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      To my readers. You changed my life.

    

  


  
    
      
        
        

        
          Chapter One

        

      

    
    
      Everything I believed, everything I held on to was a lie…

      Except her. She’s my only truth—Cal

      One Day Later…

      Lauren

      “Why the hell are you crying, Lauren? This is going to fix everything!” His voice feels like razors cutting through me, fury erupting from him. He’s angrier than I’ve ever seen him but what scares me is how casual he’s treating this, as if holding a gun to a man’s head is normal. His hands aren’t trembling, his voice isn’t shaking, and he’s not acting scared but excited. He’s going to kill him.

      When I wake, my heart is in my throat demanding to be let out. My entire body trembles, replaying what happened a few hours ago, as I lie wrapped up in Cal’s body. I’m so scared of losing him, of losing Chris and I just don’t know if they can handle what’s happening. How does anyone handle knowing that they killed their mother, holding that secret inside that has been engrained in their mind? How does anyone let go of the hatred that has been motivating them year after year? Mr. Rice has agreed not to press charges. Apparently it was in some agreement he signed with Dexter Sr. all those years ago, but the least of my worries was Cal going to jail. My worry is of him getting lost. He hasn’t said a word since we pulled him out of that house.

      After Lisa dropped the bomb on us and Chris shut down, I thought that was the worst of it, because what could top that? But hearing from Mr. Scott about how they came about adopting Chris, learning that Dexter Sr. is really Cal’s biological father, and how his mother tricked her own son into killing her because of some twisted Medea complex broke me. I’m terrified of what all of this is doing to the man I love. I know the body lying next to mine well, but I don’t know who will wake up next to me. It’s not Cal, it’s not Chris, and I can’t even say it is Collin. Collin is an entirely different story, another persona that I met briefly. He seemed to come out of nowhere, but I’d even take him making an appearance right about now if only he would just wake up. At this moment, my husband’s on autopilot, I don’t know who’s in there, and I’m even more terrified that it will be someone I don’t know.

      I haven’t said anything to him yet because I don’t even know what to say. I don’t know how he will come back from this, and more importantly, I don’t know who to talk to for help. Now knowing the truth that Dexter Jr. is actually Cal’s brother not his uncle-in-law. Did he know this all along? Mr. Scott knew this whole time because apparently he is the master when it comes to keeping secrets. Though I can’t blame him totally since Mr. Crestfield had him sign a non-disclosure agreement, and he said not even Gwen knew the relationship between her own son and Dexter Sr. Though he claimed to be different from Dexter Sr., it seems they have a lot of the same traits.

      Still, I shudder to think what my husband would have been like if his biological father had raised him. I nestle my head in the space between his head and shoulder. I bite my lip from saying anything out loud to him each time he tosses his body and instead hold him closer to me. I close my eyes and thank God for letting him be here with me and for allowing me to comfort him during his time of need.

      Suddenly I feel a jolt so hard that it makes my eyes shoot open, and I have to suppress my scream. It’s so quick and forceful that I’m almost thrown from the mattress, but I don’t let a sound escape my mouth. I squint my eyes open and see him sitting up but only for a few seconds before he falls back down on the mattress, his eyes closed the entire time, as if he’s not even awake but dreaming.

      I cover my mouth to stop the whimper that’s trying to escape. I move to the edge of the bed to plant my feet on the floor, and I put my head between my legs to slow down my racing heart and catch my breath.

      We’re going to come back from this. We’re going to come back from this.

      I keep reciting this to myself, but still can’t stop the whimpers and sobs fighting to escape. I jump quickly from the bed and run out of our room before he can hear me. He seems to be in a semiconscious sleep, and I don’t want him to see that I’m scared, that I’m terrified about this place we’re in now. I sit outside the door and lean back with my knees to my chest not willing to be too far if he calls for me. I cry hard and ugly for the first time since Cal left me those years ago.

      He’s here now, he’s not gone.

      “Lauren? Are you ok?” I look up after wiping the tears that are blurring my vision and see Mr. Scott. He looks awful—an emotional mess from the fallout of the bomb dropped—but I don’t say anything and try to appear to not be an emotional mess.

      “I’m fine, I just…” I don’t even know what to say. The reason he’s here in this house is the same reason my husband is broken. If Cal or Chris were present, he wouldn’t have been allowed to cross the threshold. I fought with my conscious the entire time to accept his help. Knowing how much his son despises him and wouldn’t want him anywhere near him, I felt guilty but had to call for help not knowing what would have happened if I didn’t. A tiny part of myself was glad to have someone else here so that I wasn’t alone. I won’t say that I can trust him, but I know he loves my husband as much as I do.

      “I can keep watch if you want to go to sleep,” his voice is calm and void of the bitterness and resentment his tone used to hold toward me.

      “Keep watch for what? You don’t think he’d do anything to himself, do you?” I ask almost offended. Cal or Chris would never ever think about…

      “No, but just in case he needs anything.”

      “No, I want to be here if he calls me,” I tell him adamantly. He only nods before turning to go back down the stairs, but then he stops, turning his body halfway toward me.

      “Thank you for calling me,” he says solemnly. I only nod, and there’s an awkward stretch of silence that lies between us. He stands there, not moving but looking blankly at the wall. I don’t know what to say to him, nothing that will make this better. I want to get up and yell, and scream, and hit him in the chest. I want to ask him if all of the secrets and lies were worth it, but I know that won’t make things better for anyone, and I know that anything I’d say to him is probably running through his mind already.

      “Good night Mr. Scott.” I make myself comfortable where I’ll be sleeping for the rest of the night. He nods slightly before mumbling the same and making his way downstairs.

      When I wake I’m no longer on the floor but in my bed, and my heart leaps. How did I get in here, did he put me in here… who he is, isn’t even clear to myself. Cal, Chris, Collin, Mr. Scott, a mystery man who has yet to make an appearance? I cautiously get out of bed looking for clues to my husband's state of mind. I should have known he’d be up before me as he always has been no matter which identity he took on. I check the bathroom that is empty, and the balcony is too. My heart beats rapidly as I make my way out of the bedroom. I’m afraid to leave the sanctuary of this room. If Cal is in the house with Mr. Scott still here, I don’t know what type of scene I’m going to walk into. I take the cowardly way out and check the rooms on the second floor, which are all, empty and then gather up my courage to make my way downstairs. It’s eerily quiet, and my heart stops when I see his tall, lean body leaning up against the island in the middle of our kitchen. He’s turned the opposite way so I can’t see his face.

      But if he were facing my way, would I know who it was? Could I tell them apart? My brain feels like that old commercial with the fried egg in the pan. Am I awake or is this a dream? Maybe this is a nightmare, and Mr. Scott is tied up in the closet? I wish I could say the plausibility of that happening is ridiculous but after everything that’s happened, it isn’t. I let out a small breath and swallow my nerves.

      “Hey.” It’s simple and sounds pathetic to my own ears but it’s all I can muster with my heart galloping as it is. He doesn’t turn around but motions his head as if to say come beside him. Before I move, I scrutinize the man in front of me—his posture, his breathing, the way he is dressed—anything for a clue as to who he is. The fact that he’s not paralyzed to the bed is a good thing, I hope. I remind my legs that their purpose is to carry my weight because for a moment it’s as if they’ve forgotten. After what seems like a mile, I stand beside him resting my own weight on the island. For a moment I’m scared to look at him, afraid to see who is or isn’t standing next to me. Whoever it is still causes my heart to speed up, still makes me light-headed, and when he moves behind me and I feel his skin against mine, it still makes me breathless. His fingers run up my thighs and I know this is Cal. Cal is here with me. No one’s touch makes me feel like this.

      His hands slide up and across my stomach instead of between my legs, and his lips make their way to the crook of my neck. He rests his head there and squeezes me tightly. I’m feeling unsure, but it doesn’t stop me from crossing my arms across my body to hold on to him. When I feel his body starting to tremble and his grip lessens on me, I turn and see tears coming from his eyes. I grab onto him and hold him—his weight almost pulling me down—but I use all of my strength to hold him up as his cries shake us both.

      “I’m so sorry baby,” he painfully says, his sorrow rocking us both.

      “Please don’t apologize,” I tell him as we sink to the floor. I climb on top of him and cradle his head against me, as he keeps repeating how sorry he is. I rub his back and hold him as close as I can.

      “We’re going to be okay. I promise you.” I can feel his sorrow, his pain, his regret, and his helplessness. I’ve never seen him like this. He’s never shown me any weakness, but I’m so grateful that he is finally opening up to me instead of running—instead of hiding it. I vow to myself for every moment he’s weak that I will be strong. The thoughts I had earlier of not being able to handle this, of being afraid, are gone. He’s always been my strength, and it’s time for me to be his. We will get through this. I’ve always wanted him to be my Prince Charming, but today—if it has to be every day from this day forward—I’ll be his superhero.

    

  


  
    
      
        
        

        
          Chapter Two

        

      

    
    
      Chris

      Something’s happened. I can feel it. The residue of lost time is all over me. My mind is hazy as things come into focus, and my thoughts are no longer crashing into one another. It’s been so long since I lost control like this and no matter how long I’m gone; I know it’s been awhile because my brain always feels fried when I come back. I look around and realize I’m not home, not in Michigan at least—but in Chicago. I remember this bathroom from the last time I was here. What’s the last thing I remember? I was at home, in my mom’s kitchen, and Aidan and Lauren were there. They were angry. I sit on the side of the tub, and my heart starts to speed up as I remember Lisa. Lisa telling me… she had been screwing my dad! I told my mom, and I told everyone else too because they all had to know. I swallow the anger, the regret, and the disbelief that’s radiating through me and mixing all together. Lisa has a kid! A kid with my dad! Queasiness floods my stomach as the room starts to spin.

      “Focus, focus!” I yell at myself. Cal must have taken over at that point. How long was he in control, and what the hell has he done? My head is throbbing, blood coursing through my body like a floodgate has been opened.

      “Are you okay?” my heart skips a beat as I hear Lauren’s quiet and timid voice. I realize I don’t have a watch on and my phone is absent. I have no idea what day or date it is.

      “Cal?” She calls again, and his name causes tears to sting my eyes. I’m lost again. I have no clue of what has been going on, and for me to be back, it must mean that something is really screwed up. What could be worse than me finding out my dad has been screwing my best friend? My pulse is off the charts, and I panic even more not knowing how long it has been. That thought alone terrifies me. I open the door, and she’s here. I’m surprised every time I recover from these lapses that she’s still here. She’s not dealing with just one guy who’s pretty screwed up but two, yet she’s still here. Wearing a tentative smile, her eyes wide and hopeful but it has to be a mask, right? Who could be happy in the midst of this? Her smile’s got to be a Band-Aid over whatever disaster that’s just happened. Even though I’m not sure if it’s real, seeing her smile and hopeful hazel eyes calm me in the midst of the uncertainty. Her eyes dart over me, searching my face and she swallows as recognition crosses her face.

      “Chris?” Her voice is shaky but lighter; her eyes squint at me as she tentatively approaches me. My face cracks with a pitiful smile. I can’t even manage to speak. I’m pathetic and embarrassed. She lets out a breath and wraps her slender arms around me. Her energy and warmth envelop me more than you’d think someone as small as she is should.

      “Is everyone ok?” I ask her after clearing my throat. I watch her nod, and she rests her head on my chest. I can feel her heart thudding against my chest.

      “Everyone is alive and well,” she says as upbeat as she can. She leans back and looks at me with warm but sad eyes.

      “What do you remember?” Her bottom lip is clasped between her teeth. I let go of her and let out a deep sigh. Before I can say any more, she takes my hand leading me down the stairs and into the kitchen area. I sit down at the table and look around for signs of Caylen, but there isn’t any.

      “Caylen is with your mother,” she responds as if she’s reading my mind. She sets a glass of water down in front of me and sits beside me with her own. Our eyes lock, almost asking each other to reveal things before they’ve been said. She takes my hand into her lap and squeezes mine. I decide to bite the bullet.

      “How long have I been gone?” I mentally prepare myself to hear the answer. Her eyes lower to my chest, and I know the answer isn’t going to be one I’ll want to hear.

      “As far as I know… about a month,” she mutters quietly.

      “A month!” I listen in shocked disbelief while gripping the glass tightly in between my hands. I take deep breaths and glance at the ceiling. It’s like I’ve regressed back three years.

      “Has Cal been in control this entire time?” I ask nervously, wondering if he’s had a chance to follow through with finding our dad, and has… no, Dexter wouldn’t let that happen. It’s the entire reason I agree to let his people follow me. My eyes land back on Lauren and now her entire lip is crushed between her teeth, and she’s gripping her wrist, which I know she does when she’s nervous.

      “What… tell me, what did he do?”

      Her eyes land on the table. “What is the last thing that you remember?” she asks carefully.

      I can feel my brows furrow. I clasp my hands together. “I remember…” I chuckle angrily at myself. “I remember telling my mom about Lisa and my dad.”

      She nods.

      “How is she?” I ask, realizing how much pain my mom is probably in. My face is on fire from my anger, and thinking about my dad causes my fist to clench involuntarily.

      “As well as to be expected,” Lauren says sullenly. I push myself away from the island and grip my head letting out a groan. I have to stop myself from kicking the stool. She says it’s been a month, but the memory is so fresh as if it just happened minutes ago. Lisa crying and telling me how sorry she is while parading the daughter she created with my dad right out in front of me. How my dad tried to explain himself to my mom, and me like what he did was explainable. As if there was anything he could say to justify screwing my best friend while we were teenagers, for lying and hiding it all of this time, for hindering my treatment for his own selfish reasons. The man who taught me about being not just a man, but also a good man, is a hypocrite, a liar, a cheater and a complete asshole.

      “Chris, breathe.” Lauren’s voice is tight and high-pitched, and I realize my own breathing is erratic and how tight my chest is. She tugs my hand toward the floor to sit down, and she sits across from me holding my hand, her eyes not leaving mine. I focus on her eyes, her lips, her touch, and I force myself to calm down. The worst thing that can happen is to lose control and let Cal come back again.

      “Deep breaths,” she says while her hands gently cup my face.

      “I’m okay.” She nods giving me a small smile, her hands moving from my face to my sides. I close my eyes tightly for a minute and then open them and try to give her a reassuring smile.

      “There are things that you need to know,” she says quietly, and I nod preparing myself seeing as how her face has gone grim.

      “I know you may not be in the best place now,” she keeps her tone light even though her voice is heavy and it scares me, but I refuse to let her see it.

      “I’m ready to hear whatever it is,” I try to assure her squeezing her hands.

      “After all that’s happened, keeping secrets just doesn’t seem to work out for this family,” she chuckles and I can’t help but do the same.

      “Go ahead,” I tell her firmly.

      “When you left, Cal wasn’t the person who took over,” she says hesitantly, and I scratch my head.

      “What do you mean?”

      “I mean another alter surfaced,” she says hesitantly, her voice even but quiet. I can’t help but cock my head to the side and look at her in confusion. I laugh at first, but when I see her voice doesn’t break, I laugh again, long and loud and my head is shaking back and forth in disbelief.

      No way. There is no fucking way! I can feel a frown locked on my face as she takes in a deep breath to reveal more.

      “His name is Collin.” Her eyes don’t look at mine, and I throw my head back in frustration.

      “Well, that’s just fantastic,” I say bitterly. “Is he as big of a jerk as Cal is?” I shrug with indifference, but I can tell my comment has irritated her and I can’t help but feel a pinch of jealousy.

      “He was different than Cal. He was different than both of you actually,” she says with a small grin, and I feel myself frown.

      “You liked him?” I ask surprised, that pinch from earlier feeling like a nudge. She rolls her eyes, and I can tell she’s irritated by the question.

      “He wasn’t around long enough for me to know if I liked him or not.” Her cheeks redden. “That’s not actually the point right now. He seems to be a neutral party in all of this and what’s more important is what he did,” she says firmly.

      “Okay, what did he do?” I ask her, annoyance flowing through my voice. I try not to grit my teeth, but it’s pointless. She takes a deep breath and tells me all that’s transpired after I blacked out. Apparently this Collin is the mediator and knows more about what’s going on than me and Cal combined. Just peachy.

      Oh, and we can’t forget that he tried to extort Dexter Crestfield who turns out is actually my biological dad. Not only that but Lauren and my other dad had to stop Cal from killing the man who he thought was responsible for killing my mother when in all actuality she set up her five-year-old son to do the dirty work for her.

      After hearing all of this, I feel like I’ve run a marathon. Her voice is calm even though I can imagine her heart has to be pounding a million miles a minute from the way her eyes dart between my face, my chest, the ceiling, and the floor. Her gaze sweeps over me after she’s done, as if she’s waiting with bated breath for me to react. For a brief moment, I wonder what Cal would do in this situation, what Collin would do. How can I really be surprised? After hearing what my dad, my hero did to my mother, the parents I grew up with and trusted, the actions of parents I never knew doesn’t surprise me at all.

      “I don’t know what to say. I guess, Cal couldn’t handle finding that out?” I ask and her eyes widen in shock.

      “Cal, couldn’t handle it?” she asks me curiously. I stuff my hands in the pockets of jeans I don’t remember buying. “What I just told you doesn’t bother you at all?” she asks, confusion littering her face.

      “It does. I mean some of it,” I admit with a shrug and wipe my forehead.

      “I thought all of it would be overwhelming,” she answers seemingly confused by my response to all of this.

      “I didn’t know my biological parents—well apparently I do since my grandfather is really my dad. But what you said happened with me as a kid, I-I don’t remember it. It…” I trail off thinking how callous it must sound, or stupid even.

      “It’s as if it didn’t happen to me. It doesn’t compare to what’s already happened,” I say quietly.

      “You mean like it happened to Cal?” she asks unsurely.

      “You could say that. I’m seriously messed up. In some weird way I feel detached from it, like it happened to Cal and not me, which is strange but it’s how I feel. Like it happened to someone else. I even feel sorry for him. Just the fact that Dexter Crestfield is my dad, that Dexter isn’t my uncle-in-law but my half-brother is what hits home.”

      Her gaze travels over my face and I see her attempting to read me, but my silence seems to be testing her resolve.

      I shake my head and this time I do stand and push the chair in frustration.

      “How do I even sound? You’ve just told me that my mother got me to kill her and I don’t feel any way about it. Something is wrong with me!”

      “Chris.” The color drains from her face as my blood turns cold the second I hear his voice behind me. I turn to see my dad standing with groceries in both arms, his expression is timid but he looks happy to know it’s me.

      He shouldn’t.

      “Mr. Scott, this isn’t a good time.” Lauren walks toward him quickly, her eyes wide as a cat’s. She’s obviously more intuitive than good ole dad here.

      “What are you doing here?” I ask, my tone lower than I’ve ever used with my dad. He swallows hard in response.

      “I-I’m here to help,” he stutters, nervously. I look at his face, which looks older than I last remember. He’s tired and stressed, but I really don’t give a shit.

      “Wait, you don’t think you’ve done enough?” I chuckle sarcastically. He looks down defeated. He’s so different from the man I thought he was. The man I used to look up to, whom I respected, admired and wanted to be like. Now he’s nothing. He’s dirt.

      “Help?” I laugh, feeling my jaw clench. “How could you help? This is all your fault. You’re a liar!” I yell at him. His face turns beet red, and his jaw clenches.

      “I made a mistake.”

      “Mistake?” All the muscles in my body tighten.

      “You think screwing my best friend was a mistake? Cheating on my mother was a mistake? It wasn’t a mistake, Dad! A mistake is setting the time wrong on an alarm, incorrectly balancing your checkbook. That’s a mistake. What you did was not a mistake or an accident. You ruined our family! You destroyed my friendship, you broke my mother’s heart and you hid it all, regardless of what it did to me,” I walk closer to him, and I can see the water building in his eyes as I ignore the water in my own.

      “I will never, ever forgive you for what you did. You are nothing to me.” I step away from him, giving him one last glance to know how serious I am, how disgusted he makes me. I look back at Lauren who has tears in her own eyes. I wonder if she’s crying for me, for him, or for herself who has been dragged into this dysfunctional soap opera.

      “You can show him the door if he can’t find it himself,” I tell her before leaving the room. I wipe away the one tear that escaped my eye. It’ll be the last one that ever sheds for him. He might as well be dead to me.

      He is.

      I’m an orphan again.

    

  


  
    
      
        
        

        
          Chapter Three

        

      

    
    
      Lauren

      Is this our world now? Are fights, angriness, bitterness and hatred the only things to look forward to? The anger and devastation between Chris and Mr. Scott felt tangible, suffocating us all. I am not a big fan of Mr. Scott. I detest what he did, how he treated me, and he deserves to feel contrite for his act—but seeing how broken he was after Chris verbally eviscerated him—I can’t help but feel sorry for him, and more so than that, I’m afraid.

      I’m terrified because Chris has never been so hard and cold before.

      Chris is supposed to be the reasonable one, the one who forgives. He’s the one whose heart isn’t hardened, whose spirit isn’t broken. This isn’t who he is. But who is Chris now with everything out in the open? I don’t know who he or Cal is anymore. Has the dynamics changed? Are the men I know still in there? It seems like everything I know has switched. When Cal was here, he was disoriented, broken, and unwillingly vulnerable. Chris is… I don’t even know how to describe him now, but he is not the man I met just a few months ago. Not the man that I just saw. I don’t know who that person was, and watching him act like that was painful. I can’t imagine the pain he’s in, or how bad he’s hurting. I’ve realized that for Chris this is still as fresh as the day he found out. He hasn’t had time to process any of this because right after he found out Collin took over, and then Cal, and now he’s back in the same space that caused him to leave.

      My head hurts. It’s pounding so hard because I don’t know what to do, or how to fix this. Before I thought that if they integrated everything would be fine. I thought if we found out the truth things would be better but, the truth hasn’t fixed anything and if anything has made it worse. I’m dealing with a fractured man, all the pieces broken and I’m not sure how to put the pieces back together. I have no clue what to do.

      How do I bring Caylen into this? Even with his state of mind now I know he’d never hurt her but is this even healthy for a child? What if we can’t recover from this?

      “I’m going to head out.” I look up and see Mr. Scott, looking almost as broken as his son. I forgot that he was still here. It’s been an hour and a half since Chris confronted him, and to be honest, a part of me is sad that he’s leaving because I’m afraid that I can’t handle this alone. I nod at him, his blue eyes are dull and heavy, and he looks as defeated as I feel.

      “Are you going to be okay?” he asks quietly, shifting the bag on his shoulder. I let out a sigh and plaster on a smile.

      “I always am,” I tell him in the most upbeat tone I can and wrap my arms around my legs. He looks toward the stairs as if making sure Chris isn’t going to pounce and attack.

      He sits next to me and lets out his own deep sigh.

      “I really screwed things up.” He covers his face with his hands. I don’t say anything because he knows how bad this is.

      “I know that I said I was sorry for how I treated you before but─”

      “I know.” I can imagine how sorry he is for everything, but the words won’t make things any better at this point.

      “We have so much more to focus on now. We have to look forward, it makes no sense to keep looking back on the past,” I tell him quietly. I see him nod out of the corner of my eye.

      “I’m going to stay at a hotel a few blocks from here if you need me.  I’ll text you once I check in to let you know where I am,” he says as he stands.

      “Thank you.” My voice sounds tired and weak, but I hope he knows how grateful I am for him being nearby. I walk him to the door, and we stand awkwardly for a moment. We aren’t close enough to hug, and it would feel awkward and weird if we forced it. If Chris came out and saw us hug—with him being so angry—it wouldn’t be a good situation for either of us, though we both could use a good hug right about now. So instead I pat him on the shoulder, and he nods. He opens the door, and I watch him waiting for the elevator before shutting the door when he’s finally on his way down.

      “You look like you were sad to see him go?” I turn and see Chris sitting at the bottom of the staircase. His expression is somewhere between crossed and bemused.

      “You’re not?” I ask him keeping my voice steady and even.

      He rolls his eyes. “I thought I made that pretty clear to you both earlier.”

      I stare at him trying to read him, thinking of where we are in this moment. How hard I wished, hoped and prayed for him to be back here with me. How many nights I imagined us being here, and we’re here, just not exactly how I pictured it. I have to remind myself that us being here together is what’s important. It’s a small victory, but I’ll take it. He could be God knows where but he’s here with me right now, and it’s what I remind myself of before answering him.

      “I wish it was under different circumstances,” I tell him truthfully as I walk over to him.

      “You’re right. I wish my dad hadn’t fucked up my life,” he chuckles, running his hand through is hair. It’s longer and thicker than I’ve seen it—in need of a trim—but still beautifully wild. I want to rest my head on his shoulder. I want him to wrap his arms around me and tell me everything is going to be okay, but the state that he’s in I know he can’t do that for me right now. Unfortunately we can’t sit still and be stagnant because we have a daughter and we have to fix this, or at least start somewhere.

      “I’ll never forgive him,” he says bitterly wringing his hands together.

      I sit beside him on the stairs. “I know you’re angry, and I cannot imagine what you’re feeling right now, but I have to know where we go from here?” My voice is shaking and reveals every nerve in it. He lifts his head, and I make my eyes meet his. At first, I expect his eyes to be hard and angry, but they’re not. They’re the same soft green I used to see, and the tightness in my chest goes away briefly.

      “I don’t know,” he shakes his head and puts his head between his legs. I put my arm around his back and lean my head on his. Our fingers intertwine, and he grips mine back.

      “You have every right to be angry, but you can’t let this anger and hate consume you. Don’t let it change you, please,” I tell him quietly. His previous limp body stiffens, and his hand releases mine. He stands abruptly and when he turns around the tightness in my chest is back. The soft green eyes that were just there are still the same in color, but his stare is hard and his faced locked into a scowl.

      “So it’s okay for Cal to be pissed off and hate the world but it’s not okay for me to be upset?” he asks, defensiveness radiating off of him. My mouth drops open, and I’m so surprised I don’t know what to say.

      “T-that’s not what I meant?”

      “That is what you meant. It’s okay for him to fly off the handle, to even try to kill someone—but me—I get angry with my asshole father who screwed my best friend and lied about it for years, and it’s a problem!” He’s yelling and his face is red. I press my lips together to try to keep from saying the wrong thing. Chris has never talked to me like this.

      “I-I didn’t say that! That’s not what I mean I just…” I stand and touch his chest and he backs away from me as if I have the plague.

      “Then tell me. What did you mean?” He shouts, and I can feel my hands trembling.

      “I only meant that…” I’m at a loss of what to say. The glare he’s giving me makes me think whatever I say won’t be the right thing.

      “My dad is a cheating selfish asshole, but he was right. I’ll always be the consolation prize. I’ll never be good enough for you!” I feel tears in my eyes, sadness battling against anger because of his icy tone. My emotions battle against my better judgment and I want to lash out at him, to yell at him for questioning my love.

      “You want to fight right now?” I ask him angrily, feeling a tear slide down my cheek. He scoffs at me. I storm into the guest bathroom and pull out the handheld mirror I keep there and stomp over to him and put it in his face. “That’s who you are fighting with!

      “I am not going to do this with you. I am not going to be your verbal punching bag. I can’t, no. I won’t do it! I love you. I love every single part of you. So yes, I love Cal. I even love Collin. I’m sorry if that upsets you, if you’re going to punish me for that, if you’re going to hate me for it, but I don’t know what else to tell you. This is not a contest! I want you—the whole man—for our marriage, for our daughter. I don’t want one of you over the other, so let’s just get that out of the way right now!”

      His scowl is still there, my heart is beating fast, but it feels like a piano just got off my chest. The truth is out, and I hope he gets it. I hope that he doesn’t take it the wrong way, but I cannot keep doing this with him. I cover my face with my hands. I want him to say something but the silence in the room is heavy, and his footsteps that follow it are almost devastating as I hear them quiet in the distance. He’s walking away from me, without a word, without a hint of what his response is. My head is hurting so badly to think about the pain that this is causing both of us. I’m going to bed, and will try to get some sleep and hope that my husband is still here when I wake up.
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* * *

      When I open my eyes, I see that it’s dark out. My eyes glide to the alarm clock on my dresser and see that it’s 7:20 pm and I’ve slept almost the whole day away. It makes sense since I’ve gotten almost no sleep over the past few days. I climb out of bed and rub my hands down my face. I went to bed frustrated and angry after the blowup with Chris, and in that moment I didn’t care where he went and if he’d be here when I woke up. Now dread wrapped around worry has crept in and I realize there’s a possibility that he may not be here. It subsides when I hear the shower running in the bathroom. I walk into the bathroom and brush my teeth glancing back at the steamed glass clouding my vision of him. I grab my phone off the sink that I don’t remember leaving in here, and dial Mrs. Scott’s number. I’m a little relieved when it goes to voicemail because I don’t know what to say to her, but I’m also disappointed because I don’t get to talk to Caylen. It’s been two days since she’s heard my voice or her father’s, and I miss her terribly.

      “Hey, Mrs. Scott, just calling to check in and talk to Caylen….” I sigh not knowing what else to say. When am I going to tell her? Should Caylen be here while—whatever this can be labeled as—is happening?

      “Tell Caylen that I love her, and I’ll see her soon. Just dealing with… Actually just call me when you get this message. Thank you so much again.” Mrs. Scott has been a godsend, even in the midst of all the chaos that’s in her own life; she has been so supportive of us. She said that Caylen has been a welcome distraction.

      I lean back on the counter and realize it’s been so long since I’ve shared a bathroom with my husband. The last time he was here he used the guest room. My heart skips a beat because Chris has never used this shower. I inch closer to the shower and let out a small breath as I open the door, and the steam spills out. He doesn’t turn around, but I admire him from behind. His body is still perfect, created with the greatest skill to be the desire of any woman that lays eyes on it.

      “Are you coming in?” His voice almost stills my heart because now I can’t tell them apart. Is it Chris or Cal? I won't lie and say in this second that I care. I strip out of my clothes and stand outside a few seconds before heading in. I close the door and step to the other side of the shower. The heat warms me, the humidity is almost like a drug. In here it’s like the outside world doesn’t exist, and for a moment it’s just him and me. In this space our problems are absent. I watch as soap and bubbles pour down his body, and I take in a breath sitting down on the bench in our shower letting the water wash over me. The sound of the water hitting the tile is hypnotic and I close my eyes and rest my head on the wall. I have the urge to say something, but I don’t want to say anything, I don’t want to ruin this moment, where I can pretend that things are okay and normal and I’m just in the shower with my husband. I want my husband to speak to me, to touch me and it seems so stupid in the midst of what’s going on but I’m relapsing, wanting to go back to when Cal could make everything better with his touch, make me forget with just his kiss. Whoever this is, is ignoring me completely.

      “I think we should go back to Madison and be with your mom,” I blurt out quickly, and without much thought, but he doesn’t flinch. I hoped his response would clue me in to his mood.

      “I miss Caylen.” My voice breaks, and tears begin to materialize.

      “I miss her too.”

      “I miss you too.” My first confession has opened a door of unspoken truths that I didn’t realize I would say until this moment. He turns around his hair sticking to his face, and his body a perfect vision with no soap hiding any of its glory. He looks at me with intense eyes, but I can’t read them. When he steps closer to me I get butterflies I’ve never felt before, and nervousness shoot through me. A grin spreads across his face.

      “You miss me?” He smiles slyly his tone quizzical, but doesn’t hold the cockiness that Cal exudes. I swallow hard.

      “Of course I do.” I can hear the hesitation in my voice. He steps closer to me, and I feel my back press harder against the wall behind me. I’m nervous, and he can tell as he laughs deep and low standing in front of me. He takes my hand and makes me stand up, pressing his body against mine, but something is off.

      “Chris or Cal?” he asks, and there’s a glint in his eye that’s familiar but foreign.

      “Collin?” I ask, slightly out of breath and his smirk stretches. I pull away from him almost sliding to the other side of the shower and slipping in the process. He grabs my elbow and steadies me laughing. I pull away from him and instinctively cover my body.

      “I thought from that little speech out there, that it didn’t matter who I was. We’re all the same man that you love, right?” he asks haughtily. Leaning against the shower wall, my cheeks are on fire.

      “Was that you out there?” I ask angrily.

      “No technically Chris was ‘there’ if you want to call it that. Chris is all over the place right now, and your beloved Cal, well you saw the mess he was earlier. Those too can barely tie their own shoelaces right now.” His amused eyes sweep over my body, and I hug myself tighter.

      “So what you said out there wasn’t true. There is a difference between us?” he asks with a knowing grin on his face.

      “You know what I meant!” I tell him sternly, and I remember what he did to me the last time when he confronted Dexter without warning and unleashed Cal. “This is your fault!” I yell at him. He laughs at me dismissively.

      “My fault? No, I’m not the one who tried to kill a man, or take a bottle full of pills to kill the rest of us,” he says stretching his arms over his head. I look away; staring at him suddenly feels wrong.

      “No, but you went to Mr. Crestfield and if you hadn’t done that none of this would have happened. You could have given me some type of warning!”

      “What’s happened wouldn’t have?” he asks amusedly.

      I scowl at him. “Whatever this is.”

      “You mean the psychotic break that ‘Chris’ had.” He uses air quotes and I grab the bottle of shampoo near me and throw it at him. He blocks it and only laughs at me.

      “You could have told me what you knew.” I growl at him.

      “You’re asking from me what neither Cal nor Chris has ever given to you. Why are so many special requirements asked of me?” He grins, but I refuse to back away from him this time. Even though I’ve only known this part of him briefly, he seems to be the most reasonable.

      “I hoped that you and I could have a more transparent relationship,” I say looking him in the eye. His eyes remind me more of Cal’s than Chris, and without clothes on he’s much more familiar than when I saw him with a suit on and noticed how truly different he was.

      “Tell me, what type of relationship do you want with me…” His voice is low and almost seductive. He lightly touches my chin lifting it so that I’m looking directly at him. He leans lower, so our lips are only inches apart.

      I pull back from him in shock. Is he serious right now? Is this a test? I am so confused by how I am feeling. My body recognizes this man—it wants him—but after everything I said earlier, this doesn’t feel right. Well, he feels right up against me, but this wouldn’t be right. I can’t sleep with Collin. I don’t even know him, and his actions are confusing me. He drops my chin and takes a step back from me

      “That’s always going to be the problem,” he tells me opening the door allowing the cold air to rush in. He steps out, and I’m left even more confused than before I walked in this shower. If Collin is here maybe he’s the one who will be able to finally give me some answers. I turn the water off and grab a towel to wrap around myself. I follow him and see him standing in front of our closet, the towel neatly folded on the bed instead of around him. I command my eyes to dart away. I sit on the bed making sure my own towel is still tight around my body even though he’s seen me completely naked. I think of how the last time he said he’s always there which means… I can’t think of what that means but my cheeks warm with embarrassment.

      “You said earlier, that you missed Caylen. Was that true?” I ask curiously. This version of him seems so much more calculating. Collin reminds me more of Dexter than anyone which means he can be manipulative too.

      “Of course it was.” He pulls out a pair of Cal’s slacks and a dark blue dress shirt. “She’s my daughter too,” he answers simply, and it sounds so odd that I have to laugh. I rest my head in my hands and ponder that notion.

      “I may not be who you want here, ideally. However, I am the most stable now, and stability is what I assume that you’d want for Caylen?” I glance at him briefly and see he’s halfway dressed now.

      “Yes,” I tell him honestly. Then I realize he’s not putting on pajamas or everyday clothing but a full on suit.

      “Where are you going?” I ask him not hiding the worry in my voice. The last time he went out on his own disaster followed.

      “We’re having dinner with Dexter and Helen.”

      My eyebrows shoot up. “What? When did you set all of this up?”

      “You’ve been asleep for most of the day. I thought we should probably get life moving along. I know you process things internally, but I prefer action through movement and accomplishments,” he jokes but his tone borders on condescending.

      “What does that mean?”

      “See this. The talking, the analyzing instead of actions.” He puts on his tie.

      “I’m not going,” I tell him stubbornly. He stops and looks over at me, his stare so pointed that I look away from him.

      “So if I didn’t invite you, you’d swear that there was a conspiracy going on to keep you in the dark.”

      “I don’t trust them, and I’m not sure if I trust you. All of you have lied and kept things from me, and I feel like a pawn in a stupid chess game!” I screech, but he doesn’t flinch, he just shakes his head.

      “You can choose to stay or go. Either way, I will be leaving in the next hour.” He walks to the door but stops before leaving out of it. “However, if I were you I’d like to be a part of the dinner with my husband’s newfound brother and psychiatrist,” he smiles and adds a wink for good measure, but it’s nothing like Cal’s.
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* * *

      I don’t know how he did it, but somehow it seems that we now have a white Bentley. Not a Mercedes, or a BMW, or even a freaking Ashton Martin. A Bentley. I did my best to hide my surprise when the driver brought it around, but it was extremely hard to do and even harder not to ask how he got it. I’m learning that Collin is extremely resourceful. The car fits him though, classic and arrogant. He doesn’t even listen to music but news radio, which is annoying but I really don’t want to talk to him. His hair makes him look like a modern James Bond, and I wonder if he was created based off Chris loving those movies. He’s clean and well-kept, everything is in place, and I grin to myself and decide to have some fun.

      “Are you gay?” I see that he briefly glances at me and I spot the hint of a smirk.

      “I ask because I was reading that sometimes an alter can have different sexual orientations.” I shift my body to look at him waiting for a response. “You are aren’t you?!” I say excitedly when he doesn’t respond. It would certainly make things easier.

      “If I were you I wouldn’t be so excited because that would make things a whole world more complicated for you,” he answers smugly, and my triumphant smile immediately falls. Shit, I didn’t think of that.

      “Don’t panic. I’m not gay.”

      I let out a quiet sigh of relief and hope that he doesn’t notice. I also pull up the low-cut top on my dress a bit more.

      “You look beautiful… by the way,” he says matter-of-factly.

      “Thank you.” A few minutes pass, and I feel nervous, jittery, and completely vulnerable, as if I’m a child sitting at the adult table.

      “By the way, they know that we’re joining them. I remember what a surprise it was the last time you were my companion of the night. As long as you promise to keep those passionate outbursts in check tonight, we should be ok.” He counters, and I realize he’s referring to the time I slapped Helen. I hate that he knows so much.

      “No promises.” We pull up in front of the restaurant, behind cars as grand as the one we’re in. He gets out of the car, and I’m surprised when he opens the door for me and stretches out his hand. I look at him suspiciously.

      “I know that you aren’t used to being around a gentleman, but this is the part where you take my arm.” I scowl at him but grip his hand tightly and get out of the car. He takes my arm and in the same second tosses the keys to the valet person.

      “Just so you know both Cal and Chris are gentleman in their own ways,” I tell him tightly as we reach the door to the restaurant, which he makes sure to open for me. The hostess, a beautiful girl who can’t be more than twenty, smiles brightly up at him. Regardless of who he thinks himself to be, he’s still irritatingly handsome, and I must admit that there is something charming about Collin. He tells her our name, and she tells us to follow her upstairs to the center of the restaurant. Near the floor-to-ceiling windows overlooking the lake is our table, and there awaits Dexter and Helen. My stomach drops at the sight of them. Dexter stands as we approach, and Helen looks over at us with a cautious smile. I can’t even manage to muster a fake one.

      “Lauren, Collin.” Hearing Dexter say his name makes my jaw tighten. “You look beautiful,” he adds attempting to kiss my cheek. A kiss I avoid quickly.

      “She’s not in the greatest mood,” Collin answers for me with that smug grin of his. Helen stands and allows Collin to kiss her on the cheek and glances at me quickly, as if she’s expecting me to pounce. It’s taking everything in me not to, but I take a deep breath and try to give them the benefit of the doubt. Maybe just maybe they didn’t know about Collin, maybe he just called them up and introduced himself today. Collin pulls my chair out before sitting down himself.

      “We’ve taken the liberty of ordering wine already,” Dexter tells us. I quickly grab the bottle and pour. I turn to Collin.

      “So do you drink?” I ask snidely. I’m angry, angrier than I was earlier, angry that I have to sit here with these people who are looking at me as if I’m a case study. Hell, I am a walking and breathing one. How many men does it take to break Lauren Scott?

      “Not excessively,” he replies evenly. I roll my eyes at that comment before taking a sip that turns into a large gulp and then the entire glass.

      “Well, I plan on drinking enough for both of us,” I answer after I finish. He only chuckles shortly. I turn my attention to Helen and Dexter.

      “So, you’re all familiar with each other it seems. When did this happen?” I ask sarcastically. Helen clears her throat.

      “Collin and I met some time ago,” she says steadily.

      “Of course you did!” I laugh angrily.

      “I can understand you being upset,” Helen says having the audacity to sound empathetic.

      “Upset,” I cackle. “Oh, why would I be upset? It’s not as if you all haven’t lied and kept secrets about my husband since I’ve met you. Why would this be any different?”

      Before they can respond, a waiter has arrived. He reads off the specials, and what he suggests. Helen and Dexter order something that sounds exotic, expensive, and something I wouldn’t eat in a million years. Collin orders lobster, which is not surprising. I tell the waiter I won’t be dining tonight, even though I’m hungry. I refuse to eat with my enemies.

      “She’ll have the filet mignon medium well with sautéed spinach and the twice baked potato,” Collin tells the waiter.

      It’s exactly what I would have ordered if  I were going to actually order. I should find it endearing, but instead, I’m annoyed by it. It’s just another reminder of how much these people know about me and how little I know about them. I listen to them make small polite talk, and it turns my stomach. I’m on my third glass of wine when Collin leans down near my ear; I hate my heart for speeding up.

      “I think you should slow down a bit sweetheart.”

      I turn to him with a sweet smile. “I’m not your sweetheart,” I say acidly. He takes in a sharp breath. For the first time this evening, he seems affected, and I smile to myself in satisfaction. For a while, I thought he was unrattable? Is unrattable a word? I giggle to myself.

      “Collin, how about we go to the bar for a quick drink,” Dexter suggests, and Collin looks a bit relieved. The tension at the table was unbearable before my second glass and is only a tad less now that I’m on my third glass.

      “I’d be happy to join you.” Collin stands adjusting his suit jacket. I roll my eyes. However I’m surprised when he leans down and his cheek touches mine. I scold myself for thinking how good he smells.

      “Don’t sit here stewing and getting drunk. If you want answers, ask the questions. These passive-aggressive tantrums you throw are never effective,” he whispers to me.

      My mouth falls open but before I can respond, he’s gone from the table. I narrow my eyes on him and Dexter as they leave. If I could, I’d burn a hole in his jacket because he doesn’t look back at me once.

      “Would it be presumptuous of me to ask how you’re doing?” I look over at Helen forgetting that she was here for a moment. My first thought is to grab my glass and pour another glass of wine and ignore her, but Collin’s words echo in my head.

      He’s right, I hate to admit it but he is, so instead, I grab the glass I haven’t touched all night and take a sip of water and look at Helen. She’s perfectly made up tonight, beautiful and sophisticated with the right hint of empathy and concern matching her perfectly manicured hands and upswept hair. At first look, she’s just a beautiful kept woman, but I’ve learned Helen is so much more than that. Cal was always right about her. It makes sense that she’s a doctor. She’s obviously a master manipulator, deceptively agenda-less, but I’m learning all the Crestfields have an agenda. Hell Scotts, Crestfields, and I’ve married into both.

      “I know that I haven’t been forthcoming with you.”

      I fold my arms across my chest.

      “You know Helen, I think my problem is that I’ve thought of you as a friend. If I take that title out of the equation, I can stop feeling betrayed and manipulated.”

      She nods, thankfully agreeing that she isn’t my friend and it stings a tiny bit but I appreciate her not patronizing me.

      “I think that would be best during his treatment.”

      “So has Collin updated you on all that’s happened,” I ask trying to keep my tone even. She nods.

      “He wants to start working with Crestfield Corporation,” Helen reveals, though it’s not much of a reveal because it doesn’t surprise me. I definitely couldn’t see Collin being a farmhand or high school teacher.

      “And exactly how would they all work that out?” I ask trying to keep the sarcasm out of my voice. I shake my head and lean forward feeling my throat tighten.

      “Things are not good. Cal is…. he’s not okay, and Chris was… not exactly himself, and Collin has popped up again. Things are not okay. What am I supposed to do, just smile and play pretend wife to Collin?” I ask hearing the desperation creep into my voice. I’m mad at Helen. I don’t trust her, but right now it’s as if she’s the only one that could offer any enlightenment into how this works.

      “I have a daughter that I have to get back to, and I really don’t want her involved in this… I don’t know what to call it. Less than three days ago my husband tried to kill a man, a day ago he exploded on his dad and threw him out. Not that he didn’t deserve it, but I am at a complete loss of what I should be doing!” My voice is panicked, and I’ve revealed more of what’s inside of me than I originally intended, but Helen looks on calm and collected, not the least bit surprised or rattled by the things I’ve told her. It actually feels good to say out loud what I’ve been holding in.

      “And this switching or, I’m sorry, transitioning that’s happening, it’s so taxing to say the least. Now there’s another person that I have to deal with, who is so different from Cal and Chris, and he’s so smug and self-satisfying which wouldn’t bother me so much if I didn’t feel so clueless,” I admit.

      “Out of the alters, Collin is probably the one who you can learn the most from, Lauren.”

      I glare at her. “I thought after everything that’s happened, with all the secrets being out, us knowing the reasons for what happened that…” I chuckle at my foolishness. “I just thought it would fix everything and it hasn’t, and now it makes me wonder if there will ever be a ‘fix.’” I admit.

      “If there wasn’t a solution, would you walk away?” Her eyes narrow on mine.

      Walk away, as if it’s that easy. I guess for some women it would be. I try to picture my life married to another man, a normal man. I don’t even know how I would function with someone normal, and even if I did choose to walk away, it’s not as if I could just walk away from this and never look back. He’s my daughter’s father. And aside from that, I love him—in the midst of the craziness, heartache, and pain—I love him with everything in me. Walking away is laughable and not an option.

      “No,” I answer her simply.

      “I think it’s important that you talk to someone.” Helen takes a sip of her water while I mentally run through the people closest to me in my life. Not one of them would understand. Not Raven, Angela, and especially not Hillary.

      “I mean a therapist,” she says reading my mind.

      “It doesn’t have to be me of course,” she adds quickly. I rub my temple, my brain hurts thinking about explaining all of this to someone else. I glance at her.

      “Would it be a conflict of interest if I did choose to see you… just to talk. I know you couldn’t tell me what happens with his sessions.”

      “No, and technically I’m not Chris’ doctor only Cal and Collin will talk to me.”

      “I’m really worried about them… him,” I shake my head. “I’d never seen Cal the way he was before Chris came out, and then Collin took over,” I sort of ramble. I drink more water trying to rinse the alcohol out of my system. I feel my thoughts becoming heavy and I need a clear head to discuss this with Helen.

      “And I don’t really know Collin, he’s a new person to get to know, and it’s weird being around him. Which I guess weirdness is obviously my new normal.”

      “Of the three, Collin seems to be the most reasonable. He acts less out of impulse and emotion. He’s the thinker. Again, this is my perception of him, since we have not spoken in a therapy session.”

      “He is the most calculating,” I retort, my eyes drawn to him at the bar where I see several women glancing his way.

      “More Crestfield,” she says, and our eyes meet in some sort of unspoken understanding. “They all seem to have different motivations. What will move one may not move the other. They all respond differently. Have you ever taken a psychology class?”

      “Yes, one in high school and college.”

      “So in the most basic class you learn about psychic apparatus, Freud’s theory of an individual’s mental construct or psyche. Do you remember what id is?” She looks at me questioningly.

      “Vaguely.”

      “Okay. Id is impulsive, uncoordinated instinctual behaviors, which would be…” she trails off waiting for me to answer.

      “Cal,” I guess quietly, and she nods.

      “Then we have the super-ego which is our morals, our values…” she explains.

      “Chris,” I answer, and she nods excitedly.

      “Then we have ego, which is the organized, realistic part of us that is the go-between of the desires of the id and the super-ego. Which would be…”

      “Collin,” I say, the realization dawning on me.

      “You can’t have one aspect of the personality without the others. Together they create balance. I will say if there is a hope for integration to be possible, Collin would be the key to that.”

      That statement alone causes my stomach and my head to drop.

      “Lauren,” her voice is authoritative and makes me look directly into her warm eyes.

      “I know that you love Cal. I know that you’ve grown to love Chris. I know that you don’t know Collin and he is very different from them, but he is every bit as much as your husband as Cal and Chris are. He is not an outsider or a guest star in your life, he’s a main player. To underestimate his significance or to attempt to alienate him would not be the smartest thing to do.”

      I think back to earlier in the shower when I told him I missed Caylen and he said that he did too. Then, I thought he just said it to make me believe he was Chris or Cal, for it to be a gotcha moment when I realized that he wasn’t them. Now I think he may have meant it, and if he loves Caylen, that makes this a lot easier. Our waiter arrives and starts laying out the food for us. Helen and I break our gaze, and instantly she’s back to being the beautiful Crestfield woman who is just out for a lovely dinner. My eyes watch Dexter and Collin as they head back toward the table. Two Crestfield men. I briefly look at Helen and realize if I’m going to stay in this game, I’ll have to upgrade from checkers to chess.

      It makes me nervous just thinking about it.
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* * *

      The rest of dinner went by smoothly. I stayed quiet most of the time, and I did manage to clean my entire plate that I planned on not ordering. Collin did grin at that. I watched him closer than I had before. There are differences, aside from him being cleaner cut than Chris, and more manicured than Cal, he is extremely articulate. He’s also attentive. I catch him watching me on more than one occasion, though catch may be the wrong word because it’s not as if he was doing it in secret. I feel like all of his actions are deliberate and not without thought. He is polite and extremely well-mannered. Cal is all confidence and cockiness, he could give a shit about who liked him or not, and that came with a sort of arrogance, but Collin is different. There’s an air to him—the type that comes with people who grew up with money—that realizes the world is watching them. I could lie to say I’m not fascinated by it. How there are resemblances of both Chris and Cal that I caught that those two don’t share.

      Our ride back home is quiet, and this time instead of news radio he listens to smooth jazz, which surprises me.

      “It helps me think,” he says aloud as if reading my mind, “and I remember that you enjoyed it too.” I glance at him and close my eyes. I remember the last time he was here, he said that he knew a lot. From him ordering for me at dinner, he obviously knows a lot about me, but he knows details, facts, and history. He doesn’t know me… I’m more than just a list of facts. But I know better than to underestimate him, what he knows and doesn’t know. I slip off my heels that seem smaller since the last time that I wore them. I try to remember when that was. It was with Cal when we went to elegant restaurants that used to excite me when we first started dating. The upscale restaurants never stopped, but I valued our alone time more than being out when things started to crumble with his so-called “business trips” as he referred to them back then.

      “Can I ask you a question?” my voice is quiet and void of any resentment or sarcasm. I see his eyebrow lift ever so slightly.

      “Of course.”

      “You said earlier that you missed Caylen. Is that true or…”

      “I don’t have a reason to lie to you, remember I don’t have an agenda.”

      I frown a bit. “Everyone has an agenda. I’ve learned that the hard way.”

      “Well, mine doesn’t need you to be in the dark or require you to believe anything other than the truth.”

      I fight the urge to tell him that I don’t believe him, but I realize that isn’t going to get either of us anywhere.

      “I want to ask you something, and it might not go along with your “agenda,” but I think it would be good… for all of us.”

      I wait for him to give some type of indication, or tell me that he’s ok with my question but he doesn’t.

      “And you don’t have to answer yes or no right now, but I hope that you’d consider it.” I tell him reluctantly, and I see a small smile break on his face.

      “Okay,” he says.

      “I think we should go back and stay in Michigan with Mrs. Scott for a while,” I blurt out quick and look away from him once I say it. I think back to the time before I knew about his condition when I knew something was wrong. I had no clue and had asked him to go back to Raven’s with me. I remember thinking how much was riding on his answer. How much I needed him to say yes to give me faith back then, and how I knew if he said no that we were hopeless. This time it’s different. Now I know the truth. Now things have changed so much, and we’re both different people. This man is new and different, and in a way, I feel at his mercy. I know that Collin is set on taking over the Crestfield name and all that goes with it. I think he mainly wants money, and maybe the prestige. I can see Cal going along with that plan, but Chris definitely wouldn’t want any part of it—well the Chris I knew wouldn’t—but the Chris I saw last wasn’t anything like the Chris I knew.

      “I know you’re trying to take over the Crestfield Empire and what not,” I say trying to keep the sarcasm and disdain out of my voice.

      “I only want what’s owed to us. I’m securing financial stability not just for us but also for Caylen, and for Caylen's children. After everything, we’re owed that,” he says evenly.

      “I understand, but can you do that remotely for a little while?”

      “I will let you know.”

      The rest of the ride home is quiet and when we arrive Collin gets out and helps me out of the car. Even though I don’t need it, he makes sure to open every door for me. He’s gallant, but distant. I’m tired, and the wine from earlier hasn’t entirely worn off, so I head upstairs and strip out of my clothes and fall across the bed. I think about everything that’s happened over the past few days and exhale. I grab my phone and see that I have a ton of missed calls and texts from everyone including Mrs. Scott, Raven, and Mr. Scott. I decide to write a mass text to all of them letting them know that I’m okay and will call everyone tomorrow. I edit it to add ‘we’re’ okay.
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* * *

      I wake up to see Collin standing in front of me, fully dressed but this time in a tan sweater over a white-collared shirt and khakis. He looks like a model straight out of Ralph Lauren.

      “If we’re going to get to Madison before noon, you should probably start preparing. I’d prefer an early start.”

      And just like that, he leaves the room. I rub my eyes and to make sure I’m not dreaming I pinch myself.

    

  


  
    
      
        
        

        
          Chapter Four

        

      

    
    
      Lauren

      I sleep most of the ride back to Madison. I want to make sure I’m well rested so that I won’t be tired when I see Caylen. I called Mrs. Scott and told her that we were coming, and thankfully she seemed better than the last few times I’ve talked to her. I can’t begin to imagine what is going on in her heart or replaying in her mind. If Cal had done to me what Mr. Scott had done to her, I don’t know what I would do. My eyes glide over him, thinking of how many times I’ve made this ride, with Caylen, alone, with Chris, with Cal. Where my thoughts were then, where they are now, how things have changed so much. Not just for me but for his entire family. How broken things are for all of us.

      “Do you think it would be better if we didn’t tell her who I am?”

      He’s been quiet the entire time I’ve been up. “What do you mean?”

      “For Gwen. After everything that’s happened, maybe this isn’t the most appropriate time for you to introduce us,” he says in a joking tone.

