle and look over at her. She’s not chuckling. In fact, she looks mortified.

“Oh shit. You’re pregnant, aren’t you?”

She sighs and sits up in the chair, criss-crossing her legs. “Eight weeks.”

“No shit?”

“No shit.”

“Well don’t sound so excited.”

She absent-mindedly rubs her stomach like pregnant women are known to do, even if they aren’t showing. “It’s not that I’m not excited. It just that it’s unexpected.”

“So this wasn’t planned, huh?”

She laughs. “Uh, no. We haven’t even been married a year. We’re young enough we were looking at being married about ten years before starting a family. Apparently, Rowen’s swimmers had other ideas.”

“How is Rowen taking it?”

“Rolling with the punches like only Rowen can. He’s already told his parents and his mother is coming down next weekend to go house hunting. She’s already said there is no reason to have daycare when the baby’s grandmother can be the babysitter.”

I chuckle. “That sounds about right. Mari’s mom was ecstatic when we moved to Houston so the grandbabies would only be a few hours away. She loved it when I went out of town and she had an excuse to visit.” The laughter that had been bubbling up falters on my lips and pain of the memories rips through my chest, despite my attempts at rubbing it away.

“You miss her, don’t you?” Tiffany asks gently.

I swallow down the emotion I’m feeling. “More than she’ll ever understand.”

“I’m so sorry, Santos.”

I look over as she wipes a tear from her eye.

“I’m sorry for the part I played in it. I watched you with her at Chance’s birthday party that one time. I don’t think I’ve ever seen anyone as in love with their wife as you were with her.”

I have no response. She’s right, but it turns out my love wasn’t enough. But again, that’s all my fault.

“Do you still love her?” she asks.

I take another drink. “I’ll never stop.”

The door slides open again and we both look up to see Rowen staring at us.

“Everything ok out here, babe?”

“Fine,” she assures and reaches for him. I have to look away. I don’t want to see them be affectionate. “Sorry. The smoke was getting to me.”

Out of the corner of my eye, I see Tiffany scoot forward and Rowen sit behind her.

“Babe, can I ask you a question?” Tiffany asks Rowen. I assume he nods, since he doesn’t answer. “How did you know I was done with this lifestyle. With the parties and stuff.”

Her question surprises me, and I can’t help but look over to see the same emotion written on Rowen’s face. It seems like a personal conversation to be having with me sitting here.

“Um, I… I don’t know,” he stutters.

She nudges him. “Come on. I promise I’m not being girly and emotional right now. I need your honest answer.”

He leans his head back and thinks. “Well, I guess it’s because we’d talked about being monogamous.”

“And you just trusted me?”

He cringes. “Well, not at first. But I guess the longer we were together and the more you proved good on your word, the more I trusted you.”

She turns to look at me. “Did you hear that, Santos?”

“I’m not sure what that has to do with me,” I say honestly.

“You and Mariana just got divorced. But that doesn’t mean your relationship is over. If you want to be a different guy, be it.”

I snort. “Thanks for the vote of confidence, but she doesn’t want anything to do with me.”

“That’s where you’re wrong.” She turns her entire body to face me. “She doesn’t want anything to do with the guy that cheated on her without a second thought. She doesn’t want anything to do with the pain that makes her feel. But if you are a different person, truly have that part of your life under control, there’s no reason you can’t get back together.

I stare at her for a few seconds before I burst out laughing.

“Are you kidding me right now? Tiffany, we went to a huge conference where we did the most intense therapy you can do. And that wasn’t enough. I promised complete and total transparency and to never, ever fall off the wagon again. That wasn’t enough. It’s over and done with. She made that clear.”

“I don’t believe that,” she argues firmly.

“How? How can you not believe that? She said no. She went to court and finalized the divorce.”

“Because my cousin remarried her cheating husband.”

I freeze with my glass halfway to my mouth.

“Really?”

She nods. “Really. They were divorced for two years before he finally pulled his head out of his ass. He went through another year of therapy, proved he was a different man, a better man, and they got back together. They’ve been happily re-married for five years.”

As I digest the information she’s given me, the questions run through my brain. Have I really changed my patterns enough for Mari to trust me again? Obviously not since I just got a blow job from some random chick. But should I follow through on that therapy I promised I’d do? Could I follow through? And how long will it take to prove I’m trustworthy again?

“I see your point,” I finally say.

Tiffany smiles at me.

“Good.” She pats Rowen on the thigh. “Now if you’ll excuse us, this baby mama is getting really, really tired all the sudden.”

Rowen’s eyes widen. “Babe!”

“He guessed.”

I chuckle. “Don’t worry. I’m not telling anyone. I’ve done this before, remember? That first trimester… phew… it’s exciting and terrifying all at once.”

“And exhausting and annoying,” Tiffany tacks on. She stands up and helps pull Rowen to his feet.

“Hey, Rookie,” I say, using the nickname he hasn’t answered to in over a year. He stops and looks at me. “Congratulations, man. I’m happy for you.” I bump fists with him and a huge smile crosses his face.

“Thanks, man. I just hope I’m as good of a dad as you are.”

They head back into the party as I sit for a while longer. My thoughts are running hundreds of miles an hour, especially because I know, I know I haven’t done enough. Not even close. There’s no guarantee I’ll get my wife back, but if what Tiffany is saying is true, I haven’t even really started trying.

Maybe it’s time to try harder. Even if it’s only for myself.
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Dishes. Laundry. Diapers. Ugh. The chores are never ending. Today, it’s grating on my nerves more than normal and I have no idea why.

I’ve been a stay-at-home mom since Myra was born, and I was a stay-at-home wife before that. So none of this is new.

But in some ways, it’s all new.

I knew when I left Santos life would change, but I think how much it changed is kind of jarring. I knew my life was wrapped up in Santos’s job, but I don’t think I ever knew how much until it was all gone.

Not only do I not go to weekly games most of the year anymore, I don’t get invited out by my friends either. I understand why… it’s hard to include someone who is no longer part of the Mutiny family. What could I possibly contribute to party planning? I won’t be invited to any of the family events. Won’t watch the babies I’ve snuggled grow up. I won’t be part of the celebrations. I won’t be part of the losses. And how could I be? How would they be able to include Santos’s next wife, assuming he were to get married again. She would be the WAG, not me.

I realize I’m scrubbing the pot in the sink a little too hard when I scrape my finger with the scrubbing pad and actually take off some skin.

“Shit,” I say, dropping everything in the sink and putting my stinging finger under the water. It’s not bleeding, but it stings. I look out the window and sigh.

I’m so tired of being angry. I’m tired of being angry about the situation. I’m tired of being angry at Santos. I’m tired of being mad at myself. Something needs to change around here and it starts with me.

Realizing the kids are awfully quiet, I walk around the pass-through corner of the kitchen into the living room.

“Where’s Theo?” I ask the girls. They’re engrossed in the preview of some new Disney Junior show and don’t acknowledge me. I look around the room again, this time looking for feet hiding under furniture. When I don’t see any, my heart starts to pound.

“Girls,” I say again, “where’s Theo?”

Myra looks over at me with a blank look. “I don’t know, Mama. We’re watching TV.”

I turn around and race for the bedrooms. “Theo?” I call as I look in rooms. “Theo, baby, where are you? Do you want juice?”

His lack of answer makes me even more frantic. Where the hell is he? There’s not any water accidentally left in the bathtub is there?

I check all the bathrooms, closets, under the beds… no Theo.

“Theo! Bug-a-boo! Where are you, baby?”

I race back into the living room area. By now the girls realize something is wrong and are looking around as well. If I wasn’t so frantic, it would be cute seeing Lina check inside the toy box for him.

“Girls, did anyone come inside the apartment while I was in the kitchen?”

They shake their heads. “No, Mama,” Myra whimpers. I can see on her face she’s starting to panic as well.

I cup her cheek. “It’s ok, baby. Let’s just keep looking.”

I check the locks on the back door. It’s still locked up tight. So I race to the front door. And that’s when I see it ajar.

I suck in a breath, knowing he’s outside. Just in the last couple of days, he’s been able to open our doors because the door knob is a handle. But I thought I’d dead bolted the front. I always dead bolt the front when we come in.

Or at least I thought I always did.

“Girls, stay here!” I yell, as I race out the front door, still in my robe and fuzzy socks. Knowing how much he loves wheels and tires and cars, I run toward the road without a second thought.

I almost run over one of my neighbors down the way. An elderly woman with short curly silver hair, and her husband, who is tall, also with silver hair.

“I’m so sorry,” I say quickly. “You haven’t seen a baby walking around outside have you?

They shake their heads. “No, dear. Is he missing?”

“Are you sure? He’s got dark, spiky hair and he’s wearing Batman pajamas?”

“No, we haven’t. Do you need help looking?”

“Yes, please. I’m headed toward the road.”

Leaving them behind, I continue to the street that runs perpendicular to our apartment. As I round the corner, my heart stops.

I see him. He’s on the curb, looking up at an airplane in the sky and waving at it with his little baby wave.

“Theo!” I yell hysterically and run as fast as my socked feet will let me.

He turns to look at me just as a car whizzes by him and knocks him off balance. I grab him off the grass and hug him to me, collapsing on the ground in a heap of tears.

“Ohmygodohmygodohmygod,” I say over and over, part prayer of thanksgiving, part hysterical rambling. He sits still and lets me rock him. I have no idea how much time passes until I feel a hand on my shoulder.

It’s the elderly woman.

“Is he ok?” she asks me kindly. There’s no judgement in her eyes, just concern for his well-being.

“I think so.” Pulling away from him, I inspect him as well as I can while sitting on the grass next to a busy road. “He doesn’t look like he has any scrapes or bruises.”

“How did he get away from you, dear?”

I shake my head, trying to rid myself of the last of the adrenaline. “I… he… I thought I deadbolted the door. I didn’t realize it was unlocked.”

“Oh,” she remarks. “I did that a few times when my kids were little. It happens. But he’s safe. That’s the important part.”

I nod and take a breath. I feel like I’ve been holding it.

“Do I need to call the police?” a male voice calls out from the parking lot.

“No Marv,” the woman answers for me. “He’s safe and sound. A little shaken up, but they’re alright.” Turning back to me, she continues her kind assessment of the situation. “Do you need help getting back home? Can you walk?”

“Um… yeah. I mean, I think I’m fine.” I stand up, heaving Theo up with me. No way I’m putting him down right now. “But thank you for your help.”

“It’s no problem.” She pats me on my arm. “Watch yourself, though. With this much adrenaline running through your body, you’ll probably go into shock later. So eat a good, solid lunch and be prepared to take a nap.”

I nod in appreciation and walk back to the apartment. Theo snuggles into me, which makes me feel a little bit better.

“Mama, you find him?” Lina asks, as we walk through the door. This time, I make sure to deadbolt it.

“I did,” I say. I see the look on their little faces and know they were feeling almost as panicked as I was, so they need more reassurance than just seeing me hold him. “He’s ok. Everyone’s ok. But I bet everyone’s hungry.”

I spend the next couple of hours making lunch, feeding them, and getting them down for naps. As soon as I close the girls’ bedroom door, my body starts to shake.

I feel cold, even though it’s not at all cold outside. The old woman’s words cross my mind.

With this much adrenaline running through your body, you’ll probably go into shock later.

I have to assume what I’m feeling is exactly what she warned me about. Is this what being in shock is? I’ve never had this happen before.

I draw myself a hot bath and climb in to try to warm up. It takes a few minutes, but the shaking finally stops. That’s when the memories flood in.

Not knowing where Theo was. Racing through the apartment trying to find him. Running into the neighbors outside. And the worst memory of all, seeing him standing on the edge of the road, a car coming quickly, and him looking up at the sky. Seeing him wobble and fall over.

I’m still too stunned by the situation to even cry. And I’m still so mad at myself because I know this is all my fault. I’ve been so emotionally distant, I didn’t even remember to lock the damn front door.

I’ve spent close to a year being angry. I’ve been disappointed. I’ve been sad. And yes, I have a right to feel things, but I don’t have a right to give my children only half of myself so I can stay in my little comfort bubble of self-pity.

It has to stop. It’s time to stop.

Yes, my husband cheated on me. But I divorced him. End of story. This is my life now and I can either muddle my way through, letting the kids follow my lead and muddle through their childhood. Or I can focus on the positives. And that’s what I plan on doing.

The pity-party is officially over.
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“Hey, how ya doing, Santos?”

“I’m doing ok, thanks.”

Shaking my therapist’s hand, a genuine smile crosses my face. I’ve been seeing Justin for a couple of weeks now, and therapy hasn’t been at all like I thought it would be.

I envisioned a stuffy old man making me lay on a couch while he holds a clipboard and asks me about my mother. Justin, however, is anything but a stuffy old man. Just a couple years older than me, he comes to work wearing jeans and sneakers. He’s got scruff on his face and doesn’t even have a desk to sit behind. His office looks more like a living room with a couch and a couple recliners. The only indication it’s a therapy office at all is the bookshelf full of reference material.

We talk for a few minutes about my latest game and what the chances are we’ll win the title this year. Turns out Justin isn’t a fan of soccer, but he’s been to an occasional game. Most people in Houston have, even if it’s just to say they’ve gone.

Quickly, the conversation turns to Mari and the kids. The look on his face when I tell him about Theo getting out of the apartment mirrors the horror I felt when Mari called and told me.

“Holy crap,” he exclaims. “I can only imagine how that made you feel to hear about it.”

“I was so scared, man,” I admit. “Even though it was already over, ya know? Nothing was even happening. Theo was safe and sound, but I felt so helpless. I hate not being there.”

When Mari had called me the night after it happened, the initial panic was overwhelming. As she told me about it, I paced the floor of the house; it was impossible to sit down. I was so glad he was ok, but I was so mad it had happened in the first place. Once again, I was mad at myself for putting us all in the situation to begin with. What if she hadn’t found him in time? What if she hadn’t found him at all?

“Sounds like it was just one more reason to be frustrated with the situation.”

“You have no idea. You have kids, right?”

“Yep.” Justin picks up his phone and pulls up a picture to show me. “Two girls. Three years and eight months.”

“They’re cute.”

“They take after their mother,” he says with a smile, glancing at the picture one more time before putting the phone away.

“So you get why I was so panicked.”

“Oh, yeah. Your reaction was totally understandable. The danger was over, but you still needed to process your emotions. It’s scary stuff. How was Mari when you talked to her? Did she sound ok?”

I take a deep breath and think back to how she sounded. “She was calm. Maybe too calm. It was weird.”

“She was probably in shock.”

“That’s what I was thinking. I don’t know how she kept it together long enough to even call me.”

“Shock typically doesn’t set in for a couple hours, especially if the person keeps moving for a while.” He leans back in his chair, crossing his hands on his chest. “It’s what mothers do. When you think about it, they’re kind of amazing. I don’t think I ever appreciated what my own mother went through until my wife became one and I saw it from a different perspective.”

“Yeah, I have a lot of respect for my grandmother now for raising her own kids and then raising me. Especially after this, I wish I could call her and thank her for putting up with me. I was not an easy child to take care of, I’m sure.”

“I’m assuming she passed away?”

“Yeah, right before Myra was born.” I think back to my abuela and what a wonderful woman she was. She was always baking cookies to take to the church, or doing Zumba, or running bingo at the local nursing home. She was as spunky as they come, and when she dropped dead of a heart attack at the ripe old age of 76, I was devastated. “God, it really sucked. I still miss her. Although part of me is glad she’s not here to see my family fall apart. She would’ve kicked my ass if she’d been here.”

“Do you know much about your mom?”

I stretch my legs out, getting more comfortable. “A little. She had me when she was fifteen or sixteen. Really young. I remember bits and pieces because she was around for a little while. But one day she up and left, and my grandmother raised me after that.”

“Do you know why she left? Did anyone ever say?”

I raise an eyebrow. “I was wondering when you were going to ask about my mother.”

He laughs. “I know. It’s such a stereotype. But humor me. I’m trying to piece some stuff together.”

“Ok. Well, she was kind of in and out. She wasn’t one to stick around long. I actually haven’t see her… wow, not since Abuela’s funeral.”

“Do you know anything about what she was like growing up?”

“I always heard stories about what a wild child she was as a teenager, and sometimes I’d overhear whispers about her latest dramas.”

“Like what?”

I think back, trying to remember the things that were said. I was so young and didn’t really care all that much. I knew she was my mother in title, but with my grandmother there, I never felt like there was anything missing. “I guess things like when she’d get fired from her jobs or the fallout with her latest boyfriend. I think only one of my tias actually kept in touch with her. Everyone else kind of dropped her when she started stealing money. I didn’t find that out until right before Abuela died. So I don’t know if she’s on drugs or what. She seemed fine at the funeral, a little haggard. But we all were a little haggard that day, so I didn’t think anything of it.”

He nods his head and stares off like he’s thinking.

“What?” I ask. “You’re thinking really hard right now.”

He smiles and stands up, grabbing a magazine off the table in the corner. “There’s some new research I was reading the other day and your situation with women kind of came to mind.”

“What kind of research?”

He flips through the magazine as he sits back down. Once he finds the right page, he nods. “Yeah. It’s this article right here. This is a therapeutic resource magazine, so it’s chocked full of the latest information. Sort of an overview of new research so us therapists don’t have to track down medical journals all the time. This is the article I was talking about, if you’re ever interested in reading it.”

“How about you just give me an overview.”

“I was just about to.” Tossing the magazine onto the couch, he continues. “In a nutshell, it says there is a correlation between a mother who is an addict and the likelihood of her child being an addict. In fact, the increased chances of that child becoming an addict are very high.”

“And you think my mother was an addict?”

“From everything you’ve told me, it seems likely. Your family describing her as a wild child, stealing money from everyone, can’t hold down a job, bounces from boyfriend to boyfriend. Obviously, I don’t know for sure, but those are pretty typical behaviors.”

“But I’ve never done drugs. Ever. I was always too focused on soccer.”

“That’s where this particular research is a little different. Most studies focus on a drug-addicted mother and whether or not her child becomes a drug addict. But there are different kinds of addictions, and that’s what these researchers looked at. They didn’t focus on one particular kind of addiction. Only whether or not the child would become addicted to something.”

“Wait.” I shake my head as what he’s saying starts to come together. “Are you saying you think I’m a sex addict?”

He moves his head back and forth as he considers his words. “I wouldn’t necessarily say you’re an addict at this point. A true sex addict has an actual physiological response to sex. The cravings for that release are literally painful. But I think there are different severities.”

“What do you mean?”

“Well, I’ll use an alcoholic as an example. You’ve got true, full-blown alcoholics who are drunk every minute of every day. They can’t go without booze to the point that they don’t even second-guess ruining their entire lives for their next drink.

“Then there’s the functioning alcoholic. This is the person who has a drink before work in the morning and may sneak a shot or two during the day. They always have alcohol within reach and it might affect their health, but for the most part, it doesn’t necessarily affect their day-to-day life.

“And then there is the situational alcoholic that doesn’t drink all that much, but when they do, they can’t stop. They’re the ones who are likely to get a DUI or alcohol poisoning because they just can’t stop once they start.”

“So which one am I?” I ask. Everything he’s saying is starting to make sense.

“Let me ask you a question. When was the last time you had sex? With a groupie, or well, with anyone?”

I swallow, not wanting to admit it out loud. I’m still too ashamed of myself. “I, uh… the day of my divorce. It wasn’t sex, it was just um…”

“You don’t have to explain. I get it,” he says without judgement. “So a couple of weeks ago?”

I nod.

“You haven’t had sex after any of your games recently?”

I shake my head. “I haven’t really wanted to go to any parties. Just haven’t been in the mood, ya know? That last time made me feel… it just didn’t give me what I needed.”

“Which was what?”

“I don’t really know. I mean, it calmed down my adrenaline and all. But I felt really gross afterwards. It just wasn’t the same.”

“That’s usually how the situational alcoholic feels when they finally stop drinking permanently.”

I stare at him, unable to say anything as my mind spins. Is it possible that I’m a situational sex addict? I think back to all the times I’ve been with someone other than Mari. The situation was always the same… game, party, sex… game, party, sex… no variation. No going out and looking for a woman, just taking what was right in front of me once the regular routine started.

“I need to make something clear, Santos.” He leans forward, elbows on his knees. “Recognizing the pattern doesn’t take away your responsibility for your actions. You still have to process through all of that because I know the guilt eats at you.”

I nod, still speechless.

“You have an opportunity to change your patterns before you turn into a legitimate sex addict. But you need to make sure you’re doing it for yourself. Not Mari. Not the kids. You. You have to be able to recognize your own patterns so you can change them if you are ever going to have a successful relationship with anyone.”

My mind is still in a fog as we finish up the session and make plans to meet in another week. I’ve never put too much thought into my choices because doing so would crush me with guilt. And no one else has ever put too much thought into my choices because they chalked it up to me being an athlete.

But now, I’m seeing it for what it is… the choices of a man who is out of control. And I want to get that control back.