      “God I haven’t even thought about that.” I rub my temples, feeling the stress coming on again. I don’t know when would be the appropriate time to say, ‘Hey, Chris has checked out again, and this is Collin, another one of his personalities.’ Not only that, I’m pretty sure that no one’s told her about what has happened over the past few days. It will be a shock for her to know that her son is really Dexter Crestfield Sr.’s biological son and that he pulled a gun on the man he thought was his father. I don’t know if she’s even speaking with Mr. Scott yet. It would be so much easier for Collin to be Chris, for her to get the comfort of normalcy. My eyes glide over Collin. He’s wearing a white button-down collared shirt, pushed up slightly below his elbow and slacks. I don’t know if he could even pull Chris off dressed the way he is.

      “No, keeping secrets haven’t been good for anyone in this family,” I let out a laugh, and he nods in agreement. I feel a sudden panic. What happens if this goes on forever? How would Caylen handle this? I take a deep breath and store that in the back of my mind to sort out later. Right now I focus on seeing her smile, hearing her little voice. At least a version of her father is here now, and I have to be grateful for that. Collin opens the door for me, and I feel butterflies in my stomach since his hand has landed on the small of my back. We walk toward the house. He slows his normally quick stride so that I can lead. We approach the front door, and I knock. I can hear music playing, some country song with a woman crooning away about heartache. I remember how I used to listen to sad opera music when Cal left me, and I fight the distant ache that used to settle in my heart.

      “Hi!” Gwen’s voice is enthusiastic, and her smile is wide when she opens the door. The same warmness that’s always around her is still there, and I’m relieved.

      She pulls me into a hug and holds me tight. I look behind me and see Collin has stood back at the bottom of the stairs. She looks past me, her eyes wide with excitement as she looks down at him.

      “What are you doing down there, honey? I made your favorite for lunch so hurry inside.” She’s doing a good job covering up whatever pain she’s feeling.

      “Hello, Gwen,” Collin says evenly, but there’s a hint of warmness and a bit of sympathy to his voice which I haven’t heard from him before. I guess Gwen holds a special place in all of their hearts. I watch her eyes squint, and they dart to me before landing back on him. Realization dawns on her face, and there is obvious confusion, but she hides it well.

      “Cal?” she asks with a small smile.

      “Not exactly,” I walk into the kitchen, and I hear Collin follow behind me. She closes the door behind us, and we stand around awkwardly for a second.

      “Hi, Gwen. I’m Collin,” he says, keeping one hand in his pocket and extending the other out to her. I see her swallow hard and her eyes widen, her eyes meet mine and I nod and smile. She lets out a nervous laugh.

      “Oh.” She says biting her lip. Collin puts his outstretched hand back in his pocket.

      “I understand that this can be quite a shock for you.” Gwen looks frozen for a moment, but then she smiles widely before shaking her head and giving him a big bear hug. After a half of a second, he hugs her back.

      “I’m so glad you’re here.” Her eyes are closed tightly while holding him. I can’t imagine what she’s thinking, but I guess considering the circumstances, she’s glad that he’s home—here and safe—and in this moment I am too, especially after the events that just transpired. Collin looks over at me, and I give him a genuine smile. After a minute, she lets him go and wipes the wetness from her eyes.

      “Well, do you like smothered pork chops and mashed potatoes?” she asks.

      “I do.” Collin flashes a wide, charming smile, and I can’t help but blush.

      “Great! Great.” She repeats to herself rubbing her palms on her thighs.

      “How about you and I go check on Caylen?” Collin says to me.

      “Yes, that’s a great idea, and I’ll set the table,” Gwen smiles. “She’s in her room.”

      “Okay, we’ll be back.” Collin and I quickly leave the room, and I can imagine her letting out a big sigh of relief that things went so well when we leave.

      “That wasn’t so bad right?” I whisper as we cross the house to Caylen’s room.

      “As compared to what?” he asks smugly. I roll my eyes.

      “Well, she could have fainted,” I laugh. I open the door to Caylen’s room, and I feel so much stress melt off me just seeing her. Tears immediately come to my eyes, and it’s the first moment in a week where I’ve been truly happy. She sleeps on her back and looks so peaceful just like her dad. Her dark, curly hair is in two pigtails, and I lean over and give her a kiss on the forehead.

      “Mommy’s missed you so much sweetheart,” I whisper. “I’m sorry I’ve been gone.”

      “I have to take the blame for that princess.” He kisses her on the cheek and puts his hand on hers. He squats down next to me and looks at her the same way Chris did.

      “She’s the best thing we’ve ever done.” I can’t help but smile at this, and I put my hand on his. He looks at me a little surprised, and I’m surprised myself actually. I won’t say that it feels right, but it doesn’t feel as awkward as I thought it would be, even though he sort of flinched when I put my hand on his at first. What if Collin doesn’t like me? What if he secretly hates me? I could see Jenna being more of his type, but that’s neither here or there. Only happy thoughts now.

      “I’m starving!” I say standing quickly. He does the same and gestures to the door.

      “Ladies first.” I smile tightly before heading to the kitchen.
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* * *

      I wonder what Mrs. Scott is thinking. Her eyes are glued to Collin, and she’s been awkwardly silent for a woman whose marriage just imploded, and now her son’s alternate personality is sitting down for dinner with her.

      “This is so good,” I say trying to fill the awkward silence.

      “It’s delicious,” Collin adds.

      “Oh thank you,” she smiles nervously. “Would you mind calling me mom?” she asks hesitantly. He smiles again, and I’m reminded of Chris.

      “No, not at all.” I’m shocked by how warm he is with her.

      “Good,” she lets out a relieved sigh. “I hope you don’t mind me asking, but… where is Chris? Is there a reason that you’re here and not Cal?” she asks cautiously.

      Collin looks over at me, almost as if asking for permission to answer honestly.

      “Was it because of… what happened… what Will did…” her voice is lower and audibly shakier.

      “When was the last time you spoke to him?” I ask hesitantly.

      Her eyes fall. “He calls every day and leaves a message. I’m just not ready right now,” she says almost apologetically.

      “It’s all in your own timing,” I squeeze her hand from across the table. She smiles but tears come to her eyes.

      “Would you excuse me?” She stands from the table and quickly leaves the room.

      “Maybe it’s best that we don’t tell her everything that happened at this particular moment,” Collin says quietly, and I nod in agreement.
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* * *

      The rest of the day is relatively quiet. Everyone is left alone with their own thoughts. Luckily Caylen drowns out so many of mine. She’s so happy to see me, clinging to me the last few hours of the day. Mrs. Scott disappears into her bedroom, I assume giving us our private time alone with Caylen or maybe making sure her emotions are in check before joining us. Collin has disappeared into Chris’s… or his old bedroom. When I walk past, he’s on the laptop and or cell phone, obviously trying to accomplish. His work is diligent, and he speaks with confidence and authority… so Crestfield-esque. The brief moments when he joins Caylen, and me he reminds me of Chris—gentle, kind, and not so stuffy. I think of how much time Cal has missed with our daughter. I think of how much I miss him—even with him making an extremely bad decision of trying to kill his dad, or who he thought was his dad—how broken he was when he realized everything that had happened to him as a child. How does anyone handle that? How does someone not blame himself even though he absolutely shouldn’t? As I hold Caylen in my arms, I think about how a mother could be so vile, so selfish, and hateful. How much further her actions reached beyond herself. Did she think it would hurt Dexter Sr.? From what Clayton told us, he didn’t so much as blink when he came and whisked his son away. How do you walk away from your child after that, when they need you the most? Growing up with the Scotts is probably a lot better than if he grew up as a Crestfield. Dexter Sr. gave me the creeps. Not in a perverted kind of way but in a way where you can sense someone’s desire for power, can almost hear the wheels clinking in their head. Collin has a bit of that same presence to him. I hate that he wants to be so involved in that world. I’d prefer to be as far from it as possible.

      “Knock knock.” I turn to see Mrs. Scott at the door. Her long red hair is pulled into a low ponytail. Her eyes are wide and bright but puffy. I wonder how much she’s cried today.

      “Hi,” I say cheerfully. She comes in and sits beside me and Caylen on the floor. Caylen keeps trying to eat the Play-Doh instead of making the cake I’ve been sculpting.

      “She loves this stuff.” She laughs while taking a red piece and kneading it in her hands. “I’m going to be making dinner soon. Is there anything special you wanted… or you think that Collin would like?”

      “Whatever you make will be great. You’re an amazing cook.”

      “It helps to take my mind off things. Caylen did a great job of that too.” She twirls her finger around one of Caylen’s pigtails.

      “I’m glad. I know she’s had a great time.”

      “Has Will tried to reach out to Chris?” she asks steadily keeping her eyes on the Play-Doh Caylen’s been kneading.

      I swallow the nervous lump in my throat. “Yeah, I actually called him…” I say feeling traitorous. Her eyebrows rise ever so slightly, but she doesn’t immediately ask for an explanation.

      “There were some things that happened with Chris and I didn’t know who else to call.” She looks slightly hurt at my admission. “Not that I wouldn’t call you. It’s just after everything that happened, I didn’t want to put anything else on you,” I explain quickly.

      “You can call me anytime you need me, Lauren. I know I haven’t exactly been myself but I took care of myself and two grown men while dealing with cancer. This won’t be the death of me.” She smiles but her voice is stern, and I nod letting her know that I understand.

      “So what exactly happened? Why did you call him?” She asks, and I begin to tell her everything that happened. When I finish, tears are coming down both of our eyes. She shakes her head in disbelief.

      “What type of woman would do that to her child?!” Gwen’s anger beats out her sadness.

      “I know.”

      “And Dexter. Ugh,” she growls. “I can’t believe William never told me.” Her lips are pressed together, and I realize that this situation isn’t going to bring them any closer.

      “He said that Mr. Crestfield made him sign a confidentiality agreement,” I tell her hoping to soften the blow a bit. She lets out an angry sigh.

      “I shouldn’t be surprised though, after everything that has happened.” She laughs bitterly. I pick up Caylen and hold her close to me before she wiggles out of my arms, her dollhouse now the receiver of her attention.

      “My poor boy,” she says quietly, her thoughts obviously going back to the little boy that arrived on her doorstep all those years ago. “I’m so angry I feel warm!”

      “Poor Cal, poor Chris… Collin.” She shakes her head and covers her face. “How are you doing, honey?”

      “I’m doing,” I chuckle, and she nods sympathetically. “I’m more worried about him.” I admit looking toward the door as if he’ll show up.

      She lets out a deep sigh and shakes her head. “Me and Will really screwed this up. We didn’t have a clue what to do, but it looks like we made all the wrong choices.” She starts to cry a little harder, and Caylen walks over to her looking in curiosity. She laughs and hugs her. I get up and grab a box of Kleenex taking one for myself and handing the box to her.

      “Things could be worse.” I shrug, and she starts to laugh and I laugh too because it seems unlikely that it could be but things always could.

      “Is he nice to you?” she asks after we both come down from our laughter.

      I think for a moment. “He is actually,” I tell her honestly. “We haven’t been around each other long, but, I can’t say that he’s been mean…” I trail off, and she waits for me to continue.

      I shrug. “He’s just so different and… new,” I say quietly. “Just kind of when I got over the get to know you hump,” I joke and she smiles.

      “I’m glad William was there for you.”

      A moment passes.

      “He misses you, and he looks terrible,” I say honestly, knowing it probably won’t make her feel better.

      “I’m sure he does. I just keep thinking about how arrogant I was. Thinking how superior I was to women I knew who’d been cheated on. Thinking that they chose the wrong man, or they let the spark go, or they couldn’t have really been in love. How that would never happen to me,” she shakes her head and laughs.

      “I thought my love was enough.”

      My heart breaks for her and I’m quiet not knowing what to say, how to comfort her. We all hope that, we have no choice but to believe anything else.

      “I’m going to go get dinner started,” she says pushing herself off the floor. I start to tidy things up in the room from the big mess Caylen made. She follows Mrs. Scott out of the room.

      “It’s fine, it’s become our ritual,” Mrs. Scott scoops her up in her arms and carries her to the kitchen. I make my way up the stairs to Chris’s room, remembering the first day I walked through it. How I was able to peep into a life that I’d never saw glimpses of before. The door is cracked open, and I see Collin on the phone pacing back and forth with the phone to his ear. His movements are smooth, his stare concentrated but not stressed. He glances at me and smiles. Whenever any of them smile, they have the ability to make a girl swoon. He puts up his finger to say give me one sec, and then tells whoever is on the line that they’ll connect later and hangs up. He walks toward me, his eyes on mine.

      “You wanted to talk to me?” We’re only inches apart, and being near him makes my pulse race and my memory go to places they shouldn’t right now. He smells good, like Cal having used his shampoo and wash and for a moment I forget why I’m here. My thoughts taking me to moments of the past.

      “Dinner. Mrs. Scott is making dinner,” I say hating my voice for being weak. He looks at me amused and resembles Cal in this moment more than he ever has before. For a moment I wonder if this is a trick, if this is really the man I’ve always known and fell in love with. Especially when he tilts his head to the side and with a hint of a smile looks into my eyes and asks me if I’m okay. No, I’m not okay. This is so freakin' confusing, and I miss him so much.

      “Yeah,” I lie. “You’ve been working a lot.” I try to change the subject.

      He nods. “That’s sort of what I do.”

      “Right,” I stuff my hands in the pocket of my jeans, and glue my eyes to my shoes. It’s starting to become too hard to look at him without wanting to kiss him. But he’s not Cal, and surely not Chris. He’s Collin, and I’m not even sure if he’s attracted to me… not that him being so should be a priority with as much going on as it is.

      “How long did you plan on staying here?” he asks me and I shrug, feeling like a high school girl with a crush on her teacher.

      “Well, I just think it’s important for me to start seeing Helen.” I look up at him in shock. He smiles widely, then steps a bit closer to me, and I hold my breath.

      “I’m not your enemy Lauren, if anything I’m your asset. I want what you want.”

      “Which is…?” I search his eyes, the eyes that can reveal so much and so little about him.

      He leans down near my ear. “For us to exist as a whole.” His lips graze my cheek before leaving the room.
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* * *

      Family dinners shouldn’t make you nervous, but we haven’t exactly had a good track record with them. It’s hard not to shake the feeling of dread that’s lurking in the back of my mind regardless of how good the food is. It feels less tense than it was earlier, but I guess it would be for a woman to meet another segment of her son. Caylen being here has helped the awkwardness in the room as well. Laughing and spitting out random words she’s picked up. What’s the most shocking to me is how smitten she is with Collin and he with her. He just didn’t seem like someone who would take to a child. I catch him making funny faces at her, and she bursts into giggles which make us all do the same. It’s especially funny how serious he looks in between his goofs for her laughter.

      “This is so good. Your food could be the answer to world peace,” I joke destroying the last of my asparagus. I don’t even like asparagus, but the moment I put it in my mouth, I fell in love.

      “You’re too kind,” she says bashfully.

      “It really is spectacular. Have you ever thought about writing a cookbook,” Collin asks, and she smiles brightly.

      “Thank you, no I haven’t. I have recipes here and there,” she says a little taken aback.

      “That would be an awesome idea actually,” I say encouraging her and she fans her hand.

      “I’m serious. It’s the digital age, and it’s much easier to market and create a platform,” he continues. He starts to go into the analytics of e-commerce and the ideal conditions for content to go viral, and we both look on a bit stunned.

      “That is something to think about. At the very least it’d give me something to do, and I’d always wanted to pass along my recipes.”

      “I could help you with whatever you need,” he adds, then turns his attention towards me.

      “And an art gallery in the area we’re in, you have the perfect demographics.” Collin finishes a glass of wine and it’s my turn to be stunned. My thoughts drift back to the night when Cal suggested it, but we are interrupted by knocks at the door.

      “Are you expecting anyone?” Collin asks and I can see her eyes widen.

      “No,” she says quietly. Collin stands and goes to open the door.

      “I knew she was here!” I can’t help but crack a wide smile hearing that voice.

      “Hillary!” I say excitedly getting up from my seat.

      “Nice hair cut, Cal.” She jokes referring to his hair being styled so neatly. She maneuvers past him, and he steps back gesturing for her to go.

      “What are you doing here?” I ask surprised as she tackles me into a hug.

      “Aidan,” she giggles in my ear, and my mouth drops in shock.

      “What?!” I scream and Collin clears his throat.

      “Since when did you become such a prude, Cal,” she laughs rolling her eyes.

      “Actually I’m not Cal, and Gwen is sitting right here,” he says slightly annoyed.

      “No, it’s okay, Collin.” Mrs. Scott turns red with embarrassment.

      “Who the hell is Collin?” Hillary asks, confusion evident all over her face as she shoots me a glance.

      “I’m Collin!” he says with a sigh.

      “Not another one,” Aidan is in the kitchen now looking exasperated.

      “Aidan…” Collin gives him a half-hearted greeting.

      Aidan begins to laugh. “What are you auditioning for the cover of Ralph Lauren?” Hillary joins in laughing with him while giving Caylen a quick kiss on the cheek. Both Mrs. Scott and I turn red.

      “Aidan!” Mrs. Scott says in a warning tone. He throws his hands up in defense, his laughter only subsiding a small amount.

      “It’s okay, Gwen. Kids will be kids,” Collin says returning to his seat.

      “I’m sorry, Mrs. Red. It’s just…” he looks at Collin with confusion all over his face.

      “Don’t look at me,” Hillary squeals. I can see she’s trying her hardest not to laugh.

      “It’s just so weird,” he looks at Collin as if he’s trying to examine him. I have to give it to Collin. He only looks mildly perturbed. Cal would have punched Aidan in the face by now.

      “Chris, come out!!!” Aidan says loud and exaggerated in Collin’s face, and at that point I realize they both smell like Tequila. They’re drunk! I see Collin stand, and I immediately rush over between them.

      “What, are you upset prep school?” Aidan asks.

      “Collin, please.” I beg him, but I only see his fist clench. “Please not while Caylen is here.” I beg and he allows me to guide him to the other side of the room.

      “Aidan, you’ve got to go right now,” Mrs. Scott leads him toward the door with Hillary in tow.

      “I’m going to call you, hun!!!” Hillary sings to me.

      The Scotts kitchen is seriously jinxed.
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* * *

      “I’m so sorry about that,” I say breathlessly once we make it upstairs to Chris’s room. Collin lets out a held in breath and rubs the back of his neck. His skin is tinted red, and it’s the only tell that he’s flustered. Though I admit, it’s nice to see that he can be affected, that he’s human.

      “It’s not your fault that Chris’s friends are idiots,” he sits on his bed.

      “Well, one of those idiots is my friend.”

      “They were just drunk,” he says calmly. I chuckle watching him remembering my thought from earlier.

      “What?” he asks curiously.

      I shrug. “Earlier I just had this thought that you were Cal playing me,” I admit.

      He grins. “Yes, Calvin has a hard time walking away.”

      “Yeah, that he does,” I say, and my thoughts can’t help but drift to when he walked away from me.

      “He loves you.”

      My eyes widen. “Are you a mind reader?” I joke to lighten the mood.

      “You don’t have to be psychic to tell what those you’re closest too are thinking,” he says, and I wrap my arms around myself. It’s so odd for him to look at me as if he knows all of my secrets. I think of his words from earlier, saying that we want the same thing, that he wants them to be one. Chris nor Cal has ever said that to me.

      “When you said earlier that you want what I want, about you all being one, you really feel that way?” I cautiously sit near him on the bed.

      “That’s all I’ve ever wanted.”

      “How do we do that?” I am almost afraid to hear the answer.

      “Is that really what you want?” he asks me, and his look is serious.

      “Of course that’s what I want. Why wouldn’t I?” I ask offended.

      “The man who comes out on the other side may not be the one you fell in love with,” he says, and I swallow hard.

      “Please don’t tell me that you’re going to ask me who I love the most,” I laugh nervously.

      “No, there isn’t a competition. If we all don’t cross the finish line then none of us will, but if they don’t believe that, none of us have hope,” he says quietly.

      “The barn’s been cleared.” We turn to see Mrs. Scott in the doorway with Caylen on her hip. “I could put her to bed if you like.” she says a little awkwardly.

      “No, I can do it,” I quickly stand.

      “Are you sure,” she asks again. I look back over at Collin.

      “No it’s fine, I’m sure she’s missed that,” he answers back.

      “Okay.” I go over to Mrs. Scott.

      The weight of his words are heavy in the air. Does he realize what he’s just told me, how important that is to me?

      “Collin, do you mind if we talk for a little while?” Mrs. Scott asks as I take Caylen from her arms. I wonder if she heard what he said, I wonder if she believes him.

      “I’ll be downstairs,” I tell her before leaving the room.
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* * *

      Collin

      Most men think women are difficult to understand.

      Too complicated to figure out, their motives foreign. I’ve found the opposite to be true. It doesn’t take someone to be a genius to understand them—even though with my IQ it wouldn’t be misleading to call me that. It just takes attention, the majority of them are easy to read. Understand what motivates them as an individual, not as an entire sex. It’s all different—love, control, consistency, wealth, assurance, and fear. The same things that motivate men—because when it comes down to it, we all want the same things—we’re just guided by different principals.

      Once motivation is found, determine if they’re seeking acceptance. Are they operating out of guilt? Who is on offense, who is on defense? The person that knows their place holds the power. Most people don’t know what to do with that power when they get it, and if they don’t know that, they won’t keep it.

      It’s all very simple. Give a person what they’re lacking, make sure you know that you have something that they want or think that they need, and if they don’t need it, you make them believe that they do. It is what both Cal and Chris didn’t understand.

      Cal believes that he has more to offer than he does and Chris believes he doesn’t have enough. Chris gives too much of himself to people but Cal doesn’t give enough. There is a balance to everything and neither one can master it without the other and definitely not without me.

      It is for that reason why I’m the constant.

      Why I am here when they leave. When they think the hurt is too sharp, when the anger is too much, when the fear is so deep they feel as if they’re drowning. That makes them the lifeless body and me the life jacket. I’m the one who keeps Calvin from putting us in jail and prevents Chris from putting us in the insane asylum.

      It was a bad volleyball game once upon a time. Bouncing from one extreme to another. Cal wanting to live life indulging in whatever pleasured him at the time, regardless of the consequences, and Chris only doing what he thought would be acceptable, pleasing to the people most important to him, completely unaware of the dirty little secrets that were being kept hidden from him by the people he loved most. It seemed purposeless at first, the balancing act that is. Swinging from one extreme to the other, no common ground. Part of me believing he knows it all while the other part walking around completely clueless. Cal more than happy to keep Chris in the dark, in his eyes, it was fun playing the choirboy. No commonality except for the women that they love.

      One being poor Gwen. I am exhausted just thinking of what Chris’s hero, his moral anchor did to her. It was almost sickening to watch her with him; oblivious to his deceit, unaware of his deception, truly believing that the man she loved for so long was incapable of something so vile. Watching Lisa parade around as if the secret she held never existed, both of them so wrapped up in their own glory of getting away with the ultimate mistake. William was so self-righteous toward Lauren, and deathly afraid of Calvin. He displaced his own guilt with anger toward the people that could pull the curtain up on his little show. I have to give him credit. He held up pretty well for a man walking around land mines not knowing that at any minute everything could explode. I’m disappointed in him though. I thought between him and Lisa that he would be the one to finally expose everything, but fear motivated him more than his love did, and for that, I feel truly sorry for Gwen.

      “I thought that we should talk,” she smiles away her pain. I respect her for that, something both her and Lauren have in common.

      I stand and allow her to sit on the bed. She looks around the room letting out a cleansing breath.

      “I wanted to thank you for being… kind.” She says as if she’s searching for the right words.

      “You’re welcome.”

      “I always wanted a relationship with Cal, he just… I guess he hated us.”

      “He doesn’t hate you,” I tell her and she gives me a lopsided smile.

      “Lauren told me about everything that’s happened. I wish that I had known, that there was something that I could have done.” Her sorrow sweeps over her instantly.

      I take her hand and I can tell she’s surprised. “You did the best thing you could for us. You were a great mother, you are a great mother, and we’re going to be okay,” I reassure her.  Her eyes raise to mine and she smiles. I see hope in them; hope that things are going to be okay. I know that she wants to believe me, that if she looks hard enough she’ll see the little boy who was easy, who wanted to please her, who she could solve all of his problems with a glass of milk and a chocolate chip cookie.

      “A-are there any more of you?” she asks hesitantly. I squeeze her hand and I hope it melts her heart.

      “No, I’m the last of the Mohicans,” I tell her and she lets out a relieved sigh.

      “Not that I wouldn’t love anyone else,” she explains quickly and I nod in understanding. “I also apologize for Aidan earlier, he’s usually much better behaved. Thank you for not escalating things.”

      I grin, because it did take a lot to stop that from happening. Cal tried to use the building anger to slip out through the cracks. He’s on time-out until he learns how to play well with others again. Cal has the emotional stamina of a six year old, and after finally showing him what he arrogantly blocked out, he has no idea how to control his thinking or actions. He’s out of order, until I can get things stable.

      “I told Lauren that there’s no need for an apology.”

      “You’re so different from them,” she says with a perplexed look on her face.

      “I have to be.”

      “When you’re not… when you’re not in control… where are you?” she asks, her tone mixed with curiosity and concern.

      “I am always around. I never go dark like Chris does or like Calvin decides to do most times. I have to always be aware.”

      “Go dark… what does that mean?”

      “Unconscious, a deep sleep,” I tell her simply. Her eyes widen, she seems caught off guard by my forthrightness. It makes sense, in a family that is so used to half-truths and hiding secrets.

      “You’re like the co-pilot,” she deduces and I grin.

      “That would be the perfect analogy,” I tell her and she smiles.

      “Mrs. Scott?” We both turn to see Lauren nervously at the door. “Mr. Scott just got here.”

      I turn to Gwen to see her face has drained of color.

      “Do you want me to ask him to leave?” I keep my voice cool and even because I want her to know that I’ll ask in a way that won’t lead to an altercation or emotional breakdown, like my counterparts would.

      “No, no it’s his home too. We’ll share it until I decide what it is I’m going to do,” she says quietly and stands. She walks past Lauren who is almost frozen in the doorway. She looks over at me, her wide hazel eyes full of confusion—the same eyes that both Cal and Chris fell in love with, eyes that can light up a room, or be clouded with sadness depending on which man chooses what action. I’m grateful for Lauren. She was the connection, the bridge that both needed, someone that they both could love. I was skeptical if Chris would, since she was so different from Jenna. Not that I didn’t like Jenna, but she would’ve never been the one that Cal would sacrifice the life he built for. He detested her, or better yet regretted the chance he gave her to slip in.

      I remember the day Cal had given up, resigned to letting Lauren go, doing the most selfless thing he’d ever done, or so he thought. It’s not unusual that Cal’s actions tend to backfire because he acts in the moment, strictly out of emotion, without envisioning the long-term effects. Passionate to a fault, the same thing Lauren loves about him is the same thing that causes her so much pain.

      “Do you think we should go down there?” She looks to me nervously.

      “No, I think they need to work things out themselves. Whichever way it goes.” Her eyes narrow in on me, full of curiosity, as if she’s still trying to figure me out.

      “Do you think she’ll forgive him?” she asks, and I sit beside her. She rubs her hands across her thighs.

      I make her nervous, and not because she’s scared or uncomfortable, but because she isn’t and she feels like she should be.

      “I think that she will,” I tell her honestly and she raises an eyebrow. “You disagree?”

      “How can she trust him after something like this? I don’t know if she could get past a betrayal like that.” She takes her time with her words, putting herself in Gwen’s situation.

      “I don’t think Gwen is motivated by certainty. Love drives her. If he can convince her that he still loves her, that the family can survive this, she’ll take him back,” I say fairly confident.

      “You sound so sure,” she looks at me perplexed and slightly annoyed.

      “Once you find out what motivates a person, you can usually figure out the outcome of the decisions they make fairly easily. For instance a woman whose driven more by certainty and routine would never be able to take a man back who has broken her trust—it breaks down her core motivation. A woman like that would never be able to have any peace not knowing if he will go with the wind so to speak.”

      She smiles and her eyes narrow in on me, studying me. “How do you know all of this? How did you have the time to become so intuitive?”

      “Not intuitive, observant,” I correct her and she rolls her eyes.

      She shifts her body toward me. “Well, Dr. Scott, no Dr. Crestfield, that would be more appropriate right?” There’s a challenge to her voice but it’s laced with a tad of flirtation, and I’m intrigued. I shift toward her.

      “You and Gwen are one in the same,” I tell her with a smile. She gives me a dismissive grin.

      “Well let me tell you, if you or any of you decided to cheat on me with one of Caylen’s friends when she gets older, I will kill you.” She looks me in the eye and for the first time in so long they are wide and bright and playful. A look she’s never given me, and for a second I forget that she’s their distraction, not mine, and for a moment it’s as if she forgets she’s in love with them and not me. Then she remembers, tearing her eyes away from mine.

      “I’m okay with leaving tomorrow afternoon.” She stands and I do as well. “I think your treatment takes priority over anything else right now.”

      “Goodnight, Collin.” She waves before leaving the room, and I ignore the feeling that I’ve never felt, can’t quite describe, but I am pretty certain is disappointment.

    

  


  
    
      
        
        

        
          Chapter Five

        

      

    
    
      Lauren

      We’re all up early though I got up earlier than everyone else. I’m not sure where Mr. Scott slept last night, but it wasn’t in his room. Mrs. Scott left her door open and she’s the only one there, and his truck hasn’t left its spot from yesterday. My phone rings and I see that it’s Hillary. I can’t help but roll my eyes because I’m super surprised that she’s up before dawn after seeing how drunk they were last night. Hillary and Aidan together just seem odd. Well not that odd,—they’re both single, the same age, and attractive. I just sort of cringe at the havoc of them being serious with each other would cause. I hope Aidan knows what he’s getting into. I’m surprised when it’s his voice on the phone and not Hillary’s.

      “Hey Lauren, my phone died so I just used Hillary’s.” His voice is deep like he’s just gotten up.

      “I figured that,” I am still slightly annoyed at how they acted last night. I expect things like that from Hillary, but Aidan could have been a little more mature under the circumstance. Those two can be like fire and gasoline.

      “I was calling to apologize about yesterday. I was a jerk, and it was stupid. I know you guys didn’t need that, and I don’t take my best friends condition as a joke.” Well, he’s hit all of the marks I was going to check him for.

      “I’m just glad it didn’t escalate to something terrible,” I say watching Caylen turn over in bed.

      “I saw Mr. Scott’s truck out back. Is everything okay?”

      “As far as I know.”

      “Do you need any help over there… is he… still that guy…” He says the last part with apprehension and almost disgust.

      “Yes he is and we’re actually going to be leaving soon. Could you check in on Mrs. Scott every once in a while? We offered her to come to Chicago with us, but she says she’s going to be fine here.”

      “I will. Are you going to be okay with prep school Chris?”

      “His name is Collin, and yes he’s harmless,” I giggle.

      “When did Chris check out? Was it after all the stuff with Lisa?”

      “Yeah, but he came back… it’s a long story. It’d probably be better for Chris to tell you… when he comes back,” I trail off.

      “Do you know when that will be?”

      I shake my head in response and realize he can’t see me. “No, I’m sort of as clueless as everyone else is,” I admit with a chuckle.

      “Have you talked to Lisa?” I ask wanting to change the subject. She has been running through my thoughts lately. I haven’t talked to her since the day she had me meet her at the restaurant and told me she had something she had to tell Chris. I hate that all of this happened. I actually considered Lisa a friend. We were growing close and now… I guess I can’t really judge her. She was so young and I wasn’t a part of the story then, but as a wife I feel obligated to take Mrs. Scott’s side.

      “Yeah I’ve been over there. She went and dropped Willa off with her aunt yesterday morning,” he reveals and I’m reminded that Lisa and Mr. Scott have a child together. The fact that she named her daughter after him, it makes it so much more real, and for Mrs. Scott it has to be even more hurtful. I think of the night she cried in my arms on the bathroom floor and feel myself becoming emotional.

      “Do you know if Mr. Scott has seen her… their daughter,” I ask, curiosity getting the best of me.

      “I don’t know.” His voice is desolate, a far cry from his usually playful jovial tone that he had just last night aided with alcohol. In this instant I realize that Aidan is hurting too. His brother Chris is MIA, the Scotts are like his family and on the verge of ruin, and his best friends will probably never speak to each other again.

      “Are you okay Aidan?” I ask him genuinely.

      “I’m always okay.” I can hear the smile in his voice, and I know he’s mustered it up for me.

      “Well since you and Hillary are a thing now, I’m sure I’ll be seeing you a lot in Chicago,” I say teasingly.

      “We’re not a thing!” He sounds almost panicked and I have to keep myself from giggling. He doesn’t know Hillary. They are now a thing.

      “Whatever you say,” I tell him reassuringly.

      “You’ll let me know as soon as Chris is… back,” he says unsurely.

      “That’s a promise.”

      “Good. Take it easy Lauren.” His tone is more serious.

      “You too,” I tell him before hanging up. After finishing up with Aidan I shower quickly and change Caylen while she’s sleeping. It’s really early, and I don’t want to mess up her schedule. Collin texts me that we’ll be leaving at 7:30 and it’s 6:45 now. I’m doing the last check of things when there’s a knock on the door. I figure it’s Mrs. Scott but am surprised when I see it’s Mr. Scott. He still looks tired and drained, but now there’s something I didn’t see the last time we saw each other. Hope, right behind his blue-green eyes.

      “Good morning.”

      “Good morning.” I move from the doorway allowing him to come in. He steps inside, and I close the door behind me. I think of how far he and I have come. How this man practically hated me before, how mean and bitter he was. He wasn’t my ally, honestly he felt like my enemy. There was nothing I could do right and my very presence irritated him. Now after everything has come out, I think I’m his only ally right now.

      “Gwen mentioned that you and…” he lets out a deep breath. “Collin are leaving.”

      “Yeah,” I nod. “I’m hoping that if he sees Helen that it will help things.”

      “I think she can help, I hope, but what do I know now?” he chuckles.

      “Have you talked to him?”

      He shakes his head. “No, I didn’t think it was the best thing right now.” That I’m surprised at, but maybe I shouldn’t be after the verbal shredding Chris gave him.

      “Gwen said that he doesn’t seem that bad.” I wonder if those were his interpretations of her words and not his. To be honest, Gwen actually seems smitten with Collin.

      “Not now at least,” I answer honestly. Really I don’t know what to think of Collin. He seems so transparent but that is something that I just can’t trust at this point. His goals seem too perfect. It would be so easy if this part of the man I loved wanted what was best for everyone, but it seems odd for his goal to be so out of line with the other two parts of himself. If he’s being honest and it truly is his goal, does it matter when the other two halves are so against it?

      “Gwen told me that he reminds her of a better version of a Crestfield,” he says hesitantly.

      “That sounds like a good description of him actually.”

      “Well if that’s the case, be careful.”

      I start to tell him that his son is an actual Crestfield, but I don’t. He has to already know that and I don’t want to add anything extra on his mental scale right now.

      “If there is anything you need from me or Gwen, we are there. It doesn’t matter how early or how late.” I can tell he means it with every fiber in his body.

      “I will I promise.”

      And I mean it. If we’re going to make this work, it’s going to take every one of us.

      [image: ]
* * *

      It’s been so many times that Caylen and I have pulled up to our home, gone up so many flights of stairs, and opened the door. Yet it has never been with Cal.

      It’s just been us, or Chris has been with us, or at least I think it was him. And now Collin. We’ve been home for a week, and luckily Caylen still knows this is her home. It still feels like it for her, and Collin, I believe, she knows is her dad.

      He loves her.

      He’s patient with her, he plays with her. She sleeps in my bed every night. I know I have to stop it, she’s so good about sleeping on her own, but it’s more for my comfort than hers. It’s lonely being back here and still by myself in bed. Of course Collin and I don’t sleep in the same room. He hasn’t initiated doing so, and only comes in every morning to collect things. Yesterday I know he went shopping. I peeked into the closet of the room he’s staying in. I must say his taste is impeccable, but expensive, even making Cal’s look frugal. He leaves everyday between 7 and 9 but is back before seven. It’s almost like having a roommate, and it feels so strange. Mr. and Mrs. Scott have checked in on me each day, at different times of course. They’re in the same house— that’s a step—but I don’t know how much longer that will be. I feel so bad for Mrs. Scott, and sometimes it’s easier to talk to her about the pain she’s dealing with than dealing with my own. What pain am I in? After everything it seems selfish to think of my own pain. After everything we’ve found out, what’s happened in everyone's past, it seems ridiculous.

      “I want cookies,” Caylen squeals while splashing the bubbles in the tub. I laugh.

      “No cookies tonight,” I tell her for the third time. I think Mrs. Scott has gotten her accustomed to baked goods before bedtime. I pick her up and wrap my arms around her along with the big, plush, pink towel and head out of the bathroom. I’m surprised when I see Collin walk through the door. He has a big bag that says Barnes and Noble.

      “Hey,” I say and he smiles at me. A smile that still makes my heart do jumping jacks. I remind myself each time that Collin is different; even if he has the same smile, the same voice, and the same eyes that make me fall in love with him again. He sets down the bag and walks toward us, and I command my heart to slow down.

      “I have something for her,” he says before kissing her on the forehead. She palms both sides of his face.

      “You hear that Cay,” I tell her.

      He’s in a good mood, and it’s almost contagious. I want to inhale it, instead I inhale his scent. It’s so different from Chris’s and Cal’s.

      “I got something for you too, but I can’t show you until Friday.” His eyes sparkle at me, and I try to contain my smile.

      He’s got something for me. I try to hide my elation. I try to hide how good it is for a moment for things to seem easy and light. It seems like those moments were a millennium away. He’s excited, and the energy is buzzing off of him. Usually I would just smile and be polite, but curiosity has the best of me.

      “What is it?” I ask.

      “Hers or yours,” he challenges and I bite my lip to try to contain my smile.

      I fail.

      “Go and get her dressed and I can show you hers, and yours you’re going to have to wait for.” I give him a playful glare before dashing off to the room and dressing Caylen after lotioning her down.

      “She’s done.” I call out to him and in less than a minute he’s back with the bag. He sits across from us in the rocking chair—the same rocking chair that Chris would sit in and play the guitar for us—I try to push that memory out of my thoughts because it makes me sad, and I want to soak up and keep all the joy that I have right now.

      “You ready?” he asks, and I put Caylen down and she walks over to him. He opens the bag. I see her look in, but whatever is in it she can’t lift it. He reaches in and I can’t help but laugh when I see the first Harry Potter book.

      “You didn’t,” I laugh amused. One after another he pulls out the entire Harry Potter collection.

      “Really, Collin?” I laugh as Caylen observes the books but her attention is really on the covers. Collin loves Harry Potter. I never would have thought, except who wouldn’t like Harry Potter? Even though I can’t picture Chris or Cal reading it.

      “You don’t think they’re going to be a little advanced for her?” I tease him. He scoops her up in his arms and sits her on his lap. He pulls out a stuffed owl from the bag, and that already is her favorite out of the books.

      “She’s going to be advanced, right princess?” He adjusts himself in the rocking chair and opens the book successfully. Juggling her and the large book in his arms, he reads off the famous first line.

      His voice is hypnotic, and what I expect to only be a few minutes before Caylen’s attention span explodes and she becomes agitated, she doesn’t. She teeters a bit grabbing the book here and there but before long her head is on his chest and she dozes off. Still he keeps reading and I sit across from him listening to his voice, wrapped up in his tone before I drift off into dreamland myself.
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* * *

      My phone wakes me up, its ringtone interrupting a dream that’s made my cheeks flush. My skin is still warm and my breath is stolen. I grab my phone, sleep in my eyes and am surprised to find myself in bed. I look at the phone and see that it’s Raven. My head lands heavily back on the pillow. I want to close my eyes and wrap myself back in my dream, it was warm and safe but strange, and I hate as each second passes it escapes me, and I mourn the loss. The phone vibrates again. Raven is persistent if nothing else. We’ve only spoken briefly this week giving her edited glimpses of the terrible headlines instead of truthful full stories. I will call her back eventually. I just wish I knew what to say to her. I don’t know how to comfort her and I hate keeping secrets but the truth will only worry. No not worry her, it will terrify her. She’s just now warming up to the fact that Chris and Cal are not the same man. To tell her that Collin has now joined the party and that Cal tried to kill someone… I don’t want to even think about that. I climb out of bed and realize Caylen isn’t in the room with me. I think back to last night and remember I fell asleep in her room on the floor.

      Remembering his voice and how it was the most intimate moment Collin and I ever shared, I’m reminded of the first time Chris played the guitar for me and I saw a different side of the man that I love. Whenever I think of love and Collin in the same sentence I feel a stab of guilt, and it’s ridiculous but if I’m honest I do feel guilty. Guilty when I notice the things that have attracted me to the man whose been the only person I’ve fallen in lust with in my life. I feel a stab of guilt when I want to be near him, that I still want him. It’s crazy and starting to drive me insane. I’ve kept my distance while being as close to him as I can and a part of me knows it’s ridiculous but another part of me thinks of it as being loyal. But loyal to who? Which one?

      They’re the same!

      “You’re going crazy, Lauren.” I tell myself quietly as I head downstairs.

      “Well, good morning sunshine.” I freeze seeing Raven holding Caylen with a look on her face that’s between pissed and smug. My eyes dart to Collin who is behind the counter, looking like he just woke up, perfectly put together, every hair in place, fully dressed and more alert than someone should be when he was up reading Harry Potter past midnight.

      Shit. What has he told her? I’m not in any shape to battle it out with Raven today about the choices that I’ve made and the consequences I should expect.

      “How long have you been here?” I ask trying to put some enthusiasm into my tone.

      “Wow, no it’s so good to see you, Raven? I’m so glad you’re here. I’ve missed you?” she says sarcastically. I let out a sigh and know that I’m going to have to put on my battle armor even though I don’t know if I can stand with it on.

      “I am, Raven. It’s just been a very long week.”

      “I can imagine. Collin was just bringing me up to date on things.” She says this tightly and my stomach drops. Ugh, why does he have to be so transparent about everything! I look at him and there is no hint of regret, awkwardness, or an ounce of uncomfortableness.

      “Thanks for that, Collin,” I say tightly.

      “I thought it’d be better to let her know everything that’s happened and to introduce myself. Save you the stress of it.” He shrugs with one arm instead of two and I’m instantly annoyed.

      “I expressed how grateful I am for his transparency. Something his counterparts or their wife hasn’t been great about,” she says sarcastically.

      I can feel that this is going to be a great day already. How long has she been down here, and what all has he told her?

      “I’m heading out for work. You ladies have a good day.” Collin finishes his orange juice, and flashes me a smile. I fight not to roll my eyes at him while he kisses Caylen before leaving.

      “It was good speaking with you, Raven,” he tells her and she smiles widely at him. I am a bit surprised to see that it doesn’t hold the trepidation or tension she had when she met Chris. She almost seems enthralled.

      “It was good speaking with you too. I will see you tonight.”

      I scold myself for how I felt last night, for warming up to him. It was an easy moment, one that I’ve missed.

      “Well, you have had a busy week,” she says tightly as soon as the door closes.

      I sigh and flop on the couch knowing what’s coming. She sits Caylen down whose attention is caught on Doc. McStuffins.

      “I’m sorry that we haven’t been able to talk,” I tell her sincerely, but my voice is already exhausted from the conversation that’s about to follow, so my apology comes off as dry and nonchalant.

      “You’re sorry,” her voice is already high and raised, full of indignation. “Lauren, your husband has a third alter ego,” she screeches.

      I swallow hard.

      “I had to hear it from Hillary,” she cries.

      Thanks, Hillary.

      I shake my head. “You and Hillary are best friends now, huh?” I ask a little jealous and hoping to lead off this subject.

      “Don’t you dare try to change the subject.”

      “I don’t know what Collin’s told you, but there has been so much going on,” I tell her defensively.

      “He’s told me quite a lot, but I’d love to hear it from you,” she says, and I put my head in my hands. When I don’t answer right away, she begins to lay out fact after fact, detail after detail and she knows pretty much everything that’s happened including the blow up at the Scotts which wasn’t even any of her business. Gosh Collin what a freakin' motor mouth!

      “Well, it doesn’t seem like there’s much for me to say because you know it all already.” She walks over in front of me and leans down, so we’re at eye level. “Your husband tried to kill someone! That is not okay!” she yells.

      I stand and walk to the other side of the room.

      “You don’t need to be here, Lauren. It is not safe for you and Caylen. Cal needs help, help that you can’t give him.”

      “Cal would never hurt us,” I say my voice tired but conviction peeps through.

      “Okay Cal won’t, Chris won’t. But what if some other person pops up that would!” She is pleading with me and I know she only wants the best for us. I know she’s worried but God doesn’t she know I’m worried enough, stressed to the max, and I’m holding on to my hope by loose threads and she’s not helping.

      “I may not be an expert about what DID is. I may not even be able to say if another alter will surface, or if that alter will be a jerk, but what I do know, what I will bet my life on is that there isn’t ANY part of my husband that would ever hurt me or our daughter!” I’m louder and angrier than I intended to be. Raven’s cheeks are flushed, and my own feel as if they are on fire.

      “You are betting your life you and Caylen’s, and it’s ridiculous and selfish!”

      “This is why I don’t talk to you.” My voice is quiet and weak now. I shake my head and rub the tears from my eyes.

      “I know that you’re worried and that you only say what you do because you care, but I am trying my best to deal with this. It’s hard, really hard. Can you just put yourself in my place for a moment? With all that you know that’s happened, can you think of how I feel?” Tears are falling from my eyes and through my blurred vision, I see her face soften.

      “Anything you have thought, I’ve thought it over a million times. I am already worried, I am already stressed, I am scared out of my mind that life will always be hard, and peace and easiness will never be a part of how we live. I am terrified of that, but I still have hope. If I don’t have anything else, I have hope and I can’t allow you or anyone else to take that away from me because if I lose that, I’m going to be the one in an asylum and that won’t be good for anyone. So please, I ask you, I am begging you to just support me. Please don’t make things worse.”

      Her lips press together tightly, and she lets out a frustrated sigh but nods, and just like that, it's as if she’s accepted everything. Well accept may be the wrong word. She’s going to tolerate all of this. She heads to the kitchen and starts pouring coffee for us. She tells me that Collin has booked me a massage and facial and that he wants to take me to dinner. I’m shocked by the 180—not just from Raven sucking up and being supportive—but Collin wanting to take me to dinner.

      It’s all that’s in my thoughts as the masseuse kneads away weeks of pent-up stress and frustration. What does it mean? Probably nothing. Is it an olive branch? Well not an olive branch since we haven’t been at war with one another, we’ve kept our distance though, amicably. More like cautious allies, yesterday being the first time the gap was closed. I remember that he said he had a surprise for me but that I couldn’t get it until Friday; today is Thursday. I think of the dream I had last night, one that I’m sad yet, thankful that I’ve forgotten. After my massage and facial I feel lighter, I look my age again instead of ten years older. I think of how thoughtful it was for Collin to do this. How he’s aware of almost everything. It is intimidating. I wait as the dial tone rings and Helen answers the phone half-surprised but enthusiastic.

      “How are you, Lauren?”

      “I’m… I’m making it,” I laugh half-heartedly.

      “I’m glad to hear that.”

      “Raven just got to town, and has Caylen. I was wondering if you had any free time today to talk,” I ask hesitantly. Talk, should I have said talk, should I have asked her for an appointment?

      “Have you eaten already, we could do a late lunch, would three work?”

      “Sure,” I respond. We go over the details and an hour later I’m meeting her at a new café. I make my way in and see Helen seated toward the wall. She stands and waves. I maneuver my way through the tight space, tables crowd one another, but thankfully there aren’t many people here at three. I make my way over and smile as I start to sit down, but she comes over and pulls me into a hug. I’m caught off guard but manage to reciprocate quickly.

      “I’m so glad that you called me.” She moves her hair from around her shoulders to her back. Long dark waves cascade down her shoulders, stray pieces lying on her dark blue blouse with gold buttons.

      She seems different, almost lighter, and I wonder if she is. No longer having to hold on to a secret that always stood in between us having a genuine friendship, I’m still not sure if the hole that secret left will prevent it.

      “Thank you for seeing me,” I tell her, stirring the ice in my water.

      “You look good,” she tells me and I can’t help but widen my eyes in surprise. I haven’t heard that in awhile.

      “It probably was the facial and massage Collin got me. Before that I looked like an old maid.”

      “Did you tell him to do that?” I wonder. Are Helen and Dexter secretly advising him? She smiles widely.

      “No, Collin is attentive and intuitive. He doesn’t ask for my advice.”

      “Intuitive,” I repeat, hearing the disdain in my voice.

      “Has he been seeing you?”

      “Yes, twice this week.” She sips her green tea. “Has he not told you?”

      “Yes, he did,” I tell her.

      She looks at me curiously. “You didn’t believe him?” Her smile softens.

      I shrug and let out a sigh. “I-I don’t know. I did, I didn’t, I just…” I trail off when the waitress comes and takes our order. Helen orders a salmon salad and I settle on a chicken Caesar.

      “Are you guys going to be at the dinner tonight?” I ask.

      “Not that I’m aware. Why didn’t you believe that he’d been coming to see me?”

      “I don’t know. I’m just not used to him being so honest,” I admit. “Not honest, forthcoming,” I correct myself. “It’s not that I think Cal or Chris are liars, but they both had their secrets. I just wonder what Collins’s is,” I admit.

      “How have things been?” she asks casually, but nothing is really casual about Helen.

      I go through all that’s happened. Telling her about the day Chris and Cal both made their appearance, how things have been going since. I focus on facts, and she looks on, never appearing surprised or biased in the least. By the time I’m finished, the food has arrived and we thank the waitress as Helen pops a piece of salmon in her mouth. I bow my head and say a quick prayer, a habit I’ve picked up from being around Mrs. Scott on so many occasions.

      “So there has been a lot going on, understandably so, but how do you feel about them?” she asks, and I sigh.

      “I feel like any normal person would feel. Overwhelmed, anxious, frustrated but grateful. Grateful that things aren’t completely worse, that we’ve made it past what could have been a life changer. If Cal had gone through with killing Clayton, things would be so much worse right now.” I say the last part with my voice low and she nods.

      “How have you been adjusting to living life with Collin,” she asks and I shrug.

      “He’s so different,” I train my eyes on my soup and I play with the spoon.

      “But, there’s times I recognize things in him,” I feel my cheeks blush and I hate that I am blushing over him. “I-I don’t really know how to feel about him,” I say quietly. My hand massages the back of my neck, reminding me of the heavenly few hours I just spent. How he apparently extended the gesture himself.

      “You feel distant toward him?”

      I nod. “Should I not?” I ask genuinely.

      “Who is keeping the distance you or him?” Helen is listening to a side of the story she already has the other half to. I wonder what Collin talks to her about, what treatments they’re doing to bring them closer to integration.

      “I think it’s both of us,” I say only feeling a tad bit guilty.

      “You’re going to dinner tonight?”

      “Yes, It’ll be the first time it’ll be just the two of us,” my voice raises.

      “And you’re nervous?” she covers up a smile, but I’ve already seen it.

      “To be honest, yes,” I admit. “He’s so… he’s hard to read.”

      “Collin?” she asks and I wonder if she means it to come off as accusatory or if I’m just taking it that way.

      “I know he says that he’s transparent, like he’s an open book, but I don’t necessarily believe that.”

      “You think he has ulterior motives,” she asks but her tone is neutral.

      “Don’t we all,” I meet her eyes. She picks up her napkin and wipes her mouth. She then folds her hands and leans closer into the table.

      “Do you believe Cal loves you?” she asks.

      “Of course,” I answer almost defensively.

      “And Chris,” she asks and I nod.

      “Collin,” she asks and I pause.

      “I don’t know him enough to know if he loves me,” I chuckle. “I asked if he was gay. I read about that when I was researching,” I giggle to lighten the mood and even Helen cracks a smile.

      “Yesterday, we had a good moment,” I say quietly, briefly meeting her eyes.

      “Before then it was things that reminded me of Chris or Cal that he did, that I missed that made me want to be near him, but then was the first time I think I liked him.” I pick up my glass and take a small sip, my heart is beating faster and I just let out a long breath.

      “And I’m sort of afraid of that,” I tell her and she nods as if she’s been waiting for me to say that. She stretches her arm across the table and takes my hand in hers.

      “It’s normal, Lauren,” she says reassuringly. The show of affection brings tears to my eyes, but I blink them away.

      “I feel stupid because… I’m supposed to feel about him how I feel about Cal and Chris… but at the same time if I do, I can’t help feeling guilty about it, which makes me a huge hypocrite because I tell Chris and Cal I love the whole man,” I spout all of this out in the span of one sentence.

      “If you got closer to Collin… what are you afraid of happening?”

      I reflect on her question all through the day. I didn’t answer her then. I just shrugged it off as me being silly, and she didn’t press since technically we weren’t having a real session under the guise of two friends meeting for lunch and girl talk when it’s anything but. The salad I ate swishes in my stomach like waves as I sit in front of my closet trying to choose what to wear. I feel as nervous as I did on my first date with Cal, so many moons ago. Then I didn’t have a closet full of designer dresses and shoes. He didn’t say where we were going but knowing what I do know of Collin, it will be somewhere fancy and calling for something nice.

      “All of them are nice, Lauren,” Raven says as she and Caylen sit on the bed watching me pick through the dresses.

      “And why are you so jittery, sweetie?” she asks.

      “I don’t know, I’m being stupid,” I flop on the bed.

      “Things have been okay between you and… Collin,” she reaffirms his name.

      “Yes, they’re fine it just still takes some getting used to sometimes,” I tell her sounding as confident as I can, especially after the speech I gave her earlier. She squeezes my hand and nods. I give her a hug, and she hugs me back, the kind of hug she’d give me when I was little to let me know that everything was going to be okay.

      “I still have my reservations about this, and I really wish I could pack you up and give you a vacation on an island away from all of this,” she laughs, but in a way I know that she is completely serious. “But if there is anyone who can get through this, it’s you,” she tells me quietly in my ear.

      When she releases me, she walks over to the closet and picks up the little white one shoulder dress that clings to me everywhere.

      “I can’t see any man not liking this,” she tells me with a soft smile. After I shower and put on my dress, I curl my hair and end up sweeping it in a top bun. I put on a little makeup and when I look at myself in the mirror, I can’t help but smile. I’m going on a date, and the woman staring back at me is excited.