Ideas on how to fix this run through my head. I have to fix this. I want to fix this. I want to get back in control. Yes, I want to do this for my family. But also for my future relationships. And strangely enough, I want to do this for myself. Because I never, ever want to feel this way again.
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The shrill noise of the drill makes the kids run away holding their ears, which makes my life easier because they stay away from the front door. The last thing I want right now is for one of them to try and bolt. I’m still feeling too much guilt over Theo getting out the other day.

I was nervous to call Santos and tell him what happened. Really nervous. The entire thing was my fault. Distraction is understandable when you’re a mom of three small children. But there is no excuse for the amount of emotional distraction I was allowing myself to have.

The one good thing about the scare was that it forced me to take a good, hard look at myself and how emotionally stagnant I’d become. It’s justifiable to feel anger and betrayal when one finds out their spouse has been unfaithful. But holding onto that anger for so long was a choice I made.

Now, I choose to let it go. I choose to not be angry anymore. Regardless, I was still scared to tell Santos.

Of course, he immediately put my fears to rest. Instead of telling me what a terrible mother I am or taking me to court and fighting for custody, he came up with a plan to make things better.

So here he is, replacing all our door handles with actual knobs, and baby-proofing them. He came over immediately after practice, still covered in grass and mud.

Still sweaty.

Still smelling like dirt and musk. And man.

I can’t help it when my eyes rake down his body, focusing on his hard calves; his thick, muscular thighs; his rock-hard ass…

“The landlord asked that I put all the handles back on whenever you move out,” he recounts. “The handles are actually ADA compliant and he’s just letting us do this because of the liability since Theo is able to get out.”

I quickly look away before he catches me ogling him. I can’t believe how much my body still responds to him. This is the curse of being amicable. Just because I don’t trust him doesn’t mean my body doesn’t still want him.

“So he’s not taking it out of the deposit?”

“Nope.” One more twist of a screwdriver and the front door is done. “There. The little bugger shouldn’t be able to break out now.”

“Thank you, Santos. I can’t even tell you how much better it makes me feel knowing he can’t get out again. That was just so… well… you know.”

“I do know.” He starts putting his tools away so he can work on the next door. “It was bad enough when you told me and it was over by then. But Mari, why didn’t you call me as soon as you realized he was gone? I would have dropped everything and been here.”

I lean back against the wall and look at the floor as the guilt runs through me again. “It wasn’t like that. It happened so fast. The neighbors didn’t even have time to call 9-1-1 before I found him.”

“Still, I wish I would have known. I just felt so… I don’t know, helpless. And like a terrible father.”

My head snaps up to look at him. “Why would you feel like that? I’m the one that didn’t realize he left the house. I thought for sure you’d say I was a terrible mother.”

“What? Mari, you’re the best mother I know.”

“Thanks.” I smile shyly at him. We stand there looking at each other momentarily.

“Um… so you want the bathrooms done next?”

“Oh, yeah.” I peek around the corner to check on the kids. The girls are happily stacking blocks so Theo can knock them over. It’s a game they often play for hours.

“They look happy.” I feel Santos’s body heat behind me. It makes my body miss him even more. “As much as I miss them, you’ve done great with them, Mari.”

I smile again but say nothing before he follows me down the hall. There’s not really anything to say.

As he pulls his tools out, I get the feeling he has more on his mind that he wants to talk about. But there’s no forcing the conversation. When Santos is ready, he’ll say whatever he wants to say. For now, I’m content to just watch him work.

“So, um,” he stammers, as he lines up the screws inside the door. “I started going to therapy.”

My eyebrows shoot up.

“Really?” One of the things they told us at the Redesigning Your Marriage conference is to continue with therapy. Since we decided to divorce, I never followed through. I always assumed he didn’t either.

“Yeah.”

He’s almost got the knob on, but he won’t look at me. I suspect it’s too hard to see my face when he talks about this kind of thing. His grandmother was a great woman. But she was also very tight-lipped about family drama. Therapy would never be something she would have approved of.

“What made you decide to go back?”

“I decided that I want to be better.”

He slowly looks up at me, and I see remorse written all over his face. Not excuses. Not justifications. Genuine remorse.

“I don’t know why I made some of the choices I made. It’s hard to explain. Some of the stuff, I just kind of did it on autopilot. That’s not an excuse.”

“I know.” And I do. His entire demeanor is different as he talks about it this time.

“I just want to know why. I want to know how I could completely shut off my emotions like that. I need to know that I won’t do it again.”

“Santos,” I say, crossing my arms. “I’m so glad you’re in therapy. But it doesn’t change anything. You know that, right?”

He winces, but quickly follows it with a nod. “I know. But I’m not doing it for you. Well, no that’s not right. There’s part of me that’s doing it for you and the kids. So someday you’ll be proud of me again. But mostly, I think, I’m doing it for me. I think this past year has been my rock bottom. I would rather be in therapy the rest of my life than ever feel this kind of pain and regret again.”

I don’t know what to say. Santos is full of life and energy and exuberance. But right now, he stands before me just humble. He’s not embarrassed or ashamed. Just honest and open. It actually confuses me a bit.

This is the man I fell in love with. The one who owned up to his shit, or so I thought, and strived to be a better person. The one who could see where he wanted to end up in his future and would grab it by the horns until he got it.

The man he evolved into wasn’t humble like this. It was such a gradual change, I never even noticed it until now.

A screech comes from the other room, breaking the moment, and Myra comes flying in.

“Mama,” she whines with tears in her eyes, “Theo keeps knocking over my building.”

I chuckle. “Baby, I thought you guys were playing a game.”

She sniffles. “We were. But then we didn’t want to anymore, we just wanted to make a castle and Theo keeps knocking it down.”

“He’s just a baby, honey. He doesn’t understand you want the castle to stay up.”

“Uh huh. But can you make him stop, Mama? Please?” She looks up at me, her eyes so much like her father’s.

“It’s almost time for lunch. Can you play with him a little bit longer while I make some peanut butter and jelly?”

We both look over as we hear tools being put away. “How about this?” Santos proposes. “How about I come help you build your castle and keep Theo away while your mom makes the sandwiches. Will that work?”

Myra nods excitedly. “Will you eat lunch with us, too, Daddy? Please?”

He looks up at me while addressing her. “That’s up to you mother.”

“Please, Mama! Please!” she pleads.

“Of course, baby. Daddy is more than welcome.”

“Yay!” She squeals as Santos swoops her up in his arms and sits her on his shoulders. I watch as they laugh and giggle down the hall, Santos having to duck whenever he goes through a doorway so Myra doesn’t bang her head.

For the first time in a long time, my heart feels full and my shoulders feel lighter. It feels good to see the possibility of a friendship again. Even if that’s all we ever have.
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“Ooof!”

My body hits the ground hard as I try to stop the ball. I miss and immediately pop back up to my feet, ready to attempt another block.

I’m being peppered on all sides by balls during practice to keep my reflexes strong. It’s effective, but damn, if it doesn’t hurt after a while.

“Ooofffff!”

I miss the block as Daniel bends the ball, making it sail right past me.

“Shit!” I yell and pound the grass with my hand before popping right back up again.

“Get your head in the game, Santos!” Coach yells from across the field.

I wanna tell him I can’t. That something doesn’t feel right about this anymore, but I don’t even know why that is anyway, so I shake my body out and get in position again.

This time Rowen goes for the kick and the ball flies toward me. I know it’s going to curve as soon as it gets close to me, and it does exactly that. I launch my body across the field and the ball glides right past my fingers.

“Fuck!” I yell as I hit the ground.

“Time!” Coach yells. “Hit the showers, everyone. Santos, get your ass over here!”

I jog to his side and wait for the lecture.

“What’s going on?” he asks, as everyone around us packs up and heads for the locker room. “You’re missing easy shots. You need to see the trainer?”

“No sir. I’m fine.”

“Then what the fuck is wrong in your head?”

I look at the ground and put my hands on my hips. I don’t know how to answer him. “I’m trying to keep my head in the game, but it feels… I don’t know. Off, somehow.”

“Off?”

“Yeah.”

He takes a deep breath. “Look Santos, I know you’ve had a hard go of it for the last couple of months. And this may not be related to that at all. But if it is, you need to figure it out and figure it out quick.”

“Yes, sir.”

He nods once. “Hit the showers. We have tapes to go over later.”

I nod again and follow his instructions.

The sounds of locker doors slamming, showers streaming, and grown men ribbing each other greet me as I walk into the locker room, stripping myself of my practice shirt and tossing it into the giant laundry cart. It smells like dirt and funk. It’s potent and it makes me frown. The older I get, the more the odor gets to me.

Practice is always grueling, but somehow, it’s changed. Maybe it’s because we acquired a new goalie this season as my back-up. He came to us from Florida, where he’s been for the past three years. It’s good. That means he has some experience and should something happen to me, it won’t be as hard of a transition to get him up to speed. A few years ago, I would have been annoyed that another seasoned goalie joined the team. I guess that means I’m maturing. Well, in my career anyway.

Unfortunately, having a seasoned player behind me also means practices are more difficult. A new back-up means I have to continue proving myself every single day. I can never get complacent. As a professional athlete, I shouldn’t anyway. But now, even more so.

“You ready to hit the road in a couple days, Rowen?” I ask, as I begin the tedious process of unwrapping all the athletic tape off my body. A little on my shins to help offset shin splits. A little around my fingers so I don’t jam them again. A little around that ankle that keeps trying to roll the wrong way. Getting old sucks.

Rowen sighs in response. “I don’t normally mind these long stretches. But Tiffany hasn’t been feeling well,” he explains quietly. “I don’t like leaving her behind.”

I stop unwrapping myself and look around, making sure no one else is listening. When I’m satisfied the information is going to stay between us, I turn to look at him. “Everything ok with the baby?”

He nods but the expression on his face doesn’t match it. “So far. We had a doctor’s appointment yesterday and she’s officially twelve weeks.” He smiles shyly as he says it.

“That’s great, man. You’re almost done with the first trimester.”

“I know, that’s why I’m worried.” He uses a little too much force to toss his own tape into the trash and rests his hands on his knees. “All that morning sickness is supposed to go away by ten or twelve weeks, but it seems to be getting worse. We asked about it today and the doctor said some women never get over it.”

“Seriously?”

“It doesn’t happen often, but of course it happens to my wife. And of course there’s nothing I can do about it. And of course the doctor mentioned watching for dehydration since she throws up a thousand times a day, so now I feel like I’m constantly making her drink water, which just makes her throw up again.”

“I’m sorry, man. That fucking sucks.”

“I don’t know how you went through this three times.”

I chuckle. “It’s different every time. I remember the first time, Mari felt great. She would exercise every day and had lots of energy. With Lina, it was the exact opposite. She was tired and felt horrible.”

“Lots of morning sickness?”

“None, actually. She said she just felt gross for nine straight months. Like when you just have a small fever, not enough to knock you on your ass, but enough for it to make everyday activities miserable. She said that’s what it felt like.”

“What about the last time.”

I laugh at the memory of how big Mari got the last time. “She was huge. I mean, you saw her that one time at Daniel’s party.”

He sniggers. “She was pretty big.”

“She still had a couple months to go then. And the closer she got, ohmygod, she turned into a raging lunatic.”

“Wait… Mari? Your wife, uh… ex-wife Mari was a lunatic?”

I ignore him accidentally calling her my wife and the stab of pain it leaves in my gut. “Yep. My Mari. The sweetest, kindest, most wonderful woman I’ve ever known in my life cussed like a sailor and had terrible road rage.”

Rowen barks a laugh. “I don’t believe you.”

“Believe it. The girls were the only people she was nice to. Everyone else could suck it. She made the grocery store cashier cry at one point for putting dishwasher detergent in the same bag as the bread. It was insane. And then one day, a couple months after Theo was born, it was like the switch was flipped and she was back to my sweet wife.”

I smile at the memory.

“That pregnancy was really rough. But it was totally worth it.”

“Is it weird that I can already hardly wait for him to be born?”

“Him?” I ask. “You already know?”

He nods and a blush creeps up his face like it does whenever he feels a strong emotion, whether it be anger or excitement or whatever else. “She had a blood test a couple of weeks ago for some other things and they could tell that way.”

“So you’re having a son?” My smile widens as he nods. “Congratulations, man.” I slap him on the back as he blushes even more. “That’s great news.”

“What’s great news?” Daniel asks, throwing his cleats in his locker with a bang.

“Oh, uh, my parents have decided to find a place down here,” Rowen retorts quickly, stripping off the rest of his clothes and wrapping a towel around his waist. “I can’t wait for her to cook for me on a regular basis. I love Tiffany, but good god that woman can’t cook for shit.”

Daniel laughs. “Yeah, there’s nothing like your mama’s home cooking.”

They banter back and forth about their favorite home-cooked meals and what they need to do to convince their mothers to cook as soon as we get home from our trip.

But as I step into the shower, my thoughts are still on Mari and how beautiful she was every time she was pregnant. Seeing her belly grow as my child was inside her body… it felt like my love for her grew right along with the kids.

A pang of regret hits me as I remember what I’ve lost. Therapy has been going well with helping me come to terms with my own actions. And it’s helping me recognize my own patterns. The problem is my patterns typically revolve around my job.

Go to a game. Go to a party. Have sex. Sleep. Repeat.

I think back to the last month as I lather up. I’ve been out of my routine because I just haven’t had the emotional energy to be around people. And if I’m honest with myself, I knew going to parties would hurt Mari, whether she knew about them or not.

But I can feel the buzz of my body wanting that release of adrenaline and it scares me. Justin’s alcoholic analogy crosses my mind again and I realize how right he is. I’m not a sex addict, but I certainly binge on women when I’m in the right situation. Or maybe more accurately, when I’m in the wrong situation.

Clarity hits me as I rinse the soap off my body. If I want to drastically change my behavior, I have to drastically change my patterns. In order to drastically change my patterns, I need to drastically change my routine.

Apparently, I took a longer shower than I realized, judging by how the locker room is starting to thin out. I look around, rub my chin, and realize this isn’t fun anymore. The odor. The aches and pains. My excitement over a new back-up.

I’m not so sure this is worth it anymore. For my kids. For my Mari. For myself.

I quickly get dressed and head out, and before I can change my mind, I knock on the door.

“Come in,” the familiar voice calls. I take a deep breath and twist the door knob. Here goes the rest of my life.
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The kids are down for a nap and I have a chance to sit for the first time in hours. The older they get, the more active they are. Especially Lina. Not for the first time, I wish we had a back yard and a swing set for the kids. They’ve been begging to go to the park all day, but no way. They would probably be fine if I just bundled them up, but I would never get over the chill.

Victoria, my friend from the marriage conference, crosses my mind. I haven’t talked to her in a few weeks.

Picking up my phone, I dial her number and wait.

“Hello?” she answers, interrupting the third ring.

“Hey, Victoria. It’s Mariana.”

“Hey girl!” She sounds excited to hear from me, making me smile. Sometimes I forget how little adult interaction I get. It helps having Marcus live next door, but he has a job and a life, too. “How’s it going in your neck of the woods?”

“Surprisingly, not terrible. How’s it going over there?” I settle back into the couch, putting my feet on the coffee table.

“Eh. It’s fine. It could be better. I think Drew might be leaving me.”

“What? Why would you think that?” Of all the things she could have said, that was not what I expected.

“Because he said he might.” She sighs into the phone. “I think he’s still really struggling with his spending habits, and he’s about to fall off the wagon.”

“Are you guys still in counseling?”

“We were. Last week Drew said he didn’t want to go back again.”

“Oh, Victoria,” I say, as I pick at my thumbnail. “That doesn’t sound good.”

“I know. I’m trying not to bring it up very often because I don’t want to nag. But I can see the downward spiral starting to happen. I wanna just fix it for him.”

“You know you can’t do that.”

“I know I can’t, but that doesn’t stop me from wanting to. It’s hard using the skills I learned at the retreat. It’s so much easier to just fly off the handle.”

I laugh. “I’m sure. Marriage is hard.”

“Tell me about it.” She sighs again. “Enough about me. It’s depressing. Tell me about you. How’s it going with Santos?”

I snort. “That’s your non-depressing topic?”

“Well, it’s not depressing for me. Besides, I want to live vicariously through you now that you’re single and free to do whatever you want whenever you want.”

“Yes. Free to just leave the kids behind on a whim,” I say sarcastically.

“Stop it. You’re ruining my fantasy of the single life.”

“Sorry. I mean I go out and party every night, have hot sex with amazing men, and sleep until noon every day. Is that better?”

“Now that’s more like it! Tell me more about the hot men?”

We laugh and make idle chit chat. It’s fun having a girlfriend again, even if she does live two hours away. And this one I made on my terms, not only because of opportunities provided by my husband. I guess that’s not totally accurate. He did provide the conference so I guess technically he provided this friend, too. But the friendship stuck even when he was gone. I’m grateful for that.

“So seriously,” she urges. “How are you really?”

“I’m ok.”

“Just ok?”

I sigh and lean my head back. “It’s stupid.”

“Your feelings aren’t stupid. Your feelings are valid. But what are they? Let’s talk it out. You know better than to keep it bottled up. That’s how you ended up here.”

“Ok, ok,” I acquiesce, knowing she’s right. I learned that about myself at the conference… that I brush things under the rug when they make me uncomfortable. Emotions. Insecurities. Gut feelings that my husband is cheating on me. I like to avoid it all, which is neither healthy nor helpful.

“It’s just… Santos is going out of town for some games again. We’re divorced and all. But it always just makes me… I don’t know if nervous is the right word. Sad, maybe?”

“Ok. Tell me why. What is it you’re sad about?”

“It’s hard to put into words.”

“Well try before you do that avoiding thing again.”

I blow my non-existent bangs out of my face, trying desperately to avoid talking about this but knowing I have to. I can’t brush things aside anymore. Ignoring my feelings and inclinations are part of what got me to this point.

“I know we’re divorced, but thinking about him being with someone else just brings it all up again. Who is he going out with? Will he have sex with her? And then, of course that makes me think about if he’ll get married again. Will it be a gold-digging groupie and will she be terrible to my kids? Theo is too young to tell me if anything happens, and the thought of being away from them, him especially overnight, is just debilitating at this point. And I know none of it is rational, but the whole thing just makes me want to cry again.” I take a deep breath, since I don’t think I took one during that entire monologue, and wait for her to tell me how psychotic I sound.

“That’s a lot of emotions.”

“Yeah.”

“Ok, well let’s break this down,” she suggests. “First of all, he’s not dating, right?”

“I don’t know. I don’t think so.”

“So there really is no fear of marriage right now anyway.”

“If he accidentally knocks up a groupie, there is.”

“If he accidentally knocks up a groupie and decides to marry her, which, by the way, I don’t think he would since he’s still ridiculously in love with you…” I snort a humorless laugh. “… don’t make that sound. He is. Anyway. If he was that stupid, that is several months away, so you can stop focusing on that. One problem at a time, ok?”

“Ok,” I whisper, feeling a tiny bit calmer.

“As for him going out of town, well, let’s break this down a little bit more. Why are you so concerned about what he does on the road? Be totally honest here.”

I squirm in my seat, trying really hard not to have to say it out loud.

“Mari,” she challenges more forcefully. “Why do you care?”

“Because I miss him,” I blurt out.

“I know,” she replies gently, like I'm finally figuring out what she knew all along. “Because you love him.”

I wipe away the single tear that is sliding down my cheek.

“Honey, it’s ok to still love him. You didn’t divorce him because of lack of love. You divorced him because of lack of trust.”

“I know,” I say quietly. “I just don’t know what to do. I thought it would be easier, the longer we were apart. But it feels like it’s just getting harder.”

“That’s probably because you’ve started facing your feelings head on.”

“I wanna be mad at him, ya know? I want to still be mad for putting us in this position to begin with. But all I feel right now is sad.”

“Of course you do. You’re finally moving into that acceptance stage of grief. That stage may be the hardest of them all.”

The tears flow more freely now. “I don’t want to accept that it’s over, Victoria. How can I accept this?”

“I’m not sure you have much of a choice anymore.”

I nod even though she can’t see me and let her words soak in. Yes, Santos made the choice to violate my trust, but ultimately, I’m the one who decided to end our marriage. At the time, I knew it was the right decision, but I wonder about it now. Maybe I should have insisted on a legal separation for a while. Maybe I should have just forgiven him.

No, I know this was right. The infidelity had gone on for too long. Even if we had tried to work it out, there would always be part of me wondering exactly how much of our relationship was truthful and how much of it was shrouded in lies.

“Are you ok?” Victoria finally asks. I appreciate that she let me sort out my thoughts for a few minutes. None of this is cut and dry, and sometimes my brain and my heart have to coordinate where everything’s at.

“Yeah,” I say, as I wipe the last of the tears away. “I’ll be alright. Just one more tiny step I have to take in this process, right?”

“At least it’s a tiny step forward. It could be a big step back, ya know?”

“I know. So where are you at anyway?”

She laughs. “I’m actually sitting in my car in my driveway.”

“What? I’m so sorry,” I groan. “I didn’t mean for you to sit in your car while I have a meltdown.”

“Are you kidding? Except for the meltdown part, it’s wonderful! Drew is inside with the kids. I’m outside sipping on my venti peppermint mocha.”

“Isn’t that a holiday drink?”

She takes a loud sip. “They actually serve it all year long. You only have to ask for it. I plan to savor it as long as I can.”

“Sounds to me like you’re doing some avoiding of your own.”

She sighs. “You caught me. I’m just tired of fighting. I want my marriage to work out, but geez. I wish he’d make a decision already. This back and forth is a killer.”

“Welcome to the wonderful world of being married to a shop-a-holic.”

“I never thought I’d feel bad for those guys who always bitch about how much money their wives spend. But seriously, if this is what they were talking about, I’m on their side now. This sucks.”

We chat more about Drew, all the kids, and our non-existent weekend plans before saying our goodbyes.

I feel better after talking to her. More settled. I’m still sad over the thought of Santos being with another woman. But maybe for the first time I’m facing that sadness head on. I’m hopeful this is the first step toward actual healing.
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After ten years of playing professional soccer and fifteen years of my life before that, I thought cleaning out my locker would be hard. I thought it would be full of nostalgia and memories. Of course, I also thought it would be complete with pomp and circumstance from younger players congratulating me on my retirement and a career well done.

Instead, it was just me, myself, and I tossing out old deodorant, notebooks of plays that have long since been revised, and team-owned gear to be disinfected and passed on to the next guy.

It’s an extremely underwhelming send-off, but it’s right this way. Soccer had been my obsession for the majority of my life, but somewhere along the way, it had become my downfall. For that reason alone, I don’t need it to be celebrated.

Just like an alcoholic doesn’t have a big drinking party to celebrate sobriety, I don’t want a big party celebrating my attempts at rearranging my routines and patterns.

To say my coach had been shocked by my immediate resignation would be an understatement. But when I explained to him what had really transpired in my marriage and really laid my sins out for him to see, he did what Coach does best: told me nothing was more important than family, patted me on the back, and sent me on my way with a promise to work on breaking my contract immediately.

Three days later, here I am, driving away from the stadium as a member of the team for the very last time.

My teammates took it better than I thought they would. The party crowd was shocked and didn’t really understand that it was time to move on with my life. But the family guys… Daniel, Rowen, even Christian… they seemed to know why it had to be done without my even saying anything. But of course they would. They would all do the same thing if it came down to it.

I turn into the parking lot and park my car. There’s still one person that needs to know about my decision, and I didn’t want to have that conversation by phone.

Shifting from one foot to the other after knocking, I try to stay warm. The end of January is hit or miss on weather, but of course one of those weird Houston cold snaps moved in while I was cleaning out my locker. I briefly wish I had gone on the road with the team just so I could be enjoying the sun in California for a bit, but very quickly, my heart reminds me why this is the right decision for me.

As soon as Mari opens the door, I see the confusion on her face. She wasn’t expecting me.

“Aren’t you supposed to be on the road?”

I ignore her question. “Can I come in? We need to talk about some things.”

I see the alarm on her face before I even make it across the threshold.

“Is everything ok?” she asks, locking the door behind me. “You’re kind of scaring me.”

“Everything is fine, I promise.” I notice how quiet it is. “Are the kids asleep?”

“Early naptime,” she explains, as we make ourselves comfortable in the living room. “They finally wore me down about going to the park.”

I chuckle. “You? Out in the cold?”

She smiles a genuine smile at me for the first time in I don’t know how long. For just a second, it makes me want to puff out my chest.

“It wasn’t cold at first. But then the front blew in and it was miserable for me. As you can tell,” she points out, gesturing to the blanket she’s pulling over her legs, “I haven’t been able to completely warm up yet. But the flip side is, they wore themselves out, so I’ll deal with it.”

“Well good. I’m actually glad they’re asleep. I wanted to talk to you about some things.”

I look around as I gather my thoughts and I'm distracted by the camera on the coffee table. It looks expensive.

“What’s that?” I ask gesturing to it.

An embarrassed look crosses her face, but she answers with a shy smile. “It’s a camera. A Nikon D-5200 DSLR.”

“You used to love to take pictures.”

“I know. I was always really interested in photography, but I sort of got distracted by life, I guess. I thought I’d try again. See what I think.”

“And?”

“See for yourself.” She picks up the camera and hands it to me, showing me how to look through the pictures.

As I scroll, I become more and more impressed with her abilities. They’re all pictures of our kids, but they’re not just pictures. They’re artistic. The colors are vivid and bright. Like something you might see in a magazine.

“Mari,” I breathe. “These are beautiful.” I look up and she’s biting her lip, trying not to smile. “This one of Theo laughing with the sun behind him, it’s… wow.”

“Thanks. I want to print some of them, but I can’t decide which ones. I want to get a computer program to see if I can edit them, but I’m not really sure what to get. I don’t know. I’m still just messing around.”

I scroll for a few minutes longer. She even has a few close-ups of some flowers that must have bloomed during the two days of warm weather we had. Nature photography doesn’t necessarily appeal to me, but I appreciate her eye for color.

Handing the camera back to her, I can’t even adequately describe how impressed I am with her talent.

“You need to keep working on this, Mari. You have a real gift.”

She smiles at me shyly again as she turns off the camera and puts it back on the table.

“Thanks.” She takes a deep breath and settles back into the couch. “Ok, so what did you need to talk to me about? My imagination is running wild right about now.”

“It’s nothing bad, I promise,” I say, trying to reassure her. “So I’ve been doing a lot of thinking, working through some of my issues, and trying to really figure out how I ended up here. You know what I mean by here, right?”

She nods and bites her lip. “I’m assuming you’re talking about the divorce.”

“Not just the divorce, but how I got so out of control to begin with. How it was possible to just act without emotions and not even take into consideration that I was lying and just… I mean, you know.” I look at the floor and shake my head in disgust. “I don’t want to rehash the memories. Let’s just say I’m trying to figure out how my head and heart don’t seem to connect sometimes.”

“Ok.”

“Anyway, what it boils down to is I quit the team.”

She gasps and her eyes get wide. “What do you mean you quit the team? You can’t just quit the team, Santos.”

“But I did.”

“Santos, that’s your job. Your career. You don’t just break your contract. You’ll be blackballed from ever being picked up again.” I can see the confusion and concern in her eyes.

“I don’t want to be picked up again, Mari. I’m done playing soccer.”

“Wait.” She shakes her head as she tries to wrap her brain around what I’m telling her. “I don’t get it. Why would you just quit? This doesn’t make any sense.”

“It makes perfect sense,” I counter. “My patterns of bad behavior are based on routine. A routine that I live and breathe every single day. I don’t want to be that guy anymore. I don’t want to be surrounded by the temptations and the adrenaline rush every single day. Look where it’s gotten me? I’m aging rapidly, and instead of building a wonderful life for myself, I’ve lost everything because I can’t keep my dick in my pants.”

She winces.

“My therapist can explain it better. And maybe someday you’ll go to therapy with me so he can tell you. But this is the right thing, Mari. It’s the right thing for me. It’s the right thing for you. It’s the right thing for the kids. No more being out of town for two weeks at a time. No more crazy hours. We can all have a more normal life.”

“Santos,” she stresses gently, “we’re not together anymore.”

I swallow hard. “I know that.” My voice comes out gruff from emotion. “Look, soccer was my life. But it also ruined the only life I ever really wanted.”

Her eyes fill with tears. I know she feels the same kind of emotion I do… the bittersweet of an era ending.

“What about your teammates? Your friends?” she whispers so softly, I almost can’t hear her.

“What friends?” I counter. “Funderling and those guys… they watched me basically self-destruct and didn’t say a word. That’s not being a friend. I don’t want any part of that.”

“But Daniel and Christian...”

“…I will still see in passing when I come visit the kids. But they are tight with Rowen now, and with Rowen comes Tiffany.” I look up in time to catch her wince just slightly again. “Mari, the temptation isn’t there, so don’t even think like that. Not for me and not for her. But I know how much it hurts you when she’s around, and I’m not willing to make you feel like that again when I can just as easily cut a few ties to people.”

She wipes a tear off her cheek.

“I know I will never get you back, even though I want that more than anything in this world. But whether we’re together or not, I have to change for me. I know you have tainted memories, but so do I. I want to get as far away from them as I can so I can have more good memories.”

She looks at the ceiling, trying not to let the tears fall. It’s a losing battle though.

“I love you, Mariana,” I say, baring my heart to her, to hell with the consequences. She shakes her head at me, but I continue. “I have only ever loved you. And even if you never love me again, I will spend the rest of my life making it up to you and taking care of you. This is my way of doing it. I don’t care if you,” I gulp and blink back my own tears, “I don’t care if you fall in love with someone else. I will always be here to take care of you. You are the love of my life. That won’t change just because I lost my way.”

She wipes away her tears with the back of her hand and clears her throat.

“So what will you do now? Have you decided?”

“First things first, I’m putting the house on the market.”

“Really?”

“I should have done it a long time ago when we first talked about it. It’s just one more thing none of us need to hang on to. Obviously, I’ll share the proceeds with you. Hell, you can have them all if you want.”

“No, no. That’s ok. We’re ok. We don’t need any more money from you.”

I smile at her, knowing she won’t be off the hook that easily. “We can work all that out later, I guess. I just think it’s best to start this new life with no more tainted memories for any of us, ya know?”

“Yeah.” She smiles timidly. “I do.”

We look at each other, neither of us speaking because what is there to say? Sometimes you have to endure a little more pain in order to heal, we both know that. To make sure the infection is completely gone and won’t rear its ugly head again.

Selling the house, quitting my career, I consider that the pain of healing. It’s not fun and it certainly isn’t the way I planned for things to go. But it’s necessary. And hopefully it’s finally the beginning of the rest of my life.
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“I’m actually surprised to see you,” Justin announces, as he closes his office door and we make ourselves comfortable on the couches.

His office is pretty much how I pictured it: homey couch, a couple of chairs, bookshelf full of reference material. The only thing that kind of surprises me is that the chairs are recliners, but I can see how that would put some people at ease. It is a therapist’s office after all.

“I know Santos said you were going to come in, but it’s not that often that I see both the ex-husband and the ex-wife.”

I smile at him. I only met him a few minutes ago, but so far, I like him. He’s handsome in a guy-next-door way. He’s got a kind face and is dressed in jeans. It’s more like I’m talking to a friend than to a therapist. No wonder Santos likes him.

“I figured Santos and I have to co-parent for the next seventeen years, so we might as well use the same person and stay on the same page for the kids. I mean, that’s ok, right?” The thought crosses my mind that maybe it’s frowned upon to use the same therapist. Like it might put him in an unethical position. Suddenly, this doesn’t seem like the best idea.

But then he smiles kindly at me, and I feel better again. “It’s absolutely fine. In fact, I think it’s a smart idea. If you guys ever run into any issues with the kids, it’s easier to make family appointments if we all already know each other.”

“Oh. Ok good.” I look around the office again. Now that we’ve gotten the pleasantries out of the way, I’m not sure where to go from here.

“How are the kids?” he asks.

Of course that immediately makes me light up. “They’re doing good. Growing so fast, I can hardly keep up. Part of me is ready for them to be a little older so they can be a little more independent. The other part of me wants them to stay little forever.”

“That seems to be how most parents feel. My wife couldn’t wait for our youngest to finally sleep through the night. The first time she did, my wife cried the next morning that her baby didn’t need her anymore.”

I laugh. “I think I did the same thing.”

“I have no doubt. As a single mom, you don’t really have the luxury of as much rest as co-parents.”

“Yeah. Being a single mom is not as glamorous as you might think,” I say sarcastically. “I kind of… hate it, actually.”

“How come?”

I wring my hands together as I try to put my words together. “I think Santos sort of spoiled me in some ways. He was such an impressive dad. Well, I mean he still is an impressive dad. But he used to be really aware of when I needed a nap or the kids needed to get out and run around. He’s really hands on. But now that we’re on our own, I don’t have the luxury of passing them off to him anymore when I need a break.”

Justin nods in understanding. “Sounds like from a parenting standpoint, you couldn’t really ask for a better father to your kids.”

“Oh, absolutely not! He’s incredible with them. The hardest part of leaving was cutting them off from seeing him every day.” My heart sinks. “I guess that’s the consequence of divorce, right?”

I can feel Justin looking at me as I stare down at my hands. I’m committed to facing my fears and feelings head on, but I didn’t realize therapy would make me feel sad. But that’s what I am. Sad as I think about what I took away from my children, even though I know it had to be done.

“From here, it looks like you’re still really upset about the state of your relationship with Santos.”

“Is that weird?”

“Is what weird?”

“That I’m still so sad? I mean, he cheated on me. Not a little. A lot. From the very beginning. I should be able to just flip him the bird and walk away without feeling like this, right? I don’t really understand why I’m still so sad?”

“Mariana, you’re allowed to feel anything you want. You don’t have to feel happy or angry or even indifferent. You can feel sad. Before you realized what was going on, how was your relationship with him?”

I rub my eye with the heel of my hand. Why will this emotion never go away?

“It was so amazing. He is amazing. He’s my best friend in the whole world. We can practically read each other’s thoughts and finish each other’s sentences. We have the same sense of humor, and we were completely supportive of each other. He’s like… you read in romance novels about that insane kind of love. It’s almost magnetic. It’s really like you are half a person until you meet that other person, right? That’s the only way I can describe what he is to me. He’s my other half.” I find myself smiling as I think about him, but then the reality comes crashing down on me again. “I know I’ll never have another relationship like that again.”

“How come?”

My head snaps up. “What do you mean? Santos was the love of my life.”

“Sounds like he still is.”

“So what are you saying?”

He leans forward and intertwines his fingers. “Let me ask you a question… if Santos hadn’t been cheating on you, would you still be together?”

“Without a doubt.”

“Then what if you started a brand-new relationship with him? A do-over, if you will. Not fixing your last relationship, but starting over from the beginning. Courting, dating, building trust, the whole thing.”

“Because I can’t trust him.”

“That’s what courting is for. No one should trust someone when they first start dating. Trust is built over time. What if he could build your trust from the ground up, leave the past in the past and show you who he is today. Starting now.”

I open my mouth and shut it again. The thought had never crossed my mind. Once you’re divorced, that’s the end of it… right?

“Mariana, please don’t misunderstand me. I’m not encouraging you to go back to him. I’m just showing you that there are other options. Relationships aren’t black and white. There is a lot of gray in there. Not everything works in every relationship. But not everything doesn’t work either.”

My thoughts continue to swirl, as I take in this new perspective. More than anything, I want my best friend back. But is it really that simple? Is it really a matter of building back trust? I have a hard time believing it’s this easy, but part of me really wants to believe it’s possible.

However, there are still a lot of issues to push through. Still a lot of unresolved feelings. And still a lot of questions that need to be answered.

“Um… Santos was telling me I needed to ask you about sex addiction. He said something about him being like an alcoholic.”

I look at Justin, expecting him to explain away Santos’s indiscretions with an easy explanation. But he doesn’t.

“The analogy of the different kinds of alcoholics was to prove a point about the different kinds of sex addiction. But I don’t think he’s a sex addict.”

“You don’t?”

“No. I think he needs to be careful so he doesn’t turn into one. But right now? No, I don’t think he’s a sex addict.”

“So he’s just a cheater.”

“I wouldn’t say it’s as simple as that. Let me see if I can help you understand what I think is happening here. Has Santos given you any background on his sexual history? Like how old he was when he lost his virginity?”

“Yeah, of course,” I shrug. “He was about fourteen.”

“Right. Think about this. He was fourteen years old when he first discovered sex. His brain hadn’t stopped growing. His body hadn’t stopped growing. His hormones were still in overdrive. So at that young of an age, his brain was already being wired to want that release. Does that make sense so far?”

I nod.

“Very quickly, he discovers that being a soccer star means he can pretty much find a willing partner anywhere. It might only be one or two girls in any given high school who are having sex with him, but that’s still a lot more than most high school boys.

He leans back in his chair and rests his ankle on his knee before continuing.

“Now let’s switch gears for a minute. Does Santos have any superstitious type routines he goes through on game days? Like hockey players do with No Shave November?”

“Yeah. He has some lucky socks. They only get washed once a year so I always made him keep them at the stadium. They smell awful.”

Justin laughs. “I’m sure. Ok, so just like most professional athletes, he has his own superstitions and swaying from that routine makes him really uncomfortable.”

I shrug. “I guess. I don’t really see what you’re getting at, though.”

“One more thing I want to mention, and then I’ll put it all together. From what he’s told me, I think Santos has legitimate medical issue with his adrenal glands.”

I look at him with confusion. “What? Why would you think that?”

“He’s mentioned several times that after games, he can’t seem to come down off the ‘high’. And that it’s only after sex that he can calm down. From everything I’ve read and researched, one of the chemicals that can help stabilize adrenaline is cortisol, which is one of the many hormones released into the brain during an orgasm.”

“Ok. But I’m still not understanding how this all fits together.”

“I think that at a very young age, Santos was already having problems with his adrenal glands. Coincidentally, by the time the symptoms of a real medical problem would have shown up, he was already extremely sexually active, so without knowing it, he was keeping it under control. As he became more and more active in soccer, his superstitious routines were developed and before you know it, he wasn’t having sex after games just because of the medical issue. It also turned into a very significant pattern.

“Disrupting that pattern, for an athlete, is hard enough. It feels uncomfortable and like it’s jinxing his abilities. Add onto it, without that release, he is very much thrown into an adrenal gland crisis. Individually, all these things are manageable, even if a bit uncomfortable. But put it all together, and he was almost doomed from the start.”

“Wait.” I rub my temples as I try to make sense of it all. “You’re saying Santos cheated on me for all those years because he might have a medical condition that exacerbates his stupid superstitions?”

“In a very basic nutshell, yes.”

I stare at him, mouth open. I want to hear what Justin is saying and having it all make sense… make it all this easy. Instead, it makes me mad. “I call bullshit.”

“Why?”

“Why?” I laugh, humorlessly. “Because we were married for ten years. He could have easily come home and gotten his ‘medical condition,’” I sarcastically use air quotes, “… under control with me. But he didn’t. He chose to go out and bang any groupie who was willing to spread her legs for him. No way. He made a choice. Every time.”

“I agree with you.”

“Good. Because there is no way I’m accepting that as an excuse.”

“I’m not asking you to. And I’m not making excuses for him. Regardless of how difficult the situation was, he had choices and he knew what he was doing.”

I nod and feel my anger deflate. Now I just feel sad again and I hate it.

“What I’m saying is that Santos understands now where the break down came in for himself. He recognizes that he has to modify his normal patterns if he’s going to ever fix his behavior. In this context, the alcoholic analogy kind of works. He needs to stay away from the adrenaline rush, he needs to stay away from the parties, and he needs to stay away from superstitious behavior.”

Suddenly, his resignation makes more sense. “That’s why he quit the team. Like an alcoholic or a drug addict, he has to cut ties with his old life if he’s going to make a new one.”

“It seems that way.”

“But… there’s something I still don’t understand. If that needed to be part of his routine, why didn’t he just come home to get that… from me?” I fight to hold back the tears as my old insecurities come flooding back. Was he revolted by my post-baby body? Was he just revolted by me?

“We’re still working on that when he comes in. But I suspect that has more to do with his own self-esteem issues than anything.”

“How so?”

“Well, I have yet to meet a client who was abandoned by their parents who doesn’t have very deep-seated feelings of inadequacy. Even children who are adopted at birth and have open adoptions struggle with wondering why they weren’t good enough.”

“But I never abandoned him.”

“No, but he talks about you in every session. He has you on a pedestal, Mariana. You are his ideal woman. I think he may have been afraid to share all of that side with you because he was afraid you wouldn’t like him if you knew some of the things he enjoys.”

I roll my eyes. “We had that conversation. He still doesn’t believe me that sometimes a woman just wants to be tossed on the bed and ravished.” I feel myself blush as I look up and realize I just spouted that off to my therapist. A male therapist that I just met.

He chuckles. “My wife and I have had that conversation a time or two.”

I relax a little when he says that.

“But I can tell you as a husband who is deeply, deeply in love with my wife, sometimes it’s hard to remember that she has me on a pedestal, too.”

I look out the window as I process through everything he’s said. There is so much information to consider. So much information to even try to understand. It’s a lot to take in at once.

“Mari,” he asserts, and I look over at him. “I’m not saying you need to get back together with Santos. What I am saying is, it’s ok if you do want to. No one can make the best decision for you except you. But you need all the information in order to do that. You need to know that this was his rock bottom. I’ve not seen a man this broken in a long time. But I’ve also not seen a man this determined to be different in a long time. He’s probably going to be in therapy for the rest of his life, and he’s willing to do that. Not just for you, but for himself. That’s a huge step.”

I nod and look back down at my hands. “I just… I feel like I forgave him. The other day, I had lost Theo and it was this big thing. But anyway, I realized I had been holding on to so much hate toward him. I don’t want to hate him anymore. But I just don’t know how I’m ever supposed to trust him.”

“You’re not,” he concurs with a shrug. “Like I said before, you shouldn’t trust someone when you first meet them. Trust must be developed over time. You haven’t had any time to do that yet. But you forgave him, and that’s a really good first step.”