      I miss him, and the small part of me he opened up to show me last night, gives me hope.

      Not just from being anxious and slightly suspicious like I have been. I keep thinking of how I missed doing this with Cal, how Chris and I had so much going on that it never came up, but the time before last Collin and I did this was right after he first appeared and that was the night before all hell broke loose. I’ve gotten to know Collin better since that night, but he still makes me nervous. He’s charming but almost too charming, and I just can’t read him. Not that I was great at reading Cal, but I knew what motivated Cal, I knew how to get my way most times. Chris is hard to read but only because I felt like he was so confused about what was going on, that his conflicting emotions get the better of him most times. Knowing his history and his parents I felt more at ease with him, and the fact I was determined to do whatever I needed to make things work for our family…. well that hasn’t changed.

      Whatever it takes.
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* * *

      Collin

      Family.

      It can make or break you.

      I’ve seen it. It was the thing that made him, but sometimes the cure comes from the same tree as the poison. Of all of us, I remember the most about our life before. Our mom and dad, well the man we thought to be our father, and our three sisters. I remember our life being good when our mother was stable, or more stable than the times she wasn’t. I remember feeling love at some points. We were her favorite, I remember the last moment with her before everything was changed.

      Raven is sitting on the sofa, her eyes on Caylen.

      “I love my niece, Collin. I would die for her and this little girl,” she continues looking me directly in the eye. I can sense her worry, her restraint, the pain she’s dealt with being interconnected to all of this. I wonder how many sleepless nights she’s had, how many prayers she’s said. I heard her and Lauren today when I realized I left one of my files. I heard their fight. I don’t know if they heard each others' plea, the one that’s really unspoken, hidden under the anger at the surface, both just want the pain to stop, a break from the underlying worry. I understand Raven; I’ve been in her place for all of these years. Through the tug-of-war, the opposite agendas of Christopher and Calvin. We all just want peace. I approach her slowly and take her hand.

      “Are you ever going to be well?” her words come out sharp, but I can tell that she doesn’t mean for them to be hurtful. “She deserves that, she’s been through so much,” her voice slightly breaking.

      “And what about Caylen? How is this supposed to work for them?” She wipes her eyes.

      “I know that this may be harsh, but I’m just so worried about them.” Her voice is tense but vulnerable. She stands and walks closer to me. “If Lauren knew I was talking to you like this she’d never forgive me, but I-I have to hear this from you…” She lets out a deep breath.

      “Lauren will never walk away from you. I realized that today. She will never ever let you go, and it scares the hell out of me.” She glances up toward the bedroom Lauren is in. “You have to promise me. If you really love her, if you know that it is even a possibility of you coming anywhere near hurting her that you will walk away from her. I need that promise from you, from Chris, and from Cal. Knowing that would just help so much.”

      She knows that I could easily tell her a lie. That I could give her an empty promise, but she seems relieved to have said the words, even if I could use those same words to turn the person she loves most against her. I remember when she was Cal’s biggest supporter, I saw her skepticism about Chris, and when she looks at me, there’s a mix of fear, skepticism, and exhaustion. I take her hands in mine and a flicker of a memory of the mother I used to know tries to enter my thoughts.

      “I promise you that she’s safe with me, that I won’t do anything to hurt her. It isn’t in me or any of us to do anything that won’t be for her good,” I promise her, and can see that she’s still skeptical but hopeful.

      “Is everything ok?” We both turn and see Lauren standing at the top of the stairs, and for the first time in my life, I don’t have anything to say. She looks like an angel, a white dress snaking around her body, a simple diamond necklace rests on her neck, her hair swept on top of her head showcasing the length of her neck. She’s always been beautiful. From the time Cal first laid eyes on her there was no denying that, but as she stands there right now, she looks regal, elegant, and vulnerable, like she’s a star of a 1950’s film, and it catches me off guard.

      “You look beautiful, sweetheart.” Raven is standing and walks to meet her at the stairs. I realize I haven’t said anything.

      “Thank you.” She glances over at me, and her cheeks are flushed pink, and my chest tightens. She smiles at me shyly, one that I haven’t seen from her directed at me at least.

      “Thank you for today, it was really needed,” she tells me.

      “It was well deserved,” I clear my throat.

      “Don’t you think mommy looks pretty?” Raven says walking across the room and picking up Caylen in her arms. She beams causing all of us to break into a smile. I take Caylen’s hand and kiss it. She’s the best thing Cal has ever done. To see so much of myself in her is still surreal, to see a bigger purpose to be better is a reminder for us all to be a better man.

      “You two have a great time tonight.” Raven gives Lauren a quick hug and she squeezes my shoulder, a passing understanding between the both of us.

      “You be good for auntie Raven,” Lauren tells Caylen kissing her on the cheek.

      “Be good princess,” I hug and kiss her good-bye. “Shall we go Mrs. Scott?” I ask extending my arm to her. She nods and the smile she tries to hide peeks through.

      “Yes we shall, Mr. Scott,” she says in an amused tone.
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* * *

      Our car ride is quiet, but there is a tension that you can feel, that’s intermingled with the smell of her perfume. She’s nervous, but trying to hide it. She keeps squeezing her wrist and hums along to the music which are obvious signs of her nervousness. We’ve only made small talk about her day, Caylen, her trip to the spa. I engage her when she opens up, but my thoughts are clouded and more unfocused than usual. My eyes keep drifting to the hem of her dress that keeps edging up, my mind keeps going back to the moment in the shower where she looked at me with equal parts reservation, annoyance and desire.

      I can feel her eyes on me, and it makes things worse.

      She turns down the music. “Are you ok?” She asks, her eyes studying me.

      “Yes,” I tell her confidently. This is the first time I’ve had to tell myself to be confident, something that was once natural. Having to direct myself is a feeling I don’t like. “Why?” I ask, already knowing the answer. If I’m noticing things myself, it’s not surprising that she has too.

      “You just seem a little unlike yourself, no pun intended.” She laughs, and I can’t help but grin.

      “It’s still me,” I tell her and she chuckles picking up on my joke.

      Her head turns toward the window, her eyes following the glitter of the city lights. I remember when Cal first brought us here. I knew then he’d never want to leave, he was addicted to the city the moment he entered it, just like he became addicted to her the moment he laid eyes on her. I’ve felt at home in each place that we’ve lived, which has been many over the years, indifferent to wherever we called home. It wasn’t until she became a part of our home that my indifference was harder to hold up.

      My plan was to do something nice for her, something that would allow her to get away from the life we’ve dug for her. To give her time outside of the world she’s closed herself in. Whether she liked it or not was an afterthought. If she did, it would be good because it would keep her happy here in Chicago, which I need her to be so I can keep a close watch on what the Crestfields owe us. If she didn’t like it, I’d come up with another plan. The goal is always to keep everyone’s agenda in line. Balance is the key. After yesterday something has changed, so slight that any other person wouldn’t notice, but I noticed a shift has happened. It’s subtle, but shifts change the balance, and it’s so important for things to be even with me, neutral is always best. We pull up in front of the restaurant, and I open the door for her and give the valet driver my keys. I extend my arm and when she takes it, I can’t help but notice how good we fit. I also notice the lingering gaze of the valet worker on her as we make our way to the entrance. We’re immediately seated, and in one of the best sections of the restaurant—one that overlooks the lake and is close enough to hear the live band but not drown out conversation. Our order is taken, and I order a bottle of her favorite red wine, one that’s on the sweeter side. It’s not my favorite but tonight isn’t about me. I feel a pull in my stomach, more like a knot, ones that are usually reserved for Chris, but I ignore it.

      “You usually don’t like for me to drink.” She looks at me with playful eyes and an amused grin on her lips.

      I tear my eyes away from her beautiful lips and remind myself to focus. “There’s a difference between drinking for pleasure and in moderation and drinking for courage or numbness,” I take a drink of my water. She frowns slightly and her eyes narrow on me, reminding me of how she usually looks at me.

      “Do you always have to be so serious?” she asks, a hint of annoyance in her tone but her expression is amused.

      My eyebrow raises. “I didn’t know that I was always serious.” I chuckle, and she rolls her eyes and takes a drink from her glass.

      “Not always, not when you’re interacting with Caylen, you’re not so…” She looks up as if trying to find a word that wouldn’t offend me, and it’s adorable.

      “Uptight,” she giggles, and I can’t help but smile.

      “See, when you smile… it’s like magic.” I can’t say I’m not taken aback, and she looks down shyly.

      “Or in your words, it’s enthralling,” she mimics my voice. “See, I know big words too,” she winks.

      I can’t help but laugh again. She blushes, and I can tell the wine has started to swim through her blood stream, but she’s also pacing herself.

      “When did you read Harry Potter?” she asks after our appetizer is brought out. My eyes look at hers, and they’re a little squinted but they smile at me. Her chin is rested in her palm and a lazy smile is on her lips. I have never seen her look so easy going with me.

      “Reading was my way to escape.”

      “What were you escaping from?”

      I lean back in my seat and look at her, knowing that she’s never wanted pretty lies or half-truths, and I’ve never been one to give those, but it would be a lie to say I don’t miss the easy smile that was just on her face. I understand why Chris would tell a half-truth to keep the smile there, because the expression she holds now is one with a somber sincerity.

      “There were days, when Cal felt at his darkest and Chris was hidden mainly when Gwen was sick. I read over 300 books that year, all different genres from fiction to biographies, even a few of Gwen’s old romance novels. There were no books that helped me escape more than the magical world of Hogwarts.” I give her one of the smiles she called magic, but the one she gives me is what casts the spell, one that I thought I was immune to.

      “Okay, I have a very serious question for you,” Her voice has only a hint of a slur, her expression is serious, but there is a playful glint in her eye.

      “Where would the sorting hat put you?” She maintains her serious façade, and I can feel the smile stretch on my face. I take a moment to pretend to ponder even though I already have an immediate answer.

      “Ravenclaw,” I tell her, and she bursts out laughing. She looks as if she’s going to ask another question but decides against it, but I already know what she’s thinking.

      “Christopher would be a Hufflepuff and Cal a Gryffindor.”

      Her eyes widen in surprise.

      “I thought you’d have said Cal would be in Slytherin.”

      I shake my head and chuckle. “That would be if you were talking to Chris.”

      The rest of the dinner goes even better than I imagined. She shows a side of herself that she hasn’t shown me yet. She’s playful and funny and reminds me how intelligent she is, keeping up with me in any subject I bring up. We keep things light, and she doesn’t ask me questions that I assumed she would have about my sessions with Helen, or the work I’ve been doing with the Crestfield Corporation. I think she’s grown accustomed to not getting answers to the questions she really wants and has trained herself to not ask. Or maybe it’s that she’s enjoying the night so much that she doesn’t know if I’ll give her answers she wants to hear. When we’re back in the car she sings along to the music inviting me to join in, and when I decline, she swats me playfully.

      “Since it’s so late, do you still want your surprise tonight, or would you rather wait until tomorrow?” I ask.

      “Tonight,” she smiles brightly. “But only if it’s a good one.”

      I try to contain my smile, but I’ve been failing miserably at that tonight. We pull in the back of a building. We’re only a few blocks from home. I get out of the car and open the door for her. She looks at me curiously.

      “It’s this way,” I tell her. She takes my hand and steps out of the car. I try to hide my surprise when she doesn’t let it go, but I know that she’s a little tipsy and her feet must hurt from the shoes she’s wearing, so I don’t read too much into it. When I walk to the back entrance of the building and put in the security code, she looks at me more perplexed. I open the door and hit the lights, revealing a large, empty space.

      She looks at me a little confused. Her eyes then land on the package in the middle of the floor. “What is this place?” Her eyes take in the vaulted ceilings and hardwood floors. It’s about 2600 square feet in total, 1600 on the first floor and the remainder on the second. There are large windows that look out on to the street.

      “Whatever you want it to be,” I tell her, and she stops mid-step and turns to look at me her eyes wide with emotion.

      “What?” she asks.

      “I thought it could be an excellent space for an art gallery,” I say with a slight shrug. I hear her breath catch, and her mouth falls open.

      “You bought me a gallery?” Her voice is shaky, and I start to wonder if she’s upset.

      “Well, it’s not a gallery yet… I saw the potential of it. It’s in the center of the art district, but it could be whatever you want it to be or if you don’t want it, we could sell it for a steal. I just thought of you when I saw it.” I start feeling almost apprehensive now.

      “You bought me a gallery?” This time she’s smiling, but there’s joy oozing from her tone even though her eyes are teary.

      “It’s not a big deal. It's something you should have had already.” I mean every word of it. She had dreams when she came into our life, dreams that the weight of our problems suffocated, and it’s a crime that someone as smart and ambitious as she was became so stifled by us.

      “I don’t know what to say.” She clutches her chest as if her heart would fall out if she didn’t.

      “It’s something that Calvin always planned on doing for you but other things took his attention. Christopher would have done it if he had the means, and it only makes sense that I do what they would carry out if circumstances hadn’t intervened.”

      She looks down at the floor her expression fighting between pained and ecstatic. A moment later she marches toward me and grabs my hand. She looks up at me as if seeing me for the first time, her eyes pierce through mine before she stands on her toes and presses her lips gently against mine.

      I freeze. I didn’t expect this reaction. She pulls back looking me in the eyes before leaning in again and this time when her lips touch mine, I pull her closer. She tastes like mint with a mix of the wine she had earlier. Her hand travels up my chest and to my hair as her fingers comb through it. It’s happening so fast, and I can feel the blood rushing through my body, but I pull away.

      “I don’t want you to feel obligated to do this,” I tell her and she looks at me almost offended but then a slow smile spreads across her face. She slowly takes a few steps away from me and pulls the dress over her head. She’s standing in front of me and my chest feels like a train is trying to escape it. My composure isn’t anywhere near as strong as I thought it would be.

      “I want my husband to make love to me.” Her lips are slightly parted, her eyes hooded, her expression so seductive, but her tone is the most innocent thing I’ve ever heard. She’s like the white rabbit—unknowingly leading me down the hole—but it's she that doesn't know how deep the hole goes or how hard the fall is going to be. I tell myself it’s the wine, but I can’t help myself from walking toward her. I should feel guilty but when I kiss her neck, the moan she gives me in response keeps me going, and I’ve never craved someone as much as I’ve craved her.

      “Are you sure?” It takes all of my strength to stop and I ask, giving her one last chance to back out.

      “Stop being so uptight.” She teases as she starts to undo my pants, and when she says that it unleashes every reservation that I’ve had. I pick her up and kiss her how I’ve wanted to kiss her since the day we stood in that shower, before she realized it was me. I kiss her the way I wanted to yesterday, when she sat mesmerized at my feet. Her taste is addictive, her touch almost healing. The look on her face when we become one, unimaginable. As I go deeper inside of her I feel as if I’m falling into deep ends of water, and I’m afraid because for the first time in my life I’m in unchartered territory. This feeling is foreign; not being completely in control, knowing the outcome of this may not result in the best circumstances for us. This could cause problems. It will cause problems, but I fix the problems… I’ve fixed Cal’s, I’ve fixed Chris’s, and I’ll fix this. They need me; it’s not the other way around. They’ll understand.

      They’ll have to.
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* * *

      Lauren

      Was last night just a dream? Hazy memories of lips on my neck, stomach and other places that throb run through my mind. Fingers touching, as if they were given a road map to each secret place on my body. When I open my eyes I don’t see the high vaulted ceilings I saw last night, and my back isn’t stiff from doing all sorts of wild things on the hardwood floors. Could it really have been just a dream?

      It had to be because in real life I wouldn’t seduce Collin. The restrained, calculating, perfectly put together Collin didn’t unleash himself and remind me of his counterparts more than I ever thought possible. He didn’t help me come apart time and time again in the space he bought for me to open a gallery. No that didn’t happen. It couldn’t have. But when I look over and see the white dress from my dream neatly folded on my dresser, I catch my breath.

      It did happen.

      I hear the shower running and swallow hard. How did I get from there to here? That wine must have been super strong. No, I can’t blame it on the wine.

      I was lonely, and I wanted him. Is that so wrong? I wanted my husband’s touch, his kiss, to feel him inside of me. Am I a bad person for that? Shit, I feel like this is déjà vu again. I cautiously get out of bed and walk over to the bathroom door, which is closed. I listen to the water running, and open the door to see the shower is clouded with steam. I’m apprehensive as I open it this time. I’m almost shaking with nerves at the thought of it opening and it being another person. Instead, the door opens for me.

      “You’re welcome to come in.” He smirks and stands back for me to come in. I let out a small sigh of relief because I am not prepared to be attacked or shouted at for what happened last night. As I step in the shower, I’m immediately enveloped by warmth, and it melts my apprehension away. I sit on the bench in the shower opposite of him, and we’re both quiet.

      “Good morning.” He smiles, but it’s almost bashful—a look I’ve never seen on him.

      “Good morning.” I wear my own shy smile even though we’re both sitting in front of each other completely naked. If I didn’t imagine what we did last night and it’s all real, we’re beyond being bashful. I rest my head back on the tile and let the water drip down my skin. The sound of the water is relaxing and calming, but what I really want to hear is his voice, for him to say something.

      “Yesterday was interesting,” he says, his voice serious with only a hint of amusement. I fight myself from letting out a nervous chuckle and swallow my nerves instead.

      “Was it?” I ask back through barely veiled sarcasm, mimicking his usual tone. I wish there wasn’t so much steam, that I could look at him better, not that if I could see him it could cause me to read him any more accurately. I want to know what he’s thinking‚ but according to him he’s an open book. Suddenly it’s like my wish is granted, and he appears through the steam and my eyes drink him in, every perfect curve on his body, solid muscle, sculpted and hard. Even after all of these years, I fall in lust with him all over again when I look at him. I pull in a much-needed breath when he kneels between my legs and pulls me so that our chests are touching. Our heartbeats pulse against each other, mine speeding like horses trotting and his steady. He takes my hand and brings it to his mouth and kisses the inside of my wrist, while his eyes stay on mine. My heart rate is climbing higher and higher as his fingers trail up my thighs. This feeling is familiar, the rush of it, the suspense, the teasing. His lips crash into mine and he doesn’t let them go. A wave of heat passes through me, and I feel like I’m tumbling through time again, one year, two years, three years... I’m lifted up and my body is pinned to the wall of the shower, his body pressed against mine. His mouth is kissing my lips, down my neck and stomach. I’m lifted and pushed higher, and I gasp when I’m on his shoulders.

      “What are you doing?” I laugh as I grab his hair holding on. He looks up at me with a twinkle in his eye. “Trust me,” he says before his tongue dives inside of me.

      “You’re going to…” My thoughts drown out. Words slip from my mind as his arms lock on both sides of me and my hand digs into one of his arms, while the other digs into his hair. Emotions and memories collide and crash against each other. I feel high, on a drug that I haven’t had in such a long time. The feeling in the pit of my stomach starts to spread throughout my entire body. It’s all so eerily familiar. After all the time that’s passed, should I still feel this way? Is this regressing? Is this a good thing? It hits me all at once, throws me over a cliff, I’m light-headed, I’m weightless…

      When I come down literally and figuratively, he lifts my chin so our eyes are locked, and I feel anxious, excited, nervous like he’s a stranger but knows me in the most intimate ways possible. I catch my breath, and a smile stretches across his face and with it, my heart does the same.

      “I want to know you.” I run the tip of my fingers lightly across his chin. His eyes squint a little at me, and I realize how ironic my statement is. “You know what I mean,” I giggle feeling my cheeks heat up.

      His lips rest against mine, they’re light and strange and familiar at the same time. “I’ll tell you anything.”

      “Anything?” I ask. It’s almost too easy.

      He’s inside of me.

      “Everything?” I ask breathlessly.

      He pulls back from me searching my eyes, and for a moment I think he’s irritated, but it’s a flash that disappears in an instant.

      “Who are you, Collin Scott?” I fight through a moan.

      “Crestfield,” he says before covering my mouth with his.
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* * *

      A beast let out of its cage. I wonder if that’s what I’ve done. The seemingly refined man who wears meticulously put-together suits, well-mannered and well-spoken, reserved, is a complete beast in bed. It seems so contradictory, it was supposed to be different. I thought he’d be careful, slow, and attentive. That’s how he was when he made love to me on the floor of the space. The space for my gallery, the gallery he bought for me, it’s still surreal to think of it. But here, in the shower and in our bed, there is no more carefulness, nothing unsure about his movements in any way. He’s wild and completely sure of everything. No quiet confidence, more like screaming. It reminded me so much of Cal but different in so many ways.

      “What are you thinking?” His body is stretched out over the bed and completely magnificent.

      I smile at him and roll on my back to look at the ceiling.

      “Nothing.” I lie holding a smile from spreading across my face by trapping my bottom lip between my teeth. The light from the window is shining in on us, highlighting his face, and his smile is beaming, his hair is messy, and he looks so much like Cal but wearing a smile like Chris that it’s scary. This man with so many faces, I have to remind myself who’s staring back at me.

      “You can tell me anything, Lauren.” He smiles softly, his tone more serious sounding and more like the man I’ve gotten to know these past few weeks.

      “Can I?” I ask teasingly. His hand slides down my waist, and he pulls me over to him, but just beside him, not on top. Our faces are only inches apart, but he doesn’t kiss me. My heart speeds up, and the prickles travel up my spine, in a way that only he can do. A way that makes me excited and anxious but nervous—they way one feels on a roller coaster seconds before the giant drop happens.

      “You’re safe with me.” His words cause my chest to tighten. They’re heavy and serious when I’ve been trying to keep the moment light and playful. His words grab my heart and squeeze it. I bite my lip and hold in the sigh that’s trying to get out because there was a small part of me that believed that this was just about sex—a request for intimacy from me that he wanted fulfilled—but the way his eyes are looking into mine, it seems deeper than that and more real than that. It’s unexpected and terrifies me, but it’s exactly how I feel right now and a part of me hates myself for it, especially when he wraps me in his arms and it’s the best I’ve felt in a long time. The little spot inside my heart is growing and the voice inside my head I drowned out last night and this morning is saying that I should feel guilty.
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* * *

      “Good Morning.” When I see Raven sitting in the living room with Caylen, I feel my cheeks heat up. It’s closer to early afternoon than morning.

      “Good morning.” I give her and Caylen a quick kiss. “What time did Collin leave?” I ask grabbing a juice from the fridge.

      “About a half hour ago. That man sure can wear a suit,” she laughs and I can’t help but join in.

      “He can, can’t he?” I joke sitting down at the table in the kitchen and she joins me.

      “How did last night go?” She has a knowing smile on her face, and I try my best to contain mine.

      “It was great. Really great.” I go for an honest answer, but I regret how solemn my voice sounds.

      “Well, tell me about it.” She seems excited for me, and I appreciate that from her because I know this situation is extremely worrying to her. I go through the details, well the PG-13 ones.

      “Wow, a gallery space,” she exclaims, this time genuinely excited.

      “Yeah, I know. I was so shocked.”

      “That’s fantastic, sweetie.” She squeezes my hands.

      “It is, isn’t it?”

      “Of course, I think it’s great. When is the last time you’ve done a painting?”

      “Wow, at least two maybe three years,” I sigh sadly.

      “A drawing?” she asks, and I shrug embarrassed.

      “Other than a doodle here and there, about the same,” I say and she frowns.

      “Lauren, you used to love it. I can’t believe it’s been that long!”

      “I did, I still do. It’s just life got in the way…” I trail off knowing it’s still not an excuse.

      “Well, that’s changing, right?” She gives me an encouraging nudge.

      “Yeah, I hope so.”

      “What’s wrong?” she asks, her expression scrunching up in worry.

      “I don’t know. When I think of all the work that comes along with it…” I admit.

      “It’s all good work though!”

      “Absolutely.” I agree.

      “Then what’s wrong with you?”

      “Nothing's wrong.”

      “Lauren, I know you better than that and I know that something is wrong.” She says sternly.

      “I-I just wonder if it the right time with all that’s going on,” I shrug.

      She nods slightly in understanding. There are a few moments of silence. “So Collin…” she starts, and I fight myself from rolling my eyes. “It was a big decision for him to purchase the space for you. And he’s working quite a bit… where?" she asks and I laugh.

      “Where Cal worked.” I can’t help how my chest tightens when I say his name. I have tried to shut him out of my mind and my thoughts. I have tried to ignore the tightening sensation in my chest when I think of him. Raven’s hand slides across the table and takes mine; emotions that I’m trying to hold in the pit of my stomach revealed in the cracks of the stone face I’ve been trying to hold.

      “How are you doing with all of this? Really?” she asks.

      “I’m fine.” I take my hand from hers and quickly gulp the remainder of my juice, hoping to also swallow the emotions trying to rear themselves up.

      She eyes me with disbelief. “Really?”

      “Yes.” My comment is hard and short and from the small sigh she lets out, I hope she’ll drop it.

      “Okay,” she says with only a hint of snippiness before she stands.

      “I think I’ll take Caylen for a walk,” she announces huffily before leaving the kitchen area. She scoops up Caylen and heads to her room. I stare at the half-empty glass of orange juice and wipe away the two tears that fall from my eyes into it.
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      Collin

      I should have counted on this to happen. He’s impulsive, selfish, and completely unreasonable. It’s not a surprise that he’s gone quiet but that he’s been so successful at doing it, that does surprise me. I knew there would be a risk in being with Lauren, but Cal has to know that without me being his ally, he’s more impotent than Chris is. I’m the reason why he knows when Chris will take over, why he knows as much as he does. For him to shut me out, to not talk to me is laughable. He is childish, temperamental, and rash and this is the reason he can’t be the boss he so badly craves to be.

      “Nothing yet?” Helen’s voice echoes in my ear.

      I shift in my seat and try to concentrate more, but there’s nothing. I haven’t heard from him since that night when Lauren chose me.

      “I know you’re there, Cal. I know you’re upset, so stop behaving like a child and talk to me.” I mentally shout at him in my head.

      “I just need more time,” I tell Helen when I tune back in with her in our session. Her face is blank only wearing her usual neutral smile, but I can tell that she’s curious as to why this is taking so long. I’m sure the wheels are turning in her head coming up with a theory for it all before she’s even spoken to me.

      “Okay.”

      I’ve been tuning in trying to reach him, but I’ve had no success. I thought he’d at least try in our sessions to cooperate remembering that we’re on the same team, but again I’ve given him too much credit.

      “Calvin, I understand you’re upset, but I told you when this happened with Chris that it was inevitable. Lauren is lonely and she loves us. I know you’re not happy about us making love…”

      “Making love?” his voice cracks through my skull.

      Finally, he’s talking, that’s the first step but from his tone, I can tell this conversation isn’t going to be civil.

      “You’re such a fucking pussy.”

      “She loves us… You’re delusional. Lauren doesn’t love you or Chris. Though he’s further up the totem pole than you are.” He laughs condescendingly.

      “Right. She loves you, Cal, just you,” I reply unable to contain my sarcasm.

      “You’re supposed to be the ‘logical one’, but now since you’re in the driver seat you aren’t thinking straight. You know it’s me she loves, who she wants, who she’d choose.”

      I let out a deep breath. “It isn’t about choosing, Cal and you know that. How many times do I have to explain this to you? We are inevitably going to be one, not three, one… she loves us not just you.”

      “You think because you read my daughter Harry Potter and got Lauren a place for her gallery—that was my idea in the first place—that she’s falling for you? You’re a pathetic shitty fill-in for me. Everything you know about her is because of me. You’re worse than Chris— you’re a parasite.” I hear bitter laughter in my ear. “No, you’re a fucking psychopath. You mimic emotion because you don’t feel it. You don’t even have your own personality. You’re a knockoff of Dexter!”

      I swallow hard, knowing that this is what Cal does. He gets underneath people’s skin by insulting them, taking away their power by causing them to react emotionally. I’m just not used to him directing his insults at me.

      “You have every right to your opinion Cal, but you forget that we’re on the same team… and I’m the coach, you’re just a player…” I probably shouldn’t have added the last part, but he’s so snide sometimes that I just want to retaliate back.

      “What are they saying,” Helen asks, and I wonder if I’m not doing a good job as I thought being unreadable.

      “Listen, you arrogant little fucker. I never thought you’d cross me. That was my bad, my screw up…” He laughs. “But you know better than to screw my wife. I thought we were a team. Do you think I’m going to let that slide?”

      “Collin?” Helen asks urgently.

      “You’re supposed to be neutral—you don’t do what we do! Aren’t you better, supposedly superior? You’re a piece of shit, that’s what you are… I’m warning you, touch her again, it's war.”

      I laugh at him. “Well, in that case, you won’t know what you can’t see. You’re on time-out.”

      “What the fuck does that mean, if you…!”

      I open my eyes. “I’m shut out,” I tell Helen. She’s sitting in front of me with a strained look on her face. She’s good at hiding her feelings under veiled expressions, but I know she’s annoyed.
      “That’s never happened before,” she says quietly.

      I stand from my seat and walk to the window and pretend to be distracted with the people below us, but instead, Calvin’s words echo through my mind. Not just the insults, but also the insinuation behind them. He’s upset and reckless, and I’ll have to keep him at bay, which means letting Chris out in order to contain him.

      “I know. They’re just being stubborn,” I tell her returning to my seat.

      “Has something changed?”

      I don’t lie to Helen. It’s never been in my interest to but she’s not going to like what I have to tell her and it’s always in my best interest to tell Helen things that she likes to hear. Seeing as she’s the one person that can eventually fix us, it’s hard to not be less than transparent with her than I’d like.

      “Calvin is upset because Lauren and I had sex.” I notice her eyes widen just the tiniest bit. She nods as if taking in what I just said and crosses her legs shifting in her seat. She knows Calvin and sometimes I get an inkling that she likes him the most of all of us. She never got a chance to know Chris as he finds her repugnant, and I know I am the most forthcoming with her—the most useful when it comes to providing her solutions and information—but she knew Calvin first. Sometimes people, even those who understand emotions better than most, are swayed by that as if the first is better.

      “Now things are becoming clearer,” she says simply with a half-smile. “I can imagine how that’s going over with Cal.”

      “Exactly as you’d think.”

      “So, he’s refusing to talk or is it that he’s talking too much?”

      “He’s not saying anything of use, and I don’t think he’ll be cooperating in our sessions, so I’m shutting him out for now.”

      “And you think that would be the most appropriate thing at this point, Collin?” She narrows her eyes at me.

      “I believe it is. He’ll calm down eventually.”

      She lets out a deep sigh. “Cal needs treatment, Collin. He has to be able to cope with the memories that’s resurfaced.”

      I look at her blankly. She acts as if I’m a new guest to this party.

      “He keeps having dreams of that night…. he says that with each dream there is something different each time. Sometimes the room is different, the color of his mother’s hair, her dress…” Helen says and I’m bored.

      “It’s because he’s having trouble coming to the conclusion that what happened really did happen, Helen.” I am irritated and it’s creeping out in my tone.

      “Well, him being able to cope with the series of events is essential for all of you. If he doesn’t work this out…”

      “He won’t resurface if I don’t let him.”

      The corner of her eyes crinkle. “You don’t know what problems that could create, Collin. It seems as if you’re acting more out of emotion.”

      “I’m acting out of what’s best for us. I always do.” I remind her.

      “Well, Cal shutting you and me out isn’t what’s best for anyone. I need to continue to speak with him, Collin. He has to process these emotions, memories, and he has to heal,” she urges, and I try to keep the last thread of my patience.

      “Helen, he’s a grown man, he’s not a six-year-old boy.”

      “And that’s exactly who I want him to remain, Collin. You guys can barely get along with each other, and the last thing I would want is for any of you to have to nurture a six-year-old,” she says pointedly.

      “Look, the last thing on Calvin’s mind at the moment is healing. He’s angry with me, and that makes him reckless, so this is for the best. Besides, he knows that without me he’s as powerless as Chris.”

      “And you without him?” She counters, and her smile is on the edge of sly and suppressed.

      I smile widely at her. “You know, I think out of all of us we have the clearest understanding wouldn’t you say?”

      She tilts her head as if examining me as a new personality altogether. “My understanding is that I’m a neutral party in this, Collin. I am an ally of each of you and my purpose is to have all of you live the best life available to you.” Her answer is smooth but practiced and mechanical and I’m insulted that she thinks that her reply is something that would work with me.

      I lean forward a bit in my chair “I think I’ve been a great help to you,” I stand and fold my arms.

      “You’ve been very proactive with your treatment, I’d never deny that.”

      I chuckle. “What is it like being married to Dexter?” I ask, and her eyes perk up, obviously thrown off by my question.

      “I’m sorry?” She covers her confusion well.

      “To be someone who had so much potential? At the top of your class, a brilliant mind in your field and the day you married him, all of your accomplishments suddenly overshadowed by a family name that you couldn’t hope to climb from underneath,” I say quietly, and her smile fades a bit.

      “Well, it seemed nearly impossible until Dexter Jr. let you in on our little secret…”

      Her eyes narrow in on mine. “Are you implying that I have some sort of vested interest in your case?”

      “No I’m not saying that at all,” I tell her as our eyes meet. I walk to the window feeling her eyes on me. “The opportunity to legitimize a disorder that so many scoff at. Or to create a new treatment entirely, maybe even something that would replace integration…now that…that could be something.”

      “So I ask you again. I have been very beneficial to you, wouldn’t you say that?” I ask her and she nods, but the tension in the room has changed, and the curtain has gone up from her little production.

      “I am the glue, the coach of the team, the conductor behind the orchestra, so let’s say you were looking to gain recognition or acclaim off our little problem, make the best out of our unfortunate circumstance that your brilliant mind helped fix. You’d need me… hypothetically.” I give her a charming grin.

      “You can’t depend on Cal, his own wife can’t do that. Chris, well, we all know he’s about as clueless as a toddler. I would just think if I were a brilliant woman such as yourself, I’d place my bets with someone who thinks more logically than the others.”

      “I think our session is up. Would you like me to extend it?” she asks tightly as I refuse.

      “No, I think we’ve covered enough for today.” We walk to the door, and she opens it for me.

      “I could have gotten that,” I smile at her and she smiles back her own just as charming.

      “Next week then?”

      “Next week,” I kiss her cheek and she squeezes my arm.

      We have an understanding.

      We better.
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* * *

      Lauren

      “Oh my gosh this is freakin’ unbelievable,” Angela squeals as we finish our tour of the gallery. For the past three weeks I’ve spent my days here, meeting with designers, trying to locate artists, all the fun stuff to get the gallery opened. Collin took care of the boring parts as far as paperwork, taxes, etc. It feels so good to be back working, having something that’s just mine.

      “I’m still sort of in awe of it all,” I admit.

      Angie is beaming and takes my hand. “You worked for this. After everything that’s been going on, you deserve it.”

      It’s been three weeks since Collin brought me here, and back then it was already in move-in ready condition. Now my furniture has arrived and I have a large, sleek, white desk in my office. The actual gallery where we’ll showcase the work is sparse but the lighting is phenomenal. It should be because it cost more than anything else I’ve spent money on. Next month I’ll be opening the gallery and featuring two artists I worked with in school.

      “It’s just surreal that it’s all happening and so fast.” I still feel like I’m in a dream. After not working other than freelance editing here and there since college, to be doing something I only dreamed about just a few years ago is surreal.

      “But it should have happened a long time ago.” She loops arms with me as we sit on the new couch I just ordered. I smile and rest my head on her shoulder.

      “I’m so glad you’re here. I missed you so much.” I squeeze her arm. I haven’t seen Angela in months, with her being knee-deep in finishing her master’s program and all of the crap that fell out of the sky on me.

      “I know! You wouldn’t believe the amount of paper work I have to do for each client and with my graduate assistantship, and classes—things are insane!” She whines, but her eyes are bright and she looks so happy.

      “I’m so proud of you. You’re a real therapist!”

      She sighs throwing her head back into the couch. “I think I’m going to get my doctorate.” She grins at me and I laugh.

      “Really Ang?”

      “I don’t know. I mean I can practice as a therapist now, but my parents are hinting that they’d be thrilled if I became a psychologist and it’s their money paying for school,” she sighs.

      “If you decide to, will I have to call you Dr. Angela,” I tease her.

      “Of course not, honey. Dr. Fabulous would be just fine,” she says dramatically, and we both laugh and take in the moment.

      “You know… that means if you ever want to talk to me about anything, I can listen and give unbiased advice. It’s sort of a requirement now.”

      “You’ve heard enough from me for an entire decade I’m sure.”

      “Seriously Lauren. I can’t imagine you holding everything that you’re dealing with inside. Not knowing who to tell what to. I’ve always listened as a friend, but now things are different.”

      I lean back on the couch and rub my hands against my thighs. “I’m happy,” I tell her quietly.

      “That’s great…” She trails off waiting for me to expand.

      “I just feel so bad about it.”

      “You feel guilty? Because it’s with Collin,” she guesses.

      I have to give Angie credit at how casual she took me telling her about Collin, but she is a licensed professional counselor now, it could just go with the territory.

      “I’m worried about Chris and Cal…. things have just been so easy since Collin has been here. He’s wonderful, but I know it’s not real. I know that the clock is ticking until a disaster happens, until…” I pause to collect my thoughts. “On the surface things are great… but beneath, I know they’re not, and it’s like, how dare I just pretend that everything is ok? I feel like I should be doing something to help them fix things,” I feel a tear fall from my eye.

      “Do you think that they’d want you to be unhappy?” Angela asks and I laugh.

      “You know Cal. Do you think he’d be fine with me playing happily ever after with Collin?” I chuckle bitterly.

      “Lauren, you have to stop thinking of them as individuals. That’s what’s making this so hard for you,” she squeezes my hand. I stand up and walk to the other side of the room.

      “But Angie you don’t understand. I know they’re one person. I get it, but when you have these personalities that look at you in different ways, who speak differently, who make you feel things the others don’t, it’s hard to feel like that. I feel like I’ve abandoned Cal and Chris.”

      “Lauren, they are not all different men. They are one. They are all different facets of your husband. You are not cheating on Cal or Chris.”

      “They’re not integrated yet though and until they are….” I cover my face in my hands. “His doctor said I shouldn’t have slept with them, and I’ve slept with all three of them,” I admit, feeling my cheeks heat up.

      “How do you feel about the doctor?”

      I swallow hard and my cheeks heat up even more. “It’s Helen,” I squeak out, and her eyes squint at me.

      “Dexter’s wife? You’re still seeing her, getting advice from her after everything that’s happened?” Angela gawks at me.

      “It just seems easier to talk to her since she won’t think I’m crazy and because she knows the history.”

      “I understand that you feel like you’re alone in dealing with this. I can’t imagine what it is like to be so close to someone with Cal’s condition, but when you talk to a mental health professional, you don’t have to worry about anyone thinking that you’re crazy. We’re here to be your partner.” She says convincingly.

      “Be honest though, if you didn’t know me and I came to see you, you’d think I was insane or an idiot to believe this?”

      She frowns. “No, maybe years ago but after everything I’ve learned, the human mind is a miraculous thing, Lauren. When you grasp the things that it’s capable of, not much would surprise me now. What I will say though, I don’t think you should be seeing Helen, not primarily at least. It’s such a conflict of interest,” she frowns. I rub the back of my neck, the hairs sticking up on it.

      “When we last talked you were vehemently opposed to it, even Chris didn’t want to see her. What changed?” she asked sincerely.

      “Everything happened so fast, problem after problem…” I tell her even though I leave out Mr. Crestfield’s threat. “And… I just wanted to talk to someone who understands, and even though Helen has kept so much from me, I know at least that she gets it,” I say honestly.

      “Have you thought about attending a support group?”

      I push my hands through my hair, my stomach tilting at the mention of it. It’s not as if I haven’t thought about it. It’s just in some part of my mind when I cross into that world, it seems like there will be no going back. What if I hear things I’m not prepared for, and to be honest I’m terrified of hearing from other people. What if this never ends?

      “I’m scared,” I feel my lip quiver. She looks at me, empathy radiating off of her. “I peeked in on a message board once…” I take a deep breath. “It wasn’t exactly a hopeful forum.” I tell her the few stories I skimmed through, traces of familiar things in my life and what’s even scarier, the unfamiliar that could eventually be the inevitable.

      “It’s for support, not for you to compare. Everyone deals with things differently, but don’t you think having someone to talk to who has a similar circumstance would help you?”

      I try to imagine it, talking to another woman who doesn’t only understand but who knows what it’s like.

      “I really hope you consider seeing someone else. What about the doctor Chris was going to originally see?” I think back to Dr. Clemons, and how when Chris called to see her she was magically booked.

      “Chris did say that he felt comfortable with her, well the one time he did see her.” I don’t tell her about Mr. Crestfield’s threat. With so much that’s happened, it was one of the last things I’ve had a chance to think about.

      “I’m always here to listen, but if she has expertise in that field, I think that she’d be more helpful than I would. You have to have your own understanding of what’s going on,” she stresses. I promise her that I will give Dr. Clemons a call, and quickly change the subject. Angie being intuitive as she is doesn’t push me anymore. We talk about Caylen, her parents, and patient sessions. She doesn’t give me any juicy details of course, but explains how nervous and excited she is. We go to lunch and even stop by her favorite boutique, and I relish the time, time where I get to feel normal, where I’m just a woman who’s out with her friend trying to find a cute blouse and jeans and I hug her for that.
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* * *

      “Red and blue,” I tell Caylen as she squishes her hands in the paint. She giggles after she mixes the colors together. “Already a little artist,” I kiss her on the cheek.

      “Mama,” she squeals hitting the paper before swirling her fingers around in it. I let her busy herself with her own artistic masterpiece and put more paint on my fingers and spread them across the large board. She douses her hand in orange paint now and makes little dots then pushes away the little bowl and pours out all the blue onto the board.

      “Beautiful! You really like blue, huh?” I laugh as she smiles and it’s the best feeling in the world. Her grey eyes lighting up look just like her father’s, and a slither of sadness goes through me because I think of Cal. I think of all the time he’s missed out on with her, but I tell myself that they’re all the same, he is still with her as Collin, but I can’t shake the feeling.

      “Boo,” Caylen says in between giggles and I smile widely at her.

      “Blue. Good job sweetie.” I hear the door open and see Collin, his eyes lighting up the moment he lays eyes on her.

      “Look at my little Picasso,” he says excitedly. Caylen pushes herself up and hobbles over to him.

      “No you’re going to get paint all over daddy, Cay,” I tell her but he picks her up and kisses her cheek as if he’s not wearing a thousand dollar suit.

      “That’s the most amazing picture I’ve ever seen!” he says enthusiastically and she grips his face leaving a blue handprint on it and giggles.

      “How was your day?” I ask after he puts his briefcase down and sits in the spot Caylen was just in.

      “Interesting.” He takes off his suit jacket and folds it even though I’ll have to send it to the cleaners.

      “Sparse on details, huh?” I chuckle, and he grins.

      “Let’s see what I can come up with,” he says his attention on Caylen. I feel my brow arch. Collin is never short on details; he often gives too much information if anything.

      “Did you eat?”

      He shakes his head.

      “How long have you both been at this?”

      “Maybe a half hour. I’m going to give her a bath.” I stand and stretch.

      “I have a bag of stir-fry I can whip up if you want to read to her after her bath while I make it,” I say while he hands Caylen to me. His eyes are grey like Cal’s but there are no swirls of green around the iris. They seem dull today, and he yawns. He’s tired, and I don’t think I’ve ever seen him tired before. He follows me up the stairs, him heading into our bedroom to shower and me into our guest bath to clean up Caylen. Today’s Thursday which means he’s met with Helen. He never really talks about his sessions with her, only saying that they’re making progress and I never ask about much because I’ve become accustomed to not getting answers or because I’m afraid to hear them. Today I think I’ll put his words to the test. He says we’re on the same side, that he won’t hide anything from me, so I think it’s time I know more of what’s going on whether I like the answer or not. I sing to Caylen while bathing her as she splashes water and bubbles all over me and I think of Chris. When I wrap her in a towel and change her clothing I think of my approach. Collin is so different from Chris and Cal. He appears transparent, but I don’t know if it’s because he knows that’s what I crave or if he is really like that. By the time I’m done bathing her, he’s out of the shower, wearing a pair of white pajamas that look silk with an East Asian design. I swear he has more clothes than me, and he smells delicious and fresh. His hair is pulled into a man bun, and I have to conceal a giggle because it’s so different from anything Cal or Chris would wear, but he looks good. We swap off Caylen and I take a really quick shower, throw my hair in a bun, and whip up the stir-fry I’ve perfected.

      “Perfect timing,” I grin as he makes his way into the kitchen. He pulls out a bottle of wine and opens it as I plate the food.

      “Wine tonight?” I ask curiously. He doesn’t really drink, he’s only drunk three times around me and it’s always been cognac.

      “It’s for you,” he retorts teasingly while pouring me a glass and sitting it next to my plate.

      “Are you trying to get lucky?” I tease him playfully.

      “We both know I don’t need to give you wine for that,” he says biting his lower lip, and I fight the thought that comes to mind when he says that because tonight I want to talk, and I can’t do that being so easily distracted. With Collin it is so easy to become distracted, he offers a world of answers but there always seems to be a trade-off with him, each piece of information he gives me seems to come with a hidden condition. As time passes the difference between the three of them becomes more apparent. Initially he reminded me of Cal but now even that comparison has narrowed. We both sit down and he turns on some smooth jazz, which has grown on me since he’s started playing it. My eyes take him in, and it doesn’t matter how long I’ve been with this man, I can stare at him forever. I think of how many days I spent alone here before I found out the truth, how much I missed Cal, how I dreamed we’d be whenever he came back, how I still held on to hope despite how things looked, how clueless I was then about what my reality would truly be.

      “You’re quiet?” he says, and my eyes lock on his. They’re not dull how they were earlier but now full of the usual contemplativeness. I take a spoonful of the stir-fry, and it could be more seasoned. Chris’s food is so much better than mine.

      “I’ve been thinking,” I tell him hesitantly. He swallows a bite of his food, and his head slightly tilts to the side as his eyes gleam at me.

      “Always a good sign,” he counters and I fold my hands together.

      “What’s going on with your treatment?” I let it out quickly, and I expect him to become defensive, but he doesn’t. He takes a spoonful of his food and drinks a glass of his water before responding, allowing the nervousness in my stomach to double.

      “I know your sessions are private but it’s just been on my mind a lot,” I admit.

      “I’ve been waiting for you to ask. I don’t know why you still think you can’t talk to me because I told you, we can talk about anything,” he replies easily looking me directly in the eye with a warm smile.

      I clear my throat and try to calm my nerves. “I know I just…”

      “I’m not like them, Lauren. I don’t know how else to show you that so you can trust me. The things I do are in the best interest of all of us, not just me. You can talk to me about anything,” he says directly. I look down guiltily.

      “Come here.” His tone is warm but authoritative. I stand up and walk over to him. He takes my hand and pulls me down on his lap, and turns my face toward his so he’s looking me directly in the eye. I stare into them, wondering if I look hard enough will I see all the men behind them, if I can see Collin’s actual motives.

      “Helen is trying to reach Cal.” He says this easily but my breath hitches. “She needs him to be stable before we can think about integration.” My heart speeds up at how casually he says this. He grins at me seeing how surprised I am.

      “Was that hard?” He slips his hand underneath my T-shirt and rubs the small of my back, but it’s not the signature pattern that Cal used to trace.

      “No. How will she make him stable?”

      “Therapy, but he has to be open to it. He thinks he knows everything and that he can fix himself.” While he says this, his other hand trails up my thigh. I fight the stinging in my chest, thinking how distraught he last was.

      “He’s going to be okay.” Collin promises and cups my chin.

      “Can he hear me? Can he see me now?” I am almost afraid to hear the answer, but I want him to know I’m here and that I miss him. Though I am nervous for him to know what’s going on, he has to know if there is any chance for them to become one. I’m starting to get a headache.

      “He’s in good hands. Helen’s the best in her field, and if he’s broken that makes me broken. Do I look like something’s wrong?” He has a playful glint in his eye. I stand from his lap and grab the wine bottle and pour myself a glass. I feel antsy and jittery.

      “I’m sorry, I’m just not used to you talking so casually about them.” I think back to the night when Cal came back and took me to the Venetian, how he shared bits and pieces of history but it was like pulling teeth. Chris hated to hear Cal’s name, but Collin acts like he’s not bothered at all as if it’s routine. He knows so much more than both of them and it’s intimidating. He has answers, but I wonder why he’s so willing to share with me and not them if integration is really what he wants. I swallow several gulps and let out a deep sigh.

      “One glass will be enough,” he says his tone low, and I roll my eyes.

      “You’re not my father Collin.” I retort a little annoyed.

      “Don’t do that talk to me,” he says his brows furrowed.

      “Don’t do what?”

      “Start a fight. You say you want the truth, that you want honesty and transparency but I don’t think that’s what you want at all,” he says smugly. I laugh at him. “You’ve gotten used to being kept in the dark.” He continues. And I scoff at him.

      “You of all people should know I never chose to be in the dark. I’ve always only wanted the truth. I just want a glass of wine; I don’t want you to tell me what to do. You may be used to all of this, but I’m still adjusting okay!”

      “Fine, drink the whole bottle then,” he says sharply standing from his seat, his jaw jutted forward. I’m a little shocked, and surprisingly at a loss for words. This is unlike Collin. He doesn’t really show his emotions so easily, and I can’t believe he’s this annoyed even when I do something I know bothers him. He usually will still appear indifferent, but right now his eyes are wide, his skin tinged red. He was perfectly calm before and though I wouldn’t say he’s full-on angry, his mood has swung from left to right.

      “I know you and Cal had this sick pattern of fighting and screwing to avoid problems, but I’m not an angry teenager. When you want to actually talk to me, when you’re ready to be an adult, I’ll be upstairs.” He leaves the room, and my mouth hangs open.

      Is that what I do? Am I still a coward after all of this, afraid to hear the truth? I’m afraid to even read too much into a message forum. I sigh and sit down at the table and stare at the glass of wine. I should talk to someone. It only makes sense that I end up screwed up in all of this. I pick up my glass and frown at it then shrug.

      There’s no sense in wasting good wine. I pick up the bottle and try to finish it.

      [image: ]
* * *

      Collin

      Something’s not right.

      I overreacted.

      I don’t overreact.

      Of course she’s not used to honesty, she’s never had it. Cal likes his secrets, and Chris is too clueless to tell her anything. She’s so afraid of hearing the truth; she may not even trust what I say as the truth. She’s been in the dark so long; her eyes have to adjust to the light. I should have been calmer, but I wasn’t. I’m off-balanced. It’s more difficult than I thought trying to block him out.

      Cal and I always had a deal. I help him, I let him know when Christopher will come out, and I’m on his team. I’m never biased or choose sides, but Chris of course couldn’t handle knowing about us. He can’t handle life when it gets difficult, so Calvin and I worked together. We have never considered each other friends, but amicable. In the past, our agendas have aligned more than Christopher’s and mine.

      Now they don’t.

      Calvin’s problem is that he never thinks strategically only emotionally. He and Christopher do have that in common, though they handle it in vastly different ways. This is the first time mine and Calvin’s motives aren’t in alignment, and now that they aren’t, he could be a problem.

      He will have to be contained.

      She’s in the doorway, her eyes downcast, her arms folded across her chest. “I want to talk to someone,” her voice is quiet and conciliatory.

      “Haven’t you been seeing Helen?” I ask her curiously though I already know the answer. I make it a point to make sure to know how often they speak.

      “Yes, but I think it’d probably be better for me to talk to someone else, someone not so connected to everything.” She walks toward me and sits on the opposite side of the bed.

      “Is everything ok?” I ask her trying to hide my concern. It’s easy for Calvin and Chris to get so wrapped up in their own issues that they don’t realize how much pressure Lauren can be under. She’s only human, and the last thing I need is for her to have a psychotic breakdown. It concerns me that she wants to talk to someone else. I know she had her issues with trusting the Crestfields but I thought we had gotten over that.

      “Yeah,” she nods. “Actually no,” she follows up with quickly. I turn towards her.

      “I’m sorry about how I acted earlier.” Her hazel eyes are striking as the day I first saw them. When she hones them in on you, when she doesn’t try to hide how she’s feeling, they tell her whole story.

      “I’m sorry too,” I tell her, and she smiles softly. “I know I’m not your father.”

      “No, you were right. Partially at least,” she adds with a grin. “I’m an adult and can do what I want, but maybe I have developed certain patterns that aren’t entirely healthy. I don’t know how to handle… all of this sometimes. It can be a little overwhelming and I want to talk to someone who isn’t so involved, who doesn’t have a bias,” she says hesitantly.

      “Helen, you want to talk to someone who isn’t Helen?” I know I’ve grown on Lauren. I know that she loves me, regardless of what Calvin says. Lauren loves all of us. We’re one but she can’t help being skeptical of me, and I can’t blame her for that.

      “If you want to see someone else you should,” I tell her. She looks at me and her eyes light up, but then she rubs the back of her neck. I stretch across the bed and pull her toward me.

      “I never told anyone. I never had a chance before everything got so hectic,” she says with a small sigh. I swallow hard and feel my heartbeat becoming erratic. I try to steady it, and take slow deep breaths that won’t alarm her.

      “Dexter Sr. threatened me.” She looks me in the eyes, and I can hear my heartbeat in my ears now loud and echoing.

      “It wasn’t a threat to kill me or anything but when he found out Chris was trying to see another doctor, he basically said that he’d ruin us financially. Not only us but also Raven… Hillary,” she says quietly and I have to let out a laugh. This isn’t a big deal; Dexter Sr. is full of shit, and a control freak. He is not anyone to be afraid of, and I know more than my fair share of dirt so she doesn’t have to be afraid. I feel prickles of anger rising up and a thirst to lash out is coursing through me and I know it’s Cal.

      “You don’t have to be afraid of him,” I turn her face so I can see her. “He’s threatened when he isn’t in control of things. Control is his drug. Don’t worry about any of the Crestfields.”

      “Not even you,” she says lightly. There is a twinkle in her eye and it causes me to grin. She really does see me as one of the… “You’re a knock off Dexter.” I swallow hard when Cal’s words echo through my mind.

      “I’m only kidding.” She squeezes my hand reassuringly as she must have seen my reaction to Cal’s words.

      “You can see whoever you want Lauren. He won’t interfere, and I’ll make sure of that.”

      She looks relieved and rests her head on my shoulder. I inhale her scent, and let out a deep breath.

      “Christopher is going to come back,” I tell her quickly and her body stiffens. She looks at me her face littered with shock.