We chat for a little longer about less difficult topics… mainly the kids and my newly kindled love of photography. We end on a happy note, and I walk out smiling.

But as soon as I get in the car, Justin’s words all flood back. There will never be an excuse for Santos betraying me the way he did, but now there are reasons behind it. That makes my heartache that much more confusing.

Does this mean there is hope for us in the future? Do I even want to have hope for a future? I just don’t know the answers.

But like Justin said, I can only do one thing at a time. Forgiveness is a good first step. Even if I’m not ready to forget yet.
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Applications. Essays. Transcripts. I am up to my eyeballs in paperwork.

I lean back in the chair and stretch my arms over my head, pretending not to notice Mari watching my shirt ride up showing a bit of my abs. I cover my smile by leaning my head back and stretching some more. It’s a good feeling, knowing she’s still attracted to me.

As the front legs of the chair land back on the ground, I start watching what the kids are doing. Really watching. I know they’ve been playing together, but I was so lost in the spider web of online applications that I wasn’t really paying attention to their game.

“What are they actually doing?” I ask Mari. She’s sitting next to me at the table on her own laptop, some of her pictures on the screen.

Without even looking up at them, she knows exactly what they’re doing. “Playing the world’s worst game of hide and seek.”

I focus my attention on the kids again and she’s right. It is, in fact, the world’s worst version of this game. I watch as Lina hides her eyes and begins to count. Being that she’s only three, she skips a few numbers and adds a few of her own. I’m not sure I know what “forty-teen” is or where exactly it falls on the number line, but it doesn’t seem to faze the others.

Myra finds a super hard hiding spot under a glass table. And Theo hides behind his hands. I don’t think we’ll be calling Mensa any time soon.

I snort a laugh as I watch Lina “find” Theo first and then the girls make him try and count. Instead, he ends up chasing them down the hall when they run to hide, giggling the whole way.

“I’m a little worried about them.”

“How come?” she asks, as she keeps clicking away on the computer.

“Have you watched them play hide and seek before?”

“Yeah. So?”

“We didn’t make the brightest kids, did we?”

She laughs. “Yeah, I’m assuming Theo will eventually realize he doesn’t actually become invisible when he hides behind his eyes. That could make it very embarrassing when he tries to sneak out someday.”

I watch as they come running back in the room, squealing in delight. I feel so blessed in this moment to be sitting here with everyone I love in the same room. I haven’t felt this peaceful in a long time.

“Do they do this all day?”

“All day, every day.”

“You’ve done an amazing job with them, Mari.”

She looks up at me and blinks. I can tell she wasn’t expecting the compliment.

“Really. They’re just so happy and love each other so much. I know so many kids have a difficult time when their parents get divorced. But they just seem to have adjusted really well. You should be proud of yourself.”

“Thanks,” she says quietly and clears her throat. “So, um… what do you think of my final product?”

She turns her computer in my direction so I can see how she’s edited one of her pictures. After our conversation the other day, she bit the bullet and purchased some beginner software.

The picture is of the three kids from behind. They’re all running for the playground in front of them. Since Theo is the slowest, he’s behind the girls, by a lot. The girls are blurry in the background, but the colors are amazing. The blues especially are so bright and vivid, I can’t look away.

“You should blow that up and hang it up somewhere.”

“You think?” she asks with a delighted smile.

“Absolutely. You’re really good at this. You’ve come a long way in the amount of time you’ve been doing it.”

“Thanks, Santos. I forgot how much I enjoyed taking pictures, but I didn’t realize I was going to have so much fun taking my pictures and really creating with them.”

I watch her as she keeps clicking around, making things bigger and smaller, cropping them different ways. It occurs to me that when we were married, she never focused on her hobbies and interests. She was a mother first, a WAG second, and that didn’t leave time for anything else.

“Why are you staring at me?” she asks without taking her eyes away from the screen.

I smile at being caught. “I was just thinking how happy I am to see you enjoying some hobbies again. And I’m thinking how much I like your new hair.”

She looks over at me and runs her fingers through the strands, trying to look at them. “You do? It’s not too much? I wasn’t totally sure about going blond like this. I feel like I might be too old to pull it off now.”

I shake my head. “No way. It looks amazing on you.”

She smiles again. “Thank you, Santos. Anyway, how is the application coming?”

I rub my face. “My brain is totally fried already. And I’m not even in school yet.”

When I quit the team, I already had a back-up plan. My initial career choice in college, back before it became clear that I was going to go pro and everyone was still telling me I needed to plan for a “real” job, was to be a math teacher and coach in middle school. Middle school students always appealed to me a little more than high school. Their drama is a little more innocent, and they’re just squirrelly and funny. Plus, the few times I’ve helped Daniel with his charity soccer club, I’ve found they are the best kids to coach.

So now I’m applying to get into the rapid certification program. Since I already have a math degree, it shouldn’t be that hard to get in. Math teachers are always in demand and male teachers even more so.

“What’s so hard about filling out the application?”

“It’s not the actual application. It’s having to go back to my alma mater’s website to try and find all my transcripts. But since that was so long ago, my transcripts aren’t on file so I have to send an email to the registrar. It’s a big pain.”

“Yuck. I’d offer to help, but I just don’t feel like it,” she teases with a flirty smile.

“Nah. You’re doing enough just by letting me hang out here for a while during the open house today.”

“No buyers for the house yet?”

“Not yet. I’m hoping it catches someone’s eye today.”

“Mooooooom!” Myra suddenly races into the room again like a little lunatic. I’m immediately on guard, wondering what has her so upset. Mari, however, stays calm. “Theo pooped mom! He pooped! And it stinks! You need to change him,” she demands.

“Why don’t you change him?” she teases back.

Myra crinkles up her little nose in disgust. “Ew, Mom. I don’t know how to change a diaper.”

“Hmm. Maybe it’s time you learned how,” Mari suggests.

“Mooom. Come on,” Myra pleads, the previous topic no longer up for discussion.

“I’ll go,” I say, rising to my feet. “If I don’t get away from this computer for a little bit, I just may launch it across the room.”

“Thank you. He poops so much, my nose can no longer tell the difference between the smell of poop and baby wipes.”

“He got his constitution from his daddy!” I pat my belly and give her a big ornery grin.

“Yes, he does. Also, I can’t believe you just said that, weirdo. His diapers should be in the diaper holder next to the bed. If it’s empty, check under his crib.”

I walk by the girls’ room and see Theo standing with his hands over his eyes again. Lina is hiding behind the curtain. The curtain that’s only long enough to cover her up to her knees so her legs are sticking out.

I snicker. I love that they’re still young enough to be cute when they do weird things.

Checking the diaper holder, I see that it’s empty, so I go in search of more. There’s nothing under the crib. Maybe she meant under the bed.

Nope, nothing under there either except a couple of flat totes. Well, shit.

“Hey, Mari, you said the diapers would be under the crib, right?”

“Yeah,” she calls down the hall. “Are they not there?”

“No. And they aren’t under the bed either.”

She comes into the room holding the diaper bag. “Well, shit. I thought I had another package. Hang on.” She digs through the diaper bag until she finds what she’s looking for. “Looks like this is the last one. Would you mind hanging out with the kids while I run to Walmart for more?”

“Why don’t we all go?”

“To Walmart?”

“Why not? It’ll get me away from the computer for a little bit so I’m not stalking my email for the transcripts. And it’ll give the kids a change of scenery. You know they love walking up and down the Easter aisle. Giant inflatable bunnies are the best thing to ever happen to this holiday.”

Half an hour later, after pottying everyone, changing the last of the diapers, and getting everyone safely to the store, I’m pushing the cart as we meander through the aisles, looking at decorations.

Theo is making us all laugh as he points and gasps at all the colors and candy.

“I love it when they’re this age,” Mari ponders. “I love watching holidays and celebrations through their eyes.”

“I think you’ve said that with every one of the kids.”

“It’s been true with every one of them. It’s almost like getting to enjoy the magic again. It makes me happy.”

“Me, too.” Theo lets out another squeal of delight when the girls point out a giant Mickey Mouse with bunny ears on his head.

“We really need to take these kids to Disney World,” I say quietly to her, hoping the girls don’t hear me.

“Maybe once the house sells.”

I look at her quizzically. “You’d do that? Take the kids to Disney World with me?”

“Why wouldn’t I?”

“I don’t know. I guess I just thought you wouldn’t want to be around me for that long. An afternoon during an open house is one thing. But a family trip… that’s more personal.”

She sighs and pushes her hands in her pockets. “Yeah, I know. And I don’t want you to get any grandiose ideas or anything, but in most ways, you’re still my best friend. I like being around you, and I think I would enjoy a family vacation with you and the kids.”

Mari turns around when I stop walking in the middle of the aisle. I’m not just surprised by her comments. I’m actually shocked.

“What? Why’d you stop?” She leans in closer to the cart when someone tries to squeeze their way around us.

“I just thought, I mean, you’ve just been so angry with me. You caught me off guard.”

“I kind of caught myself off guard, too.” We begin moving again, to the relief of the people behind us. “I think I was tired of being mad at you. It’s exhausting having such intense emotions all the time. And I realized I was holding myself back by not letting go.” She shrugs. “I haven’t forgotten yet, or anything. But I feel a lot, I guess, lighter since I finally made the decision to forgive you and let go of the anger.”

“Wow. I don’t even know what to say.”

“There’s not really anything to say. It’s just part of healing, I think.”

We wander aimlessly over to the baby aisle, listening to the kids chatter and enjoy just being a family, even if it’s just for a short time. It’s funny, I used to take diaper runs for granted. Now, this is the highlight of my week.

It dawns on me again that I’m really lucky to have such an amazing ex-wife. Legally, she doesn’t have to let me in their lives like she does. She does it because she knows it’s best for the kids. And she knows it’s best for me. That’s the part that gets me every time. Even after everything I put her through, she still takes me into consideration with the decisions she makes.

Dammit if that doesn’t make me fall in love with her just a little bit more.

Rounding the corner, the cart almost runs into a guy crouching on the floor.

“Rowen?” I say as he stands up. His face immediately lights up in a grin.

“Hey, man,” he greets me, giving me a man-hug before turning to Mari. “Mariana,” he hugs her, too, “so good to see you.”

“You remember the kids?”

“Yeah. Hi girls,” he says kindly. “Wow. Is this the baby? He’s not so tiny anymore.”

“He’s fifteen months already,” Mari replies. Theo just stares wide-eyed at the gigantic redhead in front of us. Strangely, he’s without his trademark beanie today. “It’s crazy how fast they grow.”

“No kidding.”

“So how’s practice going?” I ask. “The new goalie? He’s doing ok?”

“Yeah, he’s not bad. He’s kind of cocky so I don’t really hang out with him off the field. But he gets the job done. Still, it’s not the same without you, Santos. You are really missed.”

Mari smiles at me.

“Yeah, well. It was time for some big changes,” I say, looking back at Mari. “I needed a fresh start. And I’m glad I don’t have to be away from my kids so much anymore. They need me around, ya know?”

He gets a wistful look and I know he’s thinking about his own baby that’s on the way. “Yeah. Yeah they do.”

I feel rather than see Mari stiffen. Looking up I realize it’s because a very pregnant Tiffany has turned the corner.

“Babe, I don’t know which brand we decided to get. Was it Pampers or…” As soon as she sees us, Tiffany stops in her tracks next to Rowen. He reaches for her and tucks her under his arm as she looks at us, wide-eyed.

None of speak. We all just stand there, looking at each other.

I put my arm around Mari’s waist. I don’t know if I do it in a show of possession or to show her my support. What I do know is that this is one of the reasons I quit the team. Scenarios like this. My mistakes are putting Mari in an extremely uncomfortable position and I’m not sure what to do. So I wait.

Eventually, Mari takes a big breath and speaks. “Pampers Swaddlers are really good when they’re first born. Do you guys have a Sam’s Club membership?”

“Um… no,” Tiffany sputters quietly.

“I would recommend getting one. Diapers are a lot cheaper there, and if it’s a boy, the only diapers that hold Theo overnight is the Sam’s Club brand.”

“Oh. Ok.”

“So how far along are you?” Mari asks, surprising all of us when she continues the conversation.

“I, um,” Tiffany stumbles over her words. “I’m twenty-two weeks.”

Mari smiles. At Tiffany. I’m standing in the baby aisle with my ex-wife, the love of my life, who is talking to my pregnant ex-lover and her husband. And no one is yelling. I feel like I’m in the Twilight Zone.

“The last half was always a killer for me. How are you feeling?”

Tiffany exhales out a long breath, her hand clutched to Rowen’s chest. “I actually really hate being pregnant. I throw up at least three times a day still. And I cry over everything. All the time.”

“Pregnancy hormones are the worst. I was a raging lunatic the last three months with Theo.”

Rowen raises an eyebrow at me and his mouth quirks up just slightly. I look back at him and shake my head just slightly, making him grin a little more. Mari may be admitting to the same stuff I told him about, but she doesn’t need to know I called her a lunatic. Especially not in a tense situation like this one. I’m no dummy.

“I’m so glad to hear you say that. I feel like I’m going insane most of the time.”

“It’ll pass. And you look great.”

I lean my forehead on the top of Mari’s head and breathe in, trying to control my emotions. I never thought we would heal enough that Mari could make small talk with someone like Tiffany again.

“Thank you, Mariana. Coming from you, that means a lot.” I look up in time to see Tiffany wiping tears from her eyes and Rowen squeezing her shoulder. “See?” she laughs. “I cry over everything.”

Mari then does something I never, ever expected. She reaches over to Tiffany and pulls her into a hug.

I look at Rowen and then back at our wives. He does the same. The women mumble some things to each other that I can’t understand. The only thing I catch is Tiffany’s question of “I’m assuming you still don’t want to be friends,” and Mari answering with, “You’re right. But I’ve forgiven you so I'm ok with being friendly acquaintances when our paths cross.”

When I hear that, I can only drop my head and shake it. I can’t even describe how it makes me feel to know that she has so much goodness and forgiveness in her. To know that the pain I’ve caused her is beginning to heal. I feel like my heart is going to burst open.

They finally break apart and we all say our goodbyes. It’s been a nice visit, but there’s no reason to try and force a relationship on any of us.

As they turn the corner to leave, I grab Mari and hug her to me.

“You fucking amaze me, Mariana.” Tears of guilt and relief pool in my eyes. Pulling away, I cup her face. “You didn’t have to do that. You don’t ever have to forgive anyone who wronged you for my sake. You know that, right?”

“I know. But I told you earlier, Santos. It takes so much energy to be angry. I didn’t forgive her for her sake. Although if I’m honest, the fact that she’s remorseful and tried to right her wrongs as best she could, made it a little easier. But I didn’t do it for her. I did it for me. I feel lighter now. Like I can move on.”

I nod and kiss the top of her head, sniffing the tears away. She grabs the cart and makes her way down the aisle with the kids, but diapers are the last thing on my mind. All I can think of is how amazing she is.

And how I just fell in love with her all over again.
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“Uncle Marcus, Uncle Marcus!”

I smile when I hear the girls racing to greet him and Theo finally catching up yelling what sounds like “Unca-Muck”. I gave Marcus the apartment key for emergencies. Apparently babysitting so I can go out is an emergency.

But it keeps me from having to go to the door in my robe, so I have no reason to complain.

Slowly, so I don’t accidentally poke myself in the eye, I swipe mascara over my top lashes. It takes a few minutes to make sure I get all the lashes. Those little ones on the side like to play hard to get.

Finally, I stand back and look at myself in the mirror. Not bad. I’m not used to wearing so much make-up so the smoky-eye effect needs a little work, but overall I think I did a pretty good job. The lady at Ulta who did my makeover would be pleased.

A low whistle comes from the doorway where Marcus is leaning, arms crossed. “Look at you all gussied up. Your make-up looks amazing.”

“So I did it right?”

“Yep. You’re getting a lot better at putting it on.” He walks over and sits down on my bed. “What are you doing with your hair tonight?”

I unwrap the towel from the top of my head. “Well I didn’t wash it, so it’s mostly dry. I was thinking of flat ironing?” I’m not sure why I phrase it like a question. I know he’ll give his opinion no matter what.

He gives me the once over and I can practically see the fashion plans running through his fuchsia-covered brain.

“Definitely flat-iron. And you have some skinny jeans, right?”

“Skinny jeans? I was going to wear a skirt.”

“Uh, no honey. You got your make-up done. You got your hair done. We’re not crapping that all up by dressing like a mom.”

“I am a mom, Marcus.”

“No, baby. Tonight, you’re a vixen.”

“A vixen,” I deadpan, as I rummage through my closet, looking for a new outfit.

“A vixen, a temptress, a sex kitten.”

“Sex kitten?” I say with a laugh. I pull the jeans out from the back of the closet along with a soft red sweater and toss them on the bed next to him. “I don’t think I’ve ever been a sex kitten.”

He picks up the clothes and inspects them. “Well now is your chance. You’re thirty. Not dead.”

“Thirty-two.”

“And still not dead. I really like this sweater. What is this material? Angora? Why the hell do you have an angora sweater stuffed in the back of your closet?”

Plugging my flat iron in, I watch him finger the material. He’s really enjoying this way too much. “It’s not really my style. I got it as a Christmas present a couple years ago from Jessica Funderling. I thought she was just being nice, but now that I think about it, I think it was her passive-aggressive way of telling me I dressed like shit.”

“Well she can passive-aggressively gift things to me anytime.” He tosses the clothes back down on the bed and swings his legs back and forth.

“Why are the kids so quiet?” I ask, as my mom radar starts alerting inside my head.

“I brought them snacks.”

“Marcus! What kind of sugar did you feed them now?”

He has the decency to look affronted, but I’m not fooled. This is fun for him. “How do you know it’s sugar? Maybe it’s a healthy vegetable.”

“They don’t eat vegetables quietly. They eat them by throwing them on the floor and yelling about how green is a yucky color.”

“See what a great friend I am? I got them to eat quietly.”

“Marcus,” I say in a threatening tone.

“Fine. I brought over leftover cookie-cake from the office party.”

“Marcus! You know how big of a sugar high they’re going to be on? Theo is going to run in circles!”

“That’s the whole point. Eventually he’ll come off that high and when he does, he’ll lay on the floor and be a perfect little angel all night.”

I laugh. “And while he lays down, you’ll be cleaning up all the messes he made.”

He waves a dismissive hand at me. “You forget I’ve babysat before. The worst I’ll have to do is put away all the Tupperware after he pulls it out of the cabinets.”

“You better wash it all, too.” I pat my fingers gently against the flat iron, making sure it’s hot enough.

“Oh yeah. I’ll totally wash it all.”

I grunt my response, knowing full well he’s lying through his teeth and that I actually don’t care about dirty Tupperware as much as I want him to think.

“So. You’re going out with Tom again, huh?” he remarks, changing the subject.

“Yep.”

“It’s been a while since you talked to him.”

“Not that long.” I clip up part of my hair and begin the tedious process of flattening out all the curl.

“Honey, the last time you went out with him was before you went to that conference thingy. That was months ago.”

“Oh yeah. Well I got really busy so I stopped getting on my account for a while. And somewhere in that time frame, his job sent him to China for like eight weeks or something crazy like that to help set up a new office. When he got back and got on his own account, he saw mine was active again, or so he says, and he texted me.”

“Why didn’t he text you as soon as he got back?”

“I don’t know. Maybe because he knew I was going to marriage conferences to try to work on my relationship.”

“Hmmm.”

“What does hmmm mean?”

“I don’t know. Maybe nothing. But his story is suspicious.”

“You think every story is suspicious.”

“Only until I’m proven incorrect.”

“You watch too much CSI.”

“Maybe,” he retorts. “But it keeps me on my toes and out of bad relationships.”

“I’m going to dinner. Not Vegas for a quickie wedding.”

He sighs. “You say that now, but you just never know.”

“You’re such a drama queen.”

The words are no more than out of my mouth when Marcus begins squealing like a little girl.

“Ohmygod, Mari! Look at your son!”

I turn around just in time to dodge his blue face as he comes running toward me with his sticky blue fingers reaching out.

I can’t help but laugh at the blue frosting that is all over his face, making it look like he has a blue beard.

“You look so funny!” I quickly grab my camera off the top of my dresser and start snapping some pics. Theo hams it up for the camera and soon Marcus is laughing, too.

“You realize I have to finish getting ready so you get to clean him up, right?”

Marcus’s jaw drops open. “But he’s your son!”

“And you gave him the icing.”

He puts his hands on his hips. “I’m guessing now is not a good time to make a joke about a blue waffle.”

“I have no idea what a blue waffle is, but judging by the expression on your face, I don’t want to, do I?”

He picks Theo up, a look of disgust crossing his face and carries him into the bathroom. “Whatever you do, do not Google it.”

Considering he is always Googling something, I decide to take his warning seriously.

Ten minutes and one bath later, Theo is back to his normal coloring, Marcus is soaking wet and bitching about cleaning poop out of the tub, and I’m dressed in my lone “non-mom” outfit.

“What do you think?” I spin in a circle and wait for Marcus’s approval. My jeans hug my rear just the right way. The sweater is fitted, but not too tight. And my black, knee high boots are still just snug enough to look exactly like I want. I feel pretty. And, dare I say it, sexier than I have in a long time.

“Now that is the sex kitten I was talking about.”

I bite my lip, squelching the giant smile trying to break through.

“Thanks, Marcus. I feel really good.”

“Well don’t just stand there. I’m not going to hit on you. Go on your date.” He snatches Theo up off the floor and encourages him to wave bye-bye.

I kiss the top of both of their heads making Marcus give Theo an over-exaggerated expression and head out the door.

To my date.

With Tom.
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“So how was China? Did you do a lot of sight-seeing?”

Tom and I sit opposite each other at Akashi, a local sushi restaurant. It’s been a long time since I’ve had sushi and I don’t really remember if I like it. But with my new life comes trying new things. So here I am, drinking sake and ordering a couple of different rolls just to see what I think.

“I didn’t have as much time as I wanted. I was in charge of hiring and training all the new employees and getting it done as quickly as possible. Most days I worked twelve hours or more.”

“Seven days a week?”

“Yep.” He takes a sip of his sake and wipes his mouth with his napkin. “I wanted to get back home as soon as possible. Being away from my kids for nine weeks was rough. I didn’t want to extend my stay.”

“I’m sure. Did you get to talk to them at all while you were gone? What with the time difference?”

“We Skyped a few times, but the reception isn’t that great. The screen would freeze up often. That part was irritating, but it turns out the kids got lots of great screenshots of me making weird expressions, so for them it was great.”

I laugh. “That’s exactly the same kind of thing Santos would do when he was out of town. Some of the faces the kids made were priceless.”

Tom gets a weird look on his face. “Santos? Your ex-husband?”

“Yeah. It used to drive me crazy. But that’s just the kind of dad he is. Always trying to make the kids laugh and have fun with them.”

Our waiter appears with several plates full of specialty sushi rolls. All the sushi is wrapped in rice and covered with various sauces and creams. It looks fantastic and my mouth waters at the thought of eating it.

Once I get my soy sauce and green stuff situated, dip my roll in it, and take my first bite, I remember that I do, in fact, like sushi. I like it a lot.

“You didn’t get to do a whole lot of sightseeing,” I say as I finish swallowing, going back for more. “What did you do?”

He finishes his own bite and I wonder briefly what kind he got. It looks really good. I may have to try it next time.

“Well, the company had already started the preliminary hiring and some of the lower-level positions. I had to go in and finalize a few of the key upper-management positions. And then I spent days upon days training people on our software and a lot of policies and procedures.”

“I would think that part would go quickly.”

“You would think. But China isn’t like the States. The work ethic is different. The cultural traditions are different. I’m not sure if it was harder getting them to understand our policies or me to understand what they’re used to.”

“But you’re pretty confident now, right?”

“I wouldn’t have left if I wasn’t.” He smiles at me. “Wanna trade a bite for a bite?”

I smile back, eyeing his food. “Ohmygod, yes. That looks really good. What is it?”

“A lobster roll. It’s yellow fish, lobster meat, and other stuff that I don’t remember.”

Popping it in my mouth, I groan in delight. “That is so good,” I say, trying to cover my mouth with my hand since I’m talking with food in my mouth. “Seriously. I may need to get that next time. Mmm.”

He smiles as he watches me finish my bite. “That good, huh?”

I giggle. “I think I forgot how much I like sushi. I haven’t had it in years. Here.” I push my plate toward him and point a chopstick to my plate. “Try this one.”

He takes it, swirls it around in his soy sauce and takes a bite. “Mmmm,” he moans with a look of ecstasy. “What is that one? God, that is good.”

“It’s a Northpark roll. I have no idea what’s in it.”

“I can’t believe I waited so long to come try this place. I’m gonna have to become a regular patron.”

We continue inhaling our food, making small talk as we go.

“I like the blond. What made you decide to do that?”

“My friend Marcus convinced me I needed a change,” I say, delighted that Tom brought it up. It’s been a long time since I’ve put this much effort into my appearance and it feels good to have it recognized. “He has a hairdresser friend, Nathan, that he recommended, and I pretty much gave him free reign to do whatever he wanted. And this is the result.”

“Wow. I don’t know a lot of women who have enough nerve to just let the hairdresser go crazy.”

“I honestly have no idea what the current styles are. I never paid much attention to it before I got married, just sort of went shopping with friends and ended up dressing like them. I just gave him two guidelines— leave it a little long and make me not look frumpy. I like it. I almost feel like a new woman.”

“I remember doing that right after I got divorced.”

I freeze with another bite halfway to my mouth. “Really? So I’m not the only one to get a mini-makeover post-divorce?”

“Oh no. I joined a gym, got a new wardrobe. I guess it wasn’t as drastic because I’m a guy and there isn’t as much hair to work with. But I think sometimes we need to try to remember who we liked to be before life kind of got in the way.”

I nod. “That’s exactly it. It’s not like a mid-life crisis or anything. It’s more like, I sort of lost myself and I’m trying to find her again.”

“Makes total sense to me.”

“I, um…” I clear my throat suddenly feeling shy. “I went out and bought a fancy camera, too. I used to love to take pictures so I thought I’d try it again.”

The corners of Tom’s eyes crinkle from a grin that’s hidden behind a napkin as he wipes his mouth.

“That’s wonderful. Have you taken a lot of pictures yet?”

I nod and grab my phone from my purse. “I even worked a little bit with an editing program. I’m not really great at it yet, but it’s fun. You wanna see?”

“Of course I do!”

I scroll through a few things as I look for the most recent pictures. “I posted a few on my social media so my mother could see. Here.”

Handing him my phone, he smiles almost immediately.

“Mariana, these are great. They look like they should be in a magazine,” he compliments, as he scrolls through the shots.

“That is exactly what Santos said when I showed him.” I shake my head, but the smile on my face says I’m delighted. “I’m not that good. But I feel like I’m getting better.”

Tom looks at me quizzically and hands my phone back.

“Really. You’re very talented.”

“Thank you. It’s just a hobby, but it goes back to what you were saying before. It’s part of me finding that person I lost again, ya know?”

He leans back to get comfortable. “I do.”

We continue to chat as the waiter takes our now empty plates away. We talk about Tom’s kids, a fourteen-year-old and twelve-year-old, and how different middle school has been for them than it ever was for us. We talk about the house being for sale and how we’re waiting to be under contract any day now. We even talk about the weather. I find that I enjoy Tom’s company. I don’t know if he’s a lifelong match, but he’s a nice guy, easy to talk to, kind. All the qualities women look for in a man. So when the conversation takes a strange turn, it’s a little jarring.

“Why are you here with me, Mariana?”

“What?” I ask, furrowing my brows. I’m not understanding what exactly he’s asking me or why.

He thinks for a few seconds before responding. “I’ve been divorced for several years now, and I remember being right where you’re at. My ex-wife and I were still at each other’s throats. We tried very hard to be amicable, but we just weren’t ready for that. You, on the other hand, well, you talk about your ex a lot.”

“What? I do not.” I quickly try to think through all our conversations.

“I’m not trying to be insulting. I’m just pointing out that just since we got here tonight, I’ve learned his name, that he’s selling your house, that he’s a great dad, and that you like to take pictures of him.”

“I… I don’t take pictures of him.” I snatch my phone up and look through the pictures Tom has just seen. “Tom, these aren’t pictures of Santos. They’re pictures of my kids.”

“He’s in the background of almost every one of them.”

“I’m just not very good at editing yet. I told you this.”

“Mariana, you are a beautiful woman. You’re smart. You’re funny. It’s obvious that you give to others constantly without ever asking for anything in return.” He leans forward putting his elbows on the table. “And you are still very much in love with your husband.”

I look into his eyes, expecting to see anger or resentment, but there isn’t any. Just genuine kindness.

I slump down in my seat in defeat. “I’m trying really hard not to be.”

He smiles kindly. “There’s nothing wrong with it.”

“But I’m supposed to be moving on. Not holding on.”

“I don’t think you’re holding on for the wrong reasons. Honestly, I’m a little jealous. You talk about him like he’s your best friend.”

I look up at Tom and his words hit me. “He is.”

“That’s what I thought.” Tom grabs some cash out of his wallet and leaves it on the table. “Shall we?”

He guides me out of the restaurant and over to my car. My mind is still swirling and my emotions aren’t quite sure what to do. I like Tom a lot. But he’s right. I’m not in love with him, and I never will be.

We reach my driver’s side door and I click the button, unlocking it. Turning to face Tom, I kiss him on the cheek.

“I’m really sorry if I led you on, Tom. It wasn’t my intention.”

“I know,” he affirms, taking my hand and holding it to his chest. “I don’t think you even realized how you still felt about him until I pointed it out.”

I nod once. “I think I knew, but it’s harder letting go than I thought it would be.”

He kisses me on the cheek. “You’ll get there eventually. When you do, give me a call.” I smile up at him, appreciating how kind he is and wishing I could feel more for him than I do. “Goodbye, Mariana.”

“Goodbye, Tom.”

He turns and walks away.

I climb into my car and turn it on, cranking up the heater, and just think about these revelations.

I know I’m in love with my ex-husband. But what the hell am I supposed to do with that?
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Racing through the parking lot, I dodge as many puddles as I can. I swear it started raining a month ago and hasn’t let up. Even worse, it’s muggy. Really muggy. But that’s what early June in Houston is like every year. At least the rain is keeping the bugs away for now.

“Shit,” I yell as I accidentally land right in a puddle. I look up and see Mari’s elderly neighbors staring at me and my filthy mouth. “Sorry. I landed in a puddle.”

The old man doesn’t seem amused but the woman, I can tell she’s trying not to grin.

Reaching Mari’s door, I bang as quickly as I can. It’s only eight in the morning, but we’ve spent a lot of time together over the last couple of months. I know their routine pretty well again, and I’m sure the kids are up by now. When the door opens revealing Mari still in her jammies, coffee cup in hand, my suspicions are confirmed.

“Sorry!” I whiz past her and into the living room where the kids are already playing. “I left my schedule here and couldn’t find the website to print another copy. I think I left it on the counter.”

Myra notices me as I run by. “Daddy!” she yells, and they all jump up and race toward me.

“Hi kids!” I yell back, not bothering to stop. Aha! There it is. Exactly where I left it on the counter.

Turning back around, I find three small children clamoring for my attention. I’m in a huge rush, but I can’t just leave without giving them the affection they want. I hug each one of them tightly while Mari leans against the wall, watching. She’s been doing that more, lately. Just watching. I can’t even decipher her expression when I catch her, but maybe I don’t want to. I’m fine with convincing myself she’s looking at me with fondness.

“Daddy is running really late. It’s finally my first day of school.” The kids have been counting down the days until I go to school, just like them, for weeks. They’re so excited that of course the girls jump up and down in excitement, which makes me smile. “I’ve got to go. Give me big kisses.” I kiss each one of them on the head as they squeeze my legs tight and head back toward the door.

“Thanks, Mari,” I say, kissing her on the cheek as well. “Y’all have a good day,” I yell over my shoulder.

“Have fun in class,” Mari yells back. “No sucking up to the teacher!”

Chuckling, I slam the door behind me and race back to my car, still avoiding the puddles. Once my car is running, I slam it into gear and race toward the exit. I get about twenty feet before I come up right behind a car that is going really, really slow.

“Come on, I don’t have time for this,” I say under my breath, tapping my thumb on the steering wheel. “Can’t you drive any faster?” I glance in their rearview mirror and realize it’s the same old couple from earlier. “Well shit. Never mind then. I guess we’ll just take our sweet time.”

And we do. At least that’s what it feels like, but probably no more than two minutes later, I’m on the freeway, heading toward Houston University and my new career as a college student.

Thankfully, it only takes about thirty minutes to get to campus, and since I mapped it out a few days ago, I know the parking lot I need. I grab my schedule off the seat next to me and check the building I’m going to be in.

“Oliver Hall.” I look through my windshield trying to figure out which building that is before heading out into the rain again. It’s only sprinkling now, but that still doesn’t mean I want to get wet.

Spying my destination straight in front of me, I grab the new backpack Mari gave me as a congratulations present, and climb out of my car.

Despite the rain and the fact that this is the summer semester, there are students everywhere. I haven’t been on a college campus in over ten years when I graduated, and it’s wild how my perspective of college has changed. Back then, I thought I was the big man on campus. I was a young adult. I had ideals. And no one was going to stop me because I knew exactly what I was doing.

Looking at the kids walking across the university, all I notice is how young they are. They’re barely legal drinking age and have no idea what life is going to throw at them, whether they’re successful or not.

I remember how excited I was to make my place in this world. And here I am, still trying to figure out exactly where that place is. But maybe that’s more accurate for how life really is. It’s a constant attempt at making a place or keeping it. We’re constantly striving for better but never quite getting there, which is not a bad thing. It just means we keep moving that direction.

I chuckle as I think of how old I sound, even to myself, now. I could tell these kids a lesson or two. Not that they’d listen. Lord knows more than one person tried to share their wisdom with me when I was that age, and I just couldn’t hear it. Such is life, I suppose.

Oliver Hall is a smaller building than I expected. It’s white brick, two story. But it’s not as imposing as some of the buildings that surround it. I kind of like that it’s not as grandiose.

The halls aren’t terribly crowded, but they’re far from empty. And interestingly, a lot of the people carrying backpacks appear to be older than me. I follow one of them into a classroom on the right.

The room is huge, way bigger than I thought could be in a building this size. There are at least twenty rows, each one a step higher than the last so they look stacked. The long white tables stretch from one end of the room to the next on each row so the only way in or out of your row is down the side.

The front wall of the room is covered in white eraser boards. A podium stands off to the side. And what appears to be a projector screen is bolted into the ceiling.

Looking around, I find that most of the chairs are empty. I’m still a few minutes early, surprisingly since I had to make that stop at Mari’s, but I expected the room to be more full by now.

I climb up the steps to the fourth or fifth row and sit down toward the middle, but still mostly on the side. As I pull out my laptop and power up, I realize I’m strangely nervous about being here. I shouldn’t be. We’re all here for the same reasons. But I’ve spent the last ten years making a living off physical activity. It feels different to know I’m about to exercise more of my brain muscles than my leg muscles.

A tall, dark-haired woman, maybe in her early 40’s walks in and tosses her stuff on the podium. I watch as she pulls out her laptop and plugs it in to a bunch of wires I hadn’t noticed before. Suddenly the words “TAP” and “Professor Angela Johnston” are displayed across the white board behind her.

She looks at her watch and walks with purpose to the door, where she closes it with enough force that anyone who didn’t notice her before certainly has now.

“Good morning,” she bleats, as she strides back to the podium. “I’m Professor Johnston. You can call me Professor Johnston. Although from what I understand, I’m more commonly known as ‘The Slave Driver’ in the education department. However, you can still just call me Professor Johnston.”

Whoa. I’m thirty seconds into my first class and already this is more intense than I anticipated.

“Since this is a summer class, this room isn’t going to be filled up so there’s no use wasting my voice shouting all the way to the back when there are perfectly good seats up here.” She gestures around the room at the chairs. “So can everyone please find a seat in the first five rows please?”

For a split second, no one moves.

“Yes, I said it,” she continues. “Let’s move. All the way down here. That means you, too, all the way on the top row. Move it on down here.”

I watch as a dozen or so people pack up all their stuff and start moving, thankful that I sat as close as I did. As I watch my new classmates, someone plops down in the seat next to me.

She’s probably in her mid-twenties. Pretty face. Long, thick hair. Nice rack. She obviously works out.

“Hi.” She starts pulling things out of her bag and settling in. “I hope no one was sitting here.”

“No, it was empty.”

“Great, thanks,” she says with a smile. A nice smile. Full lips. Straight, white teeth. “I’m Kimberly.” She reaches out her hand for me to shake. Her skin is soft and warm.

“Santos.” I smile back at her. Look at me. I’ve been back in college for five minutes and I’m already making friends.

“Now that everyone is up front where you can hear me…” Professor Johnston calls out. Immediately the room gets silent except for the shuffling of some bags as people finish getting settled. “…I want you to look to the left and right of you. The person next to you will be your study partner for the duration of the class. Yes, most of this is individual work, but most of you haven’t been in college in quite some time, and you’ll need a study buddy.”

I look down my row and count off my twos. Looks like Kimberly and I are paired off. She seems to come to that realization at the same time I do and smiles again at me.

“Before you object to me pairing you up with someone you may not know,” the professor continues, “I’ll remind you that when you get a job, your principal won’t ask who you want your teaching partner to be. You’ll just be paired up. This is a good opportunity to learn how to work with someone you may not automatically gravitate toward.

“Now, if you’ll open up your laptop, you’ll find the website and log in information up on the screen behind me. Go ahead and log in and we’ll begin discussing the latest TAP rubric. This is how teachers are evaluated. Not all schools are TAP schools, but they all have some sort of rating system and regardless of which one they use, these are going to be your basic required measures.”

I quickly get myself set up so I can follow along with the lesson with a smile on my face.

I got here on time. I have a no-nonsense professor who’s ready to teach. I already have a study partner.

So far, my first day of college (again) is going great.




[image: ]

 

 

[image: ]

 

“What is it with you feeding my kids sugar?” I ask Marcus, as I flop down on the couch. “Don’t you have any vegetables in your fridge?”

“I don’t know what you’re complaining about,” he reasons as he drops himself down next to me. He won’t admit it, but he’s just as tired as I am after chasing the kids for the last forty-five minutes. “Once they were done running, they practically dropped into their beds. We won’t hear from them for a while.”

“Yeah, but it’s going to take us that long to clean up this mess.” I look around trying to wrap my brain around the sheer volume of toys strewn all over the floor. I had no idea my kids had this many toys. Looks like it’s time to clean out again.

“We’ll just tell them the same thing I told my niece and nephew last weekend.”

“We’re not telling the kids that any toys left out will come alive when they’re sleeping and will watch them in bed.”

“Ok, I admit that one backfired on me.” I chuckle and drop my head back on the couch. I’m so tired. “We’ll tell them the toys all want to play hide and seek, but they really like hiding in the toybox so they can be together.”

“There is no way my kids will fall for that. And I don’t believe for one second your niece and nephew fell for it either.”

“They would have if I hadn’t said the whole toys coming alive thing first.”

“Marcus, you are a mess.”

“But I’m a cute mess.”

“That you are.” I look over at him and see him zoning out. I bump his shoulder with mine. “What’s up with the jet black?”

“The hair?” He runs his hands over his soft Mohawk.

“Yep. I don’t think I’ve ever seen you have a normal color hair before.”

“Yeah, well, I needed something different. Something a little less flashy.”

“Are you sure it doesn’t have anything to do with the super hot hairdresser you have to go see whenever you change it?”

He blushes, which is something I’ve never seen before so I know I’ve struck a nerve. “Maybe,” he confesses without making eye contact.

“Aw, I think it’s cute you have a crush on Nathan,” I tease.

“I do not have a crush. It’s more of a…” He waves his hand as he thinks of the words. And then he finally gives up. “Ok, fine. I have a crush on him.”

I can’t help but laugh at his reaction to being called out. Normally, he’s so forthcoming with his relationships, but they don’t usually matter that much to him. Makes me wonder if there’s more to this than just a crush. But I don’t want to put him on that much of a spot yet. He’s skittish enough as it is.

“For what it’s worth, he’s a really nice guy.”

“You think?”

“I do. And he does an amazing job with my hair.”

“Another important quality when looking for a man.”

“You should go for it.”

He sighs. “I would love to go for it.”

“So what’s the problem?”

“He doesn’t even know I’m alive.”

“What? How is that even possible?”

“It just is. He doesn’t act any differently around me than he does with other clients, so it’s pretty obvious.”

“Well are you sure he’s gay?”

Marcus looks at me and raises an eyebrow. “Honey, I have the best gaydar known to man. I can spot potential dates a mile away. There is no doubt Nathan is gay.”

“I’ll just take your word for it. Maybe he’s in a relationship.”

“Maybe.” I pat his leg in a supportive gesture and he grabs my hand, intertwining our fingers. “Love just kind of sucks.”

“Don’t I know it.”

“Speaking of crushes, you ever gonna fess up to the one you have on your ex-husband.”

I gasp. “What in the world would make you think that?”

“Puh-leaze. I see the way you look at him when he’s here. And the way you look when you talk about him. And the way you look when you just think about him. You are smitten.”

I open my mouth to argue, but then change my mind. There’s no use in trying to convince either of us that my feelings for Santos are anything other than what they are. Instead, I lean my head on his shoulder and opt for advice.

“What am I supposed to do, Marcus?”

He turns and kisses me on the top of the head. “I think the first thing you need to figure out is if he feels the same way about you.”

“Oh, I know he does,” I confirm. “I have no doubt. But I just… I don’t know. Is this just grief talking in the form of desire? Is it real? I don’t know which end is up right now. Not to mention, I’m still really hurt over his betrayals.”

“I know that, honey. I’m not sure that hurt ever really goes away. It just kind of dulls over time.”