      “What do you mean?” she asks nervously.

      “He’s ready now, and he has to get treatment from Helen.” I try not to reveal a hint of emotion because I shouldn’t feel any. I don’t do emotions, but I can’t say that seeing her eyes light up at his name doesn’t make my stomach turn. It’s a new feeling. Being indifferent is so much easier, but what’s more important is that I have to contain Calvin and it’s easier to do with Christopher being at the forefront. She looks at me as if she’s studying me.

      “You… you know when he’s coming out?” she asks, her brows knitting together.

      I nod. “I know everything, Lauren.” This is what I love about her. She asks questions but never the right ones. She squints at me, and I can tell she’s having a silent battle with herself, unsure of what to say or how to feel. She lets out a deep breath and presses her hands to her cheek.

      “How long is he going to stay?” Her voice is shaky and low.

      “As long as it takes,” I tell her. She turns her body fully toward me, her eyes seem sad and I grip her chin.

      “Don’t you miss him?” My voice is tighter than I imagined it being. Her eyes drop to her chest.

      “This is so…” She says throwing her head back. Her neck is long and perfect, and I fight the urge to kiss it, to leave my mark on her.

      “I’m sorry. You being honest is exactly what I’ve wanted for so long. It’s just I’m still… I’m trying to get used to it,” she whispers.

      “Sometimes what you think you want the most isn’t all you dreamed it would be,” I tell her and our eyes meet. She clears her throat and her gaze lands back on her lap.

      “Does Chris know that he’s coming back?”

      “No.”

      “And he won’t remember anything?”

      “No,” I tell her again. She bites her lip and shakes her head.

      “So I’ll be left to try to put him back together again.” She laughs mirthlessly.

      “He won’t want to see Helen. He was so angry the last time he was here.” I take her hand and pull her toward me and lift her onto my lap. She rests her head on my shoulder.

      “And he’s going to be upset about…” She trails off as my fingers run up and down her back.

      “Us.” Our eyes lock on each other’s.

      “You don’t have to tell him.” She leans back, so we’re eye to eye.

      “You mean lie to him?” Her brows furrow together, her eyes like glass, lips stained with the red wine she drank earlier.

      “It’s not lying,” I tell her as my lips find her neck.

      “Omitting the truth might as well be,” she whimpers opening up her neck more to me.

      “Gwen will be here in two days. Helen has an appointment set up every day this week for us. I’ve handled things at work. Christopher will be fine.” I promise her while my hands slip underneath her T-shirt.

      “You talked to Gwen?” she asks surprised, and I grin at her.

      “She’s my mom, isn’t she?” I tease her and a glimpse of a smile appears on her face.

      “So I don’t tell him about you, about how…” She trails off again as my fingers slip inside of her bra.

      “Close we are.” I tease her before taking her lips in mine. I taste the wine on her tongue; she whimpers, her body still tense, fighting what she wants so bad to give into.

      “It would be better for him if I don’t say anything?” she asks as I lie her on the bed.

      “Christopher doesn’t do well under pressure. Telling him what he wants to hear until he’s ready would work out better for everyone.” I wait for her to melt into me as she usually does but she’s stiff and tense. I thought she’d be happy hearing about Christopher. Relieved even. She pulls away from me and gets off the bed.

      “Everyone’s lied to him. I don’t want to be added to the list.” Her voice is weak but her face is like stone. Her eyes are filled with confusion, guilt, and a little fear. Her wanting to be loyal to each of us is endearing but impossible.

      “You can’t be transparent with me, tell me that I can trust you and keep Chris in the dark,” she says bewildered. This is the choice she’ll have to make, one of the most important. Who she thinks she loves most or whom she wants to be more present with when we integrate isn’t important. She doesn’t have a choice in that, but who she will give her trust to, who she’ll listen to, that is where her power lies. And if she’s smart, she’ll choose me.

      “Lauren, whatever I ask of you is only for what’s best for us. If you want things to be easier you’ll listen to me, but you get to make your own decisions. I’ll support you either way,” I tell her, and her face softens. I don’t know how much she’s drank tonight but I can tell it’s affecting her judgment. She’s second-guessing herself, which is fine as long as she doesn’t second-guess me.

      “Can you trust me, Lauren?” I ask her and she’s quiet but sits on the bed and rests her head in her hands. Her long dark hair cascades down her back.

      “If I’m asking you to, it means I need your help,” I tell her again, my tone softer, and she looks back toward me, searching my face for an answer, or maybe even a lie. She closes her eyes and lets out a deep breath.

      “I promised you I wouldn’t ask you to do anything that would hurt us, any of us.” I can tell she’s faltering. I move over to where she is and wrap my arms around her.

      “When Calvin first made his presence known, when he took over from Christopher, he was a wreck, entirely reckless, making bad decision after bad decision.”

      Whenever I say his name her breath catches, and I wonder if his very name has a grip on her heart. I push that thought out of my head.

      “I called Dexter Jr. and I told him that Calvin was headed down a path of destruction and if the Crestfields didn’t help, I’d make things very complicated for them.” She looks back at me shock all over her face.

      “You reached out to them?” I nod and move closer to her.

      “I look out for the best interests of us all, Lauren. I always have and I always will, but now I need your help.” I lock my eyes on hers and they widen, and the turmoil I saw in them initially has disappeared.

      “Please help me.” I wrap my arms around her waist, and hold her close.

      “Okay,” she relents.

      And I fight the smile that wants to spread across my face.

    

  


  
    
      
        
        

        
          Chapter Seven

        

      

    
    
      Chris

      My head hurts; it feels like an elephant has been lying on it. It takes a few minutes for my vision to clear up. I sit up and take in my surroundings. I’m in Chicago. In Lauren’s room. The bed is empty, and it’s bright outside. My eyes find the clock, and it says 7:30. I stand up and stretch my body and twist my neck.

      How long has it been? I know I’ve lost time, and it doesn’t even surprise me anymore. The question now is how long, and who took over? I let out a deep breath and head to the bathroom, and when I look in the mirror, I take a step back. I’m wearing a freakin’ ponytail at the top of my head.

      “What the hell?” I snatch the hair band off. My face is shaven cleaner than I’ve ever seen it, almost no hair is on my chin, but the hair on my head is longer than I’ve ever worn it, it’s fully touching my shoulders. My heart starts to beat frantically, how long have I been out? I think back to the last thing I remember. A fight, me and Lauren… about my dad. My dad was here in Chicago… how long was my hair then? I grip the counter and force myself to think, to get my thoughts and emotions together. The last conversation I had with Lauren was bad, and I was angry—angrier than I’ve ever felt with anyone—and she was the scapegoat.

      I can’t believe I talked to her the way that I did. I’m embarrassed to even see her, but Lauren’s forgiven me… us for much worse things. I fight the stinging in my throat, the burning anger and sadness wanting to burst from my chest.

      I hate this! I hate that I’m still dealing with this. I hate that it’s his fault. That things are always worse when I come back. Flashes of Lisa and me arguing and me spazzing out on my mom at dinner clash against me throwing my dad out of the house. Everything is bad—my best friend betrayed me, my mom is probably alone, my dad a hypocrite, and my alter ego a psychotic attempted murderer.  I’ve got to get this together. It’s obviously up to me since no one else seems to be doing anything, and why the hell am I wearing silk pajamas? I strip them off and kick them across the room. I grip my head. I want them gone, I want them out! I’m so tired of this, and now there’s another one? I turn on the sink and splash water on my face. My gaze catches the mirror again. I don’t even look like myself anymore, not like this.

      I bend down and open the drawers beneath the sink searching for scissors or clippers. After a few minutes I find some electronic clippers, and they’re professional grade. I’m not surprised since whoever did this obviously shaves twice a day. I plug them in and start to shave. Each line I cut off makes me feel better, as the locks fall into the sink. I don’t know whose idea it was to get this douchebag hairstyle, but I’m back in charge now. Watching the locks of hair fall is cathartic. When I’m done, I feel better. My hair is cut low, similar to Aidan’s when he got home— a little longer than a buzz cut. I rub my chin, and thankfully my hair grows pretty fast, so in a few days my facial hair will be back to what I’m used to. I look around the room for signs, anything to tell me what I’ve woken up to. What if it’s been years? Okay, I’m overreacting because it’d never be years. Though thinking about it, what’s so ridiculous or impossible about it? It used to be just hours then it went to days and weeks. I’ve got to get a grip. I refused to go out and see Lauren all frantic, so I need to be calm. I have to make up for how I left the last time. I need to start figuring out why this keeps happening and how to stop it. I head downstairs quicker than I want to and try to slow my steps, but I’m eager to see Lauren. When I reach the bottom, it’s quiet other than the T.V. playing.

      “Hi.” She’s wearing a lopsided grin, her hair is pulled to the top of her head in a topknot and she’s dressed in an oversized white sweater and black leggings. Instantly the panic that was climbing up my body starts to recede. I think back to the day when we first talked about Caylen in that little hotel room. It seems like so much time has passed since then, how much closer I’ve gotten to her, how I fell in love with a woman I already loved at first sight. But who is she seeing? Who does she think I am? I try to wrestle those thoughts from my mind.

      Does it matter?

      It’s always mattered.

      “Hey,” my own voice is unsteady, but it’s not cold and rigid as I expected it to be. She approaches me carefully only stopping when we’re a few inches apart. She looks up at me, her lopsided grin now a warm smile as she touches my cheek.

      “You cut your hair,” she lightly runs her finger across it. I swallow hard. Does she know it’s me?

      “Lauren who…” I begin to ask, and her smile softens.

      “Chris, I know.” Her slender arms wrap around my waist, and she rests her head on my chest. I can’t help but feel the elation course through me. She knows it’s me, and she’s glad I’m back. I wrap my arms around her and hold her tight.

      “I missed you,” her voice is quiet, but she squeezes me tighter as she says this. I loosen my grip and lean back to see her face.

      “How long have I been gone?”

      She swallows hard and lets out a small breath. “Let’s sit down okay.”

      I take in a huge breath and follow her as we sit down at the table I don’t recall being there before, but maybe I just never noticed it. I haven’t been here a lot to know it like the back of my hand. My heart rate picks up. I sit down, and my eyes follow her as she heads into the kitchen and pulls out a water bottle and a sandwich out of the microwave. She sits it in front of me, and I didn’t realize how hungry I was until she did.

      “It hasn’t been years, has it?” I laugh, hoping my question comes off as a joke, but it feels as if I haven’t eaten in a millennium. I fight the urge to shove it down my throat, but I lose out as I take a huge bite. It’s roast beef and turkey with honey mustard—my favorite. I watch her as she watches me, her head resting in the palm of her hand. When I push the sandwich away, it’s halfway gone. She’s been quiet while waiting for me to finish. I scratch the back of my head, tension starting to climb.

      “How long has it been? I can handle it.”

      She folds her hands in front of her. “Almost two months.”

      I nod, okay two months. I feel my fists involuntarily clench. Two months, I’ve been out of it. I think back to our last conversation, that day she told me that I had been gone a month…. so in total I’ve lost about three months of time. I grip the table and let out a long frustrated breath, then remind myself to get it together.

      Three months, but the last time after everything that happened why did I leave? Cal was the one who should have left after trying to kill someone and finding out he was wrong. Why did I have to be gone so long? None of this makes sense. She’s watching me, waiting for me to respond, and she’s squeezing her wrist, a telltale sign when she’s nervous. Before I lost time I felt like I was on an emotional seesaw. Everything I felt was more heightened—anger, despair, annoyance—and I flipped between them so rapidly. I don’t feel like that today, but I still feel on edge, irritable and I have to get a grip.

      At this particular moment it doesn’t exactly matter why I was gone, but that I’m back.

      Right.

      “So Cal’s been here this whole time?” I let out a frustrated breath and fold my hands trying to remain calm. Her eyes dart from mine to her own hands. She shifts in her chair.

      “Not exactly,” she says nervously. My eyes narrow in on her.

      “What do you mean?”

      “Cal hasn’t been here at all actually because Collin took over.” Her face is blank, but she seems to be hiding another expression… is it worry, is it fear…?

      It’s nothing. You have to remember you aren’t the only one dealing with a less than ideal situation.

      “Wait a minute, Collin?” I am surprised and laugh. I almost forgot the guy’s name. She nods slightly. I throw my head back and laugh again, but I can’t help feeling slightly satisfied that it wasn’t Cal. I sort of know how he operates at least, but this Collin I don’t know anything about. The satisfaction I felt starts to sink as I realize he could be worse… or better.  I steady myself for more answers.

      “So, what’s his deal?” I try to keep my voice calm. “He wants to take over my life too? Does he want to kill anyone?” I ask her jokingly, but my tone is serious.

      She shifts in her seat again. She’s quiet a moment, contemplative as if trying to choose her words and that’s something I really haven’t seen her do before. Lauren usually says what’s on her mind.

      “Collin’s different from both you and Cal.” Her eyes are still glued to her hands, and it takes a few moments before they reach mine again. I asked her this question before, but back then she said she didn’t really know him. Almost two months gives her plenty of time, and I feel my heart flinch in my chest.

      I wonder if she slept with this guy and if she likes him more than Cal and me.

      That’s not important right now, Christopher.

      Christopher. I don’t call myself Christopher. I try to calm my thoughts, drown them out… is this guy talking to me?

      “Chris, are you okay?” Lauren looks extremely concerned.

      I swallow hard and nod. “Yeah I’m okay.” I try to wipe the frown from my face. I’m okay, just maybe hearing someone else’s voice in my head! She looks at me skeptically, and I smile weakly at her.

      “I’m fine, go ahead. Tell me more.” I plead with her. “How…is he different from me?” I ask again because Lauren’s opinion of this guy means a lot to me. She actually gets to know all of us firsthand. I only get to hear things secondhand, or with Cal I see some of what happened with him, when he feels like sharing I guess.

      “He’s smart,” she starts quietly. Her eyes widen. “Not that you and Cal aren’t.”

      I bite the inside of my jaw, trying to remain unbiased. “Go ahead, no disclaimers needed.” She looks at me trying to see if I’m telling the truth. “Seriously, talk to me like I’m not me… or them… like I’m Hillary or actually Angela.” She grins, but I can tell she feels a little more comfortable and less hesitant to talk.

      “He’s very refined. You could probably see that if you checked out his closet.” She chuckles lightly. I force a smile.

      “He’s very into the work he does at Crestfield Corp. He likes to read, he’s not as unpredictable as Cal is but… I never really know what he wants…”

      “What do you mean?” I lean forward. She gives me a half-shrug, then sits up straighter in her chair.

      “With you and Cal… I know that you both are against… integrating. I know if you could choose, ideally it would be just you.” I can’t disagree with her on that. If there was a magic potion or pill, I’d take it in a second to get rid of them and whoever else wants to be in control of my life.

      “But with Collin, I’m not sure. He says that he wants you all to integrate, and he doesn’t seem scared or opposed to it at all.”

      I look at her in disbelief. “You’re saying he’s neutral?”

      She looks at me blankly. “I think so…”

      I fight the urge to laugh. He’s neutral, yeah right. If he were neutral, he would have told me a long time ago that he exists.

      “So you’re saying he has no interest in being the last one standing?” This time I can’t help but laugh.

      “I don’t know. I only know what he says. As far as I can tell if he wanted to be… he’s in the best position for that to happen,” she says quietly, her eyes on the table. I feel my face scrunch up.

      “What?” I ask her, not able to cover my frustration.

      “He knows more about what’s going on than you and Cal. I told you what he’s told me, but after him being here I think he may have more control than you… and Cal...” she says hesitantly. I lean forward to make sure I ’m hearing her correctly.

      “He told me when you were coming back,” she adds quietly, and my mouth falls open. That’s how she knew it was me, why she had my favorite sandwich ready, and didn’t look shocked. I stand from the table and pace the kitchen trying to get rid of some of the nervous energy building inside of me. I grip my head.

      “But I’m not a doctor, and I don’t know if he’s telling the truth. Maybe he only guessed this time, or maybe he knows every time. You need to talk to Helen. He scheduled appointments for you every day for the next week.”

      “Oh, so at least I’ll be here for a week,” I say sarcastically. I watch her head drop to her chest and realize I’m upset with the wrong person. I’m taking out my frustration on her, and I don’t want to do that. I asked her to tell me about this guy and she did, and now I’m punishing her for it.

      “I’m sorry, Lauren. I don’t mean to take this out on you.” I sit back down at the table. She smiles at me, but it’s halfhearted. We’re quiet for a few moments.

      “How are you doing?” I don’t think I’ve asked her that in a long time. I know what I’m going through, but I can’t even put myself in her place. She smiles, but it’s tight.

      “I’m here,” she says simply.. Guilt courses through me. I’ve got to get it together for her and for Caylen.

      “Where’s Caylen?” I ask, and her face brightens up.

      “I asked Angie to take her today, and she’s bringing her back tomorrow morning. When Collin told me you were coming back, I thought we’d need today to get adjusted to everything.”

      I’m irritated that he’s the one who gets to offer Lauren a solution, even if it is temporary.

      “Did he say why I was coming?” I hate how ridiculous I sound.

      “He said you needed to talk to Helen to get stable for integration.”

      I fold my hands tightly together on the table. “Do they know about him. Dexter─”

      “Yes.” She interrupts me. Figures…

      “So he’s the smartest, knows the most. What else should I know? Two months is a long time,” I try to keep the annoyance out of my voice, but I fail.

      Over the next half hour, Lauren fills me in on his daily work schedule, how he’s met my mother and how she doesn’t hate him—which in my mind means that she likes him if Lauren’s trying to edit her words to protect my feelings. She says he gets along well with Caylen, which should make me happy but it doesn’t but I keep a straight face not letting her know that this conversation is making me feel worse instead of better. Regardless of how it makes me feel I need to know these things. Knowledge is power and I’m at the low end of the totem pole, and that’s got to change. It turns my stomach to think of sitting with Helen—her being in charge of my treatment, knowing all of our secrets—but I’m starting to realize shutting her out, and making her my adversary wasn’t a good idea. I realize seeing her alone isn’t the smartest thing. I have to see another doctor. I need Lauren’s support, and I can’t shut her out this time. I need all the support I can get. If this guy has all of the memories, I need to have all of the people. I have my parents… my stomach drops thinking of that situation. The good thing is my mom is coming. Even if he set it up, I’m her son—I’m who she raised. I think of my dad and our last conversation.

      “Has he spoken to my dad?” I can see I’ve surprised her by referencing him as my dad.

      “No, he hasn’t. When we were there, he stayed away from him,” she says quietly. I fold my hands together tightly. I’ve got to talk to him, even if it makes my blood boil to think of it. I can’t believe what he did to my mom, to our family, to Lisa—well, he didn’t do anything to Lisa, if anything they did things to each other—but I know without a doubt if he’d be on anyone’s side it’s mine, and I’m going to need his help.

      “There’s another thing,” she says as she clears her throat. Great.

      “Go ahead,” I tell her trying to keep my voice steady.

      “I’m opening a gallery.”

      The fist around my heart loosens. “Really?” I am in shock.

      “Yeah, we have the space. I’ve ordered the furniture and I have already set up artists to feature.” She seems happy, but her voice is on the edge of nervous, and I’m not sure why.

      “Lauren, that’s great. Wow. That happened fast.”

      “I-I didn’t do it alone though,” she says shakily, rubbing her arms. I feel my brow arch.

      “Collin, uhm he sort of bought the property and did some of the groundwork,” she mutters.

      I feel myself flinch. “Oh,” is all I can manage to say.

      “I just… I didn’t want to mention it but, I want to be honest with you. No secrets between us.”

      I can’t say what she just said doesn’t sting. He bought her a gallery and helped her open it. While Cal and I drive her crazy, he swoops in and becomes the good guy.

      “You deserve it, Lauren.” I walk over to her and pull her into a hug. She feels so good and smells as good as she looks. She rests her head on my chest and relaxes in my arms.

      “I’m sorry you have to deal with all of this,” I whisper to her, she looks up at me and smiles.

      “I’d rather be in it than out.”

      I kiss her forehead. “Did you miss me?” I didn’t want to ask, but it just comes out.

      “Of course I did,” she tells me, and her expression is so open and honest.

      “So you were okay while I was gone?” She nods and I’m glad that she was okay, but I can’t say that it hurts. With Cal, he usually screws something up when he comes back, but with this guy…

      “Were you happy?”

      Her smile fades. “Let’s not do this Chris.” She steps away from me.

      “It’s just a question,” I say, but my voice sounds desperate.

      “There’s not a right answer for me to give you, is there?” she asks sullenly.

      “I want you to be happy.” I mean it with every fiber in me.

      She nods, a sad smile on her face. “But only if it’s with you right?”

      I start to say that she’s wrong, but is that what I want? Do I only want her to be happy with me and miserable with them? No, I don’t want that for her or Caylen. But what does that mean? Is she saying that it doesn’t matter if it’s with me or not? I feel my jaw flinch.

      “That’s what I thought,” she says quietly, but she looks more disappointed than angry, and that hurts more than anything because I can’t help her. Hell, I can’t even help myself.

      “Your appointment with Helen is in an hour.”

      I used to hear the word integration and just hoped for that to mean I’d be fixed. Now when I hear it, it makes my blood go cold.

      Before this guy appeared I always thought if integration ever happened, it’d be me in the end. Now I’m terrified because if this guy knows so much, isn’t against integration, and wants this to happen—what if it’s not me—what if I’m an alter?

      No, that’s ridiculous.

      I know one thing. I’m the hero, and the hero always wins.
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* * *

      “It’s good to see you, Christopher.” Helen saunters into the office. It’s different from the one I used to see her in. This one is bigger, more modern, large picture windows overlooking the backdrop of the city. It’s also on the nineteenth floor, which didn’t help things. I try to push down the seething resentment I have when I see her and Dexter. I thought I’d gotten over it, but each time I see them it starts to peek through.

      “I wish I could say the same thing,” I tell her adjusting my position in the chair I’m in. It’s more like a sofa than a chair, and it’s too comfortable. Maybe it’s here to make you think you’re having a simple conversation with a friend than a visit with a doctor—or in my case a doctor that deliberately keeps things from you.

      “Yes, I can imagine I’m not on the list of your first people to see.” She doesn’t look the least bit offended at my statement. She settles into the chair behind her desk. I remember her other desk being bigger, there was more of a separation between us.

      “Why did you come?”

      “Because Lauren said I have an appointment,” I tell her tightly. My plan to make friends with Helen is off to a terrible start. I’m not a pretender or an opportunist. How do I do this?

      “But that doesn’t mean that you had to come does it?”

      And just like that, I’m already annoyed at the questions she’s asking.

      “You’re angry with me,” she says pointedly. My initial reaction is to tell her I’m not, but if I’m being honest, I am.

      “It’s okay, Chris. You can tell me that.”

      Of course I could tell her that, but it doesn’t really matter how I feel towards her. I need her if I want to get better. I have to talk to her.

      “You seem to be in deep thought. You do know this is a safe space. Nothing you say will offend me, and I won’t use it against you.”

      “I don’t understand why you didn’t tell me about my condition. It seems like if you’re on anyone’s side, it’s Cal’s or… this Collin guy for all I know,” I tell her pointedly.

      “It was a decision made by several parties who all share your best interest. You weren’t ready to know at that point. It was a very difficult decision to make, but one that was ultimately decided for your benefit.”

      “Who were the several parties? My parents, Dexter or Cal and Collin?” I ask her pointedly. “And how do you think I can trust you after hiding something like that from me?”

      “I understand that you feel you can’t trust me. It was a risk I knew would have consequences when the decision was made. However, I do promise you, from this day going forward if you choose to continue to see me that I won’t keep anything from you.” Her voice is even, calming almost. If I didn’t know her, it could possibly lull me into believing her. What use is the promise of a liar?

      “Regardless of how you feel about what happened, I can help you. I am highly qualified and I do my job extremely well. Things have changed since we used to meet. You are aware of your condition and have a foundation that I can build on. I can help you.” Her tone is more direct instead of the pacifying one she used earlier.

      I fold my arms across my chest. “And what exactly does helping me mean?” I ask her coldly.

      She smiles as if my attitude doesn’t bother her. “What do you think helping you means?”

      “Integration. That’s what the solution is right?” I ask.

      “Is that what you would want?” Her question catches me off guard.

      “What do you mean?” I ask her, sitting up in my chair. What does it matter what I want, it’s the plan, the solution I thought.

      “I always thought that that was the answer, that’s what all of the websites say.”

      “The majority of people who suffer from your disorder find peace with what integration is. Do you know what integration is?”

      “It’s when all of us come together.”

      “Do you understand what that means?’ She asks, and I’m quiet. I don’t really understand what that means, and that’s the scary part about it.

      “We’ll be one, all of us…” I clear my throat. Just the thought of being one with them terrifies me.

      “And how do you feel about that?”

      “Honestly,” I laugh coldly.

      “There is no point to these sessions if you’re not honest.”

      “I don’t want to be one with them. I want to be me. I want to know what’s going on in my life without being filled in on it after waking up with no clue of what’s going on. I don’t want to share it with them. If you told me there was a way to get rid of them, that’s what I’d want. If integration means getting rid of them and shutting them up, then that’s what I’d like to work on.” I let out a deep breath when I finish. She doesn’t look surprised by my outburst at all, but I guess my response is normal.

      “Them is you, Christopher.” She says this as if it’s so simple, and I roll my eyes.

      “Well, it doesn’t feel like it.”

      “Let’s start from the beginning.” She pulls out an iPad and a stylus, and I groan. If we’re starting from the beginning, I’m doomed because that means this will take a long time. How far off is integration if we’re only at the beginning?

      “Dissociative identity disorder is—”

      “I know what it is Helen,” I say not hiding my frustration.

      “Chris, since you’ve never seen me in regards to your condition, I don’t know where your information comes from or if it’s even accurate. Without an appropriate understanding of what you’re dealing with, no treatment that we’ll undergo will be beneficial to you so please if you will…”

      “Fine,” I say quietly.

      “As I was saying…” she grins at me.

      “Dissociation isn’t abnormal. Everyone does it.” She says and I scoff. I don’t remember my parents running around calling themselves by different names and not remembering it.

      “It may sound strange, but daydreaming is a prime example. Drifting off into another state of consciousness is dissociating. The issue is when it becomes disruptive, as yours has become. When it interferes with your daily life. When a traumatic event happens to someone and they use it as a form of coping or blocking out the event, it falls into the category of becoming dysfunctional. There are several conditions that involve dissociation. I have ruled them out in your case. Initially I thought that you could have a borderline personality disorder, but I ruled that out when I realized your egos were more compartmentalized.”

      “After you met Cal and Collin?” I ask her, and she nods.

      “I want you to understand that there is no person on this Earth that has a totally integrated personality. For instance, I’m sure when you taught classes that you behaved differently with your students than you would behave with your co-workers or from how you would be with your friends. Another example could be when someone is invited out to an event and they’d say a part of me wants to go, but another part of me wants to stay in,” she says.

      “So you’re saying that those people have DID?” I ask her confused.

      “No, what I’m saying is a person with DID experiences that on a more extreme level. With your condition the boundaries between your personality parts are more distinct. Try to think of Cal and Collin as parts of your personality gone rouge, but they’re still you,” she says softly.

      “They don’t feel like they’re me, not even a little.”

      “Why don’t they?”

      “Because they’re the complete opposites of me. At least Cal is from what I know and I don’t know what to think of Collin. They don’t make any decisions that I would, and I do know this Collin is even further from me in how I talk and dress than Cal is.”

      She leans in forward from her desk. “Have you ever had a day when you woke up in a great mood, where you are in such a good mood that you decide to put a little more effort into your appearance, where you’re more tolerant of someone that you usually can’t stand? Or when in a bad mood the patience you’d usually exhibit is extremely short? Those are just small examples of what you’re dealing with to a more extreme level.”

      I run my hand over my head, and it’s weird feeling prickly hair sticking out of my scalp than the hair that’s normally there.

      “One thing that I’d like for you to make a priority is not being embarrassed or ashamed of your condition,” she says quietly. “What your mind did is an amazing feat. The defense it created was not only psychological, but neurobiological. It protected you from an event that could have destroyed you. Instead of that happening, it adjusted and modified itself to protect you. That your mind is capable of that is something to be admired,” she says almost impressed.

      I’m not as impressed by it. “What I don’t understand is why I’m still stuck like this? If we know why it happened—what Cal or I did when I was a kid—why are they still here?”

      “You have to understand, Chris that your mind has been functioning like this way for over twenty years. To think just the discovery of what caused it to function the way it does would automatically cause it to revert back to how it was originally conceived is unreasonable wouldn’t you think?”

      I start to feel my defenses lower. She’s explained more to me in five minutes than I’ve been able to put together myself in I don’t know how long.

      “So what am I looking at Helen? How long until I’m fixed because right now I feel pretty broken,” I tell her honestly.

      “What I don’t think most people understand is that integration isn’t a magical moment that everything comes together. For most people it’s a very long process that each alter has to be open to, including you.”

      When she says that I swallow hard. “Long process… how long?” I feel slightly on edge.

      “It could take years,” she says gently.

      I angrily stand out of my seat. “Years?!” I laugh and shake my head. “I don’t have years, Helen. I can’t live like this for years! Lauren won’t make it with us for years!” I tell her frantically.

      “Christopher, breathe.” She is trying to calm me, but my heart is beating faster than it was just a moment ago. My throat is becoming dry, and that dull ache that’s familiar is coming on stronger….
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* * *

      Cal

      “Christopher, are you okay?” My head feels full of shit. I open my eyes and my vision is blurry. As it clears, I see Helen sitting in front of me.

      “Wrong,” I tell her moving to the chair in her office, I flop down.

      “Cal?” I give her a thumbs up.

      “Are you okay?” She stands and walks over to me.

      “No. That jerk-off has shut me out, and it’s never been this hard to come through. Fuck, my head hurts.” I scratch the back of my head, and feel scalp. “What the hell, am I bald?”

      “Not exactly.” She laughs and hands me a mirror.

      I look into it. “I look like a fucking jar head.” I hand her back the mirror.

      “What’s the last thing you remember?”

      “That prick Collin was in here, and you wanted to talk to me, and I wanted him to know our deal is over. Somehow he cut me off, and I don’t remember anything since then.”

      “He said something about that,” she sighs and hands me a water from the mini fridge. “So you have no consciousness of the past three days?”

      “I’ve been out for three days!” That little son of a bitch.

      “That’s interesting,” she says sitting on top of her desk.

      “Interesting! That’s not fucking interesting. He’s going to pay!”

      “Calm down, Cal. You obviously aren’t exactly yourself right now,” she says in her signature condescending tone.

      “Of course I’m not because I’m keeping him out.”

      Her eyes widen. “You’re not used to doing that Cal,” she says concerned.

      “No shit, but he’s not going to one up me. Asshole. He must not be used to doing it either. I think that’s why Chris came back,” I add.

      “I was wondering about that,” she mutters.

      “Collin’s off his hinges, and he wants to take over,” I tell her angrily. She looks at me in disbelief. “I’m telling you he does,” I shout.

      “Why would he want to do that?” Her stupid crazy-patient tone drives me up the wall.

      “Don’t do that shit with me, Helen. I know you,” I remind her. She frowns. “He’s been in the driver’s seat too long. I’m telling you what he’s going to try to do! I know I’m right because I can feel it,” I rub my temples. “I need an aspirin or something.” I hold my head between my legs. Is this what Chris feels when he goes in an out? Shit, this sucks.

      “I don’t think aspirin is going to work, Cal. You’re not strong enough to block him and Chris out at the same time,” she says and I wave her off, but the hammer that feels like it’s hitting my skull makes me think she might be right.

      “I want to talk to Chris,” I groan.

      “You want to talk to Chris?” she asks in disbelief.

      “Yes!” Doesn’t she see I’m in too much pain to keep repeating myself.

      “You haven’t been able to reach him?”

      “I’ve been blocked out. He can’t hear my voice,” I tap my foot to try to distract myself from the pain. “I want to meet with him. Can you teach him how to do that?” I feel my limbs start to tremble.

      “Of course,” she says. “He seems more open to treatment, so I’ll do my best.”

      “How long do you think it’ll take?” The pain is so bad my eyes are starting to water.

      “I’m not sure Cal. I’m worried about you, though. I’ve never seen you like this.”

      I take in a long breath. “Record me now,” I tell her. “I mean give me a minute, but I need to get a message to Chris.” I close my eyes and try to block out the pain. I hear her ruffle through her drawers.

      “Okay, let me know when you want to start.”

      I let out a few breaths and try to block  and push away the pain. “Okay, go ahead.” I sit up in my chair pretending that it doesn’t feel like there’s shards of glass being pushed into my head.

      “Are we on?” I ask her and she nods. “It’s me. The guy you think made your life a living hell, right?” I laugh, trying to hide the pain that’s splitting my head. “Well, if you think that, you’re fucking delusional. Without me, Caylen and Lauren wouldn’t be in your life. You’d probably be married to that stuck-up bitch Jenna.”

      “Cal, come on. You said you’d be nice,” Helen scolds me.

      “Okay, let me get straight to the point. I want to do right by Lauren. I left her once because I thought I was doing the right thing.” Thinking of Lauren makes it harder to focus, but I have to. This is for Lauren.

      “I wanted her to have someone better than me.” I pause. “Well not better—because let’s be honest it doesn’t get any better than this—but more responsible, reliable. Someone who didn’t have the shitload of baggage we do,” I shrug. There haven’t been many times in my life I ever thought anyone was better than me, but better for Lauren than me. No one could be better to Lauren than me.

      “I never wanted Lauren to know you. It always seemed like everything in life came so easy for you. I thought you’d be easier for her to love than me. I have to laugh thinking back on it all—how much of an idiot I was to not realize then that the girl who caught me by surprise would turn my life upside down—she’d make me fall in love with her.

      “I’ve been trying to fix things for her. Make things right, and give her everything she deserves.” I sigh. “She doesn’t deserve us fighting against each other. Telling her to pick and choose all the time. Confusing the hell out of Caylen when she gets older. You are the responsible one. The selfless one. You could be a good dad. But God, sometimes you’re a fucking pussy, man.” I groan thinking of how weak he is most of the time. Helen shoots me a warning glare.

      “I mean you are, and I can’t leave my girls with someone who acts like a pussy.” I say adamantly, but then I realize I need him to get this. I try to tone myself down, if that’s even possible.

      “I want to give her something she’s always wanted. I sure as hell can’t do it by myself. But maybe both of us can together. We can give her the Prince Charming she deserves.” That was corny but he’ll buy it, and my girl does deserve a Prince Charming. I can be her Prince Charming.

      “Helen and I have been talking, and I’m starting to think maybe this integration thing won’t suck ass completely. So what do you say, Chris? You in or you going to pussy out?” I ask point blank into the camera.

      “Okay, cut it.” I tell Helen and double over gripping my head.

      “What are you saying? You’re suddenly okay with integrating? I thought you were completely against that?”.

      “Show the tape to him when you think he is finally ready to hear from me. When he is ready to meet with me. That tape is for Chris only.” I tell her squeezing my eyelids together. I don’t have much time left because I can’t hold Collin off for much longer.

      “Cal, I don’t understand what you are up to.”

      “Promise me, Helen!” I shout at her. She scowls at me, but nods.

      “Okay. I promise.” She finally relents.

      My muscles feel like they’re trying to stretch around a tree. I take a deep breath and glance at her trying my best to hide my pain.

      “I keep having the dream Helen, I can’t shake it…”
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* * *

      Chris

      “Here,” I open my eyes and see Helen in front of me with an outstretched hand offering me a bottle of water. I rub my temples. I could have sworn that…

      “Are you okay?” she asks.

      “What were we just talking about?” I could have sworn I just… but I couldn’t have because it wouldn’t make sense for it to happen that quickly.

      “Integration—about how long the process can take,” she says quietly and goes back to sit behind her desk.

      “You said years, right?” I open the water and chug it down.

      “Yes, sometimes. Still, there have been some cases where spontaneous fusion has occurred.”

      “What’s that?”

      “Well, it’s been said that sometimes when all parts—or alters as you know them—become co-conscious, operating in awareness of each other, then fusion can gradually take place.”

      “Wait, what is co-consciousness?” I ask being that this is the first time I’ve ever heard the term.

      “It’s when everyone is on the same page, you’re all aware of what the other is doing. You operate as one.”

      “I don’t understand.”

      “It would mean no more blackouts. You all would share memories and information instead of switching or you going to sleep when one takes over. You all communicate and make decisions together.”

      “Wait, what?” I ask confused. “We would basically rotate out,” I laugh.

      She presses her lips together. “The thought may seem ridiculous to you now—” she begins.

      “It is. You want me to share my life with them. All take turns?!”

      “With you all being so combative with one another it may seem impractical, but there are many people who choose that path and find they function more normally that way.” I think you should attend a support group. You’d be able to meet others like you who are further along in treatment and hear firsthand how others handle it.”

      “Why am I just now hearing about this being an option?”

      Her eyes widen in surprise. “Would you actually consider co-consciousness?”

      “No… I mean… I just think it’s something I should have known about.”

      “Well, co-consciousness isn’t an option until the underlying reason for integration is learned by all parties.” She explains.

      “And now we know…”

      “Yes,” she says simply. “Also you all share a commonality now.”

      “You mean Lauren?” I let out a long breath.

      “Of course, you all would have to be on the same page. Each of you would have to agree… and let’s just say we’re at square one with that,” she adds. I roll my eyes at that. I don’t see why either of them would want to be co-conscious with me. They’re the jerks who are ruining my life. It’s not the other way around.

      “Lauren. She told me that Collin knows more than Cal and I know.” She looks at me as if wanting me to ask the obvious question.

      “Does he?” I ask.

      “Here is the thing Chris,” her eyes fall on her desk. “With everyone being at odds, I’m not allowed to discuss what they say to me to you unless they explicitly give me permission to do so.”

      “I’m sorry, what?” I ask her in disbelief.

      “My goal is to have you all agree for me to treat you as one, but as of now, no one has given me permission to do that.”

      “You’re kidding.” But from the serious look on her face, I can tell she’s not.

      “It’s ridiculous. How are you supposed to treat us if you can’t tell me what they talk to you about?”

      “It goes both ways,” she interrupts.

      “But can’t they hear and see what I do. I’m the only one out of the loop in this. It’s not fair! Then what am I even doing here?” I stand up disgusted with myself for even thinking that this would help, that she’d help me. I know out of all of us, it’s probably me she likes the least.

      “I can help you, Chris!” She stands up as I’m about to leave the room.

      “How?”

      “I can help you learn to better process so that the switches aren’t as frequent or necessary. I can teach you how to communicate with them. Right now you feel as if you’re the weakest. I can help you change that.”

      I stop my hand on the doorknob.

      “Your biggest weakness is that you were in the dark. You don’t have to be now. You can choose another option.”
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      Lauren

      I sit in front of the large canvas in front of me and stare at it. I keep it here in my office of the gallery, hidden away.

      It’s him.

      Or them. Three faces of the man I love.

      Well, in the middle there’s a large blank space. I don’t know who he’ll end up being tomorrow. Now the picture is a little outdated since Chris shaved off most of his hair this morning. Not that I can say that I blame him. When Collin started growing it out, I knew it was something that both Chris and Cal would hate. I just didn’t think he’d cut it all the way off the second he came back. From what I think I understand is that Chris doesn’t remember anything while he’s away. Only getting glimpses of what happens randomly.

      I can’t imagine what that must be like. To share a body, a mind with other people and be the last to know everything and the first to deal with the results of their actions. He probably feels so powerless in it all—it’s the reason I couldn’t lie to him. Not after everything that’s happened— all the lies told to me, the truths people thought I should be shielded from. Collin asked me to trust him, to believe that he has their best interest at heart, and I do believe that he has their best interest at heart. I think. I hope anyway. It’s what he says and he’s never lied to me—not that I know of.

      Yesterday when Collin told me that Chris was coming back, it was such a surreal moment. How could he know that? How can he be so aware? Is it normal for one of them to know things like that, and why does Cal and Collin know but not Chris? It doesn’t seem fair— though what’s fair in their case? Collin didn’t have to tell me that Chris was coming back, but he did and I appreciate that. It was terrifying as well because it was so normal and casual of him. Collin doesn’t seem to process emotions how most people do, and it’s refreshing but scary at the same time. Truthfully it has only caused me to have more questions. Then it becomes do I want to know all the answers if he had them to give? Who do I want them from? I take a sip of water and pick up my pencil and perfect the dimple in Chris’s cheek. I darken the color in Cal’s eyes, and create the arched brow that Collin typically has. I stare again at the space in the middle. Who would that man be? What would be lost in this process? Will there be one standing or segments of the three?  My phone rings and I see that it’s him.

      Chris.

      “Hey,” he says and I can’t help but smile at the voice I haven’t heard in so long. Chris's voice is distinctive, even when he’s annoyed or frustrated it still holds a warmness, a youthfulness that is different from Cal and Collin’s.

      “I’m outside of your gallery.” I push myself off the floor and head to the window and see him standing there.

      “I’ll be right down to let you in.” I grab the cover and toss it over the canvas, and head downstairs and let him in. When I open the door, he’s standing there with an easy smile, and his bright green eyes make me do the same. I stand aside for him to come in. When I lock the door, I can see him taking everything in.

      “Wow.”

      “It’s beautiful, isn’t it?” I say quietly as I stand beside him.

      “He picked this out?”

      “Yeah,” I say sounding awkward to myself. I hate this part. I hate that we’re back to square one it seems, a tension between us that we fought so hard to get past. I missed Chris, and it’s so crazy how I didn’t even know Collin but his presence being gone has been felt. I even miss Cal while Chris is standing here, I can’t help but think of Collin the man who made my dream come to fruition and it’s the hardest thing to explain.

      “So, is Chicago where you plan on staying?” He turns to me and my heart clenches.

      “Well… I just… I thought you’d be happy here too,” I am confused. I thought that he’d prefer to be here instead of Michigan after everything that has happened.

      “I’m just worried about my mom being there…” he trails off and I nod in understanding.

      “Have you talked to her yet?”

      I wonder what it was like for Mrs. Scott to be told by Collin that Chris was coming back. Was it as surreal to her as it was to me?

      “No, I’ve been with Helen all day.”

      I look at him unable to hide the surprise on my face. His appointment with Helen was at one, and it’s a little before eight now. “You want to see upstairs?” I ask him and he smiles, but it’s a ghost of the ones he used to have. I lead him to the back of the gallery and take the stairs to my office.

      “Wow, this is really big.” He takes a seat on the dark grey sofa I purchased last week.

      “Well, I set it up like this for when I have Caylen here or if I’m working late.” I try to make myself loosen up. I head to the mini fridge and grab a bottle of water. I have everything here I could need. There are two sofas, my desk, computer, television, Caylen’s toys, and my art supplies. His eyes dart around the room before landing on me.

      “I can’t believe you did all of this while I was gone.” I look away from him not knowing what to say. How would I feel if I was gone and he moved on in life with someone else… actually that did happen. I push away the thoughts of Jenna.

      “I’m glad.”

      My eyes widen in surprise. I didn’t expect that response.

      “Your life shouldn’t be at a standstill because of… us,” he says the last part begrudgingly.

      “I’m tired of losing time like this, two months with you and Caylen and my family just gone…” his beautiful face is full of confusion. I walk toward him and take his hands.

      “We’re going to get through this. Everything’s going to work out in the end,” I give him my most convincing smile. He looks at me with a sheepish grin on his face. Now that’s the one I remember, that’s what I miss.

      “Helen said that she could help me try to remember—to not have so many lapses,” he says hesitantly. I sit beside him.

      “That’d be great, Chris.”

      “I just… I hate to put all of my faith in her—in any Crestfield,” he says his face darkening. I nod in complete understanding.

      “But after seeing her today, I felt like there was hope. Not hope in there being a magical fix one day, but hope in the present that I can have some sort of control.” He looks me directly in the eyes, a pained expression on his face. I wrap my arm around his and rest my head on his shoulder.

      “Will you come with me to my next session?” I sit up and look at him, his eyes warm.

      “Of course I would,” I am unable to hide my smile. He smiles so wide I see both his dimples.

      “I just know that she can’t hide things from both of us,” he laughs and I smile. Completely flattered that he’d let me in on something so difficult and personal. Collin never invited me to come to his sessions.

      “Do you have office supplies up here?” he asks me and I nod pointing to the storage locker at the other side of the office. He stands up and walks quickly to it. He opens it and scans it quickly and begins pulling out items. He carries them over to where I’m sitting and lays them all out in front of me. There’s a calendar, a yellow notepad, pens, and sticky notes. He sits down beside them and looks at me.

      “Before I knew about my condition, I used to keep calendars of the days I remember and the days I didn’t.” He flips to the month that we’re in and marks it.

      “I need your help,” he says quietly, his voice and expression vulnerable. I swallow hard and, I take the pen and flip three months back from today.

      “I think we can start from here,” I tell him with a small smile. We go over the days starting from when we found out about Lisa and his dad. I believe that was the day Collin took over. We walk our way through the calendar to when Cal came back and the day after when he became conscious again. Then we walk through the days until this morning. I promise him that any day he’s not here I’ll journal so he won’t miss a thing when it comes to me or Caylen again. I promise until he’s better I’ll make sure he doesn’t miss anything. As I look at all the days he missed—the things he won’t get to experience—the gravity of the situation—his pain, his plight— hits me like a truck and I bite my lip and demand myself to not let any tears escape.

      “If anything happens to me, you promise to never forget me?” His question causes my heart to break. He gives me a playful smile, but his eyes show his fear and uncertainty.

      “Why would you say that, Chris?” I gently cup his face in my hands, and I see the love in his eyes for me. He still smiles for me, and it’s playful, but his eyes give him away. “Did Helen say something to you?” I ask him and he leans back on the couch.

      “No, she didn’t but… With this Collin guy appearing and him knowing so much… it’s not like I’m in a fair fight. I’m being tag-teamed and my hands are tied behind my back,” he says lightly, but I can feel the weight of his words.

      “I could never forget you. I’d never choose to, and that isn’t something for you to worry about.” His eyes smile at me, and I wrap my arm around him and take in his scent, and then I feel his arms wrap around me. I ignore how hard my heart is beating and the stinging sensation in my chest because I really have no clue if there is something to worry about. What I do know is that as far apart as I once thought Cal and Chris were, with Collin added into the mix, it no longer seems as if they’re broken but shattered into pieces. What scares me is if they’ll ever be able to be put together again.
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* * *

      Chris

      “Christopher!” My mom squeals before she’s even fully in the house. She jumps in my arms squeezing me like she did when I was a little boy. I don’t know who’s holding who tighter—me or her.

      “I’m so glad to see you, my boy,” she says after I put her down. Just her being here makes me feel better—like things aren’t impossible and that I can get through anything. If she could get through cancer, I can get through this. I remind myself that I have people on my side. Even if Cal and Collin have the memories and if Helen is telling the truth that I can start to be more conscious when they try to take over—if I can stop the times I switch out—maybe I won’t need integration. I don’t believe for a second it’s what either of them wants regardless of how impartial Collin pretends to be.

      “I’m so glad to see you, mom.” I’m unable to contain the smile on my face. I shut the door behind her, and she beams at me like I’m her most prized accomplishment. She looks good— her eyes vibrant, and the warmth I’ve always known her to have is still there. I wasn’t sure if what my dad did with Lisa would put the light out.

      “Wow, look at his place.”

      “Not exactly my style,” I chuckle and she smiles knowingly.

      “You cut your hair,” she laughs, and I rub it self-consciously.

      “He was wearing a ponytail, Mom,” I mutter, and she takes off her coat.

      “I like it, it looks good on you.” She puts her coat on the back of the chair.

      “Do you want me to take you to your room?”

      “Where is Caylen and Lauren?” she waves off my question.

      “Lauren went to pick up Caylen from her friend Angela’s house. She kept her yesterday for us after Collin told Lauren that I was coming.” Her smile flattens when I say his name. “What did he say to you when he called?”

      She lets out a small breath. “Collin, he’s very polite I’ll say that. Impeccable manners,” she laughs, and I can’t help but frown. “He asked me to come and assist you after your return, and I’m so glad he did. I’ve missed you so much, Chris.” She takes my hand in hers.

      “I guess calling you was the one good thing he did,” I admit. Then I laugh. “Oh wait, he bought Lauren a gallery, he is amazing at his job and no one has anything bad to say about him,” I laugh bitterly. She frowns at me.

      “Christopher, I won’t have anything bad to say about anyone who cooperates in keeping your life in order,” she says in a way that makes me feel like I’m five again. “How are you doing? With everything?”

      “I’m dealing with it. To find out that I’m really a Crestfield and about my birth parents still doesn’t seem quite real yet,” I tell her and she grips my hand tightly. “But I’m more worried about you,” I tell her honestly. She smiles slightly.

      “You cannot worry about me, son. I am a fighter, and I will always be fine you know that,” she reassures me.

      I know she’s a fighter. I saw her kick cancer, but I can still see the sadness hiding behind her eyes. She’s my mom, and I want her to be okay.

      “It still doesn’t mean you can’t be hurt.” She smiles tightly at me, stands and gently grips both of my shoulders.

      “We all will experience hurt in this life, son. The trick is to not let it change who we are—immobilize us. You can’t let the hurt define who you are.” She squeezes my shoulder and then heads to the kitchen, her eyes scanning the contents.

      “I can work with this.” She flashes me a wide smile and gathers several items from the fridge.

      “So you’re okay?” I ask her feeling as if I’m hovering, but I have to know she’s okay.

      “I’m better than I thought I would be,” she tells me as she lines the items out on the counter. Two months is how long I’ve been gone, and I’ve seen that a lot can change in days let alone two months.

      “So you and Dad…” I trail off and she glances at me.

      “He’s still at the house.” She busies herself with the food items, acquainting herself with the cabinets. I don’t know where anything is to direct her.

      “And you’re okay with that?”

      “It is your dad’s house.” She gives me a half-smile as she lays out a cutting board and begins to peel a potato.

      “Mom, have you forgiven him for what he did? Are you guys still together?” I ask her urgently. She stops peeling the potato and turns her full attention toward me.

      “It’s more complicated than that.”

      “If you wanted to leave him, you can Mom. You don’t have to stay with him because of me.” I mean this with everything in me. I’d hate for my mom to feel obligated to be with him after everything he did—after the lies he told, how much he hurt us.

      “Of course not, Chris. You’re a grown man with his own family.” She teases me but I can’t smile back at her.

      “You know what I mean Mom,” I tell her and rub the back of neck.

      “Whatever ends up happening with your father and I, it’s important to me that you don’t hate him.” She touches my wrists, and I glance at her. “I know what he did was terrible, and selfish, and to some unforgivable…”

      To some unforgivable? To anyone it should be unforgivable. He slept with my best friend and got her pregnant. How could anyone just let that go? I run my hand over my head and let out a deep breath. Yesterday I told myself I would have to eventually make things right with my dad but not because I want to forgive him, or because he deserves my forgiveness. The only reason is because I need him—I need as many people on my side as I can get, and I know he hates Cal and he’ll most likely hate Collin. The one thing I can depend on him for is being on my side, but just hearing her say these things makes me question if I can even speak to him without wanting to punch him in the face.

      “He’s your father. I don’t want you to punish him for me,” she says adamantly. Her eyes are clouded with sadness that I didn’t see before, and that sadness doesn’t make me want to forgive him any time soon.

      “He loves you so much, and there is no excusing what he did, but I know he didn’t mean to hurt you.”

      I shake my head. “I don’t think I can forgive him. Every time I think of it, I can’t get him and Lisa out of my head.” She closes her eyes tightly as if I’ve just stabbed her in the chest and I immediately regret what I just said to her.

      “I’m sorry, Mom.”

      “I will always fault your father for trying to hide what happened and it affecting you the way that it did,” she says quietly.

      “It’s not about me. He hurt you, he lied to you!”

      “I know that, Chris!” Her voice is tense but doesn’t break. We both let out a cleansing breath.

      “Forgiveness isn’t easy.” She lets out another breath. “It’s not a magic moment where all of your anger and pain go away. It’s something you have to work at every day.” I can see her chin quivering, and I feel like an asswipe for bringing this up to her.

      “I’m sorry. I shouldn’t have said anything.” I feel a burning sensation in my throat.

      “No, it’s okay. We can’t pretend this didn’t happen. We will work through it and try to get past it.” She says this with a smile even though she’s on the verge of tears. She hugs me gently, and I hug her back. A small part of me wishes that Lisa didn’t tell me what happened, but sometimes you think you want out of the dark and when you’re not, the light is bright and burns.

      

      “Hello, Hello.” Lauren calls out as she returns home just as my mom and I are finishing up breakfast.

      “Princess!!” My mom squeals as Lauren comes in carrying Caylen. She’s gotten bigger since the last time I’ve seen her. Her smile is big and bright and makes me smile. She has a cookie in her mouth with two teeth she didn’t have the last time I saw her. My mom starts to rush over to them but stops herself realizing I haven’t seen her in months. Lauren approaches me with a smile matching our daughter’s and hands her to me. She comes easily and slaps me with the cookie.

      “Hey, Cay.” She offers me her slobbered cookie, and I kiss her on the cheek, spinning her around as she breaks into a fit of giggles.

      “Did you miss me, Cay?” I ask her and when she nods, we all laugh. “I missed you so much.” I kiss her on the forehead.

      “You guys look so cute. I’ve got to get a picture.” My mom grabs her camera. “Big smiles,” she tells us and it’d be harder for me not to smile. She takes more than a few.

      “You get in there, Lauren.” She nudges Lauren toward us. Our eyes meet, and I can’t help but see the joy glittering in them. She leans her head on my shoulder, and we take another.

      “Make sure you send me those, Mom.”

      “Me too,” Lauren adds.
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* * *

      My mom happily kicks us out of the house after Lauren and Caylen eat breakfast. Lauren and I head to Helen’s office for my appointment. It’s only a fifteen-minute walk from Lauren’s building, and for April in Chicago, it’s in the upper 70’s, which she says is magical weather for the season. The sun is bright and there’s an excited energy in the air of good things to look forward to. The weather brightens my mood and is much needed after last night. It was hard seeing the gallery that Collin purchased for Lauren and though it made me smile for her happiness, it also made me want to vomit at the same time. It’s amazing— the space, the lighting, and not too far from her house. She’s already done the decorating and groundwork and will be opening soon. Her dreams are taking shape right before my eyes and I’ve never felt happier for a person in my life, but at the same time, I honestly resent it.

      Even though she didn’t say it, I know how much she loves it and how much she appreciates Collin for giving it to her. He sure made Cal and I look like self-absorbed douchebags. While all we’ve done is drive her crazy, he gave her something she could call her own—a place she could escape to—and she’ll always attribute that to him. Her opening is in three weeks and I can’t help but think that it’ll be him she wishes was there with her.

      “How did things go with your mom?” she asks breaking me out of my thoughts.

      “I’m glad she’s here.” I stuff my hands in my pockets and adjust them again. Lauren looks over at me curiously. “These almost feel too small, which is weird because they’re my size.” I feel a little embarrassed, and she grins at me amused.

      “They’re skinny fit, Chris. They’re supposed to be like that.”

      “I should have had my mom bring my pants from home,” I mutter, and she chuckles.

      “We can go shopping later, grab you some things that are more your style.” She smiles as pretty as the day I met her. I scratch the back of my head. I hate to seem like a pest or difficult, but the majority of the clothes in her closet aren’t anything I would wear. It was fairly easy to distinguish whose clothes were whose. I know that Cal’s into all things dark—most of his clothes various shades of grey and black—and everything else has a designer label attached. Collin’s clothes are out there—nothing a solid color, not a T-shirt in sight—and material that seems too expensive to wear.

      “No, it seems like a waste of money. I can have my mom ship me some of my stuff here when she gets back.”

      “When is the last time you’ve bought new clothes?”

      “Maybe like…. two years ago… I think,” I tell her and she laughs.

      “I think you can afford to splurge a little,” she teases me and she slides her hand into mine. It’s so subtle that it makes my heart jump. I’ve forgotten what it’s like to just simply hold her hand, but I instinctively keep it in mine. It feels good. Yesterday after our talk, we fell asleep at the gallery next to each other but there was space between us—or more like ghosts of multiple personalities past.

      “You know we’ve never sat down and gone over your financials.”

      “You mean like bank accounts?”

      “Yes, your accounts, the stocks you own, it’s all yours.”

      “I bet my name isn’t on anything.” I chuckle, and the smallest frown appears on her face. “I’m sorry. I don’t mean to keep making things difficult.”

      “No, it’s fine. I just never thought about that,” she says lightly. “I think it’s important for you to see what you have available to you. This is your life too, and it may put things into perspective as far as what you’d like to do. Maybe you could go back to school if you wanted, open your own business, start a non-for-profit.” She shrugs while smiling brightly at me.

      “With everything that happened when Cal left, I never really took advantage of the position that he left me in. I wasted a lot of time, sulking… and yes it was probably needed but… I don’t want that for you.” She stops and I look into her eyes and see how genuine she is. I kiss her on the forehead and hold her tighter, and let out a sigh of relief when she hugs me back.
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* * *

      “Good afternoon, Mr. Scott. Dr. Lyce is on a phone call, but after that, she’ll be right with you,” Helen’s receptionist tells us. She’s warm and friendly as if she knows me, but she doesn’t know me. She knows them… or I guess she probably could have been told about me. It’s strange to have someone know about my condition that is a stranger.

      “Can you let her know Lauren will be joining us for our session,” I add and her eyes widen in surprise.

      “Oh, okay. I’ll be sure to let her know,” she promises me with a smile. I leave the desk and take my seat next to Lauren who is smiling widely at me.

      “How much do you want to bet that Helen flips when she finds out I’m coming?” She grins.

      “Well, she’s just going to have to deal with it,” I tell her with a shrug.

      “Thanks for sharing this with me, Chris.”

      “There’s no secrets between us. I don’t ever want there to be.” Lauren smiles even wider, and I think this might come close to topping Collin’s grand gesture of purchasing the gallery.

      “Christopher, she’s ready for you,” the receptionist calls me. I stand and Lauren hesitates a minute.

      “Come on,” I tell her and she grins again and follows behind me to Helen’s office. Helen sits behind her desk as we both walk in. If she’s surprised or annoyed, she doesn’t show it. Lauren closes the door behind us.

      “I’m so glad to see you again Christopher. Good to see you too, Lauren,” she says as we both sit down.

      “Always a pleasure, Helen.” Lauren’s tone is on the brink of sarcastic and that makes me smile.

      Helen asks if we’d like something to drink and we both decline. “Well let’s get right to it then shall we?”

      Lauren rubs her thighs and I get comfortable in my seat. This is the first time I’ve been both excited and nervous before a session. I used to just feel tons of dread when I used to see Helen back when I thought my disorder was strictly neurological.

      “How are you feeling today?” I swallow hard and smile over at Lauren. I let out a small breath and prepare to be open-minded. I’ve gotten so used to having my guard up with Helen, but with Lauren here I’m reminded that I have backup and more importantly that I need to try to make this work for her and our daughter.

      “Better than I thought I would. I was able to see my mom this morning.”

      “That’s great. How was it seeing her again?”

      “It’s always good to see my mom.”

      “Mrs. Scott is great. She’s been so helpful with everything,” Lauren expands. Helen turns her attention to Lauren.

      “When you say with everything, you mean Chris’s transitions?” Helen asks her pointedly. I look at Lauren who nods.

      “Does it make you uncomfortable to say the word transition, Lauren?” Lauren pauses a minute and glances at me. I look back at Helen unsure if me looking at her makes her nervous.

      “Not uncomfortable just…” she shifts in her seat. “I’m not used to saying it,” Lauren responds with a shrug.

      “It’s perfectly okay to refer to what’s happening as it is. One thing I’d like both of you to work on is not being ashamed or embarrassed about what happens.” Helen looks at both of us.

      “I’m not embarrassed of his condition,” Lauren says her voice slightly on edge.

      “I didn’t say that you were,” Helen retorts quickly. I swallow hard, feeling my face redden.

      “I wouldn’t blame you if you were, Lauren. I’m embarrassed by it,” I admit.

      “Admitting it is a really good step,” Helen says.

      “Chris, I’m not embarrassed of your condition,” Lauren says adamantly.

      “Christopher, why do you feel embarrassed,” Helen asks me. I’m quiet for a moment.

      “It’s not normal.”

      “In our last session we discussed that dissociating is something that everyone does just to varying degrees,” Helen reminds me and I nod.

      She looks toward Lauren. “Daydreaming is an example of such.”

      “I know, but they don’t have this disorder,” I tell her.

      “So it’s not the fact that you dissociate. It’s more so the lack of control with you not recalling your actions while you dissociate,” she says and I nod. “And we’re going to be actively working on that.”

      “What do you mean?” Lauren asks.

      “There are many techniques Christopher can employ that can help him to have more control over dissociating and strategies we’re going to be using so that he can be co-conscious,” Helen tells her with a small grin.

      “That’s amazing,” Lauren says enthusiastically.

      “Also, you can be a partner to him in making sure when he does dissociate, he is reminded of the things he doesn’t recall he’s a part of. We discussed that at our last session,” Helen says, and I see Lauren’s smile falter the smallest amount.

      “We talked about it yesterday, the calendar, and journaling,” I tell her and she nods.

      “Are you comfortable with that? Sharing with Chris the things that happens while he’s away?”

      I see Lauren start to squeeze her wrists—her giveaway that she’s nervous or uncomfortable.

      “Anything I can do to help I will,” she replies, but her voice is shaky.

      “Does that make you uncomfortable?” Helen asks. She definitely looks uncomfortable.

      “Why would it be uncomfortable?” she says tightly, her eyes on Helen.

      “It would only be uncomfortable if you continue to see Chris, Collin, and Cal as separate entities.”

      “But that’s how they see each other,” Lauren responds quietly. Her cheeks have flushed pink.

      “Our goal is for Chris to grow beyond that. It’s a crutch.” Helen says sternly. Lauren looks at me.

      “I’ve explained to Chris that they are different sides to his personality. They are not individual people and in order to move forward in his treatment, he has to understand that.” Helen’s stare is now directed at me. Lauren and I glance at each other. We had this idea that we’d control these sessions and tag team Helen, but right now it’s feeling like we’re kids sitting in the principal’s office.

      “It would make things easier for the both of you. Especially you Lauren,” she says her attention now back on Lauren, who’s sunken further into her seat. “Do you feel guilty being intimate with Christopher and Collin?” Helen asks and my mouth falls open. Lauren’s face is bright red now, and her eyes are shooting daggers at Helen. Now I’m looking at Lauren too. Does she feel guilty about being with me? I never thought that she would because I’m the real person. I can see her feeling guilty about Collin, which she should be if she has.

      “You’ve slept with Collin?” The words come out of my mouth quickly. She glances at me, guilt written all over her face, and I try to hide my annoyance, my disappointment.

      “You were gone two months, Chris…” she mutters and my jaw clenches.

      “These are the issues that arise if you continue to distinguish yourself from them, Christopher.” Lauren turns toward me but I keep my gaze on Helen.

      “Do you feel guilty about sleeping with me?” I ask her, and she turns toward me her eyes wide but full of confusion. She’s confused which gives me my answer. I laugh, unable to hide my bitterness and rest my head in my hands.

      “Was it not your body, Chris?” Helen asks. I don’t answer her. I know what her point is, but it doesn’t help me feel any better. The fact that she feels guilty about sleeping with me is more of the issue than her sleeping with Collin.

      “We’ve got some serious issues.”

      “It’s not that I feel guilty,” Lauren says her voice full of guilt.

      “After everything he’s done, you’re still loyal to him?” I ask her and she drops her head to her chest and I shake my head at the turn of events that just happened.

      “I think you both are missing the point of me bringing this up,” Helen interrupts us.

      “What was the point of this, Helen?” Lauren asks sharply.

      “Unless you take a vow of celibacy, this is an issue that you both have to work out,” Helen tells her emphatically.

      “Can I speak to you privately, Helen. Just for a moment,” Lauren asks quietly. “If you don’t mind, Chris.”

      “Take all the time you need.” I need some fresh air. Before I leave the room, I look back at Lauren who is looking at me but with a look that she’s sorry. I don’t want her apology, and I don’t want her to feel guilty either. Cal or Collin don’t deserve anyone’s guilt.
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* * *

      Lauren

      The moment Chris closes the door I feel my chest untighten. I get up from my seat and stand in front of her desk.

      “Why would you ask me that in front of him!” I shout at Helen.

      “Lauren, it is important that they are all on the same page about intimacy with you, otherwise there will continue to be a conflict which will never allow for integration.”

      “Aren’t there levels or steps that you take? You can’t just throw the elephant out there when you have two people trying to figure this crappy puzzle out!” I spit out at her.

      “When you came today I assumed that he knew your feelings about things. You don’t invite someone to your therapy session when you are walking on eggshells.”

      I laugh feeling bitterness crawl up my chest. “That’s what this was about—you are punishing me for coming with him!”

      She lets out a deep breath and an aura of calm surrounds her, while I feel like I’m running a marathon.

      “I’m not here to punish anyone, Lauren. I am here to help you and your husband live the best life possible.”

      “Well, what you just did isn’t going to help things at all.”

      “Yes it will if you two address the situation directly instead of avoiding the issues that will hinder his progress,” she counters. I let out a deep breath and sit back in my seat. “I understand where your anger comes from. However, do you really think this issue will cause the end of you after everything that you two have faced?"

      “Of course I don’t, but it does not make things easier,” I mutter.

      “Cal and Collin share awareness,” she says and my eyes widen.

      “So Cal knows everything that happened with Collin…” She nods before I finish my questions. I push my hands through my hair. Well, that’s going to go great with Cal when he decides to show up.

      “I’m in love with this man. One person—I don’t care who he calls himself or how he decides to behave on what day. I shouldn’t feel guilty for sleeping with my husband… but I do. How do I stop feeling that way? I know that Chris and Cal are going to be angry, but do I deserve their anger when I am technically with my husband?"

      “First things first—you can’t live a separate life with each of them,” she says and I’m baffled by what she means by that. “Regardless of who he transitions into, you need to make life consistent. You need to remain the same person with each.”

      “I try to do that now,” I tell her and she gives me a disbelieving look.

      “Do you?” When she asks this, it automatically makes me second-guess myself.

      “You are not the same with Chris as you are with Collin and Cal. I’ve seen you with all three, and you adjust your behavior accordingly. You coddle Chris, you seem to be more reserved around Collin, and you explode with Cal,” she says and I’m speechless.

      “They all love you, Lauren. You have so much more power than you think.” She looks me directly in the eye, and I have to chuckle at this.

      “I don’t feel powerful.” I put my face in my hands.

      “If you tell them what you just told me and stand firm on it, what choice will they have but accept it? You think they’ll leave you if you refuse?” Helen grins. No, but it’s a lot easier said than done.

      “I did have a question for you, Lauren.” I look at her in surprise. She has a question for me? How nice.

      “When Collin was here… or Chris for the matter—do either of them ever talk in their sleep?”

      “Uhm… no not that I remember, but they usually get up before me.” I wonder what would make her ask a question like that.

      “They’ve never woken you up having a nightmare?”

      “Not that I recall. Why is it important?”

      “I was just curious,” she says simply, and I roll my eyes as if anything about any of this is simple.

      “I’m going to bring Chris back in here, and I’m going to ask him to express how he feels. I want you to stand firm on how you feel, regardless of what you think his reaction is going to be.” Her voice is warm and calm, but it doesn’t calm the tornado of emotions that are swirling inside of me. I can do this. I can tell Chris that I love him—all of him—and that I don’t see why I can’t sleep with every version of him. I have a feeling that this isn’t going to go well.

      “Jennifer, please let Mr. Scott know he can come in now.”

      “Right away,” the receptionist replies.

      The muscles in my stomach tighten. Chris walks in and his expression is blank. His eyes look like deep pools of sadness, and I feel terrible that I have caused it. Helen doesn’t get it—she makes it seem so simple—that I can be this dictator and that their feelings don’t matter. I care about every part of this man. I don’t want any of them hurt, to be upset with me. I just want peace. I just want my husband to love me and for me to be able to love him back. He sits down stiffly, so different from when we first came in as a team, and I’m terrified we’ll leave as opponents. I can only blame myself. I should have talked to him about this myself, and regret that Helen brought it up at our first session together.

      “Thank you for allowing Lauren to speak to me alone.” Helen smiles at him and her eyes study him. His body is rigid, and I wish I could read his mind. I wonder what he must think of me—probably that I’m a disloyal slut, a horny little housewife who gets off on sleeping with three different men when it’s not like that at all. No, I can’t believe that. Chris would never think anything like that. If anything I’ve really hurt him, and maybe even worse, have broken his heart.

      He’s the same person. He’s the same person. I have to keep repeating this to myself as I let out a deep breath and beg my heartbeat to slow down and my voice to not shake when I speak. I shift toward him, but he doesn’t even look at me. My heart sinks and I wish that we had done this last night—when it was him and me in my office. With the romantic, soft lighting, and the ease with which he held me and I rested on him, it would have been such a different scenario. Instead, we’re on opposite sides of Helen’s couch with an audience.

      “Chris,” I speak more softly than I intend to but am hoping I can penetrate the hard wall he’s put up between us. He throws me a sideways glance, his arms across his chest, his lips pressed together in a hard line. He is pissed, and I can’t help but feel more anxious and nervous than I have ever felt before.

      “I love you,” I tell him honestly and with my whole heart, and his head makes the slightest turn toward me. “I have never stopped loving you,” I continue, my eyes glance toward Helen and I feel my nerves climb across my back. This is such a strange situation doing this in front of Helen who is observing everything.

      “I would never do anything to intentionally hurt you, but you have to understand that I want to love every part of you,” I plead with him, but I can see that I’ve lost him from the grunt he lets out. I rub my shoulders feeling a mountain of stress starting to make camp on them.

      “Chris, can you look at me please?” I can hear the desperation in my voice. “I don’t want to cause any of you pain, I don’t want to hurt you—any part of you,” I plead with him. He finally turns and looks at me.

      “Wouldn’t it be a disaster if I only loved one of you? What if it was just you? What if I just loved Cal? Or Collin?" I ask him, and I hear him let out a low breath.

      “This would never work if I only loved one part of you. It would kill me to share you with someone else, and if I shut out any part of you, it could happen. I’m so afraid of that happening,” I plead with him. He looks me in the eyes, and I can see him relenting. It’s not much, but it’s something and I’ll take it.

      “I can’t really give you permission… but I don’t want to talk about it. I don’t need to be updated on what you do with them,” he says, and the fist around my heart unclenches. I look over at Helen silently letting out the breath that was balled up in my throat.

      “You mean with you when you’re not conscious,” Helen interjects.

      “I guess,” he says, and relief floods through me. He’s only one part of the three-sided puzzle, but such a big one. Collin seemed indifferent and Cal…. I doubt things will go this smooth with him but right now Chris is here, and he doesn’t hate me.

      The rest of the session goes by without any more turmoil and doesn’t really involve me at all. Chris talks about feeling disconnected from Collin and Chris, and how he doesn’t feel as if he can relate to them at all. It doesn’t surprise me and shouldn’t come as a surprise to Helen either. She reiterates that they are all one and for him to remain open-minded toward both of them, and his homework is to write a letter to each of them. Chris looks at her as if she’s insane when she suggests this but I’m intrigued. I wish she’d ask him to let me read them, but she doesn’t mention that of course. She asks him what relaxes him and he tells her playing music and suggests that he does it for at least an hour a day regardless of what’s going on—that it’s important for him to make time to relax and de-stress to gather his thoughts.

      “Listen for them,” she says and I can see he’s exasperated but trying to remain open-minded. I squeeze his hand, all that I can do to offer my support. “Will I see you two tomorrow?”

      He confirms and opens the door for me to go out, and we head to the elevator both quiet and in our own thoughts.

      “So, what did you think?”

      “I’m glad you were there with me,” he tells me and I smile thankfully. Given how the session began, I assumed he’d regret having me come.

      “I’m glad I was there too.”

      “What did you think of her as a doctor?” he asks.

      I shrug. “I don’t know. I think she’s knowledgeable—I’ll give her that. How did you feel?”

      “I guess I’ll know more when I start to make progress,” he says as the door opens. He waits for me to go out first. As we walk outside of the building, I turn to him to look at him, and the sun is reflecting off his eyes. The sight of them still steals my breath away.

      “I think that we should alternate sessions. I’ll go with you to every other one,” I tell him and he frowns at me.

      “Are you sure?”

      “I’m sure. I can still make sure everything’s on the up and up, but you can have your own space to vent about things that are private.” I know that Chris trusts me, and he needs to see that I trust him too.
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* * *

      The first thing I notice when I step inside the house are amazing smells that have never come out of my kitchen before. I have gotten a little better at cooking —I can make hamburgers, baked chicken, fish and follow most simple recipes without creating a disaster—but not many things smell as good as Mrs. Scott’s cooking. Caylen is sleeping on the couch, and I kiss her cheek before heading to the kitchen where Mrs. Scott is tasting from a large pot.

      “Did I tell you how happy I am that you’re here,” I remind her and she smiles widely at me. “Here taste this,” she says, and my mouth waters as she puts string beans on a plate for me to taste. I grab a fork and pop them in my mouth.

      “Oh my gosh,” I am salivating for more as I finish my little taste. “I’ve never had string beans that taste like this.”

      She grins, “I used smoked turkey and my secret recipe that I’ll write down for you.”

      “They don’t even taste like vegetables,” I say in shock. She places the top back on the pot. “I also made pot roast and potatoes.” I’ve never been more excited for food before I met this woman.

      “Where’s Chris?” she asks joining me at the table.

      “He’s actually meeting with Dexter. He’s finding out about his financials and plans to get more information on… his job,” I tell her. She looks at me wide-eyed.

      “Wow, I didn’t think of all the little things he’d need to do to merge his lives together. How did his session go?” she asks curiously.

      “It went well—a little shaky at first—but we’re really counting on Helen to be professional and honest with us.”

      “I know you probably can’t go into much detail but… did he mention me and his father?” Her warm expression suddenly becomes a bit gloomy from the nervousness that she is likely feeling.

      “We didn’t really focus on his family in this session. It was more of coping techniques and him finding commonalities with Collin and Cal. He said he’s glad you’re here,” I tell her taking her hand and squeezing it, and this time her smile is genuine though there’s still worry etched on her face.
      “Has he spoken to Aidan by any chance?”

      “No not that I know of,” I tell her honestly.

      “And… Lisa hasn’t reached out?” That question catches me completely off guard. It’s a name that sucks the life out of the room. Thinking of her is bittersweet. I had grown really close to her before everything happened. She always supported me when Chris was confused about me and was still with Jenna. I hate how things were before me, and she still crosses my mind every so often. But what she did with Mr. Scott was terrible, and no one hates it more than Mrs. Scott.

      “No, I haven’t heard from her since… since before everything happened.”

      “Well, a lot has happened since then,” she sighs. My pulse starts to climb, and I let out a deep breath and prepare myself for what she’s about to say. I pray that what she says next is something good despite my intuition screaming otherwise.

      “Well, Lisa came to our house last month and she dropped off her daughter to us,” she says tightly. My eyes widen in shock.

      “Dropped her off as in—she has been visiting you and Mr. Scott?” I ask confused.

      “No as in she signed over custody to William and me,” she pushes out her words quickly and my mouth drops open in surprise.

      “W-what?”

      “She signed over custody, dropped her off with a suitcase and a duffle bag, and a letter saying that she was sorry. She asked me to love her daughter.” Mrs. Scott voice breaks, and I’m not sure what to do. Do I tell her I’m sorry or congratulate her because her eyes are smiling but she’s on the verge of crying?

      “Wow. I don’t know what to say. How are you handling things?”

      She smiles tightly. “You know after I found out about her, when Chris first told me, all I could imagine was the betrayal and how the child I imagined was a symbol of that.” She takes a deep breath then her eyes smile.

      “But when I saw her, she was just a little girl. She wasn’t the monster I had made her to be in my mind. She was this beautiful little thing with William’s eyes, who was coloring and eating the cookies I baked that morning.”

      Though she has a tight smile, her eyes glisten and tears fall down her cheek. I grab a paper towel and hand it to her. I try to keep my face blank, but I can’t help fighting my own tears. I cannot imagine the situation Mrs. Scott has found herself in, how she’s managed to pull something good from it, and my heart breaks for the little girl caught in the middle.

      “The letter that Lisa wrote me made me see her as a broken girl who made bad decisions not as this conniving femme fatale.” I can feel the weight of her conflict—sadness vs. the fear of happiness—the same things I’ve battled.

      “You’re going to stay with Mr. Scott?” I guess giving her a warm smile.

      “I don’t know. I’m still dealing with things, but I don’t hate him more than I love him. After everything that has happened, I was sure it would be the opposite.”

      “No one can judge you for the decision that you make, Mrs. Scott.” I assure her but she covers her face with her hands.

      “I’m worried about how Chris will deal with this,” she whispers quietly as if he’ll walk in at any moment. My thoughts drift to the night when Chris and Mr. Scott had their big fight, how he said he’d never forgive him. We haven’t talked about what’s happened with his parents since he’s been back. I know secrets and omissions have never been a good thing for him but thinking of how he will react when Mrs. Scott tells him that not only is she leaning toward staying with Mr. Scott but that they’ve taken in his love child, a nervous feeling runs through me. I swallow hard and try to choose my words carefully. This situation is so sensitive and the wrong word could put an ugly scar on the entire situation.

      “Did Mr. Scott talk to you about the last time he saw Chris?” I ask carefully and she nods ever so slightly.

      “He told me that Chris hates him—and from the brief conversation I had with Chris this morning—I’m not sure if anything has changed. Though he hasn’t had much time to change his mind.” Technically Chris has only had a few days to process all of what’s happened.

      “I think the best thing is to just take things slow,” I tell her, not thinking of anything else that we could do.

      “I haven’t made my decision yet,” she adds, and I let out a sigh of relief.

      “Right.” If she hasn’t made her decision yet about staying with Mr. Scott then this isn’t something that is urgent for us to tell Chris—at least not right at this moment.

      I ignore the little voice that is telling me that I’m lying again as my worry grows of how this will all affect Caylen if this doesn’t come together soon.
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      Chris

      Walking into Crestfield Corporation is surreal—seven floors at the top of one of the tallest buildings in Chicago, people in suits and expensive looking clothing all bustle about, women in heels that look like they should be on the cover of magazines instead of in offices. Glass windows overlooking the waterfront. It’s unlike anything I’ve seen in Madison.

      “Mr. Scott, you’re here to see Mr. Crestfield?” a short, cute, blond-haired woman asks me with a bright smile.

      “Umm, yeah,” I tell her and she cheerfully gestures for me to follow her.

      “I like your haircut.” She seems very lively and animated, and though I don’t remember her, she has obviously seen me before if she is noticing my haircut.

      “Uh, thanks.” I follow her down a long hall toward two big glass doors. She swipes a card.

      “Well, hello, Collin. You wanted to see me?” My face goes blank when I see who it is, and I look back at the woman who brought me here.

      “I meant the other Crestfield,” I tell her and she looks at me baffled.

      “But sir, you told me it was a priority to secure you the first meeting available with Mr. Crestfield Sr.,” she stammers. I nod and let out a an exasperated sigh. This meeting must have been Collin’s idea.

      “He’ll be fine from here, Stacy.” Dexter gives her a charming smile before she scurries out of the office.

      “Well, don’t just stand there. Have a seat.” He gestures to one of the smaller chairs in front of his ginormous desk. My feet feel stuck in place. I haven’t seen him in years. He still looks the same—dressed like a rich man in a cigar commercial. He tilts his head slightly to the right as if questioning who I am and a smile spreads across his face.

      “Chris?” he says with a laugh in his voice. I push my hands in the pockets of these too-tight jeans.

      “Come now, I’m not the boogeyman.” He lifts a glass of brown liquid to his lips. I swallow hard. There are tons of questions I should be asking this man—this man I’ve only known to detest and be weary of—yet he sits in front of me as if I’m his best friend. I reluctantly take a seat.

      “I gather that it’s not you who asked for the meeting with me?” He leans back in his chair. It’s not a surprise that he knows the true nature of my condition. When my dad asked him for his help, of course he’d want to know all of the details and keep track especially since… he’s my biological dad.

      “No,” I tell him shortly.

      “Well, you have a half hour on my calendar. Most people would sell their first born child for that.” He displays a sly grin. I’ve only met Dexter Crestfield Sr. a few times in my life, and each of those times I’ve never been alone with him. I was always with my parents or a crowd. I study his face this time though, his hair is dark with streaks of grey, but still full and carefully groomed. His dark green eyes are deep set and his jaw square underneath a short-kept beard. I look at him trying to see myself in him. I can’t believe this man is my dad, and I share his blood.

      “I must say that I expected more of an emotional outburst from you since the last time we met…. or when your counterpart intruded on my dinner.”

      “I really don’t have anything to say to you,” I tell him coldly. He looks at me curiously, as if no one has ever said that to him. I know he’s my biological dad and I should have millions of questions for him—why he didn’t keep me, what my mother was like, did he regret giving me up—but all I see is the same man I’ve always seen. He is a distant relative with more money than one person should have and who’s used to being treated like God.

      “How curious. I would think the first time you sit down with the owner of your company or at the very least, your father, that you’d have a list of things to say.” His condescending grin makes me so angry—I can feel my face harden and my whole body stiffens.

      “You’re not my father. My father's name is William, my mother’s name is Gwen and regardless of who reached out to you, I don’t need or want anything from you. I have enough problems with my actual family than to go out looking for more.”

      He looks at me as if studying me then lets out a laugh and nods his head.

      “I like you, Chris.” He leans back in his chair. “William raised you well.” He seems pleased with himself, except how can someone be pleased over something they had nothing to do with? I imagine he’s like Dexter—a narcissist who will take credit for anything that makes him look good.

      “The thing is… I see a lot of your mother in you,” he says leaning forward and my heart jumps.

      “My mother’s name is Gwen,” I remind him, and he grins.

      “If only that were true then you wouldn’t be as screwed up as you are.” He sniggers. I squeeze the tip of my knees.

      “You don’t know anything about me.” I scoff at him and stand. He laughs and this time, it’s full of condescension.

      “See that’s where you’re wrong. I know everything about you,” he says wagging a finger at me. I roll my eyes at him and shake my head in disgust, my teeth starting to grind against each other.

      “I know your family obviously. I know who your friends are, every job you’ve ever held, classes you’ve taken. I even have a list of the women Cal screwed before he met that beautiful wife of his…. or yours. I also have evidence of the myriad of illegal conundrums he’s found himself in—including the newest—the attempted murder.”

      “What do you want from me?” I ask him through gritted teeth.

      “I want what any loving, kind father would want,” he tells me with a sincere smile but his tone is full of sarcasm. “Loyalty, honesty, and respect.” His smile is replaced with a serious sneer.

      “Why would you want my loyalty or my respect? I’m just a kid you dropped off on your step kid’s doorstep.” The words feel good to say, though so foreign after I’ve said them. He laughs, but his eyes are hard as steel.

      “Like it or not, we’re family… son.”

      I think of my words carefully, this time before saying them. Though I can’t stand this man, I know the type of power he has, and as much as I’d like to punch him in the face, he’s not an enemy that I want or can afford to have with all of the things I have going on. I do know that for some reason he considers me a threat, or he wants something from me. He stands from his desk and walks toward me. Looking at him, he’s taller than I thought, maybe an inch taller than me.

      “Family looks out for one another.” He leans against the front of his desk so that he’s closer to me. “Sometimes things happen that we don’t understand but it’s all for the best. We’re like a team. You and I, Dexter and Helen…. Lauren. If one domino falls, we all do.” He puts his hand on my shoulder and I have to stop myself from removing it.

      “It’s good to be on the winning team, Christopher. I know that William probably painted me as some big, bad villain, but I’m not like that at all,” he says as if he’s the most misunderstood person on the planet. “I am a family man. It’s of the upmost importance to me. I’ll do anything to protect the ones that I love. I’m sure we both have that in common. So it’s in my best interest that you fall along the same line that everyone else does.” He pauses and I’m not sure if he’s waiting on a response or if he’s just doing it for dramatic effect.

      “We’re on the same page, yes?”

      “Sure. Whatever,” I tell him. His eyes stare into mine as if trying to identify my weaknesses, then he shoots me a wide smile.

      “Great,” he walks back over to his desk and picks up the phone.

      “Ellen, can you come and escort Mr. Scott down to Dexter Jr.’s office please?”

      “It was nice talking to you, Christopher. We must do this again soon.”

      I scratch my head and turn to open the door, but the woman from earlier has already opened it.

      “You can follow me, Mr. Scott.” She waits for me to follow her. I walk behind her still thinking of how weird the conversation I just had with Dexter Sr. was. I felt like I was being interrogated and threatened at the same time, but he didn’t even raise his voice once. There was something sinister behind his smile almost like a threat underneath his words.

      “Here we are,” she says opening the door to another office. I smile gratefully at her. Does she know? If I work here, wouldn’t she think it’s weird that I have to be taken places that I should know about already?

      “Christopher, it’s good to see you,” he says. I walk into the office and feel relieved for the first time in my life seeing Dexter. After meeting his father, it’s great seeing an old friend.

      “We’ll call you if we need anything, Stacy.” Stacy closes the door and I walk over and sit in one of the chairs in front of Dexter’s desk.

      “You look like you’ve just seen a ghost,” he says wearing an amused smirk.

      “I just saw your dad.” He arches a brow leaning back in his seat.

      “Really. How did that go?”

      “You didn’t tell him I was coming?” I ask him confused. He smiles slyly.

      “My father knows everything that goes on in this company. He doesn’t need me to ring any alarms for him.”

      I shake my head wondering how people work in this type of world, where calculation and manipulation seem to be key to surviving. I think back to when Dexter and I were close, almost like brothers before his mom died and he went away to boarding school. When he came back from school, he was different. I shudder to think of how I would have turned out if I was raised by that man. Though Dexter Jr. wasn’t really raised by him since he only came home during the summers. But for Dexter Sr. to be able to make decisions that would affect my life, be the person to shape who I would become, I’m thankful for the life I had growing up because I’m screwed up enough.

      “So, you want to see your financials?”

      I’m shocked that he doesn’t ask why his father wanted to see me… or our father. I wonder how he feels about all of this—knowing that his dad cheated on his mom and had a kid who he lied about his whole life. It doesn’t occur to me until I’m sitting here that Dexter isn’t a uncle through marriage but… my brother, and I feel sorry for him.

      “Uhm, yeah,” I tell him trying to keep my emotions in check. He grins and slides a folder over to me. I open it and pull out the pieces of paper. My eyes scan what looks like screen shots of bank statements and financial portfolios. When my eyes land on the total net worth, I almost choke on my own spit.

      “I’m worth seven million dollars?!” I am stunned in disbelief. I’ve never seen so much money staring back at me in my life. Before today, I had five thousand dollars in my savings and four hundred in my checking account.

      “And Collin has been steadily increasing that. He has a spectacular eye for the market,” Dexter says.

      “I can’t believe this.” I stare at the paper in front of me. Granted a lot of the money is tied up in stocks and my 401k, but sitting in just one of my personal checking accounts is five hundred thousand dollars.

      “You’re a lot easier to please than your counterpart,” Dexter chuckles, and my eyes bug out.

      “You mean this isn’t enough for him?” I ask in disbelief.

      “Nowhere near it. He just negotiated an increase in your salary…”

      “Which would mean?”

      “Your salary is 1.4 million annually,” he says and my mouth drops open. I let out a long whistle, completely baffled.

      “What is it that I do here exactly?” I swallow the huge lump in my throat. A grin spreads across his face.

      “Well, it depends on who’s in the driver’s seat,” he sits a drink down in front of me and I wave him off.

      “This isn’t my life. This can’t be my life. I’m not rich, I’m not a business shark…” I stand from my chair and begin to pace the office.

      “Do I pay taxes on this?”

      “Yes all of that is taken care of.” He watches me with amusement. I’ve got to pull myself together.

      I’m rich.

      “I-I don’t know what to say.” I am completely baffled.

      “You seem surprised.”

      “Well, yeah…” I feel like the reason should be completely obvious to him.

      “You’ve been to your house. Have you seen his cars, the clothes he wears… did you think all of those things were on loan?” He chuckles.

      “No, I mean I knew they were expensive but… it’s a lot different when you see the numbers…”

      “I’m sending you a secure email with all of your usernames and passwords,” he tells me, and I gulp.

      “What am I supposed to do with that?”

      “Well, I would suggest that you allow us to continue to manage your portfolio, and as far as what’s in your checking account, that’s entirely at your discretion.”

      “I’m sure Lauren can go over the expenses that you incur each month but your mortgage is paid off, and all of your cars are owned or on company lease.”

      I try to focus on breathing. “I don’t understand how or why do I have all of this?” I ask confused. His smile turns into a small grin.

      “Well, after everything came out, it only makes sense. You’re a Crestfield.” It does make sense. Dexter Sr. didn’t help me as a favor to my dad—he helped me because I’m his blood, his secret son.

      “Okay, so what do you want me to do? I don’t want any part of what ‘they’ve been doing,” I tell him nervously.

      “I think we have a place that would be a great fit for you,” he says with a grin.

      [image: ]
* * *

      Lauren

      “Lauren,” I open my eyes and see Chris standing in front of me. His face is lit up—his smile so bright—he’s almost beaming. He looks like he did right after I first met him, that simple time when he didn’t let the heaviness of our situation weigh him down. I sit up in bed and try to wipe the sleep from my eyes. He called me and said it would be awhile before he made it home, but I didn’t think he meant this long. I glance at the clock on our dresser; it’s 11:30 at night.

      “Hey…” My voice trails off when I notice all the bags crowded around our bed. There are at least fifteen of them.

      “Wow.” I laugh. I know I had mentioned that he needed some new clothes earlier, but I didn’t really take Chris as a ‘shopper.’ I thought he’d grab a few shirts and jeans.

      “This isn’t for me. I bought Caylen some toys, and the saleswoman picked out some stuff for you and my mom too,” he says enthusiastically. He hands me a bag that distinctly says Neiman Marcus, and I am surprised. I didn’t take Chris for a Neiman’s guy, more like an Old Navy guy.

      “I asked my assistant where I should go shopping since I’m not from here and she took a half day off and went with me to this place called the Magnificent Mile,” he says enthusiastically, like a kid in a candy store. I try to hide my annoyance at the fact that he went shopping with his assistant instead of calling me, but he’s so cute in his excitement.

      “I take it your meeting with Dexter went well?” I open one of the bags he hands me and see a cute little purple and white jumpsuit for Caylen.

      “Yeah. Did you know I had that much money?” he asks matter-of-factly.

      “I had an inkling,” I say with a giggle.

      We go through several bags of stuff for me and Caylen. I try to get a picture of his assistant in my head. She has amazing taste, and there isn’t one item I picked up that I didn’t like, but it’s all expensive. After marrying Cal, it put me into a whole other ladder financially, but I still consider myself frugal. That’s not to say that I don’t have several expensive handbags and pairs of shoes, but I still scoff at the prices of designer clothing, and looking at the tags of this stuff makes me cringe. I could have gotten similar items for Caylen from Target or H&M, but I don’t have the heart to tell him.

      “Do you like it,” he asks me like a wide-eyed teenager, and I nod.

      “Yes, it’s all really nice,” I tell him. “But where is your stuff?”

      “Well, the stuff she showed me for men didn’t really fit me, but she did take me to get fitted for some suits. I guess when I start working there I can’t exactly walk around in jeans and T-shirts."

      “Working there?” I ask surprised. I never in a million years thought that Chris would consider working at Crestfield Corp. I still thought he’d be on the fence about living in Chicago.

      “Yeah, but not doing what Collin and Cal did. I don’t even really know what they did, but Dexter’s set me up with a position in their public relations division. They choose the charities the company donates to, the programs they sponsor, and coordinate events for fundraisers and things like that. I could really make a difference there.”

      He looks so happy, it’s contagious. I’m so shocked that he went in reluctantly and came out almost enthusiastic about whatever they showed him.

      “I did get one thing for myself today, though,” he tells me excitedly. He disappears out of the room in a flash, and when he returns he’s holding a guitar.

      “Oh my gosh, it’s beautiful.” The guitar practically gleams—it’s white with gold trim, and looks as if it has always belonged to him. When he puts the strap on his shoulder, he looks like an ethereal rock star, especially with his new haircut. He strikes a few chords and I pull my knees to my chest and wait for him to begin playing. He smiles at me bashfully.

      “Any requests?” He has a playful glint in his eye that I’ve missed, and I feel myself blush.

      “Anything you play, I’ll love,” I tell him, and he grins and begins to play the most beautiful chords. They are slow and melodic, and I want to close my eyes and let the music wrap around me, but I don’t want to take my eyes off of him. He looks happy—not just happy but peaceful—and I haven’t seen him at peace in so long. When he begins to sing, the little goose bumps that have been absent the past few days wake up and walk across my body. His eyes lock on mine, and he begins to sing Justin Nozuka’s After Tonight. I was obsessed with this song the year I started dating Cal. Is it a coincidence or does he remember? He sings and my heart slows and my skin warms. I bite my lip and squeeze my knees together trying to downplay how wonderful he looks, how sexy this moment is, then he takes the guitar off and places it up against the wall.

      “Please don’t stop…” I ask him quietly and his eyes smile at me.

      “I mean the singing,” I tell him bashfully. He gives me a lopsided grin and continues to sing. He walks toward me and stops when he reaches the bed. I crane my neck to look at him. He leans down so we’re at eye level and continues to sing to me. My heartbeat has gone from slow to erratic. Chris never looks more confident or seems as sure of himself than when he sings. I smile at him and sway from side to side as he continues, and when his hands touch my waist, he pulls me up so we’re standing chest to chest. I can’t help but let out a breath to keep from floating away. We begin to dance. His hands slowly make their way across my back and I wrap my arms around his neck. His voice grows quieter until it’s just pretty whispers near my ear, but we continue to sway. I look up at him, his eyes are locked on mine and I can’t look away. His eyes glide down to my lips, and I can’t help but moisten them. Little by little we’re no longer swaying but taking little steps back toward the bed until I bump against it. I place my hands on his chest, and his hands slip between the material of my shorts and skin and linger there. Our lips hover near each other’s, the energy has changed from exciting and playful to hesitant lust. But why are we hesitant… because of earlier today? But that hesitancy doesn’t stop his lips from reaching mine, and they’re soft and our kiss is tentative. When I’m on the bed with him on top of me, his hands begin to explore my body and piece by piece our clothes come off and he’s inside of me. And all of our problems from earlier disappear.

      

      When I wake up, the room is clean of all the bags and boxes from earlier.

      “I made you breakfast,” I look over and see Chris sitting with a tray of what looks like pancakes, bacon, and a glass of orange juice. I sit up in shock. He’s completely dressed, wearing one of the few T-shirts and jeans he brought with him when we came back to Chicago. It looks like his hair has already started to grow back—the prickles of hair seem to be peeking out more than they were the day before.

      “Thank you,” I pull the sheet over my naked body and he sits the tray on my lap.

      “Where’s your mom and Caylen?” I ask taking a sip of orange juice to clear away my morning breath.

      “At the park and then they’re going to the library. My session is in about an hour and I’ll be heading out.” He steals a piece of my bacon, and I giggle taking a bite of it. My eyes sweep over him, and he seems as if a burden has been lifted off him. Last night, he made love to me and it was sweet and fun. He was so playful during it that I felt like I was in high school all over again. The times Chris and I have slept together it was always intense and slow, but this time it was different.

      “You seem different today,” I glance at him unable to contain my own grin. He smiles at me.

      “Well, it’s still me,” he teases and I’m so surprised at how light and casual he is about it. He turns his body fully toward me and rubs the back of his neck.

      “I think I’ve been looking at this through the wrong lens.” He shakes his head as if he’s figured out a problem he’s been working years to solve. I look at him curiously. “With what we have—the resources, the money, the influence that Crestfield Corp has—we could do great things,” he says excitedly.

      “My mom and I have worked at that Kreuk place for years. Scraping barely enough together to implement programs for people who otherwise wouldn’t have access to what most people take for granted. It helped, and it felt good, but we weren’t able to do as much as we wanted.” His smile softens.

      “But with the money that Crestfield pays me and having access to the resources they have, I could really do some good.” His eyes light up with excitement. He is genuinely happy, and it makes me happy for him. To know that he cares about people outside of himself, it warms my heart and I set aside the tray and crawl over to him and sit on his lap. He looks surprised but amused.

      “You’re amazing, Chris.” I kiss him softly on the lips.

      “You’re amazing, Lauren. I jumped to conclusions about you. Though you are rich, you’re so down to earth. I guess I don’t have a good history with rich people, and you never seemed like one,” he chuckles.

      “I’m rich?” I ask in amused disbelief.

      “You have ten times more money than anyone I know. Well, aside from the Crestfields,” he says.

      “Well, you sort of are a Crestfield now,” I tease him back regretting the words as soon as I say them. His eyes crinkle a bit, and he lets out a small breath.

      “I am and I plan on exploiting that name as much as I can to do as much good that can be done,” he tells me confidently. I kiss him again just for being Chris. I think I’ve fallen in love with this man all over again in the span of a day.

      “I wanted to ask you something.” I smile at him bashfully. “About the song you played last night…” He looks at me and I see his cheek turn a bright shade of red.

      “Did you like it?” He grips my waist tighter, and I bite my lip as I feel him come alive under me.

      “Yes,” I tell him flirtatiously. “But what made you pick that song?” I ask him, as I feel the sheet being pulled down from my body. My breathing picks up.

      “What do you mean?” His eyes glide over me, and I fight myself to not cover my body and allow him to see me, to let him know that I know I’m his.

      “It’s one of my favorite songs. I played it all the time right before we got married,” I am proud of myself that I used the word we and not Cal. He flinches though, and the playful, lustful gaze he had is lost and has now turned serious.

      “I know,” his face scrunches up as if he’s in deep thought.

      “You know?”

      “I remember,” he tells me quietly and my heart stumbles over itself.

      “You remember?”

      “It’s strange because I didn’t have a memory or a flashback. I just sort of knew,” he explains, seemingly confused himself. He scratches his head and I sit back on the bed.

      “That’s great,” I tell him happily. For him to remember that—it’s small but it’s something—and for him to remember without actually trying is huge to me.

      “Yeah,” he agrees but he doesn’t look too excited. His brow is furrowed and he seems like he’s in deep thought. I take his hand.

      “It’s a good thing, Chris,” I take his face in my hands, and he smiles softly at me.

      “Yeah,” he says before kissing me, but the energy that was just here before, how easy it was, is now different. If Chris was removing bricks off of his chest, I just set one back on it.

    

  


  
    
      
        
        

        
          Chapter Ten

        

      

    
    
      Chris

      “Solo today?” Helen says as she walks into the office. Lauren has agreed to come to some sessions with me, and we agreed that some sessions I’ll come alone. Helen seems to be in a good mood today. I wish I was in a better mood today. Yesterday was one of the best days I’ve had in a long time. Finding out that I have the means and the resources to do something good and being able to buy Lauren and Caylen things without worrying about the price are some of the best feelings ever.

      I never experienced that before. I would have never considered myself poor growing up— my parents have had the farm since before I was born, and we always had two cars and a nice home—but my parents raised me to be responsible with money because after the necessities there wasn’t a lot to splurge on, and even less left to really make a difference in the world with. But now that seems possible. With this money, I can now breathe and not think about how bad things have been, or about the things I haven’t had a chance to do because now I have a chance to do more than I ever imagined. Lauren looked so beautiful when I woke her up last night. I fought with myself whether to let her sleep or not, but I wanted to share how I was feeling with her, to show her that I’m not the sad mopey one all the time. Seeing the way she looked at me, not them but me, how she moaned my name and lay in my arms—I wanted to just enjoy the time with my wife. And even this morning, watching her sleep and talking to her about what the future could hold felt great, but then she brought up that song.

      “You seem to be in deep thought—how about you share?” She grins at me like a concerned old friend and I let out a deep frustrated breath. It’s our fourth session together and I feel more comfortable with her, but sometimes it feels like pulling teeth to open up to her. Opening up means getting answers and I need those, especially with the opportunity I have to really make things right. With all of the time that’s been taken away from me, it would all be worth it if I’m able to really do something good. It would make up for never being able to get my teaching license, never traveling, or following through on a decision I made.

      “I remembered something,” I tell her and she sits straighter in her chair.

      “It was a song that Lauren says is one of her favorites,” I explain. She picks up her pen and writes something on her notepad.

      “I played it last night for her, and this morning she said that it was her favorite song. She used to play it all the time before she married Cal,” I tell her. She arches an eyebrow at me.

      “You mean before she married you,” she corrects me, and I shrug.

      “You’ve had memories before.”

      “Yeah but they used to be like flashbacks, and this wasn’t like that. I just sort of knew… I guess.” She nods and writes something on her Ipad.

      “Is that a good thing?” I ask her, and she looks up at me with a soft smile.

      “Yes, any memory that comes to you is a good thing, that it didn’t come as what you would call a flashback isn’t anything to be concerned about. If anything I would say that it shows that it was shared.” She says jovially and I look at her confused.

      “What do you mean?”

      “It means that sometimes you can snatch memories and other times they are given to you by another side of yourself,” she explains.

      “You mean Cal or Collin?”

      “Yes exactly. How did you feel about what you were doing?” She sits in her chair and waits for me to respond.

      “I felt great. I always feel good when I’m playing my guitar, but why would they share a memory with me?”

      “It could be for any number of reasons, but sharing thoughts and memories is good. I couldn’t say for sure until I speak to them, but Collin has expressed being open to sharing with you,” she says casually. I feel myself frown. Isn’t he just the greatest?

      “Chris, how do you feel about Collin?”

      “I don’t know the guy. He is just another hurdle to get over,” I tell her with a shrug.

      “Have you started on your letters to them?” she asks, and I realize I have completely forgotten about the letters.

      “I’ve had a lot going on with getting settled into work, and my mom is here and spending time with Caylen and Lauren.”

      “Thirty minutes out of your day shouldn’t be much,” she tells me. I rest my weight on my elbows. I don’t want to write a letter to them—it seems stupid and ridiculous but what do I know? I’m more lost in this than anyone else.

      “I’ll start tonight,” I promise her and she looks pleased.

      “Have you heard them?” she asks and I look at her confused. “Have you heard either of them try and speak to you?” It’s not too often that a person refers to you hearing voices as normal.

      “I don’t think so.”

      “Why don’t you think so?” She’s starting to ask too many questions and I feel myself getting impatient and antsy in my seat, so I stretch my legs out in front of me making the space suddenly seem smaller.

      “I used to hear Cal’s.” I tell her and her expression remains blank. “His was more like taunting though. Never anything constructive.” She writes on her Ipad, but keeps her eyes on me. “After I came back, I heard thoughts that didn’t seem like they were mine, but I am pretty sure they weren’t Cal’s either.”

      “Have you ever tried to speak back to them?” I can’t help but snicker, but her face is completely serious

      “No.” I tell her as if it’s obvious. For one, I didn’t even know that was possible and two, I really am not interested in getting to know either of those jerks. She stands from her seat and walks over to sit in the chair beside me.

      “Are you afraid of them?” she asks and I feel anger rise up in my chest.

      “No, I’m not afraid of them,” I scoff at her.

      “Then why wouldn’t you want to talk to them?” she asks, and I look at her again as if it’s obvious.

      “Because they want my life, they’ve tried to shut me out of my life. I’m angry not, I'm afraid!” I shout at her.

      “Do you think you’ll ever stop being angry?”

      I frown at her question and get up from my seat. I feel energy swirling around inside of me that I have to let out.

      “If they stop trying to screw up my life,” I say through a nervous laugh.

      “And what would you want them to do in order to not ‘screw up your life,’” she says in air quotes.

      “Go away and never come back.” I smile widely at this and she frowns.

      “You’ve done peer mentoring before haven’t you, Christopher?” she asks and I nod.

      “If you had two students you worked with who didn’t get along, what would you have them do?”

      I roll my eyes knowing where this is going. “This isn’t the same thing!” I let out a strained breath and sit down. “Fine. I’d have them talk about what the problem is, and try to find common ground, let them know that they don’t have to like each other but respect is essential,” I tell her begrudgingly.

      “That sounds like amazing advice.” She tells me with a triumphant grin. I sit down feeling defeated, and think back to all the kids I used to mentor and how they sometimes would look at me as if I didn’t understand what it was like to be young and misunderstood. They thought my life was perfect and that I couldn’t possibly understand or give them advice. Now I’ve traded places with them.

      “We talked about control the last time you were here. Control is power. Knowledge is control. Communication gives you the keys to access those things.” She explains as if it’s the simplest answer in the world. I unzip my khaki jacket and set it beside me—it’s starting to get hot in here. The prospect of being able to talk to them freaks me out. I never thought it would be possible, but in some way I guess it would be like talking to myself.

      “You talked about co-consciousness before.” She studies me for a second and then nods.

      “Chris and Collin already are, right?” I ask and she gives me a tight smile. “Or you can’t answer that?”

      “What I can tell you is that your alternate states of mind have been in communication for awhile,” she says with a sympathetic grin. Great, it’d make sense why I’m the one left out of the loop.

      I shift in my seat. “So if I was considering doing this, how would it work? Would I stand in a mirror or something?” I laugh, but she maintains its seriousness.

      “Not quite.” She gives me an empathetic smile.

      I feel so confused. “You can meet with them,” she adds, and I think she’s pulling my leg at this point.

      “I’m serious Chris. We’ve already discussed how phenomenal the power of the human mind is—your mind specifically.” She looks at me almost in awe. It only makes me uncomfortable. “You can imagine a place in your mind where you could meet them.”

      “Where we all just sit down and sing “Kumbaya”,” I snicker and her smile hardens.

      “Christopher, I am not here to waste your time, please don’t waste mine. Nothing I present to you is meant to be a joke or play on your intelligence.” Her voice is cool and unwavering, and it makes me feel almost guilty, but I quickly think of all the things she’s kept from me and I realize I’m right to have my doubts—even though holding onto them right now won’t help me at all.

      “Okay… how would I do that?” I remove the condescension from my tone, and she smiles widely.

      “First, you work on the letters, and then we’ll begin.”

      [image: ]
* * *

      Lauren

      My thoughts from this morning replay like a TV show I’ve watched a million times as I sit on the couch watching Caylen and Mrs. Scott play with one of the gadgets Chris bought her yesterday. Chris remembered the song and it was something so small—really insignificant to anyone else—but to me it meant a lot. The look on his face after he realized it hit me harder because he looked almost scared. I regretted telling him that I didn’t have to go to every session with him because I know he’ll talk to Helen about it, and I wonder what her response will be—if she’ll help him uncover why he looked so nervous instead of triumphant. Maybe that’s how he’s always been. He didn’t tell me about his memories right away after he started remembering them. I know it has to be scary when your mind starts putting pieces of a puzzle together you’re not sure if you even want to solve, but that scares me. If he’s afraid of integration—of being whole—where does that leave us? The feeling hits me even more as I watch Caylen. She’s so happy now, blissfully unaware of the issues her father and mother face, but it won’t be like that forever. Caylen can’t have three dads—how would she begin to understand?

      “Are you okay, Lauren?” Mrs. Scott looks at me with a warm but worried smile. I snap myself out of my thoughts.

      “Yeah, just trying to get this picture to come together.” I’ve been sketching her and Caylen but am nowhere near done.

      “Are you hungry? Want me to make you something to eat?" she asks brightly and I smile.

      “I’m stuffed from breakfast and the submarine sandwich you made me for lunch. If I eat one more bite of anything before dinner, Chris is going to get me confused with a blimp,” I tease her.

      “Your kitchen is so beautiful I could bake in there for hours,” she says before squealing at the doll Caylen has pushed in her face. “But Chris is the one who made you breakfast, it wasn’t me,” she throws me a half-smile.

      I think back to when Chris stepped in to teach me how to cook, and how much more things were complicated then. Thankfully they’re simpler now—or at least they’re supposed to be—or maybe in Chris’s eyes we swapped Jenna out for Collin.

      “I’m so sorry, Lauren.” Mrs. Scott’s voice is low and sullen, her eyes full of sorrow.

      “For what?” I ask her a little confused.

      She runs her hand through Caylen’s black curls. “I should have said something to you sooner. The day I came here when I found out you and Cal were engaged. I was so selfish to think of all the time he missed with her, the time that William and I missed with her.”