“That’s not encouraging at all.”

“Sorry. But not really. I won’t ever sugarcoat things for you.”

“So then tell me honestly what I should do? How can I ever feel comfortable in a relationship with him? How can I ever completely let it go?”

“Does anyone ever let it go completely?” he asks with a shrug. “You’ve already forgiven him, but unless you were to get amnesia, there’s no way to totally forget. But I think the better question is what you do with those memories when you do remember? Do you let them beat you down? Or do you push them aside and remind yourself that it’s not the current reality of the situation? Only you can decide that part.”

I stay snuggled next to Marcus as I think through my relationship with Santos. I think about all the wonderful times we had together. Going to games. Traveling around the country. Buying our first home. My pregnancies. When the kids were born. More than ten years’ worth of memories, and all of it includes laughter and love.

But it doesn’t negate the heart ache I still feel. It’s getting easier to let it go, but sometimes it creeps up on me. “I just don’t know if I can ever let it go completely,” I whisper. “And as petty as it sounds, what would people say? My mother, for one, would go nuts.”

“With all due respect to your mother, fuck her.”

“Hey!” I say, as I slap him on the leg playfully.

“I’m serious, Mariana. Who cares what she thinks? Who cares what I think? It doesn’t matter what anyone else thinks. It matters what you think. When it comes to your relationships, especially your relationship with him, you don’t have to justify anything to anyone.”

“That makes me really nervous,” I say. “You know I don’t like conflict, so just the thought of having to hear her confront me practically gives me hives.”

“I know. And I understand where she’ll probably be coming from. You know I’m not his biggest fan because of what he did to you. Even though I’m thrilled it brought you next door. But every relationship is different. The vast majority of relationships never recover after infidelities. Especially to this magnitude. But some of them can.”

He turns to look at me. “Mari, what if yours can?”

I look at him intently, grasping what he’s just said to me. He makes a lot of valid points. I don’t have to justify this to anyone except myself. And the question remains, what if my relationship can recover? What if we’re one of the lucky couples that can survive after infidelity? And will I ever forgive myself if I don’t take the chance to find out?
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I look around the waiting room, shoving my wallet back in my pocket after paying the obligatory twenty-dollar co-pay. It’s not a lot, but it adds up when you have a weekly therapy appointment.

With my knee shaking up and down, I recognize I’m nervous. Really nervous.

Mariana has never asked for us to go see Justin together, but she did this time and wouldn’t tell me why. Just said there are things we need to discuss. It worries me that she wants to cut the amount of time I’ve been spending with the kids. I know I’ve been at her apartment a lot lately, but it didn’t seem like she minded. I can’t believe I read the situation wrong and I don’t understand why she can’t just tell me this outside of therapy.

The door flies open and Justin stands there with his normal relaxed look on his face. “Hey guys. Come on in.”

Mari smiles and greets him like everything is normal. I just mumble a hello as I walk past him.

“How’s school going, Santos?” he asks before we even sit down on the couch. So much for getting Mari’s bombshell announcement out of the way. Maybe I don’t really want to know what she has to say. Maybe it’s ok to delay it.

“Good. Busy.” I settle next to Mariana, not looking at her for fear of what I’ll see. “I’m taking an intense class on teacher ratings systems right now and I’m adding on a kinesiology and ESL class next semester. I’m going to be busy, but so far I like it.”

“When do you start your student teaching?”

“Supposedly, the same day the teachers all go back to school, so in just a few weeks.”

“That’s cool. Have they matched you to a school yet?”

“Nah, I’ll find out my assignment closer to time.” I can feel myself relaxing the more we talk about my classes. When I decided to quit soccer and become a teacher and coach, I knew I’d enjoy it. But the more involved I get, the more my excitement grows. “I talked to my advisor yesterday and they really try to place you in the school district you live in, so I’m hoping to be placed around here.”

I lean back and stretch my arm over the back of the couch, chancing a glance at Mari. She’s smiling at me which both relaxes me more and confuses me. I don’t understand why she would be smiling if she has bad news for me.

“Oh, that would be great.”

“Yeah. I’m excited to get in the classroom and start working with the kids. Middle-schoolers crack me up.”

“It’s so funny to hear you say that,” Justin says. “I’ve had a lot of teachers as clients over the years and only a very few like middle-schoolers.”

Thinking about kids that age makes me smile. “I know they’re full of drama at that age, but it’s such innocent drama compared to high school. And they’re just… how do I explain it? They’re just squirelly and funny. They crack me up.”

“And they’re way more independent than the younger kids,” Justin adds.

“Oh, for sure. I love helping my own kids with potty breaks and stuff, but other people’s kids? No thanks. Plus, I can’t coach soccer in elementary school so it works for me.”

I look at Mari again, now that I’ve mentioned how much I love being with our kids. I’ve just given her the perfect segue to tell me if she’s cutting my contact with them down to just what the order gives me.

She doesn’t, though. Instead she and Justin talk about her photography. As soon as the conversation starts, she pulls out her phone to show him pictures. The pride on her face as she shows off her creations makes me smile. I love seeing her feel like she’s good at something besides taking care of smaller people.

“I can see you’re getting better, Mariana.” She beams at his comment. “Do you like doing landscape shots or more portraits.”

“I don’t really know yet. I really like editing landscape shots and making them really stand out, ya know? But I also don’t think I’ve ever taken a bad picture of my kids before,” she brags with a laugh. “Not that I’m biased or anything.”

“There is no such thing as being biased when it comes to how you feel about your kids.” Justin passes the phone back to her. “I have to say, I think photography has been really good for you. It seems to be giving you more confidence.”

“I think you’re right. It gives me a creative outlet, which feels really good. And it gives me the ability to document all kinds of events in my kids’ lives so I almost feel like a better mom. Even though nothing else has really changed.”

“It’s the smallest changes that can sometimes make the biggest impact, you know. I think what you’ve done is allowed yourself to recognize you’re more than just a mom. You have value beyond making sure they stay alive until adulthood. Just the recognition can make a world of difference.”

His words strike me hard and suddenly I realize how much I never provided for her emotional needs while we were married. Never.

“Wait,” I interrupt. “Did you always feel like this when we were married? Like your only value was about what you could do for other people?”

She thinks for a few seconds before answering. “I think… I think, yes. I always felt like that. At least since Myra was born.”

My heart sinks. I know my cheating was the catalyst that broke our marriage apart. I will always be responsible for that. But suddenly I realize, we were already fighting a losing battle. While I was off being “important” and “sought-after,” she was at home feeling worthless.

“How did I never notice that?” I ask myself more than anyone else.

“Santos,” she says, putting her hand on my arm so I’ll look at her. “I don’t think I noticed it either. It was such a gradual thing. Myra was born and life sort of changed. Then Lina came along, and I was so busy with kids I didn’t really have time for anything else. Once Theo came along, I think I was already in bad patterns without realizing it.”

I rub my fingers over my lips absentmindedly. This is such a revelation for me… the knowledge that I was a way shittier husband than I even realized.

“What are you thinking about right now, Santos?” Justin asks. No one else speaks as they wait for me to answer.

“I’m thinking that even if I hadn’t, you know, done the things that I did…” No one needs more of an explanation. My sins have been aired more than enough that there’s no reason to rehash them. “… our marriage was already doomed. I didn’t take care of you emotionally at all.”

“Well, I think doomed is probably a little extreme,” Justin counters. “A woman losing her feelings of self-worth when she becomes a mother isn’t an uncommon problem. So you may have been headed for some rough patches, but I don’t think it would have been the end of your relationship.”

I’m not really sure I believe him.

“I’m sorry, Mari,” I say to her. “I had no idea you felt so badly about yourself.”

“Honestly, Santos,” she responds, “I don’t think I had any idea about it either, so how could you? It sucks that we ended up divorced, but it also sort of forced me to face my own demons that I didn’t really want to know were there. Is it weird that I can kind of see a silver lining to this whole thing?”

“It actually shows how much you pushed past the hurt,” Justin responds. “If you look hard enough in any situation, you can find a silver lining. Lots of times people can never see it though because they’re stuck in the bitterness of it all.”

I nod sadly. “Does that mean you still want me to back off visiting the kids?”

She looks at me quizzically. “Back off visiting the kids? What are you talking about?”

“Well, you said we needed to talk about a few things in therapy. I’m assuming I’ve been coming over too often and you need me to back off so you can heal. Obviously, I’m not very good at reading your emotions, so that’s why we’re here, right? So Justin can help us get through the conversation?”

“Santos,” she says, turning toward me and putting her hand on my arm again. All I can do is look at the floor in front of me as I wait for the news. “I don’t want you to stop coming over.”

I take a chance and look up at her. “You don’t?”

She shakes her head. “No. Actually, it’s kind of the opposite.”

I furrow my brows and look at Justin who doesn’t seem to have any more insight than I do. “I don’t understand.”

She takes a deep breath and plays with the frayed part of her jeans. She looks nervous, which I don’t understand. She holds all the cards in this situation. “Ok, so here’s the thing. I’ve been doing a lot of thinking and a lot of soul searching lately. And I’ve been on a couple of dates.”

My eyebrows shoot up. This is news to me.

“You didn’t know I’d gone on a couple dates?”

I shake my head. “Except for that one a long time ago.”

“Oh. Yeah. I went out with him again.”

My heart sinks while she keeps talking.

“He’s a nice guy and all, but going out with him made me realize something.”

She waits for me to respond, but I don’t want to. I’m afraid of what she’ll say next. She finally gives up and continues.

“I realized that it’s harder to fall out of love with you than I thought.”

My head snaps up so fast, I almost give myself whiplash. “What?”

“Ok, so maybe I’m not still in love with you,” she revises. “Maybe I’ve sort of fallen in love with you… again. With this guy that takes such good care of us, just because he can.”

“I… um…” I’m stunned. So stunned I’m not sure how to respond.

“Look, I know our divorce is final and hell, you might be dating someone. You’re not required to tell me…”

“I’m not dating anyone,” I interject quickly.

“Oh. Well, I mean, you could be playing the field. It’s really none of my business anymore…”

“I’m not sleeping with anyone either.” I know I keep interrupting her, but I can’t help it. I don’t want her to think the worst of me anymore. “I changed careers and cut myself off from everyone who was a part of that life. I told you, I don’t want to be that guy anymore.”

“Oh. Ok.” She looks at her hands that she is now wringing in nervousness. “Well, um… I know we’re divorced and all, but maybe, I mean, if you’re serious about it, maybe we can just, um… I don’t know, like date. A little.”

My heart starts to pound and my breathing picks up. I don’t want to blink because I’m afraid to change this moment, afraid she’ll change her mind.

“Don’t expect a long-term commitment or anything. And I'm not ready for anything physical. Not at all. But if you want to, we can just spend some time together. Without the kids.”

My heart soars. My Mari, my beautiful Mari is in love with me again. She wants to date me. She wants a chance to see if I’m worth taking a risk on again.

“I think,” I say quietly and have to stop to clear the emotion out of my throat. “I think that would be amazing.”

“Yeah?” she asks, her eyes wide.

“Yeah.” I smile at her, but a thought occurs to me. “Are you sure though? I mean, what will your mom say?”

“She’s going to have a lot to say, I’m sure. But the truth is, I don’t have to justify this to anyone except myself. And I don’t want to have to live with myself if I never give it a shot. Even if I end up broken again.”

“You won’t end up broken,” I say hastily. “If anyone ends up broken, it will be me. I know I’m not good enough for you, but I’m going to do my best to show you I’m a different man now. A better one. And that I’ll spend the rest of my life proving it.”

She smiles at me with tears in her eyes and nods her head. We have an agreement. We’re going to date.

Best twenty-dollar co-pay I’ve ever paid.
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“The house was built in 2001, which is really young for the neighborhood. Now, I know the lots are a little smaller, but that really cuts down on the cost and it means less yard maintenance for you.” I look through the pantry and kitchen cabinets as my realtor, Alice, continues to drone on about the benefits of the home. I’m already sold on it, though. But she doesn’t need to know that yet.

The house is perfect. Four decent-sized bedrooms and two full bathrooms are upstairs, which means I can be close to the kids at night. It also has a game room that will come in handy as the kids get older and more independent. Downstairs boasts a small open-concept kitchen and den area with a small dining room just off the kitchen. Perfect for keeping an eye on the kids while I cook. There’s also a half bathroom and a laundry room. And a small room that’s supposed to be a formal living room, but I’d rather turn it into an office area.

Despite how open and spacious it is inside, from the outside, it resembles a small cottage. I’m pretty sure it was designed that way since the entire neighborhood is surrounded by a white picket fence.

I love this house. It’s perfect.

“The elementary school is just behind the neighborhood. In fact, most kids who live around here just walk to school.”

“It’s lease-to-own, right?”

“It sure is,” Alice confirms with a smile, the corners of her eyes crinkling with at least sixty years’ worth of wear and tear. “The owner moved out of town last week and can’t afford to carry two mortgages. So they’re willing to lease it to someone while they wait for the sale to go through.”

“How soon can we move in?” My lease is coming up quickly at the apartment, and I’d like to get out of there as soon as possible.

“I’ll double check, but I’m sure they’ll pass over the keys as soon as the ink is signed on the mortgage pre-approval paperwork.”

I lean against the kitchen island and look around the room again. It feels comfortable here. Homey. This would be a great place for the kids and I to make a new start. A fresh start. No memories. Nothing tainted. Just love and laughter and healing.

“Can you let them know I’m interested?” Alice nods her head vigorously before I’m done with my statement. “I need to talk to my ex-husband tonight and figure out how we’ll secure the loan with him being in school right now.”

“Your… ex-husband?”

“We have a very… unusual relationship,” I say. I could continue, but I don’t. It’s not her business what we are to each other. It’s just her business to get us in this house. “If you would please let them know that I want the house, I just have to make sure all the details are ironed out before we jump through hoops. I should be able to put an offer in by noon tomorrow.”

Alice seems to have recovered from her shock about Santos being involved and is smiling and nodding once again. “Yes, yes of course I’ll let them know. They’ll be thrilled.”

“Well, I’m thrilled, too. I knew what I was hoping for, but this is so much better.”

“I will call them as soon as we’re done here and then tomorrow, if I don’t hear from you by noon, I’ll give you a call and see where we’re at. Will that work?”

“Perfect,” I say as I look around one more time. It really, really is.
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“If you want spaghetti, move your forks out of your bowls, everybody,” I say, as I carry the pot of noodles to the table, ready to dish it out. They immediately scramble to get the silverware back on the table and at least one bowl falls on the floor in the process. Thankfully, Santos is there to snatch it up and put it back so I can get this done quickly. It may be faster to serve this way, but my arm will never have the strength to make it easy.

“Juice or milk?” Santos asks me, as he leans into the fridge.

“Milk. They’ve had too much juice today already.”

The sauce is divvied out and the kids dig in, giggling as they suck noodles into their mouth one at a time. Except for Theo. He’s content just shoveling it in.

Once Santos and I have everyone situated, we sit down to eat with them. It’s one of the few times over the last year that I’ve actually sat down during a meal, and I know it’s because there are two of us working together instead of it just being me doing it all.

I admit, I enjoy it.

“I went and looked at a house today.” I look up through my lashes at Santos, gauging his reaction. I didn’t tell him I was house hunting, so I’m not sure what he’s going to say. Actually, I didn’t really know that I was house hunting until I happened to see this particular house.

He chews his bite of spaghetti and swallows, not taking his eyes off me. “What did you think?”

“I love it,” I breathe. We spend the next twenty minutes eating dinner, cleaning up messes, answering a lot of “why” questions from the girls, and talking about the house.

I tell him about the bedrooms and the open kitchen. I tell him about the smaller yard and the school behind the neighborhood. And then I tell him the price.

“That’s it?”

I nod. “And it’s a lease-to-own, so as long as I can get approved for a loan, we can move in at the beginning of the month.”

“Are you going to do it?”

“Well…” I say sheepishly. This is the part I’m not sure about. “I need your help. If you’re willing to help me.”

“Of course. What do you need me to do?”

“I haven’t worked since college. I won’t qualify for a loan.”

“So you want me to buy the house.”

“Just co-sign with me,” I say quickly. “I mean, you don’t have to if you don’t want to. I totally get that. But you know I’m good for all the bills. Even if something were to happen to you, I have the savings to fall back on. I’m not at all worried about being able to afford it. I’m just worried about getting in.”

He sits back in his chair and scratches the scruff on his jaw. I know I’m asking a lot of him. It may just be too much. I just don’t know any other way to go about getting out of this apartment if he won’t co-sign. My mother is retired. She won’t qualify either. And yes, Santos is in school, but his tax records will still show stable employment. Mine won’t show any at all.

“Why don’t we just pay for it outright?”

My jaw drops. “Cash?”

“Yeah.”

“That’s a nice idea, but I know how much we both have in savings, or at least how much we each started out with. It would deplete everything. With you not working for the next year…” I shake my head. There’s no way it’ll work.

“You don’t remember how much we’re making off the current house, do you?”

I think back to the conversation we had about numbers right after we got divorced. Things were so emotionally heightened back then, I don’t remember a lot of it. But I do remember that.

“You were serious? We have that much equity?”

“I’m the math major remember?” he teases. “We had saved for so long we made a huge down payment during a buyer’s market. The market has swung and now it’s a seller’s market, so already the value has gone up. Not to mention, up until we separated, we were making double payments every month. We shaved off something like fifteen years’ worth of interest that way.”

“But Santos, that’s your money. I don’t want to take your money. Especially with you being in school.”

“Mari, it’s the money that’s going to provide for our kids one way or another. If you don’t have a mortgage payment, we can modify the support order if you want. But I told you from the beginning… I don’t give a shit about the money.”

“I wonder if I’d qualify for a smaller loan if we put that much down. And, of course, we’d draw something up to make sure you are covered legally if something were to happen to me.”

He waves me off. “If something were to happen to you, it would all go to the kids anyway. I’m not worried. But you don’t need to take a loan. Like I said, we can buy it outright.”

“Well, the equity certainly helps. But to take that much out of savings, it just makes me nervous to not have much to fall back on.”

He grabs his beer bottle and fiddles with the label. “I don’t think we’ll need to dip into savings at all. I got a call from Tio Jose today.”

“Oh yeah?” I ask, not understanding the change in subjects. “What did he have to say?”

“Not much. Until he reminded me that he’s the executor of Abuela’s estate.”

My eyebrows shoot up. His grandmother’s estate was settled several years ago. Or so we thought. At first, Santos’s mother had made a huge stink. Abuela had three kids, but raised Santos from the time he was a baby. So instead of the estate being split three ways, she had set up her will to split it four ways.

Abuela’s other two kids saw no problem with this. As far as they were concerned, Santos was her youngest child and deserved to be treated that way. Santos’s mother, however, didn’t agree. She contested it all in court until she ran out of money or attorneys who would work with her. Maybe she lost focus. No one ever knew why she finally dropped it and went about her business, but no one really cared, either. She wasn’t a nice woman and hadn’t been for a long time, from what we understand. She was selfish and spiteful and bitter. The best thing she ever did for Santos was leave him with his grandmother. Not that she did it out of love for him. It had never really come up again once it was all over, but I knew her hateful behavior toward him really stung.

“What did he say?”

Before he can answer, Theo screams from his high chair, which is his way of saying he’s ready to get down.

“This is terrible timing, Bug,” I say, as I quickly jump up and wet a washcloth to clean him up. Santos just chuckles.

“Don’t worry, I can talk and stack dirty plates at the same time.”

Pulling the tray off the high chair, I stand Theo up and begin the tedious process of cleaning off as much funk as possible.

“Then spill. You can’t say something like that and expect me to wait until bedtime to hear the rest.”

He chuckles again as he stacks. “As the executor, Tio wasn’t really able to say much about any stipulations or requirements that they had to meet. My only stipulations were to graduate from college and get married, but I’d done both of those long before she died. I have no idea what anyone else was supposed to do.”

I throw the washcloth on the table and strip Theo of his clothes. This is useless. He’s going to need a bath no matter what. Especially as noodles start reappearing the minute his shirt is over his head.

“It turns out, my mother had a major requirement as well as a time line.”

I pause and look at him. “Which was?”

He looks up at me and leans on his knuckles on the table. “To successfully complete a minimum six-month drug and alcohol rehabilitation program and remain clean for at least two years.”

I gasp. “I knew there was speculation she was an addict, but no one’s ever confirmed it.”

“I know. It made some of the puzzle pieces of my childhood come together, that’s for sure. And Justin is going to have a field day with this one.”

“So as soon as she gets clean, she’ll get the money.”

“Her time ran out, Mari. It ran out last week. Apparently, Abuela had put in the will that she had five years to meet the requirements or she defaulted on any rights to the money.”

“She chose drugs over her mother’s legacy?” I whisper, stunned. I know how much Santos got and it’s significant. I can’t imagine any drug being worth that much money.

“She chose drugs over a lot of things. Apparently even her own kid.”

I look away when he says it. The subject of his mother has always been hard and I don’t want to make it any more uncomfortable than it already is.

“What happens now?” I finally ask.

He takes the dishes into the kitchen and dumps them in the sink, turning around to lean against the counter. I put Theo on the floor, all thoughts of giving him a bath have vanished, and follow Santos.

“I get it.”

Blinking my eyes rapidly, I try to make sense of what he just said. “No way. There’s no way that’s true.”

“It is. It defaulted back to the estate to be distributed amongst the three of us. But the others don’t want it. Something about it being enough to make it worth the hassle of the taxes. I don’t know. They’re loaded, so I’m sure this looks like chump change to them.”

“This is just crazy.”

“I know. But it also means between this and the equity, we can buy that house outright. I can’t think of anything else Abuela would want that money used for than to make sure the kids have a good home of their own, can you?”

I shake my head, because I can’t think of anything she’d want more. I didn’t know her well or for very long, but she loved her children with her whole heart and protected them fiercely. Even if it meant the threat of cutting them out of her will as motivation to change their life.

Santos is staring at me, arms still crossed. He hasn’t moved from his spot.

“It’s the right thing, Mari. I didn’t know you were looking at a house today. You didn’t know I got that phone call today. It’s like Abuela orchestrated the whole thing.”

The thought of her still doing her best to protect us long after her passing makes me smile.

“Ok,” I finally say. “Let’s do it.”

He pushes away from the counter and kisses me on the top of the head as he walks by. “Good. My kids need a yard so I can set up a soccer goal. We need to work on those skills.”

I laugh and begin washing dishes.

Holy shit. I’m buying a house with Santos.

Again.
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“As you can see, there are five groups. Each group has four stars in it. Let’s count the stars. Ready?” I use my dry erase marker to count how many stars are on the board. “There’s twenty. So five times four equals twenty.”

I look up at Kimberly who has a grimace on her face.

“I’m doing a terrible job at this, aren’t I?”

She turns off the camera we’re using to tape our lessons while trying really hard to give me an encouraging look, but finally gives up. “Well, it’s not good.”

I toss the dry erase marker down on the table of the small library work room and drop myself into the chair. “Why do I have to present a third-grade lesson?”

“Do you want the real answer or a sarcastic answer?”

“Let’s start with sarcastic.”

“Because Professor Johnston randomly chose third grade for your project.”

I make a “hrmph” and cross my arms. “And the real answer?”

“Because in order to be certified to teach middle school, you have to know both the kindergarten through seventh grade and eighth through high school curriculum,” she states matter-of-factly.

“Why, why does the State not recognize a sixth through eighth grade program yet?” I complain and lean my head back, running my fingers through my hair. “It would make my life so much easier.”

“But look how much knowledge you’ll have!” she chirps with sarcastic glee. “Someday, if you change your mind, you can teach kindergarten.”

“Yeah, no. I have a hard enough time with my own kids’ boogers. I’m not even going to put myself in a position where I have to deal with someone else’s kids’ boogers.”

She giggles. “How old are your kids?”

“Five, three, and almost two.”

Her eyes light up. “You have one getting ready to go to kindergarten.”

“Don’t remind me. I can’t believe how fast she’s grown up. I think I might cry on the first day of school.”

“Maybe I’ll get lucky and she’ll be in my class. Wouldn’t that be cool?” she marvels with a smile. “I can text you pictures of her any time there’s a fun event.”

She looks at me and bites her lip. My eyebrows furrow just slightly. Is she using my kid to flirt with me? Suddenly, I feel very uncomfortable with the conversation.

“Nah,” I say. “My ex-wife is great and a fantastic photographer. I’m sure she’ll send me tons of pics.”

“Ex-wife, huh?” She cocks her head at me. This is getting really uncomfortable. “I didn’t realize you were single and available.”

“Uh, I’m not, actually. I’m dating someone.” Up to this point, Kimberly has been nice in class and fun to work with. I’m not sure why she’s being aggressive all the sudden, but the red flags are going up everywhere. This temptation came out of nowhere and I want to make sure I don’t fall into its trap.

“Oh,” she muses quietly. Somehow, I know my statement isn’t going to deter her. She’s young and beautiful. She’s obviously willing. And I’ve always had a fantasy of banging a hot co-ed on a table in the library. It would be so easy to get away with. I could just bend her over the table, grab that ponytail, and peel those jeans down.

NO, I think strongly to myself. I’m not that guy anymore. I don’t want to be that guy.

I think back to my therapy sessions and know that even a harmless fantasy can easily spiral out of control for me. Instead I employ one of the techniques Justin has been working on with me. Distraction.

“Anyway, why don’t we switch places. Maybe if I see how you do your lesson plan it will help me not sound so disorganized.”

“Ok,” she says with a flirty shrug and moves around the table. The entire left side of her body brushes up against mine as she makes her way to the board. Knowing she did it on purpose after I just told her I’m dating someone rubs me the wrong way.

Visions of all the groupies that didn’t care about my marital status as long as I was giving them a good fuck run through my mind. My body misses that. It’s been so, so long since I’ve had sex.

And then the look on Mari’s face at the conference when she put together how long I had been unfaithful flashes through my mind, dousing all my hormones like someone had thrown a bucket of ice water over me. I would rather be celibate the rest of my life than see that look on her face again.

Once the camera is situated and rolling, I give her the signal to begin.

“Good morning. I’m Kimberly Reeves. I’ve been assigned to teach fifth grade long division. I’ve read a lot about how music can help kids remember and process math better, so I’ve done a bit of research on different techniques successful teachers have used and found a few favorites I’d like to employ.”

Turning to the board, she begins her explanation of long division… first you divide, then you multiply, then subtract. But that’s where she adds something new. She begins singing a beat.

“Bring it on down, just bring it on down.” She draws an arrow from the remaining numbers.

I lean forward to see where she’s going with this.

“It’s that simple.” She begins the sing-song beat again, and picks up the pace as she does the math. “Divide… multiply… then subtract. Bring it on down, just bring it on down. Divide… multiply… then subtract. Bring it on down, nothing to bring on down.

“See how easy that is? Santos, come up here. Let’s see you do it.”

Her request surprises me. I hadn’t thought to use her as a mock student to practice actually teaching on. It’s a really good idea, so I comply.

Thankfully, she keeps it professional and maintains a respectable distance between us.

As I work on the math problem, she starts in with the sing-song again while I do it, really highlighting when each part is to be done. By the time I’ve completed three problems, we’re both singing the same division song and I’m convinced she’s a teaching genius.

“That was a really great lesson,” I say, as I turn off the camera and begin the process of downloading it for her to edit and turn in.

“It really wasn’t my idea. I happened to see it online and thought it was brilliant. Kids love music. Kids love singing. If I can use it sometimes to help them grasp the harder concepts, it can really be for their benefit.”

“Well I think you’ll make a great fifth grade teacher.”

“Too bad I want to teach kindergarten through second. Who knows. Maybe someday I’ll be tired of dealing with other people’s kids’ boogers, too.” She throws a flirty smile my direction and suddenly the relaxed environment shifts again. “So, do you want another shot at it?” she asks me.

“After that? I think I need to rearrange what I was going to do. Maybe find some fun techniques to employ.” I pull my phone out of my pocket when it alerts me of a text. “When is this due? Tuesday?”

“Yep.” She starts packing up all our stuff, since the room is a disaster from studying for so long. “Maybe we can get together tomorrow to finish up. I’m more than happy to help.”

“Uh… maybe,” I say with a shrug and open my phone.

 

Mari: Marcus has insisted on babysitting tonight. Said if I plan on dating that means I have to go on an actual date.

 

I smile and my pulse picks up.

 

Me: Sounds like you’re asking me on a date. Am I right?

Mari: I think I am. Santos, would you like to go on a date with me tonight? [image: ]

Me: I’ll pick you up at seven.

Mari: See you then.

 

Putting my phone in my pocket, I look up just in time to see Kimberly lean back and pull the hair tie out of her hair. The position causes her breasts to stick out and stretch against her shirt, showing me every outline. As she uses her hands to shake out her hair, her breasts bounce ever so slightly.

I need to get out of here.

As I continue gathering my papers, she looks at me, a sultry expression on her face. I wish I didn’t recognize that invitation, but I’ve seen it way too many times.

“So, um, how committed are you to this person you’re dating? Are you like exclusive or something?”

“Very.”

“Oh.” She looks around like she’s not sure what to say, but I’m not buying it. I’m willing to bet this was her plan the first time she sat down beside me in class and she’s been biding her time until the right moment. “I mean, she doesn’t have to know.”

“What?” I don’t know if I’m more shocked by her audacity or that I saw it coming before it happened. Is this how I got caught up in all this shit before? Was I just not keeping my eyes open to the situations I was in and I fell into a bunch of traps?

No, that can’t be right. Tiffany and Sasha weren’t like that. They were willing and able, but they were never the pursuer. That was all me, and I won’t try to make myself feel better by placing blame on them. But I think back to my college days, when Mari and I first got together. I think of the girls who were pissed I was in a relationship and how similar the situations were to the one I’m in now.

I was such a fucking fool. I never paid attention. I never paid attention to the games that were being played, and I ended up being juked in the process.

Kimberly saunters over to me and runs a finger down my chest. “I’m not asking for a relationship, Santos. Just to scratch an itch. This program is intense and stressful. It’s perfectly normal for two people who enjoy each other’s company to use each other as stress relief.”

I grab her wrist and stop her before she says anything else. “Not when one of them is in a committed relationship with someone else. That’s not normal. That’s called cheating. And I won’t do it.”

Her eyes widen slightly and she backs away from me. “Ok,” she says. “I’m sorry I must have misread the signals.”

I don’t respond because she didn’t misread anything. I never made any advances toward her and we both know it. Grabbing my backpack, I head to the door calling a simple “See you later” over my shoulder as I walk out.

I have a couple of hours before I pick up Mari so I need to book it, but I have a stop to make first.
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I race to the door when I hear the knock. Santos and I have spent a lot of time together lately, but this is the first time we’re going to leave the kids behind when we do it. I’m both excited and really, really nervous. This is the beginning of the rest of our lives, and I’m feeling good about it.

I open the door and he turns around slowly. Wearing khaki shorts and a red shirt with leather flip flops, he looks just like I remember… breathtaking. My heart beats a little faster and the nerves fade away, leaving me feeling giddy about this new chapter.

“Mari,” he breathes. “You look amazing.”

I look down at my knee length dress. It’s black with red dots and hugs me in the right places. It’s a jersey dress, but the strappy black heeled sandals dress it up just enough. I feel pretty.

“Thank you. I’m getting better at doing my hair and make-up.”

“It’s different?” He looks at me quizzically.

My heart sinks. “Oh. Yeah. I’m trying to learn how to do my make-up. I thought that’s what you were talking about.”

“No, I mean, it looks great. But I always thought you were beautiful before,” he explains. “It’s the way you carry yourself. You just kind of… glow. I like it.”

His words make me smile. I didn’t realize the way I was feeling on the inside was reflecting so much on the outside. It makes me feel good.

“You need to go, right now,” Marcus orders, as he rounds the corner.

“What? What’s the rush? I was going to say hi to the kids.” Santos starts to step into the apartment but Marcus puts a hand on his chest to stop him.

“They are entertained and engaged right now and will lose all their focus if they see you. You know as well as I do those kids can’t stay focused for anything so don’t ruin all my hard work. Plus, you aren’t staying anyway and the minute they realize that, there will be weeping and gnashing of teeth.”

“Did he just quote the Bible?” Santos asks me. All I can do is snigger, but Marcus continues like he didn’t even hear Santos speak.

“You both know full well you’ll be here tomorrow anyway, so just take your happy little asses out to dinner right this minute. It’s not actually dating if you don’t ever go on any dates.” He gently pushes Santos back out the door before turning to me, handing me my purse and kissing me on the cheek.

“I won’t wait up for you,” he reiterates, pushing me right out with Santos and shutting the door in our faces.

Santos looks a bit stunned by the whole thing. “Are you sure you want to leave that guy with the kids? He seems a little hyper.”

“Good. That means he’ll be able to keep up with them after he hops them up on sugar.” I grab him by the arm and walk toward the car.

“He does that?”

“His theory is once they have the sugar crash, they’re down for the night.”

“But then he spends the next hour cleaning up after them.”

“That’s what I said.” Santos opens the passenger side door of his car for me to climb in. “But if it means he babysits and the house is clean when I get home, I’m not going to try and prove him wrong.”

We situate ourselves in the car and head toward the highway.

“Do you have anywhere particular you want to go?” he asks, as we head south.

“I really like this new place called Akashi. It’s all these specialty sushi rolls.”

“Sushi?” he questions. “Since when do you like sushi?”

“I don’t know. I think I’ve liked it for forever, just never really had a chance to find out for sure. Besides, these are specialty rolls, filled with things like cream cheese and crab meat and avocado. They aren’t nearly as healthy as actual sushi.”

“So you’ve eaten there before?”

“Actually, the last time I went on a date, we went there.”

Santos’s jaw tightens, and I can see his knuckles turning white as he grips the steering wheel.

“Is it a problem taking you there?” I ask. “I think you’ll like it.”

“No. Going there is not the problem.” He grimaces. “I just don’t like the thought of you going on a date.”

“Santos, if we’re going to try building a different relationship, we have to be honest from the get-go. I’m being honest here. I went on a date. Big deal. But I found a restaurant I like, and I’d like to share that with you.”

He takes a deep breath and his knuckles start to return to a normal color. “I know. And I appreciate your honesty. The idea of another man kissing you, or touching you, or...” he swallows, “… or making love to you. I just have to not think about those things. I don’t have a right to be angry or anything. I just have to pretend they didn’t happen.”

“They didn’t happen, Santos.”

He glances over at me a few times while trying to keep his eyes on the road. “Um, what parts?”

“Well, there was a little kissing. But that’s it. No touching. No making love.”

We sit in silence for a few minutes. It’s not uncomfortable at all. It’s Santos trying to figure out what he’s thinking and how to put it into words, and I’m ok with letting him sit quietly to do it.

“I’ll admit, I’m relieved to hear that no one has ever had their hands on you except for me. But I’m also a little surprised. I don’t think you realize exactly how desirable you are.”

I bite my lip and try not to smile as big as I want to. Hearing Santos say that fills me with so much joy. Instead, I point to the parking lot of the restaurant. “Turn right here.”

When we step into Akashi, I watch out of the corner of my eye to see what he thinks of my new favorite eatery. He seems impressed with the ambiance and also with the menu.

“This is a really neat place, Mari,” he remarks when we’re seated and he’s glancing over his choices. “I’m glad you brought me here. I’ve always wanted to try sake.”

“It didn’t really sit well with me last time. I think I’ll just have a regular old glass of wine.”

“You can always sip off mine if you decide sushi goes better with it.”

“I might do that.” We peruse our menus a little more and I point out the ones I’ve enjoyed so far. We finally decide on several rolls to share as well as some edamame to snack on while we wait. It’s relaxing and effortless, something our relationship wasn’t for a very long time.

The waiter finally delivers our drinks and disappears again to turn in our order, leaving us to more conversation.

“How was your study date today anyway?” I’m enjoying watching Santos get his teaching certification. He’s always been so good with kids, so this new career choice isn’t a surprise to me at all. His reaction to my question, however, does.

“Not well.” My interest is piqued, and I find my gut telling me something is wrong.

“I thought you guys were getting along.”

“We were. Until she hit on me today.”

My body stiffens and I sit up straight. I can hardly breathe. The memories of his previous betrayals assault me, and I can’t seem to stop them.

“Mari, look at me,” I hear him say through the fog I seem to have fallen into. He grabs my hand. “Mariana, I already went to my professor and asked to be assigned to another study partner.”

“What?” The fog starts to lift enough to hear what he’s saying.

“I didn’t appreciate her proposition, so I went to my professor and asked to be reassigned to another partner.”

“What… what did she say?”

He continues to rub my hand gently with his thumb. “She said she didn’t like doing it. That the whole point of it was to learn how to get along with a teaching partner. So I explained a little bit about what happened and she agreed to reassign me. Said that I did the right thing telling her, because in a school environment the first person I should tell is my principal to keep something like this from getting out of hand.”

I nod, still shocked by this turn of events. “So who is your new partner?”

“Her name is Jerry.”

“Her?”

“Her. She’s fifty-seven years old and has always wanted to be a teacher but just never did it. Her husband died unexpectedly last year so she figured now was a good time. And her original study buddy had to drop out of the program for some reason, so it worked out well for both of us.”

I lean my elbows on the table and rub my temples, squeezing my eyes shut and trying to get my emotions under control.

“I’m sorry I’m reacting this way,” I say as I squeeze my eyes shut. “You just threw me for a loop. I wasn’t expecting that.”

“I know. And I hate the memories it brought up for you. But I swore to you I would be honest. Total transparency. I’ll answer any question you have.”

I blink the tears back from my eyes. I have so many questions that I want the answers to. But do I really? Do I want to know? I can’t help but ask even though I know it’s not a good idea.

“Do you think she’s pretty?”

“Yes,” he says without emotion.

“How pretty?”

He shrugs. “I think that’s probably subjective. But if it helps, she’s twenty-five and has long dark hair. Works out a lot, I guess.”

“Nice rack?” I know it’s unfair to challenge him like this. I’m not sure I really want to know if he’s noticed something like that, but in this moment, I’m struggling to not be angry again. I need to know he’s going to be honest and truthful and faithful all at the same time.

“Yes,” he whispers, a look of shame crossing his face and dammit, if that doesn’t make me feel a twinge of guilt for asking.

I nod and look away, trying to grasp my thoughts. I can’t tell if I’m upset someone hit on him, upset he thought she was pretty, or happy he told me. Maybe a mixture of all three. It’s an odd feeling.

I finally work up the nerve to ask the one question that haunts me. “Did you think about it? About going ahead and doing it? I mean, how close did you get?”

He scratches at his jaw, and I know I’ve made him uncomfortable. He doesn’t want to hurt me with his honesty, but he knows I’ll be hurt by dishonesty, too. He’s in a no-win situation caused by this little bitch and he knows it.

“I started to.” I wince and he leans forward. “Wait. Just wait and listen.” I look up and hold my breath. When he sees that I’m waiting like he asked, he continues. “My version of a drug was sitting right in front of me, being offered up on a silver platter, so yes, my thoughts started going there. But as soon as I realized what was happening, I shut them down.

“Mari,” he leans in again, “I told her no. Told her I was exclusively dating someone, and when that wasn’t good enough for her, I walked out and went straight to my professor to get out of the situation permanently.”

He rubs his hands through his hair and I know he’s nervous that I don’t believe him. Or that his answer isn’t good enough.

“But did I get close to actually doing it? No. Not at all. And it may sound bad, but I am so grateful I was put in this situation today because for the first time ever, I saw it coming. I saw the temptation coming so I was prepared and knew exactly how to get out of the situation.” He smiles proudly. “I left soccer because situations like these are constant and I am not good enough at fighting it yet. But leaving soccer never meant I wouldn’t be tempted again. I knew that from the beginning. But today, I was put to the test for the very first time and I passed. I passed, Mari.”

He pleads with me with his eyes to believe him and be happy for him. All my anger fades away, so I grab his hand to reassure him.

“I’m so proud of you,” I say through tears that are threatening to fall. “And you’re right. This is not the last time we’ll face this and to know that you were able to protect yourself, protect us this time…” I can’t finish my sentence knowing if I do, I’ll cry. He squeezes my hand harder and I see the same emotion on his face.

Of course our waiter returns at that moment to deliver our food. The intrusion isn’t necessarily welcome, but it does give me a chance to discreetly wipe my eyes and take a breath.

Before I can get my soy sauce ready, Santos hands me his phone. “Here. I haven’t talked to her since I walked out of the room. I haven’t even responded to these texts. But I want you to see that there is no remaining temptation. She is crazy.”

I scroll through his texts, and sure enough, they get more and more aggressive the longer he doesn’t respond.

 

Santos, this was no big deal. You don’t have to be reassigned.

 

Seriously. I’m sorry. I just like sex, that’s all. I didn’t realize it was that big of a deal.

 

Don’t be an asshole, Santos. We can still work together. I promise it won’t happen again.

 

Does your girlfriend always drag you around by your balls like this?

 

You know what? Fuck you, dude. Don’t ever contact me again.

 

“Wow.” I read over them a second time. Five messages in thirty minutes from her. Not one response from him. “She’s a bit cuckoo isn’t she?”

“And she wants to be a kindergarten teacher.”

“I guess you have to be a little bonkers to want to wrangle around twenty five-year-olds all day long.”

I smile at him and his shoulders relax. “You ok?” he asks.

I nod. “I’m ok.”

“I promised you transparency.”

“You did. And I’m really glad you followed through with that promise.”

“Good. I would hate for you to lose your appetite with all this fattening raw fish to eat,” he teases.

I dip my first bite in my soy sauce and pop it in my mouth, all while smiling at him.

He was honest with me, maybe more so than he’s ever been. And I faced it head on, way more than I ever have before.

This isn’t the last time we’ll face something like this, but we just proved to each other and ourselves that we can conquer it. And that feels good.
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I drop the last of the boxes in the kitchen. At least, I think it’s the last of the boxes. There may be more hidden somewhere, but at this point, I’m not asking.