      I get off the couch and sit beside her. “Mrs. Scott, that’s in the past. We just have to believe that it all worked out for the greater good. I don’t know what would have happened if you had told me about him, and Cal is so stubborn he may have made good on his promise to disappear. We may not have had Caylen. You are the best mother-in-law I could have ever imagined. Caylen loves you, and you’re wonderful to us.” I mean every word. She hugs me, and I think back to the day in the kitchen when I imagined having a relationship like this with her.

      “And so are you. I couldn’t have picked a better woman for my son to love,” she tells me squeezing my hands. “I’ve never seen my son look at anyone like how he looks at you.” I can’t help but smile. “Even when he’s Cal. The day I came here, I had assumed that what he had with you wasn’t real… but when I saw him with you, that delusion I convinced myself of had crumbled.” I smile at her, but the looming sadness that comes over me when I think of Cal has taken hold of me.

      I miss him, and I hate that I feel guilty about it. It’s so stupid, but I do.

      “Do you miss him?” It’s like she is reading my mind but her question shocks me. She smiles sympathetically at me when the look on my face must have given me away.

      “Would it be terrible if I said yes?”

      “No, of course not. I know how much you love my son. That’s all that matters to me, and don’t you ever feel guilty about that,” she tells me adamantly.

      I give her another hug and thank God that she’s my mother-in-law. The doorbell rings interrupting our moment. I can’t think of who it would be because even if Chris couldn’t find his key the doorman would have let him up. I push myself off the floor and go to the intercom.

      “Yes,” I say into it.

      “It’s your best friend in the whole wide world.” A smile breaks out on my face hearing that voice. “Come on up, Hill.” I haven’t seen her in weeks and am so excited to see her.

      “I’ll go and put Caylen down for her nap,” Mrs. Scott scoops up Caylen and her toys in her arms. I give Caylen a kiss and she settles into Mrs. Scott’s arms. I gather the few remaining toys on the floor and cart them off to what I’ve dubbed Caylen’s corner in the house, and unlock the door for Hillary to come in.

      “Hey Hun Bun!” she squeals as she comes through the door and pulls me into a hug.

      “I actually missed you!”

      She looks at me feigning hurt. “So you’re implying that you don’t usually miss me?” She touches her chest and gives me puppy dog eyes. “Guess who I brought with me,” she says with a wink and wide grin. I’m shocked as ever when Aidan pops up behind her.

      “Aidan!” I laugh as he gives me a charming smile before picking me up in a bear hug.

      “What are you doing here?” I ask happily as he sits me down. I glance at Hillary, and I can only imagine what one of those reasons is.

      “Well, the old man Chris sent me a text to call him, and since I’m not busy and this one has been on my back to come see her…” he teasingly elbows Hillary.

      “Oh please, I think you’re just having withdrawals,” she says suggestively putting her chest against his. I swallow hard and cover my laugh. They are the strangest sight. I mean they both are young, attractive, and single, so they absolutely make sense. But I hope Aidan knows what he’s getting himself into. Hillary feigns all fun and games but deep down she wants what most girls want, someone to love her.

      “So you guys are loaded, huh?” Aidan asks as he walks further into the apartment and looks around. I roll my eyes at him.

      “You are so late to the party. Cal had money out the ass since he met Lauren,” Hillary tells him. I watch Aidan frown. I’m sure he’s probably as happy to hear Cal’s name as Chris is.

      “We’re not loaded,” I laugh feeling my cheeks heat up.

      “So I can’t borrow ten grand is what you’re saying?” he says with a serious face, but then he flashes me his signature charming smile.

      “No, you cannot,” I swat him.

      “Where’s the hubby?” Hillary walks over to the fridge and pulls out a bottle of water.

      “He’s at work. He should be home soon though.”

      “I can give Aidan a tour of the house.” Hillary gives me an innocent look while grabbing his hand.

      “Uhm sure but let’s keep it PG-13 Hil,” I warn her and she gives me another innocent look.

      “Actually G-rated, Hillary!” I call after them as they disappear up the stairs.

      I straighten up the living room while everyone is upstairs. Hopefully Hillary and Aidan won’t be too long. We’re best friends but her having sex with my husband’s best friend on any piece of my furniture is not a level of friendship I’m looking forward to reaching anytime soon. Mrs. Scott comes downstairs wearing a strained smile.

      “I think something is going on in your uhm guest room,” she says, her face flushed red.

      “Dammit Hillary,” I mutter under my breath. “That would be Aidan and Hillary,” I tell her and her eyes widen in shock.

      “Oh.” She laughs covering her mouth, then a worried expression clouds her face. “Has he spoken to Christopher?”

      “I’m not sure. We didn’t really get a chance to talk before Hillary dragged him upstairs,” I say feeling my own worry starting to rise. We both look grimly at each other.

      “Aidan wouldn’t tell Chris anything that would upset him,” I say hopefully. There are a list of things I’d rather Chris not know right now. That his parents are raising his dad’s love child is one of those things I’d rather him find out just a little bit later. He’s been so happy, but I know it’s a battle that he’s always on the edge of losing. I know it’s selfish of me to not want him to know right now, but not knowing who is going to show up at what time and with what agenda has gotten a little overwhelming.

      “No, I wouldn’t think so but… Aidan is Aidan,” she says her lips pressed together tightly. She’s right. Aidan is Aidan and though I know he’d never intentionally tell Chris something to hurt him, I don’t know if he understands what would affect Chris and what wouldn’t. But Aidan isn’t stupid. He saw what happened after Chris found out about his dad and Lisa. I just wonder if he gets that after it all happened, Collin took over and Chris has been out of it for months—that this is all still very fresh for him. I want to march up to the guest room and ask him, but the thought of hearing him and Hillary in the midst of whatever they’re doing stops me.

      “I’m sure it will be fine. I’ll go ahead and get started with dinner.” Mrs. Scott is trying to put on a brave face, but I can tell she doesn’t think it’s fine. I pull out my phone to call his number but then hear the front door beginning to open. I hang up the phone and my pulse slows down when Chris walks through the door with a big, playful grin on his face.

      “Hey.” Thank God he’s happy.

      “Hi.” I walk over to him and stand on my tippy-toes to give him a light kiss. “How was your session?”

      “It was good,” he says holding my waist.

      “Well, you have some company.” I rub the back of his neck, and the prickly hairs on his head massage my hand.

      “Who?” he asks, a hint of anxiety under his voice.

      “Aidan.” His face breaks into an enthusiastic smile.

      “Where is he?” He looks around the apartment, and I clear my throat.

      “Hillary is showing him our upstairs guest room,” I say and he arches an eyebrow at me. “They’ve been hanging out a lot it seems.”

      “Great…” he chuckles and we both make our way to the kitchen. “Hey Mom” he says and  gives  Mrs. Scott a kiss on the cheek.

      “I am making your favorite dinner today.”

      “All of your foods are my favorite,” he tells her taking my hand and pulling me back into the living room. “I missed you today.”

      “Did you?” I ask him teasingly.

      “Yup. A whole lot.” He lifts me off the floor for another kiss.

      “So you guys working on baby number two already, huh?” Aidan walks into the room with Hillary in tow. We untangle from each other’s arms.

      “Aidan Riles,” Christopher says playfully, and they give each other a man hug.

      “Hey, Chris?” Hillary asks him with a questioning grin and a hand on her hip.

      “That’s me,” Chris says with a nod, and she glances my way and winks.

      “When I texted you, I expected a phone call, but I must be really special to get a whole visit,” Chris says, and Aidan shrugs.

      “Well, someone convinced him…” Hillary sings wrapping her arms around his waist.

      “Oooh…” Chris says and Aidan looks away embarrassed.

      “So I’m here in the windy city—when do I get to blow her?” My mouth falls open, and Hillary grins like a Cheshire cat. Chris blows out an annoyed breath.

      “I meant like hit the town, man. Let’s have some fun. After everything that’s happened couldn’t we use some drinks?”

      “You want to go out?” Chris glances at me to ask, and I shrug.

      “Come on, Lauren. When was the last time we’ve been out?! I know you’re a mom but do you have to be a grandma?” she teases me.

      “Hey, what’s wrong with being a grandma?” Mrs. Scott asks making her entrance.

      “Ms. Red, what are you doing here?” Aidan happily lifts her into a big hug.

      “Hi, Mrs. Scott.” Hillary is more bashful, and I’m a little surprised She’s never been one to be bashful not even around Raven.

      “Hi, Hillary. Nice to see you again.” Mrs. Scott offers her a friendly smile though since the last time she saw them, it was anything but nice to see them.

      “I didn’t think you’d be here. Who’s watching—” I elbow Aidan hard in the stomach. “Owww,” he says rubbing his side. Hillary and Chris look at me as if I’ve lost my mind but Mrs. Scott looks at me gratefully.

      “I have the perfect place for us to go!” I say dramatically.

      “You have the perfect place for us to go? Since when do you party?” Hillary asks me with a confused laugh.

      “Uhm…I saw this listening party on TV that seemed pretty cool. Everyone wears headphones so you can listen to the music you want.”

      “Headphones?” Aidan scoffs but thankfully has moved on from spilling information that really isn’t needed right now.

      “I’ve been to one, and it’s actually pretty cool.” Hillary says but her eyes go to me.

      “You guys are going to be cool at a club? I assumed that Chris would want to hang at a bar or something,” Hillary says curiously. Actually, I’d rather be at a bar than a club—fewer people, more laid back, and no room for issues to arise.

      “Whatever you guys want to do,” Chris says.

      “Okay I have another suggestion. Let’s all be open-minded about this…” Aidan starts and Chris folds his arms waiting for what he is going to say.

      “A strip club!” Aidan shouts enthusiastically, and we all stare at him blankly. Chris tries to stifle a laugh.

      “A club where girls are only half-naked it is,” Hillary dismisses his idea. “What are you going to wear, handsome?” she asks looking at Aidan.

      “I can borrow some of Chris’s clothes,” he shrugs easily. It makes sense since he and Chris are about the same size.

      “Chris, you have clubbing clothes?” Hillary stares at him in disbelief.

      “I’m sure we can find something in the closet,” I butt in. “Come on, Aidan. Let me show you around the wardrobe.” I take his hand and pull him out of the room. I glance back at Chris and Hillary who have confused looks on their faces.

      “You two, I need your taste buds in the kitchen,” Mrs. Scott picks up on my hint.

      “I’m not picky. You pick whatever you think would look good on me, Mrs. Scott,” Aidan says playfully as we round the stairs.

      “I’m sure you have more of an opinion than that,” I tell him tightly until we get to the second floor. I lead him into our bedroom and look at him. “Chris doesn’t know about Willa.” His smile fades and realization dawns on his face.

      “Oooh.” He crosses his arms across his chest.

      “And you guys aren’t going to tell him… ever?” he asks with an concerned chuckle.

      “Of course we are. While Mrs. Scott is still figuring things out, it makes no sense to tell him right now.” Aidan looks at me and lets out an incredulous laugh.

      “So you think hiding it from him is a good thing?”

      “I’m not hiding anything really…” I trail off guiltily. “The thing is, even though it’s been a few months, this is still new to Chris. Collin has been here and it’s all like a fresh wound. I don’t want to go picking at it while it’s fresh.” I try to explain.

      “You’re his wife, Lauren. What you say goes.” He throws up his hands in defeat, and I feel like I’ve lost.

      “Mrs. Scott doesn’t know if she’s staying with Mr. Scott yet, so it doesn’t make sense for Chris to stress over what all this means right now.” Aidan shrugs, his usual playful demeanor seemingly serious.

      “I’ve been over to help Mrs. Scott out, to check on her and I don’t think it’s a question of if they’re working it out,” he says quietly, and I arch my brow at him. “I think the decision has already been made. She loves that little girl and while I don’t think the bastard deserves it at all, I’m pretty sure she still loves him too.”

      I can’t say I’m surprised. I had gotten the impression that it was a strong possibility that Mrs. Scott would forgive Mr. Scott. They have been together for so long that this blip or super large pothole is just a bump in the road. I saw the way she looked at him before all of this happened, and while I’m not sure I could ever forgive Chris for something like that, I can’t blame her for doing it. But taking care of the child he created outside of our marriage—that, I don’t think I’d ever be mature enough to do. Whatever she decides isn’t any of my business, but it does change things about keeping secrets from Chris.

      “But it’s up to you. I won’t say anything, and if anyone tells him, it should be you or Mrs. Red,” he says as if his mind is made up. That makes things easier and harder at once.

      “Well, I guess you should actually take a look in the closet, so I’m not a liar,” I tease him. I open the closet doors and he whistles.

      “My whole room could fit in here,” he playfully exaggerates his tone as he shuffles through the closet.

      “Have you talked to her?” I ask him unable to contain my curiosity. Well, it’s not just curiosity. I can’t help but wonder about her—we were friends once, we spent a lot of time together while I was in Michigan, and she was my confidante and cheerleader at one point in my life. Aidan’s body becomes visibly rigid.

      “Yeah,” he says shortly, the undercurrent of his tone surprisingly bitter. I’m not used to that from Aidan, he’s usually all smiles and jokes. “Right before she left and pretty much dumped Willa on the Scotts.” His aggravation shows as he ruffles through the clothes more roughly. “She’s probably on a beach somewhere with this douchebag she met when we were in high school.” He says begrudgingly.

      “They are so many clothes in here. Can you just pick something?” I smile at him and go for a light grey V-neck T-shirt and a pair of black jeans and hand them to him.

      “I asked her to stay,” he says out of nowhere. I look at him surprised by the solemnity in his words. There’s no playful glint in his eye, but his look is almost regretful. My eyes widen because I’ve never seen him like this before.

      “I would have helped her…” he trails off eying the clothes I just handed him. “This isn’t Chris’s, is it?” he changes the subject and his shift in tone is startling.

      “Uhm no,” I tell him. My eyes fall on the T-shirt and jeans and my thoughts shift to Cal. His eyes find mine, and he looks at me contemplatively.

      “When I met that Collin dude…” he half-chuckles. “It was weird. I was seeing Chris but not seeing him. I admit I was sort of drunk but… I thought about you, and how it must have been when you met Chris… then Collin.” He looks at me almost sympathetically.

      “I know they’re all one person technically, but I have to hand it to you for keeping it all straight,” he says with a half-smile.

      “Thanks, Aidan. That means a lot to me.”
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* * *

      Chris

      “I can cook a little. Just most things tend to be more of the out the box and warm it up variety,” Hillary tells my mom as she watches her clean the chicken wings she’s making for tonight.

      “It’s not as hard as it looks. It just takes a little time and patience,” my mom tells her.

      “And you cook?” Hillary asks me skeptically.

      “I learned from the best.” I throw my arm around my mom’s shoulder.

      “Huh. You never used to cook as Cal.” Hillary looks at me skeptically, oblivious to how awkward the statement she just let fly out of her mouth is. I don’t know much about Hillary other than that she’s Lauren’s best friend and that she threw water in Jenna’s face the last time I saw her. Based on that I get that she’s not exactly politically correct.

      “Chris is an amazing cook. I’ve been teaching him since he was a little boy,” my mom interjects saving me from an awkward response. “What about you Hillary—did your mom or dad cook?”

      She lightly shrugs. “My dad? That’s a laugh.” She chuckles. “My parents are very traditional—meaning a century backward. My mom does all the cooking, all the cleaning, basically an indentured slave,” she says haughtily. “What about your husband—does he cook?" And now the awkwardness that we just managed to avoid is back full force.

      “Not really, but only because I enjoy it so much there was never really a need for him to,” my mom answers back politely.

      “When I get married—unless he wants food poisoning—my husband will have to be as good in the kitchen as he is in the bedroom.” She laughs and my mom looks down at the food awkwardly.

      I let out a short laugh. This girl and Aidan together seems like it would be nothing but trouble. She’s obviously a firecracker and he’s a wrecking ball, and together they’re a path of destruction. But that’s looking too far ahead. I can’t remember the last time he’s been serious with a girl—not that them being here means that he’s serious—maybe they’re just having fun. I hope so, at least because if things go bad with them—and I don’t see things ending amicably—Lauren and I have enough of our own problems to deal with.

      “What do you think?” Aidan comes into the kitchen and does a model pose from Zoolander.

      “Very handsome,” my mom tells him excitedly.

      “I like,” Hillary agrees with a dramatic smile.

      “You look okay I guess.”

      “Says the guy who stole my old haircut.” He slaps me on the back of the head, and I slap him back.

      “Okay, we should know better than to roughhouse in the kitchen,” my mom tells us, taking me back to when I was twelve.

      We all head out of the kitchen and sit down in the living room.

      “I’m going to go see what Lauren’s up to,” Hillary says before heading up the stairs and I notice Aidan watching her walk away.

      “Seriously Aidan,” I scold him once she’s out of earshot.

      “What?” he asks innocently.

      “Lauren’s best friend?” I frown at him and he laughs.

      “We’re just having fun. Nothing serious I promise.” He holds up his fingers in the scout’s honor promise. “Enough about me though. What about you? Are you cool?”

      “Yeah I am,” I tell him with a smile

      “I mean looking at this place it looks like you are,” he says.

      “Yeah, I’ve got to show you the cars.” I laugh.

      “Besides the Audi?”

      “There’s a Porsche and one of the new Jeeps.” Aidan’s been obsessed with cars since we were kids, and not just in the way most guys are. He could give you a full history of almost any brand you name, his favorite being Chevy. When we were in high school, he had two cars he fully restored and sold by the time he turned twenty-one.

      “Oh man, I’ve got to see them.” He jumps up from the couch. I snatch my keys off the table and yell to my mom that we’re heading to the garage. Once we make it down, he stops at the Porsche and does a long whistle sliding his hand across the hood.

      “So, this is your life?” Aidan asks dramatically, obviously impressed.

      “Yeah.” I breathe out as I pop the locks to the car and toss him the keys. He looks just as excited as a kid in a candy store.

      “I know you don’t like this Cal guy, but you can’t fault him on taste. I’ve got to get on a highway because these streets are ridiculous,” he says as we pull out.

      “Yeah, I’m still getting used to them,” I admit. Navigating downtown Chicago is like the Wild West. People cut in front of you, pedestrians jaywalk in hoards, and the cabdrivers are the worst—I don’t know how any of them have licenses.

      “So catch me up. You’ve been gone for awhile.”

      “Yeah, it sucks too,” I grumble.

      “I saw you… or Collin about a month ago.”

      “You did?” I ask surprised.

      He nods. “Yup.”

      It’s so strange to hear things like this, to not remember any of it. “How was he or I?” I correct myself remembering Helen’s earlier words.

      “Honestly I was sort of drunk.” I frown at him. “But he looked like you, dude. Well you if you had a designer haircut and graduated from some Ivy League school,” Aidan says. He laughs, and then quickly turns serious “You don’t remember anything?”

      “No, not while I was him.” I try to get more used to the face of all these sides of me being me and not another person. Helen’s been stressing that. “When I blacked out, the last thing I remembered before coming to was the thing that happened at my parent’s house.” There’s an awkward silence that stretches longer than I expect it to.

      “Yeah, that was pretty fucked up.”

      “My mom seems like… she’s dealing with it at least,” I tell him, and he only keeps his eyes on the road.

      “Yeah I’ve been making sure to check on her since you’ve been gone,” he says.

      “Thanks man.” I knew he would. My family has been his family… him, me, and Lisa were all family. I feel myself becoming angry just thinking about her.

      “You saw my dad?” I ask him, he glances over at me.

      “I haven’t talked to him if that’s what you mean… you?”

      “He was at the house when I came to. I kicked him out though.” Aidan looks at me with a disbelieving smile.

      “You kicked your dad out?”

      “Yeah…” I say with a half-smile, but it’s forced.

      “What was he thinking coming to your house?” I take a deep breath and explain to him what’s been told to me. Everything from Cal trying to kill his stepdad to me being a Crestfield.

      “Holy shit, you should have told me this before I started driving, man.”

      “It’s not a big deal. It hasn’t made my life any better or worse knowing about it,” I say dryly. He glances over at me as if I’m crazy.

      “Are you serious, dude? You’re a Crestfield and you don’t think it’s changing your life?” He sounds perplexed.

      “Well, I mean the financial part, yeah. Turns out I’m worth millions of dollars.”

      “Drop the fucking mic I’ve got to pull over,” he says dramatically.

      “Keep going. The highway’s only about five more minutes off to the left.” I’m surprised by how fast the thought comes to me. I’ve only driven here twice.

      He switches lanes. “You don’t drop that type of information on someone while they’re driving a car that they couldn’t afford in three lifetimes,” he says.

      “I guess that part is pretty awesome,” I admit.

      “You think?”

      “That’s actually why I called you earlier. I was thinking we could go into business together.”

      “Seriously?”

      “Of course. You’re my best friend, and I can’t think of anyone better to be partners with,” I tell him.

      “But… I’m not exactly a reader of the Wall Street Journal, Chris. I don’t know the first thing about starting a company,” he says honestly and that’s why he’s my best friend. Here I am offering him to experiment with my money—no investment of his at all—and he’s still looking out for my best interests.

      “I’m not talking about starting a Fortune 500 conglomerate.” I laugh. “I was thinking about more along the lines of a car restoration business. Something that you could write a book on with what you know,” I tell him seriously.

      “In Michigan, no one could afford what I’d want back out after putting that much time in though.”

      “Not in Michigan but here. Look around. There’s obviously money everywhere and these people don’t know what to spend it on. I bet I can even wrangle up the right clientele through Dexter if I wanted to,” I say and he looks at me, a grin on his face.

      “You’re serious, dude?” he asks me trying to suppress his enthusiasm.

      “Yes, dead serious.”

      “Wow, Chris. I don’t know what to say,” he says sheepishly and I don’t think I’ve seen Aidan look modest in his entire life.

      “Say yes. I can’t think of anything better than working with my best friend. Besides I want something that’s mine. All of this money came from Cal… and Collin. I want to build something of my own, and if I have any episodes, I’d need to work with someone who won’t freak out and that I can trust,” I tell him honestly.

      “Dude, if I wasn’t driving I’d kiss ya,” he declares with a wide smile.

      “Well, thank God you’re driving then.”

      We drive for about a half hour, and he tells me about the saga of him and Hillary which turns out to be a lot of partying and sex. He tells me what his grandma’s been up to, and I catch him up on my therapy sessions, and my meeting with Dexter Sr. As we’re pulling back into the garage of the apartment building, I have to ask him about the elephant in the room.

      “So have you talked to Lisa? I mean you can tell me I won’t be mad… much.” It’s not like I expect Aidan to stop talking to her because of what she did to me and my family, even though he should since she’s proven to be a master manipulator and diabolical liar.

      “Not in awhile… last I know she’s headed to California.”

      “California? What would she be doing there?” I ask confused.

      “Something with a guy…” he shrugs, and I laugh in disbelief.

      “That’s ridiculous. What guy?” I ask, even though I shouldn’t care at this point. And I don’t, but I’m curious.

      “Remember that Brett dude from high school?”

      “You’re kidding?” He gives me a look to say he isn’t.

      I shake my head. “Why would she do that? Abandon her whole life and take off with a guy she didn’t even really like in high school.”

      “Well, it’s not like she had much left here, huh?” he asks, and I know I’m imagining the hint of disdain in his voice. He gets out of the car and I do the same.

      “What about her kid?” I try to ignore the fact that the kid is my half-sister.

      “Let’s not talk about Lisa anymore man,” he says exasperated and throws his arm around my shoulder. “You’re rich and we have two beautiful women to take out on the town…” he says and I can’t help but laugh at that.

      “And drinks are on you, million-dollar man.” He pats me on the back before we go in.
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* * *

      “Are you guys ready to party in the big city!” Hillary squeals at the top of her lungs while sitting on Aidan’s lap in the back of our car. I try to keep from staring at her chest, but they’re out for everyone to see.

      “It can’t be that much different from Michigan, can it?” I ask, and Hillary and Lauren share a giggle.

      “Hey, Chris and I have been to some ragers in our day,” Aidan says trying to defend us.

      “Oh please hon. We like that you’re small town boys, right Lauren?” Hillary teases.

      “That’s the only thing that’s small about me,” Aidan tells her and I can’t wait to get a drink in my hand.

      “You up for this, babe?” Lauren looks concerned, and I flash her a playful smile.

      “Yeah, I’m good,” she says. I squeeze her hand in mine. We pull in front of the club Hillary chose, and get out of the car. There’s a long line of people. Hillary walks to a woman wearing a white dress that’s even skimpier than Hillary’s.

      “Charlie!” She squeals, and she turns to her with a hard frown until his eyes trail down Aidan’s body.

      “Hey babe, haven’t seen you in a while.” She says, and Hillary grabs Aidan’s arm and presses against him.

      “Someone’s been keeping me busy.” Aidan rubs the back of his head and smiles nervously.

      “I’d be hiding out too,” she tells Hillary and her eyes fall on me. I swallow hard and Lauren grips my arm. That makes me smile—she’s jealous or possessive—and either one is a turn on though she has nothing to worry about. She’s naturally beautiful, and even in the olive dress that shows ten percent of the skin most of the girls out here are showing, she’s the sexiest thing I’ve ever seen.

      “That’s Lauren’s husband, Chris. Hands and eyes off,” Hillary tells the Charlie girl, a hint of sharpness in her voice before we walk into the club. I chuckle at that.

      The music is already pulsating as we make our way through the crowd. It’s some pop song and a rapper segues into it. This place is huge with two floors from what I can see. There’s more people here than I think were in my entire high school..

      “Let’s head to the bar,” Hillary shouts over the music to us. We all follow behind her and squeeze ourselves in between the people. I feel my arm wrap around Lauren’s waist, and she smiles back at me. She feels good in my arms. She smells like candy, and her long, dark, wavy hair cascades down her back. I try to ignore the looks both her and Hillary are getting.

      “What are you guys drinking?” A bartender approaches us wearing the same hairstyle that Collin was wearing. What’s with guys and girls hairstyles?

      “Let’s do shots!” Hillary says sneakily.

      “I’ll just have a beer,” I tell her and she pouts.

      “An amaretto sour for me,” Lauren tells her.

      “Oh, come on you guys. We aren’t in high school, so don’t be sticks in the mud tonight please!!!” Hillary shouts.

      “Come on Scott, live a little. You too, Lauren. One shot won’t kill you,” Aidan urges us.

      Lauren looks at me trying to read my expression. Hillary and Aidan look like we’ve killed their puppy dog.

      “I guess one is okay,” I tell Lauren, and she smiles.

      “Fine, one shot,” she tells Hillary who does some type of shimmy dance before telling the bartender. When the bartender spreads our drinks out before us, we pick them up to do a toast.

      “To new beginnings,” Hillary lifts her glass and turns to Aidan.

      “To fast cars and beautiful women,” Aidan adds.

      “To life,” Lauren adds with a beautiful smile. “I’ll drink to that.”
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      I wake up, and my head is pounding. I feel like a building has been dropped on my head. I sit up in bed, Lauren is lying across it still asleep, and it’s 8:00 am. My throat is dry and I feel like I’m dying of thirst. I get up and pour a glass of water from the sink. I try to gather my thoughts together. What happened? The last thing I remember is being at the club, we were toasting. How much did I have to drink? I head out of the room and down the hallway. I smell breakfast. I go to the kitchen and see my mom already getting it started. Caylen is in her high chair, and I give her a kiss and steal one of the grapes she’s eating.

      “I’m surprised you’re up so early.” My mom laughs an amused giggle as she takes her famous homemade biscuits out of the oven.

      “I don’t even remember anything that happened.” My brain feels so foggy.

      “You drank that much?”

      “I don’t know…” I mutter sitting at the table.

      “I heard you all come in around three this morning,” she tells me and I scratch my head.

      “I hope the car is okay.” I chuckle but I know someone had to have stayed sober enough for us to get home, or maybe we left it at the club. I hope it’s not sitting in a tow yard.

      “Do you know if Hillary and Aidan came back here?"

      “No clue. I only heard you and Lauren.” She turns her attention back to the food. I run my hand over my stomach. I hope we didn’t do anything to be embarrassed about. My mom wouldn’t tell me if we did though.

      “Here, take this up to Lauren,” she says fixing me a plate full of bacon, eggs, and a biscuit.

      “You want to go up and see mommy?” I ask Caylen and she giggles and shakes her head.

      “Cookie,” she squeals, and I laugh.

      “If Lauren is hung over, I don’t think taking Caylen up there would be the best thing,” my mom suggests. Yeah, that makes sense. I head back up the stairs popping a piece of bacon in my mouth.

      When I reach my bedroom, I see Lauren sitting up wearing a flirtatious grin.

      “Hey.” Her face is flushed pink and a magnificent smile stretches across her face.

      “Good morning.” I walk over and sit beside her and hand her the plate of food. She gives me a soft kiss on my neck and giggles. She seems to be in a fantastic mood this morning.

      “You know why it’s so good?” She snickers before eating a piece of bacon. I look at her closely. She’s so beautiful with the sunlight reflecting off her hazel eyes, she looks almost angelic.

      “We must have had a really good time last night.” I laugh, and she looks at me with an arched brow.

      “Yeah,” she says running a hand through her tangled hair.

      “I have to get up, or I probably would sleep all day.” She mutters with a smile.

      “How much did I have to drink last night?” I am waiting for her to answer when she sits up in bed and her smile falters.

      “You’re kidding right?” She asks bemused, and I frown at her.

      “No, I don’t remember almost anything from last night.” When I say this her smile leaves completely.

      “What?”

      “I remember taking a shot, and after that, it’s all a blur.” I see her noticeably gulp and the color in her face drains.

      “Uhm… what’s wrong?” My heart starts to race knowing that what she says next will not be good.

      “You didn’t take that shot, Chris.”

      “What do you mean?” I ask her, and her eyes dart from mine to her lap.

      “You didn’t drink anything…” she trails off, and my stomach drops. I know exactly who doesn’t drink….
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* * *

      10 hours earlier

      Cal

      “Babe, are you going to take your shot?”

      Collin’s a fucking prick! He’s kept me shut out for I don’t know how long it’s been. Looks like I’m out right on time, though. Lauren is staring at me with her eyes wide and looking completely fuckable.

      We’re in a club. Damn, that was fast. I look around. I can’t help but grin at what perfect timing this is.

      “Scott, take your shot,” I look and see Aidan, Chris’s annoying best friend is here with Hillary standing at his side slutting it up like she usually does. Too many people to deal with when I don’t know how much time I have.

      “You okay, Chris?” Lauren is looking at me curiously, and I smile widely at her to let her know that everything is okay.

      “Yeah. I’m fantastic.”

      Her eyes narrow in on me. My eyes roam over her body, and I try to kick out the thought of Collin’s hands all over her. She’s going to forget about him as soon as I get her by herself. I feel around for my wallet and hand the bartender my credit card.

      “Let’s dance.” I grab her hand and lead her onto the dance floor leaving behind Tweedledee and Tweedledum.

      “You like to dance?” She is surprised and should be because Chris’s lame ass would just sit at the bar all night.

      “Oh yeah. Big dancer.” I circle my arm around her waist and pull her against me. She looks at me a little confused, and I turn her around so her back is against me and move her body to the music. She’s stiff at first but slowly melts into me. I run my hands along her hips as she begins to sway. What the hell have I missed? I almost feel bad for Chris— if this is how it is for him—well almost. She turns around and throws her arms around my neck. The music is loud, and the energy is off the charts. Damn my girl looks good. The way she’s moving her hips almost makes me lose my train of thought about how the hell Collin’s blocked me out, and how I can keep him out longer. I need to talk to Helen.

      “What’s wrong?” she asks me leaning up towards my ear.

      “Nothing.” I pull her body close to mine. I can smell the tequila she just drank. That’s gonna make her a lot more fun later on.

      “You shock me more and more every day Chris.” She laughs breathily, and I try not to cringe when she calls me Chris.

      “I’m full of surprises,” I whisper in her ear, and kiss the skin below her ear. Her eyes glitter with confusion and lust but it passes, and she throws herself back into the music. I think back to the days when I would watch her dance with her friends, she’d ride the beat of the music and I’d take her home and watch her ride me.

      “Uhm since when did you become king of the dance floor?” Aidan taps me on the shoulder. I look back at him and fight the urge to tell him to get lost. I’m supposed to be Chris…

      “Oh yeah, my girl just brings out the beast.” I laugh, and she blushes.

      “Another drink?” Hillary pushes another one into Lauren’s hand. I start to stop her but then realize the more intoxicated she is, the easier it is to keep up playing dull farm boy with a heart of gold. She throws it back quick and I can’t help but think how sexy it is. But that’s drink number two, and I want her tipsy not falling over drunk.

      “That a girl,” Hillary eggs her on. She smiles widely, her wavy hair is wild and makes her look like some type of hot Wonder Woman. She jumps back into my arms and kisses me with wet tequila on her lips, and I grip her waist before she pulls away. I feel her heart pounding against me, and this is what Chris and Collin don’t get. I light up a spark inside of her they’ll never be able to, they can’t copy what I make her feel. She pulls back, her face flushed, and she’s eyeing me looking caught between suspicion and lust.

      “I’m hungry,” I say wickedly. Chris is always eating something, and it sounds like the right thing for him to say, and it’s not entirely a lie. I’m hungry just not for food. She smiles, a little at ease.

      “Come on, Lauren. Let’s show them how we were back in The Vault days.” Hillary takes Lauren’s hands and they dance together—playful and flirty like girls do when they want attention. I head back to the bar and notice Aidan following me. Out of all the people who Chris likes, Aidan gets on my nerves the least. But if he realizes I’m not Chris, this night is not going to end the way I want it to and I look at this as practice for what’s to come.

      I look around and see guys staring at our girls, and I laugh because I get to go home with her. They only get her in their dreams.

      “Maybe we should break them up?” Aidan says nudging me. That’s the one thing we can agree on. We head towards them. I pull Lauren away from Hillary and into my arms and through the crowd putting some space between them and us. A slow tempo song comes on, and she looks up at me almost shyly, reminding me of when we had our first date. She leans her body weight on me, and she looks at me with a sexy grin on her face. I wrap one arm around her back and hold her close to me. She rests her head on my chest, and I run my hand through her hair and massage her back. I see the change, the alcohol flowing through her system. It has quieted her suspicions of me if there were any to begin with. She’s not a drinker other than the wine she likes, so she’s carefree now which means I can get away with more. I miss her—I’ve missed her being in my arms, moaning my name, saying my name. She sways to the music, and I guide her each step of the way, wishing that it was just us. Her skin is hot against mine, flushed red, and I bite my lip to maintain as Chris-like as I can, but this is hard… literally.

      “Are you having fun?” she asks, her voice quieter—sensual. I have to lean in closer to focus so I can hear her.

      “The time of my life,” I whisper in her ear and fight the urge to nibble on her earlobe. Instead, I just kiss it and when she shudders, it takes everything in me to stay on this dance floor with her. Chris wouldn’t pull her off and demand we leave to have our own party because Chris is “sweet.” I wrap my fingers around her wrist and lift it to my mouth to kiss the inside of it. Her eyes flit to mine—the almond-shaped orbs I fell in love with search mine—and even in her intoxicated state I wonder if she recognizes me— if she really sees me.

      “You,” she says quietly.

      “What?” I ask, and she shakes her head.

      “You seem different tonight,” she trails her hands up my chest.

      “So do you,” I counter and she grins at me with a lazy smile. “Good or bad?” I ask her. She arches a perfect brow at me.

      “I’m not sure.” She giggles, but leans her head against my chest. I can’t fight the smile that stakes claim on my face. I run my hand through her hair and kiss her head.

      “I missed you,” I say, but the music’s too loud for her to hear me. I inhale her scent, and my hand goes to the small of her back, almost instinctively I start to trace my name… but that’d give me away, and tonight I don’t want to explain or argue or fight. I just want her like this. I want to talk to her, and an almost desperate need comes over me. I lean down and whisper in her ear.

      “Let’s go outside…. can we go outside?” I quickly correct myself. She nods her head and smiles at me, a hidden dimple appearing at the side of her mouth. I take her hand and we make our way through the club and out the entrance. The air is cool, and I take it in to try to get my thoughts together. Looking at her makes me want to tell her everything, but I can’t.  Now’s not the right time. There aren’t many people outside as I expected there to be, and I’m glad it’s just us.

      “What are we doing?” Her words are a bit sluggish now after her drinks. Her eyes are bright and she looks like she’s on a cloud. I can’t help but grin at her.

      “I just wanted to talk to you,” I tell her and she tilts her head at me.

      “Are you okay? Maybe you should have had a drink?” she asks, almost pouting.

      “Why would I need that?”

      She shrugs. “So you can have some fun?” She rests her hands on her hips. I step toward her and lift her up in my arms.

      “You’re the only fun I need.” She bites her lip and squints at me, and I think I might have given myself away, but then she smiles brightly.

      “Can you sing to me?”

      “Sing, babe?” I ask her and she nods enthusiastically.

      “Now?” I ask her, cringing. Chris sings, I’m not a singer.

      “I love your voice,” she gushes and I laugh. “Later I promise.” I latch my lips onto hers.  She moans while pulling me closer, and I’m ten seconds from dragging her away from this place. She lets out a sensual breath and presses her forehead against mine.

      “Do you think my gallery is going to do okay?” I can see the worry in her eyes, so I set her back down on the ground. When is her opening? With Collin blocking me I don’t know what’s been happening, and it makes me that much more eager to get things back to how they should be with all of us.

      “Why wouldn’t it?” I ask her and she shrugs, but I can see that she’s nervous and I don’t know why. She’s a phenomenal woman, and the gallery is the one thing I will give Collin credit for. Hopefully it will allow her to see how great she is.

      “What if I picked the wrong pieces? What if I’m not cut out for this?”

      I take her face in my hands. “You can do anything, don’t ever doubt yourself… I’ve never doubted you,” I tell her sternly and she gives me a weak smile, then studies my eyes and when her breath catches, and I let her face go.

      “Chris?” she asks—it isn’t accusatory but she’s asking—like she knows it’s me. I know she does, but she’s hesitant, and that’s all I need.

      “Who else would I be?” I ask her playfully and she smiles tightly, and flushes with embarrassment. But there’s nothing to be embarrassed about and I want to tell her because it’s me. It’s not the right time, but it will be soon.

      “Tell me a secret.” I look at her, and she’s teetering from being tipsy to drunk. I put my arm around her neck and guide her to start walking.

      “What type of secret?”

      “Something that I don’t know—something that you want to tell me.” Is she playing with me? Is she asking me still? Her eyes search mine, and they’re still heart-stopping, turns-a-guy’s-thoughts-upside-down gorgeous. If she wants a secret, I’ll give it to her.

      “I’ve been having dreams.” She looks at me giving me one of her flirtatious grins that make me think of things I’m trying not to focus on.

      “Wow… I didn’t expect that Chris,” she teases me.

      “Not those type… about that night… with my biological mom,” I say trying to think of how Chris would say it. Her expression goes completely serious.

      “Are you okay?" She gently touches my chest as if I’ll break. I grip her tight.

      “I am. I just… things are different in the dream than what I remembered from that night.”

      “You remembered that night?” she asks solemnly, and then I remember I’m Chris… he probably doesn’t remember anything.

      “I mean started to remember—it’s complicated but—there’s someone else there in my dream,” I tell her and she looks bewildered.

      “I mean my mom was there, and I think there was another kid and someone else but I don’t know who, but…” I rest my head on hers, my pulse speeding up just thinking about it and she hugs me tightly.

      “Have you talked to Helen about it?” she asks, and I feel the calmness between us shifting and I don’t want it to shift. I don’t know why I even said anything.

      “I’ll figure it out.” I try to change the subject and add on a smile for good measure. She looks confused, but I give her a quick kiss on the lips, and it’s meant to be quick but it turns into something else. I forgot how much I miss tasting her, how when I kiss her everything seems better.

      “I think I’m ready to go home,” she tells me and I can see the desire in her eyes, lust clouding her thoughts. I smirk, and we head back in the club to find Hillary and Aidan, who are at the bar and look to be on their fourth drink. They’re the typical drunk people—too touchy-feely and laughing their heads off. I manage to corral all of them out of the club and into the car without having to kick anyone’s ass.

      “We’re going back to my place,” Hillary announces drunkenly in between slobbering all over Aidan. Ugh when the hell did they happen?

      “Where do you live?” I ask trying to keep the irritation out of my voice.

      “Lincoln Park,” she announces and I look back at her as if she’s lost her mind.

      “What?!” I don’t give a damn if they see I’m mad at this point.

      “I’m not driving you guys all the way to Lincoln Park—it’s almost 30 minutes from here.”

      “It is not. It’s about twenty-five minutes, but in this car, you could be there in fifteen minutes,” she argues back. “And since when did you get so familiar with the city?” she asks, and I put my eyes back on the road. I glance over at Lauren whose eyes are closed with a smile on her face.

      “Fine,” I grumble.

      “But I’ll need someone to drop off my car tomorrow,” she adds and I grip the steering wheel. That’ll be Chris’s issue not mine. I’m pissed to be missing any time with Lauren that I have right now even if it’s a minute.

      “Can’t you just stay at our place?” I ask frustrated.

      “I guess so,” she responds disappointed and somewhat irritated.

      “Don’t worry, we’ll make the best of it,” Aidan tells her before bringing her attention back to him, and I change my mind.

      “No, you know what I’ll take you to her house.” I don’t want to hear or see anything they’ve got going on. The highway is clear and in less than fifteen minutes after prying Hillary’s address from her drunk memory, I drop them off at her door. I watch as they both stumble in and then I peel out of the driveway. I’m finally pulling into our garage less than ten minutes later. I unlock the door and go over to Lauren’s side. I can’t help but look at her as she sleeps. She looks so peaceful and so happy—way different from the last time we were here. Then I was the broken doll she held together, and she was the only thing holding me together. She is probably the only thing holding us together now. The woman owned my thoughts, and with one look could make me make the right or wrong decision. I unbuckle her seat belt and lift her into my arms. Instinctively she wraps her arm around my neck. She’s still as light as the day I met her. I feel it all and wonder what they felt—Chris and that asshole Collin. To me Lauren isn’t just a woman who had my child, or a ticket to what some call sanity. She’s my everything. My love for her is still as raw as the day I admitted to myself that she was the one. At the time, I didn’t even know what that meant—what was the one? Then I met her and I realized the one was the person I’d fight for, the one I’d give myself up for just so she could have peace. I carry her to the elevator and each flight we go up a memory passes through my mind— of her and me—our memories, not theirs. Our first date, when we got engaged, when she said I do to me. I remember her desperate pleas for me to stay with her the day I left, when I thought I was doing the right thing. I thought the right thing was sacrifice but her pleas were torture because I couldn’t say yes. I couldn’t do the thing I wanted to do most in the world, which was to stay with her. The memories of that day still haunt me, but I’d go through it every day if it meant her being happy. Now she seems happy, at peace—but is she really happy?

      I want her to be happy, but I never wanted her to be happy like this. I saw her happy with both Chris and Collin, but it wasn’t real happiness—was it? It’s complacency. I open our door and take a moment to look around my house. My home—the one I made and worked so hard for—not theirs. They’re coattail riders. I try to push my anger aside, so I look at her in my arms and that anger dissipates. We make it upstairs, and I lay her in the bed. She curls into a ball and I put a throw over her. I head down the hall and peek into the next room. My daughter’s room.

      It’s pink and a night-light is on. It’s a room for a princess—my princess. I sit beside her on the bed and pick her up. She’s asleep, but it doesn’t matter. It’s been so long since I’ve held her in my arms. My blood boils at the thought that they’ve had time with her, that it’s them she knows when they had no part in creating her. She’s my spitting image, the best part of me and her mom combined. I kiss her cheek softly.

      If it weren’t for her I would have made the biggest mistake of my life—I would have let Lauren go. I’ll never make that mistake again. No matter how hard I have to fight. If I have to die trying. I lay Caylen back down and put her little pink blanket over her. I grab the teddy bear that fell on the floor and put it underneath her arm, and run my hand across the bracelet I bought her for her first birthday. It seems like it was only yesterday. I head back to our bedroom and close the door behind me when I go in. I lean back against it and let out my world of troubles in a breath. She’s still asleep, but the blanket is off of her and she looks like an angel draped in sin. All I could think of earlier was getting her alone, making her remember that she might have given them a small place in her heart, but that I owned her body. But seeing her now, I don’t want to disturb her. I take off my clothes and lay beside her and pull her body against mine. I know I don’t have much longer. Keeping them both at bay at once is getting easier but still monumentally difficult. It’s worth it to have this time with just us and no them. She stirs next to me and a smile designed by God himself makes me lose my train of thought.

      Her eyes are still closed but she brings her lips to mine, her fingers trail over the prickly hairs on my scalp, and she presses her body against me. I drink her in, her lips make way for my tongue, and soon her body is pressed under mine. I feel her melt into me.

      “I’ve missed you,” she whispers, and I pull back examining her face, her eyes only half-open and a seductive grin on her face.

      “You missed who?" She doesn’t answer but pulls me into a kiss that almost makes me forget the question. I pull away from her again and pin her arms above her head, our bodies pressed against each other.

      “Who do you miss,” I ask her, my voice almost desperate.

      “You…” she says but her voice is wobbly and I know she’s tired and sleepy. It’s moments like these when you get the truth, the honesty without any secrets, and that’s what I need to hear from her—what she really feels, who she really wants—even if it kills me.

      “Say my name,” I try to keep my voice gentle, but the urgency is there and if she was sober enough she’d hear it. Her hazel eyes flirt with mine and she leans up to kiss my lips but stops right before our lips meet.

      “Cal,” and when she says that, the idea of just holding her tonight is ripped to shreds faster than I can rip off her dress. She doesn’t know the power she has over me, that I’d do anything she asks. I can’t get our clothes off fast enough. She wraps her body around me as if she’ll never let me go and I never want her to. Our kisses start manic, almost panicked before they morph into something else entirely—slow and deliberate—she’s kissing me like she misses me and my pace changes completely. I want to savor every moment—but I don’t want to be sweet and timid like Chris or clinical and strategic like Collin. I want her to know it was me she was with, and that I can give her whatever she wants. Her eyes are closed as I slide into her, but the whimper she gives me is a sound I’ll never forget. Inch by inch her sighs get longer, and it’s hard to concentrate as I get lost in her. She’s an ocean that a man can get lost in, make him lose sight of things he thought were important, Collin showed that, she made him lose his fuckin’ mind.

      “Cal,” she says again, and I lose myself in her, my hands dig into her skin, and she clenches around me. I pin her hands down, and look into her eyes—they were once so full of innocence and wonder and it’s still there, but clouded by lust and desire—I can’t help but smirk and I know I did that.

      “Don’t stop,” she begs me, and I don’t. I take her in every way I can think of, and dare her to forget me. I know she won’t, and when we’re done and she’s recovering, she turns on her side towards me and I trace my name on her back marking her.
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* * *

      Lauren

      I thought it was a dream. I swore it was. Last night was hazy and confusing, yet wonderfully amazing like tasting a bite of your old favorite food and remembering how good it was. How could I have been so stupid? I knew Chris was acting strange last night, but with the alcohol and my emotions, it was hard to see clearly. Why didn’t he say anything? Cal has never pretended to be Chris, but Cal has always been a mystery—my very own enigma. Seeing the look on Chris’s face now, I feel terrible. Guilt bleeds through my soul as I look at him, his expression a mixture of anger and confusion.

      “I-I’m not sure but… I think Cal was here last night…”

      “What happened?” Chris asks, and I can tell he’s trying to keep his voice steady and his expression free from what he’s feeling. I save him the effort by gluing my eyes to my lap as the guilt consumes me. I sift through my thoughts of what happened last night—dancing, kissing, talking and making love. My face flushes.

      “I had too much to drink. I can’t recall everything, but I remember you being different—not bad different—just different.” He lets out a frustrated breath and runs his hands over his head. I’m not making this situation any better. “He never said it was him, so I thought the whole time he was you.” He didn’t say it with his words, but as I focus on the little moments I shared with him, I believe now he was telling me in other ways.

      “Well, this is just great. It seems as if both he and the other guy are parading around pretending to be me.” Frustration and anger radiate off of him.

      “How could no one realize that it wasn’t me? Weren’t Aidan and Hillary there too? Have we started to all just blur together to everyone that we seem as if we’re the same person?” His voice raises, but I know it comes more from hurt than anger.

      “We were all drinking, Chris. Aidan was entertaining Hillary…” I try to plead with him. “I’m sorry, I don’t know what to say.” I’m on the verge of tears spilling, my hangover colliding with shock. He tilts his head up slightly and pinches the bridge of his nose.

      “Why would he pretend to be me? Since when does he do that?” he mumbles, and that’s the question that makes my heart speed up. This is not normal Cal behavior— it seems beneath him—at least I thought that’s what he would think. I am surprised that I didn’t realize it and for me, it changes everything. Did I know it? That question is even scarier to answer. I was not exactly myself last night but, I should have realized something was off about him.

      “I need to talk to Helen.” He mumbles and stands from the bed. The air of easiness that he had less than twenty-four hours ago is long gone, and the weight of the world back on his shoulders.

      “Chris,” I call to him before he heads to the bathroom. “For what it’s worth, I’m sorry.”

      “For what?” He asks with defiance in his tone that reminds me of Collin. I swallow hard, unsure of how to answer. “That’s what I thought,” and with that, he shuts the door and leaves me alone with my thoughts.
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* * *

      “I can’t believe he tricked us like that!” Hillary laughs, as if the seriousness of the situation hasn’t exactly sank in yet—as if she hasn’t been on the same roller coaster with me. I’m going over my to do list for the gallery opening which is in less than two weeks and my thoughts are cluttered. Memories are making their way to the forefront of my mind that have been dormant, or so I’ve tried to keep them that way.

      “You know, I thought something was a little off. I never imagined Chris to be a dancer and the way he was all over you…” She helps me look at the wallpaper samples for an accent wall for the upstairs of the gallery.

      “I should have known.” I grimace.

      “I like these two the most,” she says making an x on her two choices. They’re a little bolder than I wanted to go but nothing about Hillary is subtle. “You were out of it. We went out to drink and have fun, and I mean it’s not like he morphed into a guy with a different face. You know why I think this is all ridiculous—he’s the same person! I can’t believe how guilty he makes you feel about this. It’s a load of shit,” she declares with a hand on her hip.

      “They all look the same, and you can’t help it if they confuse you. Chris is more Old Navy while Cal’s more Armani and Collin has his metrosexual thing happening. But at the end of the day, they are the same person. And if anyone should be offended, shouldn’t it be Cal? He was the first.” She shrugs moving her attention over to the bio files of each artist who will be at the opening.

      “Oooh, he’s so hot!” she squeals eyeing one artist that was recommended to me from one of my old classmates. He’s a photographer and has a growing Instagram following.

      “Yeah, his work is hotter,” I tell her dryly and she scoffs at me.

      “Please get out of this funk. You’ve got your hubby back even if it’s Fifty Shades of bat shit crazy,” she jokes giving me a nudge. “I’ve been really into blonds lately,” she says grinning at the artist like a Cheshire cat. I snatch the picture from her.

      “Focus please.” I beg her pointing to the stack of bios I called her over to upload on our social media accounts.

      “On what? Your domestic woes or this boring stuff?” She points to the papers. “You guys are rich. Why don’t you just hire someone to do this?” she whines.

      “Because I hired you, remember?” I remind her with a grin and she pouts.

      “Oh, yeah I forgot,” she says. Hillary has been temping, and working at this new club. She has a degree in marketing but seems hell-bent on not making any use of it right now. Even though she hides behind her brash mouth and childish tantrums, she’s extremely intelligent and has taught me a lot about social media, analytics, and things that I’ve obviously gotten left behind in early 2000 about.

      “You need to take a picture for the website,” she reminds me. I comb my hands though my hair.

      “I did that already.”

      “Yeah, we need a picture where you don’t look like someone’s librarian.”

      “It has to be professional,” I retort back. I don’t look like a librarian.

      “Yeah, but you’re opening a gallery which you’re marketing to be hip, chic, and cool. It’s not boring, old and stuffy which your picture implies.”

      I pull up the picture I sent her. I’m wearing an oversized green sweater and my hair is in curls.

      “Wear a black sweater that’s showing a little cleavage, straighten your hair, and it wouldn’t hurt to throw on some mascara. Also I’m going to get you a new photographer. You look like you’re taking your high school yearbook picture in this one.”

      “Fine,” I tell her and she claps her hands excitedly then walks toward me and swings her arm around my shoulder.

      “You know I love you, right?” she asks, a genuine smile on her face.

      “I know.”

      “So I’ve been wanting to ask you something, but I was thinking it might be too sensitive right now. But you know me and since we’re on the subject…” I frown already preparing myself for the worst. “I took a peek at the picture under the big blanket.”

      “I wasn’t exactly hiding it.” Not from her at least.

      “I think it’s amazing.”

      “You do?” I ask, surprised and she nods enthusiastically.

      “Yes, when are you going to be finished with it?”

      “I don’t really have a set date. It’s been more for therapy if anything.”

      “I think it’s unlike anything I’ve ever seen before. The emotion bleeds off it, and you know I’m not an emotional person.” I’m surprised because she’s not, and she’s never been that interested in art—unless it’s of a hot guy—though I guess this one has three hot guys on it.

      “Wow, thanks Hillary,” I tell her unable to fight my growing smile.

      “You think you could be finished before the opening?” she asks hesitantly and my smile drops.

      “Oh no. I can’t show it there,” I tell her as if she’s lost her mind.

      “Why not?”

      “Because it’s so personal.”

      “Lauren, it’s amazing and I think it could be a breakout piece for you. I know you. You love art, not just showcasing it. You have to do it.” I cross my arms, and shake my head.

      “Things are different now. That piece is the first thing I’ve been able to come close to finishing completely and I can’t show it.”

      “Come on! It’s too good to be kept hidden in your office, and if we’re going to buy into this whole mental illness being legit thing, wouldn’t this be a great piece to further the cause?” she argues and my heartbeat starts to accelerate. I rub my temples to ease the headache that is coming on.

      “No not this one.” I say quietly.

      She looks at me, and her perfectly arched blond brows furrow together. “If you don’t want to include your inspiration or what it’s about, you don’t have to.”

      “People aren’t blind, Hillary. They’ll know it’s my husband.”

      “But they won’t get what it means.”

      I shake my head. “A lot of people from Crestfield Corp will be here. It’s not a good idea,” I tell her adamantly.

      “He’s the president of the company’s son. Who cares what they think. I’m sure they’ve put the pieces together, Lauren.”

      “He doesn’t even know I did this,” I say quietly, feeling the guilt creep up my neck. She twists her long French braid around her finger.