Putting my hands on my hips to help regulate my breathing, I look around the room. When Mari said this place was perfect for her and the kids, she wasn’t kidding. Just standing here, I can imagine her chopping vegetables on the black and white granite island while looking on as the kids play in the den area.

The kids race into the room and jump up and down around me. “Can we play outside, Daddy? Can we, please? Can we go swing?”

“Ok, ok, you can go outside,” I laugh and try to get to the back door through the gaggle and arms and legs surrounding me. “But be careful with the swings. Don’t go too high and watch out that your brother doesn’t stand in front of you while you’re swinging.”

The chorus of “Yays” sound as I open the door, and just as quickly as they ran in, they all run out.

“You think they’ll be ok out there?” Mari questions as she carries a smaller box into the room and drops it on the island. “It’s ninety-six degrees today.”

“I’m sure they’ll be fine. I don’t think they’ll last longer than ten minutes, but they’ll be fine for those ten minutes.”

We unpack dishes and silverware, me asking for guidance when I’m not sure where she wants something.

“You did a great job picking this house, Mari. I think I like it better than the last one.”

She smiles over her shoulder as she puts a stack of dishes in the cabinet. “I think I did, too. I knew almost immediately when I walked in. It just felt like home, ya know?”

“I do. And I’m thrilled you got to move in so quickly.”

“I think it helped that we went ahead and set a closing date for next week. I still can’t believe we’re paying for it with cash. And the swing set? You really outdid yourself, Santos. Christmas is going to be a big disappointment after that.”

I look out at the kids playing. Theo is on his tummy on one of the swings. He keeps lifting his feet, trying to figure out how to get it to work. Got to admire his tenacity. They’ve been out there for a few minutes and he hasn’t given up yet.

Lina is doing her best to climb up the rock wall to the fort at the top. Part of me worries about her climbing without a spotter, but she’s shaping up to be the athletic one of the bunch. Sure enough, she makes it to the platform with no problem.

And Myra, she’s swinging as high as she can, singing the latest Disney theme song.

“The neighbors are gonna love that,” I say with a laugh.

“The noise?” Mari asks. “I know. Fortunately both sides have kids in elementary school, maybe a middle schooler, so they’re used to the noise.”

“It’s fun seeing them so happy and free, ya know?”

“I know.” She comes to stand beside me, and we watch them out the window together. “I think we made a lot of mistakes in our marriage and divorce. But the one thing we really did right was to keep their well-being first. I know it was hard on them in the beginning. But somehow, someway, we did something right when we pushed through all the hurt. Not just for us, but for them.”

I put my arm around her and pull her close, kissing the top of her head. “That was all you, Mari. All you.”

She puts her arms around me and squeezes me into a tight hug, and we just stand there, holding each other as we watch the kids. Who are suddenly racing back into the house.

“How do they always do that at the same time?” I ask. “Are they like a herd? When one bolts, they all do?”

Mari giggles and opens the door so they can come barreling in.

“Mommy, we’re thirsty.” “Can we have a dwink?” “Juice, Mama.” Basically, they’re all saying the same thing. Summer in Houston has struck again.

“Ok, ok, ok,” she blurts out, putting her hands out to stop them, which isn’t working at all. “If you want a drink, sit down on the stools and I’ll get you one.

Like the herd they apparently are, they all scramble up on a bar stool, chattering and giggling the whole time. I look through boxes, but have no idea where the cups are.

“Mari, where are all the cups?”

“I put them in that small box,” she replies, as she pulls the juice out of the fridge. “The one on the island.”

Sure enough, she did like she always does and she thought ahead. The box has five cups, five plates, five spoons, five forks and two knives in it, as well as a pan, and pot and some napkins. Just enough for us to tackle whatever boxes we want and still be able to feed everyone.

Everyone including me.

I look up at her as I pass her the cups. She gives me a quizzical look, so I know the emotion of the moment must show on my face. I feel like I’m the only one who understands why this feels so monumental to me, which is okay. I don’t need to explain. Just pull out the supplies so they’re ready to go.

“I have news,” I blurt out. I’ve been sitting on this information all day and feel like now is finally the time to share it.

“Yeah? Good news?”

“Oh no! Mama!” Theo yells when he spills his drink. Mari immediately picks up a washcloth and cleans it up, pours him some more juice and gets him resettled before I can even react. It’s impressive.

“Sorry,” she says. “Continue. This is good news, right?”

“I think so.” I put my forearms on the counter and clasp may hands. “I got a call from my professor this morning. They’ve officially placed me at a school for my student teaching.”

Her eyes light up and her jaw drops open in delight. “Yeah? Is it a good school?”

“It depends on what you mean by good.”

“What does that mean?”

“Because my ultimate goal is coaching, I’ll be doing sort of a dual program working with the soccer coaches half the time and an eighth-grade math teacher the rest of the time.”

“Santos, that’s great! I know they don’t normally do that, so that’s fantastic!” Seeing her excited for me makes me want to puff out my chest. I haven’t seen her like this since I got signed with my first team. Who knew she’d be that excited for me when I changed careers?

Actually, that’s not right. I should have known. Because Mari has never loved me for soccer. She’s always loved me for me, and soccer just came with it. I watch as she continues working with our kids, a smile on her face the whole time, and once again, it hits me how in love with her I am. She’s never been anything less than perfect to me.

Moving swiftly around the island, I grab her by the arms and spin her around. She squeals, but I crush her to me and kiss her deeply. Her lips are as soft as I remember and soon, they part so I can push my tongue inside. She tastes different, and yet exactly the same, which seems symbolic of our relationship somehow. I barely register the girls giggling as we make out. I’m too busy enjoying this moment before it’s over.

All too soon, the kiss winds down and Mari pulls away enough that our foreheads are still touching and we’re breathing heavily.

“What was that for?” she whispers.

“I’m so in love with you, I just couldn’t help it,” I say, keeping my eyes closed so the moment isn’t broken. “You don’t have to say anything. I just needed to show you.”

Slowly, I open my eyes and back away from her, holding her steady until she regains her balance. I go back to where I was standing before and lean against the counter again like nothing happened.

“So anyway,” she smirks at me for trying to go back to the previous moment. There’s no way to pretend I didn’t just maul her in her new kitchen in front of the kids. “They placed me at Timberlake Middle School.”

Her jaw drops open again. “The Timberlake Middle School down the street?”

I nod.

“The Timberlake Middle School the kids will be zoned to when they go to middle school?”

I nod again. “The Timberlake Middle School where the current soccer coach has already put in his plans to retire after this coming school year, which is part of why they’re letting me do the dual classes.”

Mari laughs in disbelief and launches into my arms, hugging me tight. “That’s amazing, Santos! Oh, I’m so excited! You’ll just be down the street!”

I squeeze her back, loving that we’re building enough trust for some basic affection again. “I know. I could come have dinner with you and the kids at night and help you get them in bed. I might even be able to sneak away to come to some of Myra’s school functions, too, since it’s five minutes away.”

“Wow. I’m so excited for you.” She pulls back and I want to kiss her again, but know the kids don’t need to see more than one make-out session today.

“Yeah. This is going to be good,” I agree. “You have a new house. I have a new job. I feel like we’re moving in the right direction. Does that sound crazy?”

“Not at all.”

We look at each other, smiling like cheesy fools. But I don’t care. I finally feel like I can breathe again. I have my life back. Even if it’s not the way I envisioned it, it’s a start.

“Eeek!” the girls squeal, and we look over in time to see them pulling away from each other.

“Your tongue is smooshy.” Myra giggles.

“Yow tongue is smooshy.” Lina giggles back.

I can’t help it. I laugh. I giant belly-laugh.

“Were they just…?” Mari asks. I can’t catch my breath long enough to answer her. “Well,” she puts her hands on her hips. “I think they may be old enough now that we need to keep kissing to a minimum,” she declares, trying desperately to keep a straight face.

“It’s a good thing I’m working for the nearest school,” I say, as I take the kids down from their stools so they can go play. “I have a sneaking suspicion I’m going to need to get to know my fellow teachers at the elementary school so we have some extra eyes on these two.”

Mari laughs and the girls run down the hall to the stairs, Theo toddling behind them.
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“EEEEEEEEEKKKKKKKK!”

Myra’s scream can be heard from at least a block away. But who can blame her? When Santos launches her into the air, he doesn’t hold back. She lands in the water with a splash and comes back up giggling.

Lina’s up next. She’s even more funny because she’s the exact opposite of Myra. When Santos throws Lina into the air, her eyes get huge and her mouth opens wide, but no sound comes out. At all. She’s literally scared silent. It’s hilarious.

Theo’s turn. Santos doesn’t throw him nearly as high, thank goodness. But that doesn’t keep Theo thinking he’s just as cool as his sisters. His deep voice comes out more like a “Huuuuuuuuuuuuuuuuh” than a scream. My boy still hasn’t figured out how to baby giggle. Being almost two, I’m pretty sure that ship has sailed.

The whistles sound and the lifeguards all yell, “Adult swim!” to the chagrin of all the kids in the pool. Not that there are many. Just ours and a few others.

Santos quickly plucks our brood out of the water, and they take off for the baby pool, which means I have to spin my lounge chair around to monitor them. It’s only twelve inches deep, but stranger things have happened than a child drowning in a puddle.

Suddenly, I’m being showered with cold droplets.

“Eek!” I squeal, knowing exactly who’s doing it. “Quit it, Santos. You’re getting my Kindle wet,” I say with a laugh.

He comes around my chair, gives me a quick smooch on the lips and settles in the lounge chair next to mine.

“I thought you needed to cool off.” He’s not fooling anyone and he knows it. “You were looking kind of hot over here.” He waggles his eyebrows at me, and I roll my eyes and grin at him. “I’m digging that bathing suit.”

“It’s a one-piece.”

“It looks hot on you.”

“You think any bathing suit looks hot on me.”

“What can I say,” he shrugs, “I just think you’re hot in general.”

Since the kids and I moved into the house a month ago, Santos has been over every day. He hasn’t just spent time with them, he’s spent time with me, and I can see huge changes, not only in our relationship, but in him as a person.

He’s always been confident and self-assured, but in a weird way, it almost comes off more genuine now. Like he was pretending to be cocky before the fall out, but now he really does believe in himself.

It’s a subtle shift and I’m sure most people who know him can’t tell the difference, but I can. And I like it. It makes me feel confident that we have a real future as a family, which is the only reason I have enough lady balls to bring up a certain conversation.

“How’s the apartment working out?” I ask him, as we watch the kids playing in the small fountain shooting out from the middle of the baby pool. They have so much fun every time we come here. “Did the maintenance guy finally fix that leak under your sink?”

“Nope. I’ve talked to him twice and left three messages now. I’m pretty sure he’s avoiding me.”

I crinkle my nose at the thought of him emptying out the bucket under his sink several times a day. “Isn’t it illegal to not fix something like that?”

“Probably,” he admits, wiping the sweat off his forehead with his forearm. I glance down at his abs. Even after quitting soccer, he’s still maintaining his physique. Sure, he’s gotten more soft in the middle and has more of a “dad bod”, but he still runs every morning and I know he goes to the gym a few times a week. Besides, the dad bod is all the rage. Looking at him now, I can see why. “But I live month-to-month in an efficiency apartment for almost nothing. You get what you pay for, ya know?”

I nod and look back up at the kids, gathering my courage. Last time I dropped a bombshell, I did it in therapy. I don’t feel like I need Justin as a buffer anymore, but that doesn’t mean I’m not nervous.

“So I’ve been thinking,” I say, not daring to take my eyes off the kids while I spill my guts. I’m too nervous about his reaction. “The girls share a bedroom so there’s an empty one right now. And you’re always at the house anyway spending time with all of us, which we all love. Especially the kids. Well, and your work is just down the street…”

I’m trying to make sense, but I know I’m rambling. I’m so nervous. Out of the corner of my eye, I see Santos swivel so he’s facing me completely, but I still can’t look at him. I just keep jabbering.

“I mean, we’re dating and we have kids together and people do it all the time. We still have the same last name and everything…”

“Mari,” he tries to interrupt me, but I can’t seem to stop talking.

“…and my mom won’t be thrilled but people do this all the time and eventually the mothers get over it…”

“Mariana,” he blurts out more forcefully and I clamp my mouth shut. “Spit it out, baby. What are you trying to say?”

I take a deep breath and turn to look at him. “I miss you. I miss waking up to you in the morning and going to bed with you at night. You are still the same man I was married to, but somehow, different. You’ve made these massive changes and… well, we’re still building trust and all. But I want us to be a full-time family again.”

His breath hitches.

“I’m not ready for us to be in the same room again, or anything. That much physical…” I pause as I gather my thoughts some more. “I’m not ready for that yet.”

He nods frantically, tears glistening in his eyes.

“But I’m asking if you want to move into the guest room so you can live with me. With us.”

He drops his head between his arms, his shoulders shaking. We sit there silently as he’s overcome with emotion. I know this is what he wants more than anything. It’s what I want more than anything, too.

It’s funny how everything had to completely fall apart, our family had to hit rock bottom, just so we could figure out how to pull things back together.

Finally, he looks up, sniffs, and wipes his eyes. “I know we have a lot of work to do, and I’m committed to that. But I love you, I love our family more than anything in this world. Yes. Yes, I will move in with you.”

He leans over, grabs my face and kisses me, hard. I run my fingers into his hair and grab on, holding him tight to me without our bodies even touching.

As he slips his tongue in my mouth, he tastes of chlorine, and sun, and Santos. And in some weird way, he tastes of happiness.

It’s exactly what I’ve been waiting for since we said “I do” all those years ago.
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Six months later

 

Dishes. I swear I’m always doing dishes. Only now I’m doing them while looking out my window into our backyard.

I watch Santos and the kids kick a soccer ball back and forth. For the umpteenth time, the ball goes right between Theo’s legs and I find myself laughing. Looks like our boy didn’t get the athletic gene. Lina, however, seems to be a natural.

I quickly dry my hands and grab my camera, taking shot after shot of them in their colorful winter coats, eyes bright with excitement, cheeks red with the chill in the air. It’s not cold for the rest of the world, but for my kids, February in Houston is chilly.

I was worried when we moved in that I would lose my friendship with Marcus. But since we got here about six months ago, the opposite seems to be true. He’s here all the time. He says it’s because his new neighbors make way more noise in the bedroom than even the people who lived there before us. I don’t believe him. I think he just misses us.

After our conversation at the pool, Santos moved in less than a week later. He took over the guest room, like I had requested, which was no big deal since the girls wanted to room together anyway. Maybe someday they’ll need their own space, but for now, I’m grateful that they’re still best friends. It keeps me from having to figure out if I want Santos to move in completely. As in, in the master bedroom with me.

I admit, despite my desire to be with Santos again, I was nervous about living together. I should have known better. We fell into a good routine almost immediately. Santos is up at about five in the morning during the week so he has time to get in a run. When he gets back, he gets ready for work while I get Myra ready for school. After dropping her off at school, he heads to work while I spend my day doing what stay-at-home moms do… Dishes. Laundry. Groceries. Cleaning. It’s not much different than before we moved. Except for one major thing.

I don’t feel that bone-deep loneliness anymore. Now that my best friend is back home, everything I was missing, the connection, the conversation, the love… it’s all back.

I know it sounds crazy. I shouldn’t rely so much on another person for my happiness, but I can’t help it. I know I can do it on my own. I know I can keep a household running and be a mother and build friendships without relying on anyone else. I just don’t want to. I want Santos in my life permanently. There are still issues we have to work on every single day, but we do it. And we don’t do it for each other, we do it for ourselves. For our individual happiness. I think we both learned in therapy that this will never work out if we are so focused on putting each other on a pedestal because we will lose sight of our own happiness. Not to mention, that pedestal isn’t real. All it does is put unnecessary expectations on us. Instead of trying to protect each other from the dirty side of life, we need to each trust that the other can handle it, and push through it all together.

Maybe, just maybe, if Santos hadn’t been so focused on keeping me out of the “dirty side” of his life, and I hadn’t been so focused on avoiding anything that might cause confrontation or had emotions, things wouldn’t have gotten so far out of hand to begin with.

The back door flings open and my little family comes running in the house.

“If you want some hot chocolate, sit down at the table.” Santos’ booming voice carries through the house. The kids all clamor to the table, little voices chattering and giggling as they do.

“Need a hand with the dishes, baby?” Santos asks, as he kisses me on the cheek and grabs the milk to make the cocoa.

I put my camera down and pull the plastic cups out of the cabinet. “Nah. I was just finishing up. You know how much I hate leaving dishes in the sink after lunch. Did you guys have fun out there? Looks like Lina’s a natural.”

He snorts a laugh. “I was hoping my son would follow in my footsteps, but it looks like he’s taking more after you in the athletic department.”

I slap the towel at him playfully while he dodges me. Yet, he doesn’t spill a drop of the milk.

“There is nothing wrong with my athletic abilities. Just because I’m not a professional, doesn’t mean I can’t play sports.”

“You look like a baby gazelle when you run. All uncoordinated and shit.”

I scoff.

“I’m just kidding, baby. You can’t help having legs that go for miles and miles. And miles,” he growls, giving me the once-over with that familiar gleam in his eyes. I bite my lip in response. “When do the kids go down for a nap?”

“In about twenty minutes.”

“Good. I wanna work on some toning exercises for those long legs of yours.” He smacks me on the ass, making me yelp, and dumping some Nestles in the cups before the natives get restless.

I watch as he walks away, marveling at how my life has turned out. When we got divorced, I never expected we would end up back together. But I’m so grateful we did.

We still haven’t taken that “final” step physically. We make out. A lot. But emotionally, I’m just not ready. I know I’m getting there, but I’m still too afraid of knocking down that final wall between us. Santos, waits patiently. He’s never given me one reason to doubt him. He goes to work at the same time every day. He comes home at the same time every day. I have the same schedule on the fridge that all his players have, the one sent home by the department so when he’s late, I know why. But that doesn’t mean the ugly thoughts don’t still creep in some times. The “what is he doing? Who is he with? Is he doing it again?” thoughts. When they do, he meets me where I’m at until my rational thoughts take over again.

A couple of months after he moved in, I had a major meltdown. The team had an away game and the drive was over an hour away in a regular car. In a school bus, it was longer. So he didn’t get home until almost eleven. Rationally, I knew where he was and what he was doing. Hell, the score of the game came up on the school’s website before he even got home. But that didn’t stop me from freaking out.

As soon as he got in the shower, I grabbed his phone, snuck into the dark kitchen, and began searching. I looked through everything. Texts, calls, emails.

When he flipped on the light to get a drink of water and caught me with his phone, I thought for sure he’d go ballistic about me invading his privacy. Instead, we both froze and stared at each other for a full thirty seconds before he slowly moved toward me. I knew my eyes were wide.

Finally, he stood behind me, wrapped his arms around me, and put his forehead on my shoulder. “It’s ok that you’re looking,” he said, sounding muffled. “Just let me hold you. Let me hold you while you get the answers you need. It’s ok.”

Just like that, I started crying. “I’m sorry, Santos. I hate doubting you. I just… I can’t help it sometimes. It’s just like a wave that crashes over me.”

He spun me in his arms and grabbed me tighter. “Mari, the kind of trust I broke doesn’t take weeks or months to rebuild. It takes years. Years. You have every right to doubt me. I can promise all day long, but in the end, the only way to help you feel better is to show you. Never be sorry for looking. Never be sorry for reminding me not to let my guard down. This is how we’re going to rebuild what was broken. Together.”

I haven’t had another meltdown like that since then. I’m not convinced it won’t happen again, but a little more trust builds up every single day.

I look over at my family as Santos hands them each a mug of hot chocolate and shows them how to blow on it so it’s not so hot. I’m still amazed how far we’ve come since I walked out on Santos so long ago. We’ve still got a long way to go, and I know we’ll never stop going to therapy.

But it’s more than I ever could have imagined would have happened. And that makes it more than enough.

For now.

 

 

The End
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Andrea Johnston – I am so grateful you slept with me in Boise. You have been my biggest cheerleader about this book and this series in general. I am so grateful you came into my life. Every author should have a supporter as strong as you, and every person should have a friend as strong as you. Tell your husband, I still promise not to kill you in the middle of the night at the next event. I need you too much.
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Christine Kuttnauer and Megan Kapusta – You two couldn’t be more opposite ends of the spectrum, and it works to my advantage every single time. You’re stuck with me for the long haul. I hope you’re ready because you never know what kind of craziness is gonna come from this head of mine.

 

My mom – I could thank you for being my biggest supporter. I could thank you for being proud of me. But right now, I have to thank you for being a licensed therapist. Thank you for your expertise in marriage counseling and how some of these techniques work. Thank you for understanding that Santos’s story had to be more indepth than “he’s a sex addict” and for helping me figure it out. The information is INVALUABLE.
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The bloggers that read my books. The bloggers that let me come to their events. I still don’t get what you see in me, but I’ll do my best to treat you right. You make this book world go ‘round. Never, ever let anyone tell you you don’t.
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