      “Well, ask him or them. I can see the work you put into this, and it deserves to be seen,” she urges. “Can you just think about it?”

      I grip the back of my neck and glance over at the portrait. The hours it took, the memories and feelings I fought with spilling out onto the canvas.

      “Pleeaseee.” She begs, her hands in prayer position. I look at her skeptically.

      “Lauren, you deserve this,” she says.  The solemnity in her voice catches me off guard.

      “I’ll think about it,” I mutter and she squeals in delight.

      If only I was as excited about having this conversation with Chris as she seems to be at me having it.
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      Chris

      I look at the white envelope I found taped to the steering wheel in my car. The message on it simple:

      We need to talk

      —Cal

      Now in Helen’s hand, she is examining it thoroughly as if it was an essay written instead of a simple sentence. A request or a demand—I keep bouncing back and forth between which it is and what it means. Helen finally lifts her head and turns her attention to me setting down the note beside her. She interlaces her fingers and looks almost past me as if she’s contemplating something.

      “Okay Christopher, before we begin, I want to show you something.” She picks up the remote and turns on the flat-screen TV on her wall.

      “Are we watching another testimonial?” At first, it was interesting watching videos of other people with DID share what their experience has been like. The hardest part was listening to how their family members cope with it. Seeing the sacrifices everyone has to make makes me feel guilty.

      “Not today,” she says, and I look up and see myself on the screen.

      “Are we on?” The moment I hear the voice I know it’s not me. It’s him. He lets out a deep sigh and leans over his knees.

      “It’s me. The guy you think made your life a living hell, right?” He laughs. “Well if you think that, you’re fucking delusional. Without me, Caylen and Lauren wouldn’t be in your life. You’d probably be married to that stuck-up bitch Jenna.”

      “Cal, come on. You said you’d be nice.” I hear Helen’s voice in the background. He rolls his eyes and huffs.

      “Okay, let me get straight to the point. I want to do right by Lauren. I left her once because I thought I was doing the right thing. I wanted her to have someone better than me,” he says solemnly.

      “Well not better—because let’s be honest it doesn’t get any better than this—but more responsible, reliable. Someone who didn’t have the shitload of baggage we do.” He shrugs. “I never wanted Lauren to know you. It always seemed like everything in life came so easy for you. I thought you’d be easier for her to love than me,” he continues. It’s so strange to watch a recording of myself and not recognize my voice or remember saying the words, but to see it, to watch it myself really hits me and makes it all so real.

      “I’ve been trying to fix things for her. Make things right, and give her everything she deserves. She doesn’t deserve us fighting against each other. Telling her to pick and choose all the time. Confusing the hell out of Caylen when she gets older. You are the responsible one. The selfless one. You could be a good dad. But God, sometimes you’re a fucking pussy, man,” he says with a groan.

      He’s such an asshole.

      “I mean you are, and I can’t leave my girls with someone who acts like a pussy. I want to give her something she always wanted. I sure as hell can’t do it by myself. But maybe both of us together. We can give her the Prince Charming she deserves,” he says. “Helen and I have been talking, and I’m starting to think maybe this integration thing won’t suck ass completely. So what do you say, Chris? You in or you going to pussy out?” he asks cockily.

      I don’t care what he says, I’m not a pussy. The video goes blank and my eyes dart to Helen. She’s quiet, obviously waiting for me to respond.

      “When did you take that video?” I ask her, trying to suppress the anger I feel coursing through me. She must be reading me correctly because her eyes dart away from mine, as if the second away suppresses any guilt she has.

      “It was one of your first sessions…” I shake my head as realization comes over me and I shake my head in disbelief.

      “I remember that day! It was when I felt like I blanked out and lost time and you lied to me.”

      “I didn’t lie to you, Chris. I just didn’t inform you of what happened because I wasn’t sure what to make of it and I had to honor his request.”

      “Honor his request? What about me, Helen? What about my requests?”

      “I understand why you would feel upset, but you’re missing the bigger picture, Christopher. He’s offering you an olive branch,” she explains as if it’s the most normal thing in the world. I cover my face with my hands.

      “And what—I’m just supposed to accept with open arms? Now he’s ready to play nice and I just go along with it because that’s what I’m supposed to do? I just go along with the program because it’s not like I have a choice right? What about my choice, Helen?” By the time I finish my sentence, I realize my voice has gotten louder than I wanted it to, but Helen hasn’t even flinched.

      “You always have a choice, Chris. You don’t have to make a decision right now. No one can make you do anything…” she continues but then she leans forward in her seat and her eyes narrow on mine, studying me.

      “And why now? What’s changed so much all of a sudden that he’s become a team player and not a selfish asshole?” I ask through a laugh.

      “I don’t know,” she says evenly, and I can’t help but wonder what use has she been to me. Yeah, she’s taught me more about my condition than I knew previously but anyone could have done that. I still feel like I’m back to square one.

      “I don’t think this is working,” I tell her with my mind made up. I stand up from my seat.

      “I can help you talk to him.” Our eyes meet and I try to read her eyes.

      “Why now?”

      “Because he’s obviously susceptible to it. You can ask him all that I don’t have the answers for.”

      I look toward the door and back at Helen. I imagine how satisfying it’d be to just walk out and leave her sitting here. It’s what I want to do, but I know it’s not helping anyone—not myself or my family. I glance over at the screen that my face is frozen on. His face… it all blurs together. We’ve talked about co-consciousness in our sessions, communicating with them… it all seemed impossible at the time—surreal even—but the air in here is different now. The way my heart has begun to race and my muscles have tensed makes this all different. In the tape he’s how I imagined him to be—smug and arrogant.

      “Can you play it again?” I watch him, his mannerisms, and it hits me hard that this guy is really me. I’m on that TV, but it’s not me. Is this how it is for Lauren? Because I’m confused, and my emotions are all over the place. I ask her to play it again, trying to get used to the fact that it’s me. Hearing his message has an eeriness to it times ten. But there is something that I recognize in both of us—in our eyes and our expressions—everything changes when we talk about Lauren.

      “What would I have to do?” I ask her keeping my eyes on the screen. She turns off the video.

      “Hypnosis therapy.”

      “Ha.” I clasp my hands together and slouch back in my seat. The thought of Helen playing in my mind doesn’t give me any comfort.

      “Contrary to what many believe, hypnosis doesn’t allow me to control you or learn all of your secrets. It’s a state of focused concentration. My only role is to be your guide.” I wipe my hand across my face. At this point I can’t think of anything I have to lose.

      “Okay,” I nod. A glimmer of a smile shows on her face as she approves of my response.
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* * *

      “I want you to relax, Chris.” We’ve moved to a different office, and Helen is not behind her desk but in an upholstered chair across from me. The lights are dim, and there’s some type of candle burning.

      “I am,” I try and assure her but my heart is beating fast and my body feels stiff.

      “I’d like you to take a deep breath for three counts and then push out the air for five.” I do as she says and after about the fifth time, my heart rate starts to slow down.

      “Feel your muscles relax, and your thoughts leave your mind, and focus in on my voice,” her voice is calm and low and a different tone from what it usually is.

      “If you feel your eyes getting heavy, let them relax.” A few moments after she says this, they feel like bricks are on top of them.

      “I’d like you to imagine a place—”

      “What type of place?” I ask, but my voice comes out in a whisper.

      “Where you’d like to meet.”

      My eyes are closed now.

      “I don’t know how,” I tell her honestly.

      “Think of a place you’re familiar with. A place you know so well that you could mimic its design from the ground up.”

      In less than a second, I’m in my house. My parent’s house. I’m in the living room. It’s so weird, almost eerie. Everything in its place as if I’m actually there. But I am there, and no longer in Helen’s office but standing right in front of my dad’s big arm chair.

      “Do you see it? Are you there?” Helen’s voice sounds like it’s playing on a TV or a radio in another room.

      “Yes.” I say, but there’s no one in the room but me.

      “Good. Call him,” she instructs. “Just say his name.”

      I look around my surroundings, and I’m at home—the one I grew up in. I’m no longer in Helen’s office in Chicago but in Madison, Michigan. I swear I even can smell fried pork chops. How is this possible? My stomach feels like jelly, not because this seems impossible or stupid anymore, but because it feels real, right down to the picture of Caylen sitting on top of my mom and dad’s fireplace. I swallow hard.

      “Cal,” it comes out quiet, a little over a murmur and then I clear my throat.

      “Are you here?”

      “Look who it is.”

      My stomach drops when I turn around and see me, standing in front of me. A version of myself. My hair longer, and I’m in dark denim jeans and a black T-shirt. A silver watch on my wrist gleams as the sun from the window pours in. Leaning in the doorway, his arms are folded across his chest and he’s wearing a condescending smirk.

      “Chrissy boy. How are you?” he asks and I feel my face go hard. He puts both of his hands up in some sort of mock apology.

      “Just kidding. You’ve got to take the stick out of your ass.” He walks past me and collapses into my dad’s chair, resting his feet on the coffee table.

      “You’re quiet. I thought you’d be more talkative.”

      “What is this place?” I ask still trying to get over the fact that I’m looking at myself in the flesh. He lets out a half-laugh and tilts his head at me.

      “That’s the first question you ask me? Out of everything?” His face twists up in disbelief and amusement. I cross my arms and he shrugs.

      “Our twisted up mind obviously,” he answers simply. He gestures to the seat across from him. “Why don’t you have a seat?” he says with a mischievous grin. I frown at him and sit across from him. “It took you long enough to get here.”

      “Why did you pretend to be me?” I ask him as this is the immediate question that pops in my head. One of his brows shoots to the sky.

      “I didn’t pretend to be you,” he chuckles low.

      “Oh, so you tricked her?”

      “We both know I don’t have to trick Lauren to do anything,” he says his tone low and his face hard even though it’s accompanied with a smile. “Look let’s not get into conversations that we’ll never agree on.” His expression goes serious. “I’m offering you a truce,” he says bluntly.

      “Which means integration?” I ask him hesitantly. He shrugs one shoulder leaning back in his seat.

      “Or co-consciousness. Has Helen told you all about that?”

      “Where we share?” I ask him, and he laughs.

      “Something like that.”

      “You’d be willing to share?” I ask him skeptically. He throws his hands up and laughs.

      “Why does everyone think I’m the problem child?” he asks, feigning innocence.

      “Lauren said Collin wants us to integrate, so if he did say that, I’d assume that you are the problem.” His face immediately turns to stone.

      “Collin is a manipulative, egotistical little prick,” he says, irritation cutting through his words. It’s my turn to laugh.

      “Oh I see, so you’re switching teams?” I ask and his eyes narrow in on mine. “From my understanding, you and Collin have had some sort of agreement to keep me in the dark and that’s not working for some reason… so I’m guessing you need me now?”

      “I don’t need either of you,” he says his jaw flexing.

      “You must or I wouldn’t be here. I’m not that daft, Cal.”

      “Collin could take over,” he says evenly, and I feel my blood go cold.

      “What do you mean?”

      “Exactly what I said. He’s been in practice a lot longer. He knows more than we do and he’ll be in a perfect position if we don’t work together,” he says casually but there’s an edge to his tone. I give him a disbelieving look.

      “You two are the alters. If we integrate, I’ll be the one left,” I tell him, but my voice gives away my unsureness and he shoots his body forward with a wide, sarcastic smirk on his face.

      “Really? And why do you think that, Chris?”

      “What do you mean?”

      “Why do you think you’re the host? Because your parents told you?” he asks with a laugh. “After all we know how forthcoming and honest they’ve been.”

      I sit quietly and swallow my nerves allowing him to say everything he needs to say.

      “Has Helen ever told you that you’re the host?” he asks cocking his head to the side. “Let me ask you something. If I blocked out the memory of what supposedly caused our dysfunctional little trio… wouldn’t that make me the host?” I feel my heart starting to pace unevenly in my chest at all of his questions. “Or to be completely unbiased—if Collin remembers the most out of the three of us—wouldn’t he be? If we’re adding up reasons as to who was the first, the original will be the last one standing, my bets wouldn’t be on you Chrissy boy.” An amused dare is in his tone.

      “You aren’t taking bets on yourself obviously or I wouldn’t be here,” I counter.

      “Maybe I’m just tired of fighting. Have you ever thought of that? Ever thought that I might like to get to spend time with my wife and daughter without being on a time clock?” he asks again. “Wouldn’t you?” he asks this time with no sarcasm in his voice. My eyes trail to the photo of Caylen.

      “One thing I’ll say—I know we love them.” For the first time, his voice sounds completely genuine.

      “Collin doesn’t love. He borrows emotion from me, mimics parts of both of us, and that’s as human as he gets. If he somehow managed or decided that he doesn’t need us, that’s it. We’re gone. Not only that but the girls we love will be living with a psychopath—unfeeling, calculating, and only worried about his self-preservation regardless of the consequences.” His tone is ominous and I feel my nerves spike.

      “Lauren said he wasn’t that bad,” I tell him and he laughs.

      “Are you listening to me, Chris? I just….” He lets out a long frustrated breath. “Keep it up, farm boy. He’s the great pretender. You remember we saw that movie where the guy kills the rich dude and takes over his life and keeps knocking other people off to keep up the façade?”

      “You’re saying he’s a serial killer?” I ask sarcastically.

      “Hey, I’m not going that far but without us, who knows?” I’m starting to think Cal is paranoid, and this seems to be going nowhere.

      “Then what are you saying? Because as far as I know, Collin didn’t interrupt my life just to screw with me. You did!” I ask him angrily and his expression turns venomous.

      “There you go again. Thinking that I interrupted your life, that you’re the golden child and I’m the ugly step kid. Every good thing that you have now is because of me. Lauren, Caylen, and the money you so sanctimoniously wanted to hand over to your half-brained friend. If it wasn’t for me, you’d still be living paycheck to paycheck married to that frigid bitch Jenna!”

      It’s so strange. The anger in the room, my defiant face staring at me. His expression is hard, and he looks like how I feel. A few moments pass between our stare off. He’s me, or I’m him. This proves it even more how out of touch I am with myself. Being here is bizarre but it is another nail in the coffin to how real this is.

      “You can think whatever you want about me but I love Lauren and Caylen. I’d never do anything to hurt them. We’d all go before they would.” The promise in his tone should scare me but it doesn’t. “If for some reason I knew that we were a danger to them, I’d end it all without a second thought.”

      I clear my throat. “So if what you’re saying is true… wouldn’t Collin be aware of all of this?”

      “Don’t let the pretty face fool ya. I’m smarter than I look,” he laughs and I hold mine back. “It’d be easier if you were on board.”

      “And what do I get out of this?” He looks both amused and shocked by my question. “I’m already used to being left out—being ping-ponged between the two of you. How do you help me?”

      “Look at you, graduating from checkers to chess!” He has a proud, twisted grin on his face. “Okay, we can start off with me sharing my memories with you—if you can handle them.”

      “I don’t want to be caught off guard anymore. I want to know if a transition is going to happen,” I tell him. He nods.

      “Just so you know the clinical terms you don’t have to use with me,” he winks.

      “Deal or not,” I reiterate. He stands up.

      “Deal.” He says, and I almost feel this is too easy.

      “How would we—I don’t know the schedule for this…” I search for the words to ask.

      “What do you think is fair?”

      “I don’t know…” I didn’t really consider this.

      “Every other month?”

      “That seems like a long time,” I say scratching my head.

      “Every week…” he sounds slightly annoyed. That seems too frequent.

      “Every two weeks. And if there’s an event one of us has, we agree to let the corresponding person attend without interference.”

      “That sounds fair,” he says. “But one thing—this stays between us. We don’t tell anyone—not Helen, your parents, and especially not Lauren.”

      “Why not?”

      “There are some things that are not quite sitting right with me that I have to find out answers to. I’m not entirely sure what role Helen plays in all of this,” he says, and I’m surprised by this because you’d think they were best friends the way Lauren describes it.

      “And these things are?”

      He glares at me then shrugs casually. “When I find out you will.”

      “Fine…But my parents are pretty obvious, but why can’t we tell Lauren?” I ask.

      “Because she should think we’re integrated. It’s what’s been hammered into her about us being ‘cured’ I don’t want her worrying about us.”

      “You may be able to lie to her…”

      “It’s not lying!” he says defensively. “I don’t lie to Lauren,” his voice drops dangerously low, and I wonder what he thinks this is.

      “Us working together is a form of integration,” he reasons. I try to think how Lauren would react if I told her that Cal and I were decided to switch out…. co-exist would be a better word. I think she’d understand.

      “Don’t puss out on me, Chris. We can discuss telling her at a later date. Let’s gauge her reaction first,” he relents. That I can go for. “And we allow access to each other’s memories and thoughts.”

      “Don’t you already have access to mine?”

      “Things have been a little different since I kicked Collin out of the club.” He shrugs. So he does need me.

      I never imagined a day when we would sit down… or I would sit down with myself and talk. Cal explains how I can summon him if I need him. It sounds ridiculous, but this whole thing is. I let him know what he’s missed out on in the missing weeks he’s had. Still, something just doesn’t sit right with me.

      “Why should I trust you?” I ask and he smiles.

      “You don’t trust yourself? Look I’m you, and you’re me, and we have to act in our own best interest.”

      “You thought killing someone was in our best interest?” I remind him.

      “Okay, I was probably a little hasty about that… but I wouldn’t have gotten caught,” he says.

      “Okay. So… how do we do this?”

      “We shake on it.”

      “That’s it?” I ask, and his eyebrows rise. “Okay.” And we shake on it.

      “What you thought there’d be a rainbow or something?” He’s such a smug…
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* * *

      “Christopher?” Helen asks when I open my eyes. Her gaze is speculative.

      “Yeah?”

      “How did it go?” she asks.

      “It was okay I guess,” I say nonchalantly.

      “Were you able to speak to him?”

      “Yeah, he said he’s willing to integrate for Lauren,” I clear my throat. I’ve lied more this year than my whole life, and I still don’t feel like I’m getting any better at it.

      “Really?” she sounds surprised, and that makes my stomach twitch.

      “Uh…why wouldn’t you think he’d want to integrate?”

      “The same reason you never wanted to, Chris. But I always guessed if anyone would bring you together, it would be Lauren. Let’s go back to my office, and we’ll wrap up.”
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* * *

      Collin

      Something is wrong. My temples are throbbing, and I know I’ve missed time. I’ve missed events before but this does not happen. Not with me. I stare at Helen who just asked something about Lauren, and then look at the screen and see my face. But it’s not me… I’m not sure who it is. How did I get here?

      “What is that on the screen?” I ask, and her eyes narrow in on mine.

      “C-Collin?” she asks with a bit of hesitancy. “You, don’t know?” I feel myself losing the little patience I have.

      “Play it,” I tell her. She picks up the remote on her desk and plays the video. It’s Cal of course, and whatever is going on has his fingerprints all over it. As I watch I feel something I never have before. My chest is tight, and I’m on the verge of a headache.

      “When did he do this?” I ask, my voice low and shaky.

      “You don’t remember, you haven’t been aware?” I swear Helen is a genius. I rub my hand across my head. I remember when Chris cut all of our hair off, but now it’s longer and I can wrap it around my thumb. It’s been more than a few days—maybe even a few weeks.

      “Are you okay? You don’t look like yourself?”

      I press my knuckles together. “Calvin is out of control. He’s up to something, and I need to know what they’ve talked about.”

      Helen displays a smile to comfort the pathetic, but it only arouses my suspicions.

      “You know how it works, Collin. I only share what I’m given permission to.”

      I clutch my knuckles that look paler than I recall them. “The last thing I remember…” I try to think…“Christopher was here with Lauren….” I gulp down my budding nerves because there is definitely something to be very nervous about.

      “You still have not communicated with Cal?” she asks, attempting to conceal her surprise.

      “He is a lot more childish and stubborn than I initially thought,” I admit. “And I want to know how he’s been able to block me out.”

      “Cal shouldn’t be able to do that Collin. You’re co-conscious,” she begins to explain and I slam my fist against the table in front of me.

      “I know what he should not be able to do but he is doing it. I have no idea what has been happening or what day it is.” I growl.

      “Collin, this isn’t like you.”

      “That’s what I mean! Something is very off.” I try to remain calm but stress the importance that she helps set this right. I don’t know what’s going on with these two. Cal thinks he’s so smart, but I’ve been at it a lot longer than he has.

      “Would you allow me to speak with him?” she asks, and I laugh.

      “I’m not letting him out,” I scoff. Her lips press together in a tight line.

      “Then this is where the problem lies, Collin. You are supposed to be the neutral party, the level-headed presence, unbiased…” she trails off. “Would you like to talk to me about what has changed?”

      I suck in a breath trying to maintain my composure. Life happened. Calvin went on the fritz, and then Chris wouldn’t function right and I had to man the ship longer than I imagined doing. Lauren happened. She cared for me, loved me, and desired me, and I realized I could make things better than either of them. They made things worse, and Calvin’s selfish antics only highlights the fact that I would be the best father to Caylen and husband to Lauren. They are incapable and ruin all they touch.

      “I want to start Naltrexonel…”

      Her eyebrows rise. “Last I checked I’m the doctor, Collin.”

      “Okay, let me put it this way. You write my prescription, or I decide to let Calvin walk through the door…” I tell her, meeting her eyes. “The door to the room, Helen. The one your employer wouldn’t want him to go through… the person who writes your checks, who this entire empire stands on.” I watch her gulp.

      “What are you referring to, Collin?” She studies me as I search her expression and wonder does she know… maybe she doesn’t. After all, she’s just a limb, not the brain.

      I stand from my seat. “Never mind. I’ll have your boss make the call,” I tell her, throwing her a dismissive glance.

      “Collin, don’t you think we need to talk about this?” She stands and walks toward me.

      “I think we’ve talked enough,” I tell her before closing the door to her office. I pull out my phone and see that I have a text from Lauren asking me to meet her at the gallery. She's just the person I want to hear from.
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* * *

      “I’m up here,” Lauren calls out as the security system announces that I’ve entered. I look around and take in my surroundings. After finding out the date, I’ve realized I’ve been shut out for weeks. The gallery, already in pristine condition when I bought it, has come a long way. Paintings are hung, lighting fixed, floors buffed. There are boxes and equipment for the opening everywhere. I head up the stairs and am reminded of what a vision she is when I see her. Her hair is piled in a knot on the top of her head. Her eyes are bright in the way I imagine angels would look.

      “This morning was rough. I wanted to apologize again for everything that happened,” she says, and I look at her curiously. What exactly happened this morning? She lets out a soft sigh and hugs herself.

      “This is still new to me, and confusing at times, and I don’t want to hurt you. I don’t want to hurt any of you,” her voice breaks, and I don’t know what I’ve just walked into.

      “It’s hard dealing with this sometimes. It hurts me when you hurt—or when any of you hurt. I just want everyone to be happy, and I don’t know how to do that and am trying so hard.” She covers her face with her hands, and I wrap my arms around her and kiss her head.

      “You’re not mad at me anymore?” Her voice sounds childlike.

      “No, I’m not.” I feel her relaxed body become stiff in my arms, and she leans back to look up at me.

      “Collin?” She asks with a guess in her voice, and I nod. Her chin drops to her chest. I release her from my embrace.

      “You’re disappointed?” She looks up at me—she’s smiling but there are tears in her eyes.

      “None of you disappoint me.” She’s exasperated and walks to the other side of the room to collapse onto the couch.

      “Nothing ever gets settled or fixed. When it’s a problem to solve, you run away—not you but—you know what I mean.” She laughs, but it’s mirthless.

      “What happened?” I ask as I sit beside her. She sniffs and looks at me curiously.

      “I thought you know everything that happens?”

      “Yeah, I thought I did.”

      She finally sits up and wipes her eyes. “Cal came back and he didn’t let me know it was him. Chris was upset that I couldn’t tell them apart so now he’s mad at me. I’m so annoyed with Cal for not telling me and now… you’re here, and I’m sure I’ll get blamed for that too,” she says.

      This is why they have to go. This isn’t a happily married woman—this is a woman on the verge of a nervous breakdown. When I was here she was never like this—she was happy, productive, and loved. They’re both too selfish to deserve her, and to deserve this life. I hook my arm around her and she rests her head on my shoulder then curls her body into mine. This is what they’re supposed to do—bring peace—but all they bring is the war. And it’s why they should be extinct.

      “Everything is going to work out fine,” I promise her.

      “No it’s not! You guys hate each other.” She laughs miserably. “And I’m stuck in the middle of this.” I take her face in my hands and turn her towards me, her big hazel eyes full of sadness and uncertainty.

      “I promise you… things are about to get a lot better.”

      “You mean the gallery opening?” she asks.

      “No, I mean we’re going to be integrating,” I tell her and her eyes go wide.

      “What?” Her eyes crinkle in disbelief or maybe confusion.

      “We’ve all agreed. We want what’s best for you and Caylen.”

      “I-I don’t know what to say.” She’s so stunned that she begins to pace the floor.

      “I thought that it took years, that you all had to agree…and this morning Chris was just furious at Cal and now you all agreed to be one?” she asks skeptically.

      “I explained to them what this is doing to you. We talked it over, and we don’t want to be a hindrance to your happiness. We want Caylen to grow up with a normal father and for you to have a normal husband.” I watch her brows draw together. “I thought you’d be happy,” I ask a little shocked. She gives me a small smile.

      “It sounds good, but I want you all to know that I don’t care about normal. I’ve never been ashamed or embarrassed of you, and I never will be. I’m just tired of the fighting—of being the bad guy.” Her sadness takes over her beautiful features.

      “There won’t be any more,” I promise her. “I know this is a lot to take in, especially before your opening, but I have to say it’s an honor for me to be here for it. I’m so happy to see you be the woman you were always capable of being. We never wanted to hold you back.”

      “You didn’t hold me back.” She gives a slight shake of her head, but we both know the truth.

      “I’m still a little in shock over what you just told me that I can’t even think about the opening right now. How will this integration work? When is this supposed to happen? I-I’m just...” she sounds more bewildered than relieved. I tilt my head and look at her, studying her reaction.

      “This is what you want, isn’t it?” I ask her, and for a moment her face goes blank.

      “It’s never been about what I want,” she mutters. I feel my skin heat up, and I walk to her but she doesn’t look at me.

      “I’ve never asked you but… if you had to choo.—” Her furious glare makes me stop mid-sentence.

      “Really, Collin?” she asks in disbelief. “You of all people should know… I thought that you got it,” her voice is strained, and I immediately regret asking.

      “I’m sorry. I know. I do understand.” I tell her. I did understand once upon a time. It seems so long ago, and now I feel like I don’t understand anything. I do feel that she owes us some sort of an answer. If she had to choose, why wouldn’t it be me? I bought her this gallery. I’m the most stable one. I’m not as weak as Chris and not hot-tempered and unreliable like Cal. It should be me. She’s right, there isn’t a question because the answer doesn’t matter.

      It will be me.
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      Lauren

      “That goes over there.” Hillary directs the sea of workers we hired to set up for the event. My stomach is in knots. Not only is it tied in knots, but it feels queasy as if I were tied to a roller coaster. It’s the morning of my gallery opening, and it doesn’t feel like how I thought it would. I thought I would be excited and elated but instead I feel panicked and on edge.

      “Lauren, don’t you have a hair and makeup appointment,” Angela asks me knocking me from my thoughts.

      “Yeah, but I thought I should be here helping out and being more hands-on…” I say mechanically.

      “Hon, we’ve got this. Everything is going to go beautifully,” she reassures me with smile. The last two days have been a blur. I’ve thrown myself into work preparing everything for today, but what Collin said about integrating is at the forefront of my mind regardless of how much I try to ignore it. Something is different. Even Helen agrees though she won’t say much about it. The only thing that she did reveal was that Collin hasn’t exactly been his usual self. He seems more emotional, a little more human and it’s not bad, but I had grown to be comforted by his fair, unbiased nature. In the beginning, his motives were never for him, but for all of them as a whole. I’ve started to get the distinct feeling that this is no longer the case, and if that’s changed, I have to question everything that he’s said and done. With him being the most knowledgeable of them all, it’s a very scary place for him to be in if he’s not thinking clearly. I’m worried, and it’s not the kind that hits you at once when you think something bad is going to happen, but the silent kind that kills you in your sleep. The kind where people wonder why a perfectly healthy twenty-something-year-old suffered a stroke or heart attack.

      “Lauren Scott.” I turn around toward the deep voice, and it’s accompanied with blond hair, swoon worthy eyes and a smile that had to have been aided by years of braces.

      “You’re…” I trail off trying to place the familiar face.

      “Ian Hudson,” he says extending his hand.

      “Of course you are, I’m so sorry. Things are super hectic right now,” I apologize. This is the guy Hillary fawned over about his face, but his photography work is what is phenomenal.

      “I’m so honored that you are allowing me to feature your work.” He’s beautiful but in a rugged sort of way, rough around the edges, no polish. Tall and broad, more like a mechanic than a photographer. He sort of looks like Thor, Hillary is going to love that. She has a huge crush on Chris Helmsworth, I can’t worry about what a messy triangle that could be.

      Hopefully he’s married.

      “No problem, it looks like it’s in good hands here,” he says with an easy shrug surveying the chaos.

      “It will be, I promise. Everything will all come together tonight.”

      “No worries. If Mike trusts you, I trust you.” He smiles warmly. It’s a smile I’m sure would cause butterflies to any other woman, but all I want to do is pass it off to someone else. Fantastic eyes and stomach-clenching smiles is why my brain is such a mess right now.

      “Lauren, can you check on this and make sure that the playlist is okay? The DJ’s assistant wants your final approval,” Angela says as she hands me a list.

      “I can see you’re busy. I just wanted to introduce myself since we were in the area. I’ll see you tonight,” he says with an easy unoffended smile.

      “Thank you again. Yes, we’ll talk more tonight,” I say gluing my eyes on the list. When two hands cover my eyes, I try to hide a groan and plaster on a fake smile. I have so much work to do that right now, I wish I had a magic genie to grant me three wishes to make everything perfect if not just bearable. I turn around, and it’s Raven smiling widely at me. I fall into her big hug.

      “I thought you weren’t coming in until later?” I ask her surprised.

      “I wasn’t, but I figured you might need some help.” Her eyes survey me and her brows immediately knit together. “Are you okay?”

      “Just nervous about tonight.” It’s a half-truth that I hope she accepts.

      “Honey, I already see it coming together. It’s going to be a great night for you.”

      “Raven, can you please make Lauren get out of here so she can get ready for tonight? We have this all under control,” Hillary says through clenched teeth.

      “I really should get to my appointments,” I try to muster up some enthusiasm.

      “Yes, you need to get out of here, I will step in, and whatever they need me to do I’m available."

      “Okay. I’m going.” I grip the strap of my purse and maneuver my way through the sea of busy people working together to make my opening night perfect. When I reach outside, I let out a sigh of relief to get some alone time.

      “Penny for your thoughts?” I’m surprised when I look up and see Dexter Jr. sitting inside a matte black Rolls Royce.

      “Hi,” I say trying to keep the iciness out of my voice. He and I have been on the edge of cordial for awhile. We haven’t been friendly since I found out he lied to me about Cal.

      “You’re a little early for the party.” I assumed that he and Helen were coming, but I am surprised to see him here so early. Looking at Dexter reminds me of the secrets and lies that have been tethered to my life.

      “Where are you heading? Would you like a ride?” he asks, and I fight the urge to roll my eyes.

      “No thanks.” I turn and begin to walk away from him.

      “I think we should talk Lauren,” he calls after me, the smugness erased from his tone.

      “What on earth would we have to talk about?”

      “Your husband.”

      “Right… what would you tell me that Helen hasn’t?” I dare him.

      “Helen is bound by certain ethical restrictions. I am not.”

      I bite my lip. What could possibly go wrong from talking to Dexter? It’s not like this situation could get any worse. His driver comes around and opens the door for me before I’m even able to touch the handle.

      “Thank you.” I get in and he closes the door behind me. I take in the softness of the leather, the decadence of the finishes—this car whispers wealth.

      “First time in a Rolls?” he asks, and the awe must be written all over my face.

      “So what do you want to talk about?” I ignore his question and get straight to the point.

      “I know I was never exactly forthcoming with you, but please know, it was never because of who you are but because of who I am, and what was asked of me.”

      “Did you know that he was your brother?” I ask bluntly. His answer to this question will let me know if this is a waste of my time and if he’s only here to ease his own conscience or if he is ready to be more honest with me.

      “Not at first. But I am a Crestfield and the lengths my father encouraged me to go made me begin to wonder.”

      “When did you find out?” I ask him as he pours himself a glass of brown liquid.

      “Right before your wedding.” He brings the glass to his lips.

      I let out a deep breath. “Why am I here, Dexter? You must have something important to tell me.”

      “Has Cal talked to you about that night?”

      “What night?” I ask confused.

      “The night when he went to visit his relative from long ago.”

      “No. After everything happened he was really broken up about it, and then Collin took over.”

      His face sets into one of deep thought. “Actually no. Cal came back briefly a few days ago. I thought he was Chris, and he may have said something about it, but I was too intoxicated to remember what or if it happened at all.” I admit. “Why? Is it something important?” I ask him curiously.

      “It could be very important,” he says more to himself than me. “I couldn’t be helpful to you initially because Cal had sworn me to secrecy,” he begins. “Now I’m not bound by that promise. One of my pharmacists disclosed that Collin requested Naltrexonel and Xanax,” he explains, and I feel my face scrunch up.

      “I’m sorry, what is that?”

      “Naltrexonel is usually given to those who are trying to overcome a drug addiction, but we found that it suppresses emotional urges, and combined with Xanax—”

      “He doesn’t want to feel anything?” I ask him confused.

      “As you know, switching occurs due to triggers. Collin usually doesn’t respond to those things because he’s the one who isn’t supposed to be affected by that, but things seem to have changed. Xanax can have different side effects including impaired memory. We think by him mixing them he believes─”

      “He believes what?”

      “We think that he may be trying to create a permanent block, similar to what we were once developing for Cal,” he explains, and my heart has started to race.

      “But Collin’s supposed to be…” I let out a long sigh. “I made him this way,” I say feeling guilt gripping my entire body.

      “No, he is who he is. If anything you’re what’s keeping them together.”

      I don’t believe it though. “So what do I do? What do we do?” I am hoping that someone will give me the answer to all of this.

      “If you confront him about it, he’ll explain. Or admit his intentions and if need be—we have him committed.”

      “I’m sorry, what?” I ask in shock.

      “He can’t self-prescribe medication, Lauren. It’s dangerous, and we’re not aware of how it would affect him.” He states plainly. “Helen and I will be at your party tonight. If you notice anything strange or out of the ordinary—if he seems to be a danger to himself or anyone else—we’ll have to act tonight. I hate to tell you this on your big night,” he says sounding genuine.

      “No, it’s fine. I would rather know than be left in the dark.”

      “Where were you heading?” he asks.

      “Home.” The little voice in my head says my life is going to hell in a hand basket.
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* * *

      When I get home and open the door, I’m surprised to hear children playing. I’m even more stunned when I see Mr. and Mrs. Scott sitting on our couch watching television and a little blonde girl playing with Caylen and her toys.

      “Hi Lauren,” he says, and the biggest headache of my life joins my already nauseous stomach.

      “Hi, you’re pretty,” the little girl giggles, and when my senses kick back in, I realize that this must be Willa seeing as she looks just like Lisa.

      “Thank you, so are you.” I give her a forced smile. Mr. Scott’s eyes land on mine, and I see such a huge difference from when I saw him last. His eyes are bright and full of life, his beard and hair trimmed and no longer wild. He doesn’t look like he has the weight of the world on his shoulders, or like a man who unleashed a terrible secret on his family. He looks happy, and a part of me is glad, while the other part is wondering what he is doing here.

      “Chris wanted me to come,” he explains reading my expression.

      “Chris wanted you to come?”

      “He called me last night, and said he wanted us to be here for your opening.” They both look at me bewildered. “He didn’t tell you?”

      “Last night?” I ask confused.

      “Yes, is everything okay?” Mrs. Scott approaches me looking concerned.

      “No. Chris hasn’t been here for about four days…”

      “What do you mean, Lauren?” Mrs. Scott asks.

      “Hey sweetie, would you like to see all the cool stuff Caylen has in her room?” I ask Willa, and she smiles and nods.

      “Come on Caylen,” she says happily before taking off and Caylen bobbles behind her.

      I sit down and begin to explain to them what’s happened—with Cal taking over from Chris and not telling me and Collin, and the new myriad of issues and possible medication abuse—and when I’m done tears are flowing down my face, and Mrs. Scott is rocking me in her arms.

      “Oh honey, you’ve been dealing with all of this yourself?”

      “We’ve got to do something. This is something we should be handling not the Crestfields,” Mr. Scott says, that old tone of authority back in his voice.

      “I should cancel the show.” I grab my phone to call Hillary.

      “No. No, you shouldn’t. You’ve worked so hard for this. Your deserve this.” Mrs. Scott squeezes my hand giving me a soft smile.

      “We will all have to watch him. Someone will be here with you around the clock,” Mr. Scott says. “We’ll also tell Aidan to help out.”

      “I just don’t understand why Collin would tell you to come here. Do you think it could have been Chris briefly?” I ask more to myself than them.

      “I was shocked, to say the least,” Mr. Scott looks down guiltily. “I had such high hopes that things were about to change.”

      “Have you seen him today?” I ask Mrs. Scott.

      “He kissed me on the cheek while I was making breakfast and said he had to get to work. I should have known it wasn’t him when he didn’t steal any food.” She lets out a joyless laugh.

      He always leaves before I wake up. Actually each of them do.

      “Lauren, you should go get some rest before your big night. You look so tired,” Mrs. Scott says worriedly, and I realize I completely forgot about my hair and makeup appointment.

      “I’m going to look like a zombie tonight—a stressed out zombie.” I laugh to keep from crying.

      “No, it’s going to be fine. It’s all going to be fine,” Mrs. Scott reassures me taking me by the arm. “It’s one o’clock now. Go lie down until three and when you wake up, I’ll have everything you need to get ready here. I promise,” Mrs. Scott sounds so confident and sure that I immediately feel better.

      When I hit the bed, I’m not sure how I’m supposed to sleep with so many thoughts running through my head, but somehow my eyelids feel as if they weigh a thousand pounds and sleep hits me like a truck.

      

      “Hey, sleepy head. Time to wake up.” I open my eyes to see Hillary and Angela sitting beside me.

      “What time is it?” I feel groggy and could sleep a thousand more hours.

      “Time for you to hit the shower so we can make you glamorous.” Hillary grins with her five-pound beauty box at her side and a Red Bull outstretched to me while Angela waves her blow-dryer and flat irons at me.

      “You guys are the best,” I say feeling myself tear up.

      “Get all your crying out now because once I put your mascara and lashes on, I’ll have to kill you if tears wet them.”

      I gulp down my Red Bull in between showering and putting on lotion and when I’m done Angela starts on my hair.

      “Did I tell you I met my next one night stand?” Hillary asks, eying the size of her butt in my full-length mirror.

      “Grow up Hil,” Angela playfully scolds her.

      “Oh no if you saw him you wouldn’t say that. He’s so hot, and he’s an artist. He’s so broody and looking for a release.” She falls back on my bed and pulls up his picture on the phone. She shows it to Angie.

      “Yeah, he’s cute but why does he have to be a one night stand?” Angie asks and Hillary smacks her lips.

      “It’s an expression,” Hillary says defensively.

      “What about Aidan?” I thought they seemed to be getting closer, so I am surprised that Hillary is looking at other guys, actually I’m not.

      “Ugh, we’re not together. We’re just having fun and until he says otherwise, I am on the market,” she giggles. “What about you and Mikey,” Hillary teases Angela, and she smiles bashfully.

      “We are hanging out,” Angela says while wrapping my hair around the curling wand.

      “Hanging out or having fun?” Hillary says dramatically.

      I close my eyes and take in the moment, remembering the days where we’d help each other get ready for dates, and had sleepovers after boys broke our hearts. Well, what I thought was heartbreak then. Nothing compares to what I’ve felt with Cal. The lows are to the bottom pits of the earth, but the highs are like the most coveted spot in heaven.

      “Thank you for being here,” I tell them. Angie kisses my cheek and Hillary tosses a pillow at me.

      “Watch the hair!” Angela scolds her. For a small moment in time my mind isn’t on all that’s happened between me and my husband—the lies, secrets and hidden agendas—it’s just on me hanging out with my girls before one of the most exciting nights of my life.
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* * *

      Collin

      “Here is your suit for tonight and the files you requested.” She hangs up the suit on my door and then sets the folder on my desk.

      “Jennifer, what are these?” I ask looking up at my assistant and going back to the files in my hand.

      “You asked for them, sir.” She smiles awkwardly at me. She’s pretty in the old-school movie star way—not thin as a rail but shapely, big doe eyes, and full lips—but I question if that was one of the sole factors of her getting this job.

      “I asked you?” I reiterate. I notice her gulp.

      “Yes, this morning.” She crosses her hands in front of her, the half-smile disappearing. I pinch the bridge of my nose. It’s the second time I’ve lost time, little moments stolen from me like taunts. First was the paper taped to my computer monitor that said “your time is running out,” and now this.

      “What are these exactly?” I flip through what looks like personal documents, electricity bills, and a birth certificate.

      “They were delivered by courier Mr. Crestfield,” her voice is wavering, and she’s nervous or uncomfortable, but it’s me that should be. When my eyes land on the name, I drop the file from my hands. It’s Clayton Rice’s life on my desk.

      “Cal.” I mutter.

      “I’m sorry, sir?”

      “Nothing Jennifer. Will I see you at my wife’s opening tonight?” I change the subject, and her smile widens.

      “Yes. We’re all very excited. I’ve never been to a gallery opening before.”

      “Good,” I tell her, and she nods before leaving and shutting the door behind her.

      I pull out the bottle of pills from my drawer and eye them. The combination I took earlier was wrong. It only made me tired and more susceptible to transitioning. I should up the count of the Naltrexonel. I pick up the phone.

      “Jennifer, can you page Keelan Fexler?” He’s one of the chemists I’ve been working with. I take the file Cal ordered earlier and toss it in the shredder. I check the time and see I have about two hours before I need to head to the gallery, so I hop in the shower and change into my suit, and realize that Fexler still hasn’t made his way up here. I grab the phone.

      “Jennifer, did you have Fexler paged?” I ask feeling the veins in my head begin to throb.

      “Yes, but…”

      “But what?” My patience is becoming thinner and thinner, and the line goes dead. I pick up the phone to call back but get a busy signal. I stand up and head to the door and Dexter Crestfield Sr. walks through.

      “Collin…” He’s wearing a menacing smile. “My son,” he adds with condescension.

      I smile back.

      “Your brother revoked your privileges to our chemist and pharmacy staff,” he explains. He looks me up and down and gives me an approving nod.

      “Excellent choice for Lauren’s gallery opening.” He smiles like a game show host. He walks past me and sits behind my desk. “I’m a little concerned, Collin.” He leans back in my chair.

      “Concerned about what?”

      “That you don’t have things under control.”

      “I have everything under control. Granted, there have been some small mishaps,” I admit.

      “I don’t do mishaps, Collin. I’m too old for them now. I like results, and I do not like mistakes or miscalculations. They bore me, irritate me, and I’m not someone you want to do either of those things to.” His hard face cracks into a smile.

      “There hasn’t been a miscalculation or mistake seeing as I’m the one here. There is a reason for that, and if you help keep me here, you won’t have anything to fear.”

      He sits up halfway in my chair.

      “You remind me so much of your mother. Out of all of your comrades, you remind me of her the most,” he says with a sinister smile, and I clench my teeth.

      “She was so beautiful. She could have easily gone to Hollywood or New York and made a fortune off her face alone. The second I laid eyes on her I knew she had to be mine and I just hoped that the brain she had matched the body.” He chuckles.

      “Are you done,” I ask him pointedly. His smile fades into a flat hard line.

      “You’ll sit. Right now.” His tone doesn’t go above a whisper but would make a lesser man flinch. He points to the chair in front of my desk. I press my lips together and adjust my suit before sitting. As long as I get what I want at the end of the conversation, I can appease him. He can pay for this later.

      “You know I didn’t realize something was off with her until… well, I won’t get into the vulgar details with you. That would be tasteless.” He snickers and his eyes survey my face waiting for a reaction. “She seemed to be fine with us seeing each other when time allowed, and she understood being arm candy, but then a part of her didn’t, and then you came along.”

      “As much as these tales of your youth are probably worthy of a best seller, I have somewhere to be,” I remind him.

      “You know I think I have misled you, Collin. I may have given you the distinct impression that I owe you something—that you are in control—when in fact, it is the very opposite.”

      I can’t help but laugh at that.

      “Having you committed would be too simple,” he says casually.

      I let out a disbelieving laugh.

      “If I felt that you were any danger to yourself and Helen agreed with me…” he trails off.

      “You’re not talking to Christopher, Dexter. You’d have to have more than that.”

      “Impatient, just like Isabella.” He shakes his head.

      “You have been coercing my staff to give you medication. You threatened one before slamming their head into a metal counter,” he says, and I feel my heartbeat speed up.

      “I didn’t do that,” I retort, and he smirks.

      “Really… are you sure? Because I don’t think you remember as much as you should…” he trails off and stands from my chair and walks to the window.

      “Let’s say you didn’t. You don’t think I could persuade one, two, or three of my employees to agree to state otherwise? That I don’t have judges in my pocket?” He turns toward me, wearing a grin. “You are documented as suffering time loss and blackouts. Which means that you are not aware of all that you do. You don’t think that I couldn’t have Helen agree with how I see your condition?” He laughs.

      “Having you committed would be generous, Collin. It would be better than you getting into one of those luxury vehicles you love so much and the brakes giving out. A strange man cornering you in an alley with a gun to swipe that fifteen thousand dollar watch off your wrist and his finger slips and pulls the trigger.”

      My throat is tight, and my body feels heavy, my thoughts become hazy.

      “You see this game that I play with those who think they’re smarter—a step ahead of me. I let them think that they’re a step away from a checkmate and then… I knock the board over.” He leans down in front of me, so we’re face-to-face.

      “You’re lucky that you’re blood. Don’t feel so down on yourself. Better men than you have lost to me, and will continue to. Your own brother has his game that he thinks will put him on top but he will lose as well and the world will continue to spin. You don’t get this far in life with what I have and what I’ve built by not having your finger on the pulse of every area that you need to. I’ve learned to see the big picture. Young men like yourself only see a small cutout.”

      He touches my cheek like how a father would a loving son.

      “You know I really loved your mother… she just…she didn’t understand her place—couldn’t accept it—even after all of my convincing.” He lets out a short sigh. “Oh well. That’s all in the past right, my boy?” He pats me on the back before making his way to the door.

      “Oh, I almost forgot. I have a present for you.” I turn toward him and he tosses me a pill vial. I fumble before catching it, and he leaves out of my office . It looks like he was never here, but his presence is everywhere, infecting the air, infecting me. I quickly close the door then I’m frozen. Stuck in place. I try to think but I can’t because all I hear is sinister laughing. I quickly open the bottle and pop four pills.
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* * *

      Lauren

      He’s not here yet. In the midst of all the exciting chaos my thoughts are on him, and they shouldn’t be. Everything is going to be fine. Tonight is about enjoying this night, my accomplishments—something I’ve worked so hard to bring together. Well, that’s what Raven has told me since the minute I walked in my pale face hidden beneath foundation, concealer and highlighting powder. Hillary did an amazing job. My face looks like those girls on Instagram—flawless. My hair is effortlessly chic after Angie created perfect loose waves. The black dress I’m wearing seems especially made for me—hugging and hiding all of the right places. Tonight the gallery is packed. The music fills the air as people admire each painting. Cameras are flashing as a few newspaper reporters are here. The crowd is a mix of the young, vibrant, and the sophisticated, which I attribute to my artist’s social media followers and the strings that Dexter pulled for more traditional press. I’m dreaming, and it’s perfect except my leading man is missing.

      “Smile honey, you look like you just swallowed a condom,” Hillary whispers in my ear. “There are so many people dying to meet you—make your rounds and thank everyone for coming and upsell your artists work. I’ve sold five and I’m killing you,” she says tightly into my ear. She takes my arm and we make our way around the room. I’m surprised at how good Hillary is at this. She’s charismatic—reserved with the women and the right hint of flirtatious with the men. She’s knowledgeable of each piece and who the artist is. She’s done her homework and stepped up in ways I didn’t imagine she would when I hired her because she was in between jobs. In the moments I was falling apart, she was pulling things together.

      “Ian, Lauren and I just wanted to thank you for the turn out you pulled in tonight. I’ve asked several people about how they heard of the event, and they’ve all said they follow you.” Hillary gives him an award winning smile, and he smiles back modestly.

      “Your work is amazing and one of my favorites,” I tell him honestly. His latest works are photographs of abandoned buildings, but the way he captures them, they speak to people—men and women of all different ages. I’m guessing it’s why he has over a million followers on Instagram.

      “I may have brought some people here, but your work is what everyone is talking about.” He laughs.

      “My work?”

      “It’s brave to reveal something so incredibly personal. You could see the pain, the loneliness, the fear, and the joy from it.” The noise around me is drowned out, my heart beats hard in my chest, and it feels like the world has slowed down. I look at Hillary who has a nervous grin plastered on her face.

      “Hillary, you didn’t.” I gulp down my multiplying nerves.

      “It’s such an amazing piece, Lauren.” She pleads urgently, gripping my hands. Ian looks between us, sensing some tension. My thoughts are clumsily trying to form words, but the words aren’t making it out of my mouth. I scan the room to see where she put it, but I don't see it.

      What did she name it? What was the description with it? I haven’t even shown him the piece yet, and now it’s out for all of these people to see. I walk away from Hillary and make my way through the gallery. I didn’t see it during my initial walk through. It’s almost six feet and I wouldn’t just miss it.

      “Honey, it’s amazing. You did such a fantastic job.” Raven stops me. She looks beautiful, her hair is shorter than it used to be and cut into a stylish bob. She is wearing a dark grey oversized sweater and black skirt, but I can’t even voice a compliment out loud to her because my mind is on one thing—finding the painting, hoping that maybe no one noticed it, and praying that my name isn’t associated with it. Maybe she just mentioned it casually to Ian while flirting, and he’s just being nice.

      “Have you seen a piece by me?” I ask nervously.

      “That’s what I’m talking about. It’s the talk of the night. I didn’t think that you would be so open with what’s happening but…” Her words fall on deaf ears.

      “Upstairs, it has to be upstairs,” I mutter to myself before moving through the myriad of people holding champagne flutes and engulfed in their own conversations. My heart starts to beat out of my chest when I see it. It’s in its own section with over a dozen people surrounding it. The caption near it says—

      Shattered Pieces by Lauren Scott

      My heart stops.

      “What do you think it means?” I hear a man’s voice say.

      “Who cares he’s hot,” a woman’s voice adds.

      “It’s the same guy, isn’t it?”

      “I think so.”

      “No, they all look so different.”

      “Of course it’s the same guy.”

      “Triplets you think?”

      “Maybe she has three lovers.”

      The voices eventually all meld together, except one.

      “What is this?” His voice brings everything to a screeching halt. My heart has fallen over on itself, and I turn to look at him nervously. His eyes are wide, his stare hard on the picture. I gulp down my nerves. His presence causes silence amongst the onlookers, and I’m not sure if it’s because they recognize it’s him from the painting or his aura alone causes no questions to be asked, only actions to be taken. It makes me want to crawl in myself and hide. He looks amazing—dressed in an impeccable black suit, not a hair out of place, but something seems off. His face is like stone, relaxed, but his movements are quick and rushed as he walks towards the piece and looks around at the small crowd of people surrounding it. He stalks toward me, grabs my arm, his grip deadlocked on me.

      “How could you do this?” His voice is hoarse and desperate.

      “I-I didn’t mean for it to be on display like this...” I tell him quickly.

      “Do you know what can happen if people find out about this?” he asks, his grip tightening even more.

      “You’re hurting me, Collin.” I attempt to snatch my arm away.

      “There’s a reason we see one doctor, a reason that this has to stay under wraps.” His teeth are gritted, and he pulls me closer to his chest. His eyes are locked on mine and there is fire behind them. I feel myself shaking. I’ve felt many things for this man in the years that I’ve known him—anger, joy, love, disappointment, desire, but fear has never been one of the emotions until now.

      “He can destroy us,” he snarls, before pushing me away. My mouth falls open in shock and confusion. This has to be the medication! Onlookers are watching us confused, and with worried and perplexed expressions, unsure if they should intervene.

      “Who are you talking about Collin? What is wrong with you?” I beg him. He looks at me frustrated and as if I’m an annoyance.

      He walks over to my piece and attempts to pull it down.

      “Collin, stop it!” I try to grab his shoulder, but he shoves me away so hard I stumble in my heels.

      “Hey, why don’t you calm down,” one of the onlookers says. He’s about Collin’s height and build and I’m afraid of how this will end with the state Collin is in.

      “This doesn’t pertain to you,” Collin growls continuing his attempt to rip the canvas off the wall. The onlooker looks over at me in pity.

      “Just leave him alone please,” I tell him. Another guy shakes his head in disbelief or anger and approaches him.

      “Hey buddy, calm down.” He grabs his shoulder, and I watch as Collin’s fist flies into the guy’s face so hard he keels over.

      “Collin!” I scream. But he doesn’t even glance my way. He’s thrown the guy into the painting and is now on top of him punching him in the face.

      “Oh my God, Collin stop!” I scream. I try to pull him off of him but he shoves me so hard I hit the floor.

      “Hey!” I sit up to see two men—one being Ian—pulling Collin off of the poor guy. A few women help me up. Collin struggles in their arms and manages to tear his arm from the one guy and elbows Ian in the face.

      “Fuck!” Ian yells covering his eye. The other guy grabs Collin, and Ian snatches off his jacket and squares up his shoulders as if he’s a professional fighter.

      “Come on, asshole!” He taunts Collin, then charges at him like a raging bull. Collin attempts to grab Ian by the waist to throw him, but Ian lands several punches in his stomach. Tears are falling from my eyes. I take off my shoes and run to get help when I see Aidan tearing through the crowd.

      I’m so glad to see him I can faint. He rushes to the fight but grabs Ian assuming incorrectly that he’s the initiator.

      “It’s Collin. Stop Collin, Aidan!” I shout. Aidan looks up a split second confused, and Ian hits him in the jaw while Collin tries to hit both of them. Security has rushed upstairs and is grabbing everyone associated with the fight.

      “What the hell is going on?!” Hillary screams, her eyes wide. Less than a moment later, everyone is beside me asking me what’s happened—the Scotts, Dexter and Helen, Raven and Angela—but I can’t answer. I’m shaking as I look over at Collin being restrained, his eyes vacant, and it makes my insides go cold and tears trail down my face. I look at the piece I worked so hard on—something that to other people would seem strange or extraordinary—was precious and beautiful to me. My painting was similar to a diary entry of the past three years of my life. Now gone, destroyed, and trampled on. My opening night should have been amazing, but life just doesn’t seem to want that for me.
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      Chris

      My head is throbbing, my stomach, face, and hands hurt. I sit up and look around. I’m in a hospital room. I have an IV in my arm, and you’ve got to be kidding me. I’m handcuffed to the bed?

      What did I do? Dread starts to creep all over me. Of course like always I wake up in the middle of a mess that I didn’t have anything to do with.

      What am I doing here? What happened? I think about the last thing I remember. I was talking to Cal and we agreed to share. Of course this has something to do with him. I was stupid enough to trust him. I deserve this.

      “Hi.” I turn to see my mom sitting in the room, a grim expression on her face.

      “Mom. What’s going on? What happened?” I ask her. She looks down on her lap before glancing up at me, and it tells me almost everything I need to know. Whatever’s happened I messed up bad.

      “Chris?” she asks holding back the hopeful tone in her voice.

      “Yeah, it’s me, Mom.” She lets out a relieved sigh, but then the worried expression returns to her face. My head still feels woozy.

      “Am I on drugs?”

      “A sedative. It was hard to take you down,” she says quietly. I look at her bewildered. “What’s the last thing you remember?”

      I tell her what I remember and she nods.

      “Well, it’s been a few days and there was a big incident at Lauren’s gallery opening.” My heart and stomach feel like it’s been thrown off a cliff.

      “Oh no. How bad is it?” I ask afraid to hear her answer.

      She explains that Collin showed up and destroyed a portrait Lauren created, picked a fight with three people, and pretty much ruined her gallery opening. I feel like I’m about to throw up.

      “The people you assaulted aren’t pressing charges…” she trails off conjuring up a small smile. It’s one bright spot in the story but the fallout goes so much beyond that. I can read it on her face.

      “But you’re on video—a few people recorded the fight…” she continues and I throw my head back in disbelief. “You pushed Lauren, Chris… grabbed and shoved her.” She tries to keep her voice as calm as possible, but my hands are already shaking.

      “I did what?!” I ask in shock. She can’t have just said what I think she said. Her lips press together tightly.

      “The doctor ran some blood test, and you took some type of medication that could have caused the erratic behavior. They’ve flushed it out of your system."

      “Which one of them was it?” My anger is fuming, and my fists are balled up.

      “Christopher,” my mom says her voice quiet and still. “You’re my son… and I love you so much. The moment I laid eyes on you when you were five years old you were the second man who stole my heart.” Her smile makes me smile, but the solemnity in her tone scares me. “I think it’s time that you come to terms with your actions being your own.”

      “Lauren must… she must hate me.”

      “I’m sure she doesn’t hate you but she’s devastated, Chris.” My mom says simply, and the tone of her voice sends a chill down my spine.

      “She has been through so much, son.” She is quiet but intense, her tone and the look in her eyes makes my chest tighten. “I can’t imagine what it’s like to be her and to love how she does. It’s so pure and unselfish,” she smiles. “She’s what I prayed for when I asked God to send you a wife. But everyone has their limits, Christopher.”

      Her tone is ominous.

      “I-is she going to leave me?” I ask her, feeling the burning sensation in my throat. She should... she should pack up and disappear—no one would blame her.

      “I can’t say for sure. If anyone knows the crazy thing love makes you do, it’s me. But I will say that she is hurting. I think she has been for a long time and it’s not because she can’t accept or handle your condition, but that you have refused to.”

      My eyes widen and I start to defend myself.

      “You have all made it a competition—no, a battle for her to love you!” she stresses. “She is not unbreakable. A woman’s heart is so fragile. You… Collin… Cal… you have not been gentle with her heart. I don’t know how any of this works.” She shrugs slightly and wipes a tear from her eyes, coming to stand at the side of my bed.

      “But whatever it is that you need to do to get well or better—you need to do it. I’ll always love you regardless of what you do. It’s sort of a requirement as a mother.” She smiles, and it’s the genuine, warm smile that used to make me feel better when I was little.

      “But as a wife you have a choice, and Lauren always has chosen you. But she is not alone anymore—she has a daughter—your beautiful little girl and if it comes down to where she has to make a choice between the two of you… you won’t win.” She kisses my forehead and gives me a long hug.

      “Your father and Aidan are outside waiting for you… would you like to talk to them?” My dad? What is he even doing here?

      “I’ll talk to Aidan.”

      She nods and a few moments after she slips out of the door Aidan comes in, hands in his pockets and a circle around his eye.

      “What happened to you?” I ask seeing his face swollen. He looks like how I feel.

      “You did!” he says seriously as he sits down and stretches his legs out.

      “Of course.” I let out a sigh.

      “I was hoping when you woke up it was the other guy, so I could punch his lights out and bring you back,” he kids… or at least I think he’s kidding.

      “Tell me—was it bad?” I ask knowing Aidan won’t sugarcoat things. He whistles and shakes his head before pulling out his phone.

      “Better you see it,” he says hesitantly, and after a few seconds I hear my voice and he turns the phone toward me.

      “What the hell?” I ask watching the entire disaster happen.

      “You were on something—you or whoever it was—wasn’t even themself.” I look at the number of views on the video. It’s at over thirty thousand, and it was only posted seven hours ago.

      When I see myself push Lauren down, my heart breaks in half. I must look like I’m going to vomit because Aidan grabs the wastebasket and offers it to me. I knock it away angrily. I want to bang my head against the metal railing. I can’t even watch anymore. Nothing I’ve done could be worse than that.

      “Turn it off,” I mutter.

      “Wait, you don’t want to see the part where I came to the rescue thinking some asshole was ruining Lauren’s opening and the asshole turned out to be you?” he asks jokingly. I look at him blankly.

      “Maybe later.” He pushes the phone back in his pocket.

      “I don’t know what to do. The way my mom looked at me, I’m afraid to see how Lauren’s going to look at me. What if I’ve lost her? I’ll never forgive myself.” I cover my face with my hands.

      “You realize the irony in that statement?” Aidan chuckles.

      I hurt her. Not only figuratively but literally. I put my hands on her. I embarrassed her and because of what? I don’t know what made Collin take those drugs, or how it got to this point but I know it has something to do with us wanting to be in control, thinking about ourselves and not our wife or daughter. We’ve been so selfish thinking about our needs, who she loves, and who wins that we didn’t stop to think that we could all lose her. I’m disgusted—I don’t even want to look at myself.

      “I need to talk to my dad.” Aidan’s eyebrows shoot up in surprise.

      “You sure? You’re not going to hit him are you? Because I’d be more than happy to do that for you.”

      “No, I’m not going to hit him. And if you don’t want to be handcuffed next door to me you probably shouldn’t either.” I tell him. He lets out a half-chuckle and moves toward the door. “Hey, Aidan, thanks for fighting for me.” He grins and waves me off.

      “I’ve fought for worse causes.”

      Faster than I thought possible my dad walks through the door. It’s eerie looking at him. I imagined he’d look different, more sinister, like an evil cartoon villain but he doesn’t. He looks like my dad, except his face shows his concern, his worry, and his apprehension. Even though he flew into this room, he looks hesitantly over at the chair, almost afraid to sit in it. That I might I change my mind about him being in here if he does. Maybe I will.

      “You can go ahead.” I gesture toward the seat. He looks at me closely before sitting down.

      “I didn’t know if you’d want to see me,” he says clearing his throat.

      “I don’t know if I do,” I admit, and his face drops. “But I feel like I should.” I let out a long breath. We stare at each other, his face full of guilt, sadness, disappointment, regret and shame. I recognize it more easily now because I’m some version of the same.

      “I know my words mean nothing right now, and that you have much bigger issues, but know that there’s not a day I don’t regret what my decision did to us. I miss you, and pray to God that things can be better. I want you to know your little sister, even if you never talk to me again. Your mom’s fallen in love with her and I hope you can too…”

      My mouth falls open. “What?” I ask him confused. He hesitates a bit. “Mom has what? How… what are you even talking about?” My voice grows sharper as my sentence continues. He swallows hard.

      “Lisa.” I cringe as soon as he speaks her name. “She dropped your sister off and left town. Willa's  been living with us for the past two months,” he mumbles. I laugh, and cover my face. I can’t believe this.

      “Look I can’t even begin to deal with that right now,” I pinch the bridge of my nose. “I don’t need your apology or explanations. I just need you to be my dad—to be the dad you were before all of this happened.”

      His nod is slow as if he understands what I mean. He rests his hands on his lap and I tell him everything that’s happened—all that I can remember, my deal with Cal, and how terrified I am of Lauren leaving me. There’s silence between us when I finish, and he looks at his lap before our eyes meet.

      “Do whatever is necessary to keep her son.”
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* * *

      Lauren

      “Hey Hun,” I look up to see Raven peering through the door. I’m not sure how long I’ve been awake. I’ve spent an entire day in this room. I haven’t moved from this spot since the night of the unraveling—which is what I’ve named it—an event that changed everything has to have a name. I somehow believed if I stayed in here and didn’t leave, if I didn’t speak a word of what happened—it just wouldn’t be real. I needed it to be a bad dream—something I could explain away because to admit to myself that my husband did what he did that night—makes it all so real and heartbreaking.  Not only did he attack several people, and ruin my opening, he destroyed something precious to me.

      The worst part of it all, is that he made me afraid of him. Regardless if it was Collin, Chris or Cal, I’m so horrified that I can’t move past it.

      “I’ve got you coffee, toast, and two boiled eggs.” She’s treating me with kid gloves reminding me of how disastrous of a situation I’m in. For Raven to not act like her normal take charge, stern expression, I-told-you-so self lets me know this is beyond bad.

      “Thank you,” my voice sounds like sandpaper. She sits on the edge of the bed and slides the tray across to me. I pick up the mug and realize my hands are shaking and I sit it back down, and squeeze my eyes shut from the tears threatening to make an appearance.

      She doesn’t say anything but scoots the tray aside, slides next to me and offers me her open arms. I fall into them and bite my lip, but it’s quivering so much it doesn’t help and soon I’ve let go, sobs escaping my mouth faster than the tears falling from my eyes.

      “Honey, it’s all going to be okay,” she says while stroking my back.

      I can’t speak, not even if I tried, so I focus on breathing. My tears seem bottomless, not stopping as the minutes pass, and I feel sorry for Raven who’s here cleaning up the mess that I chose to be in. I can’t believe I’m back in this place—the same place I was in two years ago—except he hasn’t left this time and instead something in me is gone. My belief that he’s my protector—that regardless of the fighting, the blame, the constant personality changes—that he’d never hurt me, that I’d never be in danger is gone. It was always my defense when I’d get looks from the people who loved me who thought I was insane to put myself through this for love. It was my trump card that he loved me and regardless of what happened, he would never hurt me. It’s now all gone.

      “Honey,” she says quietly. “I talked to his mom earlier today.” My entire body freezes. “She said he had some form of medication in his system. That it caused him to act out like that,” she explains. I’m embarrassed to tell her I already know about the medication after my conversation with Dexter. I should have been more prepared but I wasn’t. I didn’t think his behavior would be that altered, that he would be so manic and wild.

      “Who did he wake up as?” I laugh bitterly, moving myself from her arms.

      “Christopher.”

      “And let me guess… he had no idea what happened?” I grab a Kleenex off of my nightstand and dry my face. She gives me a sad smile and it’s all the answer that I need.

      “Is Caylen okay?” I force a sip of coffee down my throat.

      “She’s wonderful. I’ve bathed her, given her breakfast, and Angela’s taken her to the park. Hillary is handling things at the gallery for you today. She took care of the clean up and dealing with the press.” My heart flinches. Oh my God, the gallery! I look at the clock, and it’s one o’clock. Right, I have a business, probably a failing one after last night’s disaster. “She asked me to have you call her when you were up.” I know that I should be grateful that she’s stepped up so much, but I can’t help a small part of me from being angry with her for not listening to me—for taking it upon herself to show my piece. But I can’t totally blame her because yesterday was eventually going to happen if that piece was up or not.

      “Uhm…are you going to the hospital to see him?”

      “No, I’m not,” I say quietly, and as calmly as my still weak voice will allow. Her eyes widen in surprise. And truthfully, I am surprised too even though I said the words out loud. “I’m going to spend today with Caylen and tonight start work on whatever Hillary wasn’t able to pull together. I’m going to shower now because I really need it.” I go into the bathroom, my mind teetering between anger, pain, hurt and confusion. It’s a broken down seesaw, just one out of order attraction in the broken down theme park that seems to be my life.

      I shower with the hottest water I can stand, and then switch to cold to numb the pain I’m in. I go to my closet and throw out random pieces to make an outfit, then I double back picking out the best pieces I own that won’t look too odd to wear on a mommy and daughter date. I settle on a black sweater and dark denim jeans. I even do my makeup. I make an attempt to look fine, but the colors make me look as if I’m going to a funeral. Maybe I am because my heart feels as if it’s dying.
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* * *

      “So the video seems as if it’s going viral—all it’s done is increase the popularity of this place. There is no such thing as bad publicity, remember? I’ve been fielding calls all day. You’re going to be fine, Lauren. All but three of the paintings you showcased sold, and even Ian has agreed to show with you again… on the condition that your husband isn’t in the same room with him.”

      All of the things that Hillary has caught me up on should make me smile, and feel a tiny bit happy, but it doesn’t. While I’m here I just keep replaying the last time I was in the gallery. My joy, hope, and optimism seem to have been sucked away like leftover food and debris. I only had a certain allotment of smiles for use today and Caylen took each one.

      “Can you send him a really expensive bottle of champagne, and maybe some really good food?” I clear my throat and take a drink from the water bottle that’s sweating in front of me.

      “Already done.” She takes my hand and clasps it with hers. “I’m so sorry again, Lauren.” Her big blue eyes plead with me for forgiveness.

      “It wasn’t your fault… well a very tiny miniscule part was but I’m done blaming other people for what happens with us. I always do that and I’m tired of it. I won’t look to lay blame on anyone so that it doesn’t lay on him. I won’t do it anymore.” I tell her squeezing her hand back.

      “Aidan says you haven’t visited him or called,” She says hesitantly. My eyes dart from hers. “Not that I blame you,” she adds quickly. My chin goes to my chest and I let out a deep sigh and a soft shrug.

      “I don’t know what to say to him. Did he mention when he’ll be coming home?” I ask quietly, both anxious and afraid to hear the answer. She shakes her head and at that moment the buzzer rings for the gallery. We look at the camera and my stomach drops when I see him standing outside—the heart I swore had died has just reminded me it’s still alive and kicking. Hillary glances at me, and I take my lip in between my teeth and begin to chew.

      “Should I…?” she asks.

      I nod almost immediately, and then a small part of me wonders if I should… what if he’s still… no… I swallow hard. She hits the buzzer to open the door and we both head downstairs. By the time we make it down the stairs he’s inside, standing awkwardly by the door, his shoulders cast down, hands in his pockets. When his eyes reach mine I can read them from across this room, and my heart clenches in my chest. The tension in the air is so thick you can slice it, words unspoken float through the air. He doesn’t have to speak, I know it’s Chris. He’s the only one who wears guilt around his neck like a tie and an apology written across his eyes. I let out a sigh of relief as my eyes trail over his T-shirt and jeans. If he had on a suit I just may have passed out.

      “Hi,” Hillary speaks before either of us does.

      “Hey Hillary.” He gives her a broken smile. She looks between us and twirls a finger around a strand of her hair.

      “Uhm… Aidan’s in the car.” Chris tells her pressing his lips together.

      She glances towards my direction giving me a look to ask for permission to leave and I nod letting her know it’s okay.

      “Cool… I’ll go say hi.”

      I cross my arms across my chest, feeling if I don’t my heart will escape and jump in his arms, and right now, my heart can’t take the lead on this. My mind has to be on high alert.

      “You didn’t come to the hospital,” he says quietly. I look down guiltily and shrug away the apology fighting to escape. “Not that I blame you,” he follows up quickly. He approaches me slowly but stops about an arm's length away.

      “I can’t begin to apologize for what happened here…” his voice is wobbly and filled with emotion. I take in a deep breath through my nose, and rest my gaze on the floor, because if I look at him, I may do stupid things like tell him it’s okay when it’s not, or hug him when nothing has been solved.

      “You didn’t deserve that… you don’t deserve any of this,” he continues quietly. “I saw the video and… if I could take anything back it would be that…” he says, his voice weak. I feel tears starting to settle in my eyes.

      “Collin took…” He lets out a long breath through his nose. “I… I took pills—too many and the side effects—well you saw it,” he explains. I slowly bring my eyes to his face.

      “I’ve been hoping that this would all work out, that I could solve it all on my own. But yesterday showed me that what I’m doing isn’t working, it’s not enough and when I saw what I did to you—” He clenches his jaw. “After the thing that happened with Cal and Clayton, I should have known then that this was something bigger than I could handle.” He clears his throat, and my heart starts to feel as if it’s going to break.

      “But seeing me do that to those people… to you…” He shakes his head and I see his eyes tear up. I let the ice in my demeanor break a little and cross the imaginary line between us to take his hand.

      “You weren’t yourself,” I tell him, and his brows furrow together. “We’ll get through this.” I take his other hand in mine, and his big hands wrap around mine.

      “See that’s the thing. I can’t do this to you anymore.”

      Every muscle in my body tightens, and he must sense it as he squeezes my hands tighter. This feels eerily similar to so many years ago, when I met Cal that faithful day in our home, when everything was supposed to be fine but it changed in an instant, but I push those thoughts away.

      “You’ll see Helen more often… we’ll make sure that you won’t take any more pills, we’ll do counseling, as much as it takes, as long as it takes, you can go on a leave of absence at work. We can even go back to Michigan with your parents….” My words come out a mile a minute, and when he presses his lips together and takes my face in his hands, I lose my breath. I see his answer in his eyes long before the words reach his lips.

      “No.” His word is short but the most painful thing I’ve ever heard—it’s like a knife in my heart. His eyes lock with mine, and his face blurs from the tears accumulating.

      “No?” I ask him, my voice breaking, my body beginning to tremble. He shakes his head slightly. “What are you saying?” I ask him pulling away. “You’re not doing this to me again. You can’t, Chris. You won’t hurt me like that, I know you won’t.” I know it’s not playing fair right now, pitting him against Cal, but I can’t afford to play fair. I can’t lose him.  I won’t. I’ll do whatever it takes to get him to change the direction this is going in. He tears his eyes away from me, and when he looks up, I see a single tear fall down his cheek.

      My heart crumbles, and I’m starting to feel numb all over. “Please…please don’t do this.”

      “Lauren…” he says and turns away from me, and I can see he’s wavering. I latch on to him.

      “No you can’t.” I’m begging pathetically, desperately, tears suffocating my words. The moment before he walked in I wasn’t sure if I could move past what happened. I couldn’t see a way, but now I realize through my anger and anxiety, there is no other way to move forward without him. I can’t see it or imagine my future any other way.

      His body turns stiff and when he turns around and clasps my face in his and makes me look in his eyes, I see its Cal. I take gulps of air as if I’m drowning. I am drowning.

      “Cal no! No! You can’t do this to me!” My voice is sharp yet weak, infested with burning tears.

      “We have to do this, babe. It’s for you. For you and Caylen,” he says, his eyes melancholy, his tone hard and expression determined. I go weak, my body limp and he must know because he catches me before I fall to the ground and pulls me up in his arms.

      “Not again, not again Cal. I-I can’t lose you again. No, I won’t. If you love me you won’t leave.”  I’m crying so hard now, and I can feel his heartbeat as I cry into his chest.

      “It’s because I love you….I’ll be back. I promise,” he whispers in my ear. I ball his shirt into my hands and try to catch my breath.

      “How long?” I ask through a whimper.

      “As long as it takes,” he responds, and I feel my spirit starting to crumble.

      “I won’t ask you to wait,” he says, a quiet strength to his voice. I pull away from him, anger fueling me.

      “You won’t ask me to wait? How gallant of you!” I spit angrily but it dries up in seconds.

      “I don’t have a choice. I never had a choice. No other option! You took my heart the day I fell in love with you!” I cry. “How do you expect me to live without it?!” I tell him before bursting into sobs again. His arms envelop me, and he holds me, but if it isn’t for eternity it won’t be long enough. I cover my face in my hands. He kisses both of them softly.

      “When I come back, I’ll be the man you deserve.” I don’t know how long it is before he’ll leave me but I know my soul is going with him.

      “My parents have the information as to where I’ll be, but don’t come see me, Lauren. We… I have to get fixed.” His voice is stern but some how manages to be tender. I’m afraid to look up at him.

      “Do I make you worse?” My voice stutters. His lips land on mine and they’re so soft and gentle that for a second they makes me forget about the pain and the devastation that I’m sitting in the middle of.

      “You make me want to be a better man.” His arms envelope me again, and I know it’ll be the last embrace we’ll have until… I don’t know when. My entire body aches—anger, despair and bewilderment swells in me.

      “I love you more than my own life… you’ll get through this,” he tells me, and I laugh bitterly as he lets go, déjà vu.

      “Because I have to?” I mutter before he leaves out of the door. He stops and turns to me.

      “Because I need you to.” And with that, he’s gone.
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* * *

      Chris

      “So, here we are.”

      Cal is standing in the same doorway, his arms folded across his chest, and a blank expression on his face, but I know how he’s feeling, the same way that I do after leaving the woman we love most. We’re lost, desperate and angry. We had made this deal the last time we spoke about him coming when I needed him, but I took his word with a grain of salt since he still hadn’t shared any of his memories. After everything that happened, I’m not sure if they just didn’t take or if I wouldn’t accept them, but…we share her.

      “I told you that son of a bitch was off his rocker,” he grumbles. I ignore his I told you so.

      “Great, so where does your I told you so get us?” I ask him. He walks over to the table and kicks a chair out from under it to sit in.

      “So, what do we do now since we’re in the country club for crazies?” he asks.

      “I need you to call Collin,” I tell him and he laughs.

      “You don’t want me to do that,” his tone is viciously low.

      “Yeah I do,” I tell him. He scowls, but after a few moments it’s replaced with a tight smirk.

      “Collin… old buddy old pal. Come out, come out wherever you are,” he calls, amused after a few minutes.

      “Did you really do it?” I ask him annoyed, and he scowls.

      “Didn’t you hear me?”

      There is an eerie stillness in the room and the lights flicker.

      “I’m here.” We both turn, and see Collin standing in the entryway. A pair of black, square reading glasses on, a loose white button-down and tan slacks. Cal shoots out of his seat before I can blink and grabs him by the neck and slams him onto the dining room table.

      “Hey, stop it!” I yell at Cal.

      “He pushed my girl!” He growls back at me, eyes full of anger but wearing a half-smirk. “He tried to get rid of us,” he continues. I pry him off of Collin who takes several breaths.

      “It’s not like you never tried…” he says through gasps. “The medication didn’t react quite how I expected, I admit that.” he says full of guilt pushing himself off the table.

      “Look, we need him!” I tell Cal with a warning glare.

      “I apologize for my behavior. I will never forgive myself for what I did to Lauren. But none of us here have been saints,” he adds. Cal shrugs and sits back in his seat.

      “Right, Cal?” Collin, says his eyes narrowed on Cal.

      “Don’t make me end you,” Cal spits back at him.

      “Christopher, he wasn’t going to share consciousness with you. He just wanted to get rid of me and the moment that happened, he was going to bury you.” Collin spits out, and I look at Cal who gives a half-shrug.

      “I can’t say I’m surprised,” I let out a sigh.

      “We can’t keep doing this… the fighting, the secrets, this weird power struggle.” I yell at both of them and their eyes dart from mine. “If we do, Lauren’s going to end up in someone’s psych ward and I don’t think it’ll be through voluntary check-in. Can any of you live with that because I know I can't?” I ask them both and see guilt on each of their shoulders.

      “So what are you suggesting, Chris?” Collin asks.

      “That we do whatever it takes to keep her,” I say quietly, and Cal laughs bitterly.

      “So we’re back taking advice from Daddy now?” he asks condescendingly.

      “Hey, do you have a better idea?” I ask, and for once his smug grin disappears.

      “So are you proposing that we integrate?” Collin asks with an arched brow.

      “I don’t trust either of you farther than I can throw you,” Cal snarls.

      “Okay, well how about we keep on going how we’re going but if that’s your choice—get good and comfy at Elm Memorial because I’m not checking us out until we get this right. No one will see her until we get this right,” I tell them and I expect an argument or some form of protest but none comes.

      “You in?” I ask Collin, and he nods. I turn to Cal, and he’s quiet then he looks at me with a sincerity that I've never seen.

      “I’d do anything for her.”

      “I have something to show you both then. If we’re going to agree to do this,” Collin stutters. Both Cal and I look at him curiously. The lights dim in the room we’re in and suddenly we’re somewhere else, a small house. There are kids playing in the living room, and a TV is on. We follow Collin to an open doorway. We look in and my heartbeat picks up when I see me—the little boy standing in front of my mother, gun in hand, pressed to a woman’s face with tears streaming down her eyes.

      “Come on, pull it for Daddy.” Our heads all turn and we see a man… not just any man but young Dexter Crestfield goading my five-year-old self. I turn away and hear the shot. In the blink of an eye, we’re back in the meeting place I chose, a façade of my parents’ kitchen. At this moment I wish it was real, that my mom would walk through the door and tell me everything is going to be okay.

      “I’m going to kill him!” Cal’s face is red, and he’s trembling.

      “You can’t kill him,” Collins says, evenly unaffected. I look at him in disbelief.

      “How long did you know that?!” I ask him angrily. He looks away, but not before I see the guilt in his eyes.  Cal charges him like a mad bull before pinning him up against the wall by the throat. This time I don’t stop him.

      “You’ve been holding out on us—on this bastard killing our mother for what—let me guess so you could blackmail him?” he says through gritted teeth.

      “We can’t bring her back, we’ll never be able to prove he did it…” he says, his voice strained. Cal punches him in the face before letting him go. He grabs a chair and then slams it against the wall before sinking to the floor. My brain feels like it’s being smashed with a rolling pin.

      “I have an idea,” Collin says.

      “You shut the fuck up!!!” Cal screams at him. I sit on the floor and try to catch my breath. I don’t know how I’ll get them to integrate after this. I scowl at Collin.

      “If you would just listen to me,” he pleads, only making eye contact with me. “I planted a bug in his office and car, and I have people…” he starts to say. “We may not be able to get him on murder charges, but we can get him put away for a very long time on insider trading, embezzlement, and coercion.”

      I look over at Cal. “Are we on the same page?” He nods his affirmation.

      Collin does as well. “Okay.” He mutters.

      We all look at each other. Or our self. I swallow the lump in my throat, all of us in different thoughts, fighting different ghosts but for the first time I don’t feel alone, or as if I’m in an enemies camp.

      “Whatever it takes,” Cal says quietly, and we all repeat it.
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      Lauren

      “Mommy sand!!” Caylen squeals as the white sand pours through her fingers.

      “That is a beautiful sand castle sweetheart,” I tell her before stealing a kiss on her cheek.

      “Look at mine, Lauren!” Willa giggles.

      “Beautiful!” I exclaim, and she twirls around in her pink princess swimsuit.

      “I’m so glad to get away from all of the madness. This is close to heaven,” Mrs. Scott says, a wide smile on her face.

      “Girls, why don’t you go bury Papa!” Mrs. Scott suggests pointing the girls in her husband's direction who’s about fifteen feet away from us reading his newspaper on the Ipad we gave him for his birthday.

      “Daddy, can we bury you again?” Willa asks Mr. Scott who feigns a groan but agrees.

      “Come on, Caylen,” Willa says as they make their way over to him.

      The past four months have been like a whirlwind. Hillary was right. The night that turned my world around seemed to be one of the best social media kickoffs our gallery could have had. I have a wait list for artists work to be featured, we’ve been featured on several celebrities’ social media accounts, and I’ve even listed some of my own work. Nothing as personal as I had the last time but it feels good to run a successful business and still be an artist. With Dexter Crestfield Sr. beginning his trial soon, we thought it was as good a time as any to get away from the madness that’s likely to ensue. The sun is hot and there is a cool breeze off the water. The sky is clear and I can’t help but drift back to my wedding day on that beach in Rio. I blink the thought away, the joy of the memory tied around sadness. I’ve been trying my hardest to not be sad, to not think about him. It’s been four months since he left me at the gallery, when he told me he had to get better. The days after that nearly suffocated me, but Caylen pulled me out of that depression—the thought of her losing both her parents in mere days was more than the overwhelming need to pine,  cry, and linger in the depth of my pain. I wish I could hear his voice, that I could just touch him. At least this time I know where he is. Elm Memorial, according to Dexter, is the crème de la crème of psychiatric hospitals. I looked at the website—no stark white paint, no bars on the doors, no creepy workers in matching outfits that sneer at you and stuff pills down your throat to keep you crazy. I guess those images came from a collage of movies I’ve seen over the years. Instead, it looks like a day spa, boasting days of individual therapy, group musical therapy, group therapy and family therapy.

      Except his family therapy doesn’t include me. His new doctor there stressed that in order for him to heal fully that I couldn’t be a part of the equation. She put it more politely than that, but it still felt like a sledgehammer to my heart. I couldn’t believe the jealousy I felt when the Scotts would come and pick up Caylen to go see him. Aidan has been around a lot getting their car restoration business set up. He says he’s doing good, but I don’t get any more details than that. Raven could even see him if she chose to, but me, I’m not allowed. I’ve fantasized about driving up there and running past the guards and throwing myself into his arms but his mental health comes before my loneliness, my ache for him. Everyone’s picked up on my loneliness because they don’t mention their visits and barely say his name anymore. I pull out my journal and I start my letter to him. These are letters I don’t plan on sending because communication is a no-no between us, but I’d go crazy if I couldn’t get everything out. If it weren’t for Caylen, I would have checked myself in there just to be near him. Insane right?

      “Hey sweetie,” Mrs. Scott calls out to me, with a warm smile. Whether she says it or not she sees what is hidden behind my mask.

      “Hey.” I reach out for her hand to squeeze it. “I think I’m going to grab a cocktail. You want anything?”

      “Just a lemonade please.” Her phone vibrates, and she looks down at it and sighs.

      “Lauren, can you run back to my room. I left the little thingy there that charges my phone,” she asks.

      “Of course,” I tell her. She hands me her room key and I trek my way back through the villa to our rooms. This was my first splurge in such a long time. The three bedroom, four bathroom villa overlooks a private beach. I swipe the key and walk in and spot the portable charger on the coffee table and grab it, ready to fill up on a Long Island Ice Tea.

      “Hey babe,” his voice steals my breath. I’m afraid to turn around, afraid it’s a dream because if it is, I will melt right into the floor in my own puddle of tears when I wake. I turn around and when my eyes land on him, my face breaks out into a smile, and one spreads across his face to match. It’s beautiful and brilliant, and I missed it so much. My first instinct is to run over to him and jump in his arms and breathe in his scent. I want to study his face, every perfect inch of it and run my hands through his hair which is perfectly messy, similar to how it was when we first met, but my feet are frozen.

      “Are you okay? You didn’t escape did you?” My voice is only above a whisper and his eyes crinkle at the ends, and he lets out a deep glorious laugh. His dimples are deep and they wink at me.

      “I signed myself in, gorgeous. No escape plan needed.” His eyes take me in like I’m his most favorite gift, and I start to tremble when he begins to approach me. I’m afraid to move. The sun is hitting him, making him look ethereal. His eyes are grey with a green back drop.

      “Are you better?” I ask him my voice breaking as I look up at him. I close my eyes and pray that it’s yes. I couldn’t bear it if he says this is just a visit, that he has to go back. He lifts me up by the waist, so we’re eye to eye. His presence envelops me, causing electricity to shoot through me but peace, too, wraps it’s way around my skin.

      His eyes narrow in on mine and the mischievousness in him causes me to bite my lower lip.

      “Better than ever.” My lips gravitate to his, and they enrapture mine. I feel the tenderness of Chris’s soft kisses, the expertise of Collin’s tongue, and the domination of Cal’s grip on my waist holding me against his hard chest. I wrap my arms around his neck as one of his hands moves widely through my hair and the other holds me up. When I break away I’m breathless, light-headed, and I feel high like I’m dreaming but if I wake up I’ll scream. I lean my head against his, and I want to ask so many questions. But the moment I feel the signature trace of his name on my back, and his lips on my neck, and he sings a part of my favorite song— tears of joy fall from my eyes. He sets me down, and goes in his back pocket to pull out a ring. My hands cover my mouth as he gets down on one knee.

      “I was supposed to wait, but I want another run at this. A fresh start where you have the man you should have had from the beginning.”

      I shake my head. “No,” I tell him, and he frowns but he’s wearing an amused grin. “You’ve always been perfect.”

      

      …Almost 2 years Later

      

      “Oh my gosh, I think they’re having a soccer match in there.” I rub my stomach to try to calm the twins down. My standard position has been sitting with a pillow behind my back since it feels like a watermelon is tied to my stomach.

      “Mommy, can I kiss the babies,” Caylen asks sweetly before puckering her lips and kissing my stomach before I can even answer.

      “She’s so cute…” Lisa says watching Caylen and Willa run around the gallery, playing some new version of cops and robbers I’m guessing. We closed an hour ago, and the gallery has become a second home for me since I spend so much time here. We have been so busy that we expanded to the lot next door.

      “So you’re sure that all that you’ve told me, you want to share with the world? And you want me to be the person to write it?”

      “You’re the perfect person, Lisa. You actually can convey who he is so people will understand.”

      “You might as well since you made my family’s story a best seller,” his voice is sarcastic, but that’s a step-up from how upset he was when Lisa’s story hit the best sellers list. Names were changed to protect the innocent and the guilty but feelings were hurt, and memories that were buried that we had learned to mourn in silence, were brought back from the dead.

      “You’re an amazing writer, babe. Who better to tell the story than someone who was smack dab in the middle of it.” Aidan flops down next to us on the sofa and lays his head on Lisa’s lap.

      “I wasn’t in all of it, Aidan. I got left out of the last chapter,” she teases him, with an elbow to the chest and he gives her a quick kiss on the lips. I smile at them, glad that they found happiness with each other. I can’t say that I saw that coming but once she moved in with Aidan and I saw him starting to look like a sad puppy whenever her name was mentioned, I knew where it was going.

      “You have love, romance, family drama, and a little bit of suspense after Dexter Sr. went to jail,” Aidan adds.

      “If you call that soft, cushy federal prison punishment,” Cal grumbles, and I pull him by the neck to me to kiss him. There’s a knock on the door.

      “We’re closed,” Cal yells out as if they can hear him. “Go get the door, Aidan. If I see you swap spit with Lisa again, I’m going to throw up.” He says inhaling a bag full of Skittles, and then picks up the Harry Potter book he had read to the girls earlier.

      “Chris, old buddy you’re closest to the door.” Aidan teases him.

      “Babe, can you go see?” I pout to him. He throws his head back and grumbles before getting up. Lisa grabs her phone and hits record.

      “I’ll get it, so we don’t have to hear him bitch about it all night,” Aidan teases him, and I don’t warn him in time before Cal stretches his leg out to trip him. He catches his fall and snatches Cal’s bag of Skittles. Lisa and I trade amused glances at how childish they are.

      “I think the best place to start… is… after Cal pulled a gun on his step-dad,” she says casually.

      “Well… after Cal came home, he was distraught. I’d never seen him like that. I couldn’t sleep, my heart felt like it was in my throat the entire night…” He rubs my stomach spelling out his full name.

      “How can we help you?” I hear Aidan ask.

      “I-I’m looking for Calvin Scott.” All of our attention turns to the door. A beautiful girl is standing there, long dark hair, tall, and striking. I swallow the lump in my throat as my eyes dart to Cal who gives me a questioning look because he doesn’t know who she is. He better not. I push myself off the sofa and stand.

      “I’m sorry, who are you?” I ask as politely as I can, trying to keep the worry and jealousy out of my voice.

      “I know this might be… it might seem strange but…. I’m pretty sure I’m his sister.”

      

      
        Fin…

      

    

  


  
    
      
        
        

        
          Afterword

        

      

    
    
      I can say thank you a million times and it wouldn’t be enough but still I’ll say it once more. Thank you for reading and following along with the crazy lives of the Scotts. I thank God for each and every one of you. Special thanks to my girls in the Twisted Party Possee and Kelly Giannini for spit shining this for me.

      

      Want to be kept up to date on all news related to them and my other new releases? Join my reader group on Facebook here

      https://www.facebook.com/groups/Portiaspartyposse/

      Follow me on Instagram here

      https://www.instagram.com/portiamoorewrites/

      Email me personally at portiacmoore@gmail.com

      

      Continue to read for a sneak peak of Portia’s next book. He Lived Next Door….

    

  


  
    
      
        
        

        
          He Lived Next Door Bonus - Prologue

        

      

    
    
      Bryce

      Five Years Ago

      

      I knew I was in love with her the second I heard her voice.

      It was meant to be. Fate that Jax left his book at our apartment and I felt like not being a jerk-off and brought it to him, fate that I arrived early to his class and stepped in the lecture hall out of boredom, and fate that I came in at the exact right time to hear her words. Words I’d replay in my mind well after today.

      “You can’t know someone’s story without reading the pages of their book.”

      They were so simple, but they imprinted on my thoughts. Her voice replayed in my mind even when I wanted to shake her from it.

      It was a moment.

      The moment, the slice of time in life, when you know, its existence will change the course of every moment after.

      I stay the rest of the class. I want her to speak again. I’m anxious as others ask questions and the professor drones on, everything that comes after is unimportant, and each person that speaks does so with words that aren’t as eloquent as hers; their voices aren’t as beautiful. I’m about to risk looking like a crazy stalker and walking right down to where she is when the professor ends class. When Jax comes out I corner him and ask him about her. He looks at me as if I’m crazy, so I run toward the crowd of students leaving his classroom. He grabs my arm to stop me. 
       “I heard her say it in your class and you don’t know who she is, so I have to find her,” I tell him manically.

      He lets out a frustrated groan because he knows I’ve gone from zero to a hundred. That doesn’t happen often, but when it does, that’s it. I’d run through a wall. We’ve been best friends since our sophomore year of high school, so he knows when there’s no stopping me and he might as well jump on board.

      I hurry down the hallway, trying to catch her even though I have no clue what she looks like. The hall is flooded with students leaving their classes. I rush out the main door and stand by it, hoping she’ll be talking and I’ll recognize her voice. I search each girl’s face as they pile outside. Some smile at me and I make sure to give each one my best charming smile in case it’s her.

      “You’ve lost it.” Jax chuckles, and when I don’t answer, he looks at me as if I’ve lost my mind.

      Maybe I have lost my mind, because you’re crazy to come to a dead stop on one of the busiest streets in Chicago—not to mention on a Monday, where even a slight stroll can get you trampled or knocked over.

      “I’ve got to find whoever said that,” I tell him again.

      He covers his face as I search through the crowd. “I told you I could just ask at my next class.” He sounds annoyed but slightly amused.

      “No, you’ll only half-ass it.” I wave him off, and he nods in defeat.

      “You didn’t even get a glimpse of what she looked like. She could be dog-faced, man.”

      I give him the middle finger and weave through the crowd of people. But the voice is gone, disappeared into a sea of conversations and street noises.

      “Ugh!” I yell in frustration, gripping my head and avoiding people rushing to their next destination.

      It’s a cold day here in Chicago, and being close to the lake has made the cold wind bone-chilling. That makes it worse for me, since people are not only in a hurry to get where they’re going, but to get off the street to somewhere warm. Panic creeps up my chest. What if I never find her? It’ll drive me crazy.

      “I’ve got to find her,” I tell Jax again, feeling anxiousness course through me. I look around and spot a mailbox and newspaper box. I slither through the crowd and climb on top of it. “Attention, everyone, attention, please! In…”

      I turn to Jax and ask his professor’s name. He tells me, begrudgingly.

      “In Professor Garrison’s class, who said, ‘You can’t know someone’s story without reading the pages of their book’?”

      Of course no one says anything.

      “You can’t know someone’s story without reading the pages of their book!” I yell again.

      I get a couple of glances and giggles from the crowd, but most people keep walking. People in downtown Chicago are accustomed to outrageous, outlandish behavior, and most don’t pay me any attention. I shout it again, and soon Jax is shouting it with me. Even if he is shaking his head in disdain, he’s used to my ridiculousness, and what’s a friendship if you can’t be ridiculous together?

      “If you said that, I have to talk to you,” I shout, and I sound desperate even to myself but I don’t care, I have to know her.

      We shout together, this time garnering more attention. After about five minutes, I look at Jax, whose face is red from the cold. I begrudgingly get down off the mailbox.

      “We’re done, Jax,” I tell him.

      He looks completely relieved. “What were we just acting like two maniacs for?”

      “You know me. I’m an idiot sometimes.” I sigh in defeat.

      “Uhm, I think you guys were looking for me maybe?”

      It’s the voice! My blood warms up, but I hesitate, because I’m almost afraid to see who said it, whose voice grabbed my heart and didn’t let go. Am I really ready to hand it over to someone? I haven’t even let a girl borrow it, but this girl stole it and had it in her keeping before I’d even seen her face. Jax is facing her already and his eyebrows are raised, his smile big and goofy as it always is when he sees a cute girl, and I know she’s not a ‘dog-face’.

      “This guy here, actually,” he says begrudgingly, patting my shoulder.

      I take a deep breath and turn around. My heart slams against my rib cage. She’s beautiful, totally and completely. Her cheeks and nose are red, but the rest of her skin is flawless, not one blemish. Long blond hair pours from underneath her hood. Her eyes are big and bright and the color of honey, and her lips are exactly how I imagined them, perfect, plumped and curved into a grin. Next to her is an older woman who has to be her mother. They have the exact same eyes, and her mother’s hair is just a tad darker. She looks annoyed and skeptical, her gaze darting between Jax and me.

      “Say something, Romeo,” Jax says in my ear before giving me a hard elbow to my ribs.

      “You, you said that, what I was yelling earlier?” I ask even though I know it was her.

      She nods nervously. Her pink lips have a gloss over them and they’re pursed, lips I imagine kissing a thousand times. There’s a hint of a smile on them, and I’m praying she doesn’t smile fully because it might stop my heart.

      “What do you gentlemen want?” her mom chimes in. She sounds completely irritated and that should scare me out of what I’m about to say next, but it doesn’t.

      “I-I had to know whose voice said those words because I fell in love with it.” I feel her mother scowling at me, but it doesn’t matter. She smiles, and I have to remind myself to breathe. Our eyes lock, and she stares into mine, studying me. I want to be her open book.

      “Do you guys want money? Is that what this is about? Because there are much easier ways,” her mother interjects angrily.

      “We don’t want any money, ma’am. If we were paid to do this, I’d have made sure he came up with a much better line.” Jax is trying to lighten the mood using his easygoing charm, but I don’t even know if it’s working because all I see is her.

      She glances at Jax briefly before her eyes return to mine.

      “I’m Chassidy.”

      She stretches her hand out and I take it, gripping it in both of mine. I feel it, what my dad said I’d feel when I met the one. It’s a culmination of excitement, euphoria, and fear all wrapped up in one, traveling to every part of my body, making me light and dizzy.

      “You have to let me take you out,” I say, realizing how desperate I sound.

      “What if she’s married, young man?” her mom asks.

      My heart drops. Why wouldn’t she be married? She’s beautiful and smart. She looks about twenty, but still, I know it’s possible.

      “Then my heart would be broken.”

      She rolls her eyes, but Chassidy squeezes my hand.

      “I’m not married.”

      With her words, my face breaks into one of the biggest smiles I’ve ever experienced. She blushes, her skin turning the color her nose and cheeks are from the cold. I want to make her blush like that every day.

      “Let me take you out,” I say.

      She’s smiling, but I can tell she’s still skeptical.

      “Anywhere you want, whenever you want. You can even bring your mom,” I say, gripping her hand tighter, and she laughs.

      “You bet I’d be there if she considered going anywhere with some man she met off the street, even if he does look like you.”

      She has a special sort of talent to make a compliment sound like an insult.

      “Mom,” Chassidy says tightly, her smile disappearing into a hard frown.

      “I can vouch that he’s not crazy… even though he has a tendency to do crazy things,” Jax adds.

      “What’s your name, Prince Charming?” Chassidy asks. The rough tone she used with her mother is gone, back to the voice that caused all of this calamity.

      “Bryce, but you can call me whatever you want,” I tell her, finally letting her hand go.

      “Bryce what?” her mom asks pointedly.

      “Daniels, ma’am,” I tell her mother, whose eyes look as if they’re going to set me on fire. It’s surreal how much they look alike but how hard and angry her mom seems compared to her daughter.

      “Just exchange numbers so we can get out of this Godforsaken weather,” her mom demands.

      I frantically search for my phone, and Jackson hands me his. She tells me her number, and I put it in his phone and call it, and hers lights up. As soon as it does, her mother takes her arm and starts to pull her away.

      “It was nice meeting you Bryce,” she says over her shoulder, throwing me a smile I’ll never forget.

      “You better have been worth this,” her mom snaps at us before they join the herd of people.

      “What the hell was that?” Jackson asks.

      I just smile, staring at her number in his phone. “That was my future wife.”

    

  


  
    
      
        
        

        
          He Lived Next Door Bonus - Chapter 1

        

      

    
    
      Chassidy

      Present Day

      

      I shouldn’t be here.

      This isn’t helping. It’s not going to. It didn’t help the first time, and it’s not going to help now… but I need something to help me. I feel so lost, so empty. I need to feel something other than this despair that’s been wrapped around me for so long. I’m afraid to let it go. If I let one emotion out, the rest will unravel.

      I look around at the women here, all different races and ages, and instead of feeling comforted, a form of comradery, I feel misery creeping around the room. I bite the Styrofoam cup in my hand so hard, a piece tears off in my mouth. My heart is beating faster than normal and my throat is dry even though I’ve downed an entire cup of punch.

      “First time?”

      I glance at the owner of the light voice. It’s a girl of course. She looks young, really young, maybe sixteen. She can’t be here for this group. Maybe I’m in the wrong room.

      “I’m Mallory,” she says, stretching out her hand.

      I take it reluctantly, trying to pull off a warm smile that feels cold on my lips.

      “Nervous? I still get nervous sometimes.” She laughs but it’s mirthless, and when her amber eyes meet mine, I know that she’s here for the same reason I am. I recognize her feelings—loss, pain, and sorrow. My heart breaks for her instantly, for everyone here, but their pain and mine intermingling is suffocating, not liberating as it once was.

      “Here.” She hands me another cup filled with lemonade, and I down it quickly. “What’s your name?”

      “Chassidy. I’m sorry…” My thoughts are floating to a different time, a different place.

      “It’s okay. They’re running behind.” She sighs, breaking a piece off a cookie someone brought and popping it into her mouth.

      More people are trickling into the brightly painted room with over thirty chairs arranged in a circle. The fluorescent lights feel hot on my skin, but I know it’s paranoia. I haven’t gone crazy just yet. I watch as some greet each other with half smiles and hugs. No one I recognize is here from the last time. Some people are loners like me. They seem confused and in a daze, observing, probably thinking the same thing I am.

      “It’s hot in here, isn’t it?” she asks.

      I nod, watching her pull out a hair tie from her Tory Burch backpack and gathering her long dark hair into a bun.

      “Looks like we’re the youngest people here.” Her voice gives away a hint of her nerves.

      I nod, rubbing my fingers across the back of my neck. Things like this aren’t supposed to happen when you’re young. Your body is supposed to be optimal, ready-made for it—so what happened to ours? I want to ask her this, but my tone won’t be right, it won’t come out as a joke. It would come out wrong, like most things I’ve been saying lately.

      “How old are you?” I ask, my eyes sweeping across her.

      “Nineteen,” she says with a half smile. “How about you?”

      “Twenty-six.” I try to relax, but the cool liquid or conversation isn’t helping at all. I feel beads of sweat forming on my forehead. I wipe them but don’t feel anything. “It’s not my first time here,” I croak, my voice sounding older and hollower.

      “Really? I don’t think I’ve ever seen you here before,” she says with a quizzical look, then she smiles brightly. “I would have noticed your hair. You have great hair.”

      I smile, touching it, then I remember putting my fingers through Logan’s tiny blond curls and my stomach clenches.

      “I come every week. Well, at least for the past four months.”

      “It was a year ago,” I squeak.

      She looks confused, probably wondering why I’m back after a year.

      “I-it happened again.” When I utter the words, they come out strangled and my throat begins to close in on itself. My vision becomes blurry with fresh tears.

      “Okay, everyone, we’re about to get started.”

      I recognize her voice. That’s Jane, the group leader from the last time I came. I think about the progress I made and how now I’m back to square one.

      “Are you okay to join the group?” Mallory asks me, her voice full of sympathy.

      But it doesn’t make me feel better. This doesn’t make me feel better. I’m weighed down by the past, depressed by the future, sucking up all the despair in the room and infecting it with my own. “I’m sorry, I-I can’t do this. I shouldn’t have come.”

      Before she can respond, I shoot to the door and hurry out. She seems to be functioning okay, but I’m not and I don’t want to bring anyone down into my hole of misery. When I reach my car, I take in as much air as my lungs will allow. I can’t help but think about how crazy I looked to them, to Mallory. But maybe they understand. If anyone could understand, it’d be them.

      I rest my head on the steering wheel. I’ve sat in front of this building for three weeks, getting up the courage to go in, and when I did, I ran out like a lunatic.

      [image: ]
* * *

      “Life coach pfft.” Nicole rolls her eyes before she sips her second tequila and lemonade. If she could be a coach for anything, it’s knocking back booze in the classiest way. “What the hell does one do with a life coach? Why does a fully grown person need someone to be their cheerleader? Adulting is hard. Get over it!”

      Kelsey, the most conservative of the three of us, gives her a warning look, but Nicole ignores it completely, as she’s done since our high school years.

      “I don’t understand what you need to see a life coach for. You’re doing fine. Your closet is dripping with labels, you’re gorgeous, and you’re skinny. You’re doing just fine to me and every other person in the world,” Nicole continues dismissively.

      I can’t help but feel guilty that an argument’s about to start over my fake life coach session. I told them I was seeing a life coach so I wouldn’t have to tell them that I went to a support group and failed epically. They’re my best friends. I should be able to talk to them about this—I know they’d want me to, especially Kelsey—but I’m so tired of being the one everyone feels sorry for. I’m sick of their pitying glances, trying to make sure they don’t say the wrong thing and make me uncomfortable. We’ve just started to move beyond that, and I don’t want it to start again. Besides, emotional stuff makes Nic uncomfortable, and the last thing I want is for her to feel uncomfortable while alcohol is around. She’ll drink away a car payment.

      “I think it’s a great idea. There’s nothing wrong with a little help. Maybe I’ll schedule a session with him.” Kelsey’s tone is full of encouragement as she picks up her glass of lemonade, which Nicole sneers at. Nicole teased her when she ordered, regardless of the fact that for as long as we've known Kelsey she's hardly ever had anything more than a glass of wine at dinner.

      “Oh please, what would you need help with in your life?” Nic asks almost accusingly.

      Kelsey blushes, but her hazel eyes narrow on Nic’s emerald-green ones. Even though we’ve known each other since our freshman year of high school, Nicole still says things that can go from annoying to downright offensive, especially if you don’t know her. That’s why we stopped trying to introduce new people into the group. She’s a special cupcake that isn’t for everyone, but a flavor we’ve just never lost our taste for. When we got partnered together for an English project freshman year, I thought they were going to rip each other’s heads off, but we survived and forged a lifelong bond.

      “Are you saying that staying home with my children is mindless and not nearly as difficult as getting to fly across the country and throw parties?” Kelsey asks tightly.

      Nic rolls her eyes and throws her hands up in defense. “I’m saying that you have two gorgeous children you get to spend all the time you want with, in a gorgeous house, married to a gorgeous man. You would be wasting your money, just like Chassidy is wasting hers.”

      “You’re being condescending!” Kelsey fumes, and suddenly it’s like we’re back at the burger joint we used to frequent in high school.

      “Are you serious?” Nic asks indignantly.

      I’m used to their debates. They look as different as their world views. Kelsey has skin the color of toffee and thick curly brown hair. She’s slender and conservative but fiercely opinionated. Nic’s a liberal through and through. She blames her brashness on being Irish and claims she’s meant to be hot-tempered since her hair’s the color of fire. This, at least, is a tamer discussion. When it’s election season, I can’t be in the same room with both of them at the same time.

      “I’m complimenting you guys. We’re all doing well. You married one of the best pediatricians in the country, Chas is living her dream as a writer married to the love of her life, and I get to rotate between the country’s most eligible bachelors and get paid for it,” she says with a wink.

      Kelsey lets out a condescending chuckle.

      “I mean I get paid for doing their events not doing them!”

      Several people at nearby tables look over, and Nic glows at the attention. Kelsey shakes her head in disdain, and I cover up a laugh. It feels good to laugh.

      “I just think that we’re all doing pretty well, well enough not to need an adult babysitter, it’s just such a waste of money,” Nicole proclaims loudly.

      Kelsey shifts her body toward me to give Nic the cold shoulder.

      “What does Bryce think?” Nicole asks, throwing a haughty look in Kelsey’s direction.

      I tuck a strand of my hair behind my ear. “Bryce is happy as long as I’m happy.” I try to sound cheerful, but the truth of the statement slaps me in the face. I’m not happy, so Bryce isn’t either, even if he doesn’t know why.

      “Is he still out of town?” Nicole asks.

      I grab my Long Island iced tea and take long sips, feeling uncomfortable with their gazes on me. Can they see behind the mask I’m wearing? Are there cracks?

      “Yup, he’ll be back tomorrow,” I say with as much cheer as I can muster.

      “You must be ecstatic,” Kelsey says.

      I smile, but it’s tight. “Yeah, it’s been a week.” I try to hide any disdain in my voice, and I glance at both of them to make sure I’ve succeeded.

      A look of concern flashes across Kelsey’s expression, but it’s gone quickly as it came.

      I remember when I didn’t have to hide my feelings from my best friends, when I could be completely honest, when my life seemed so perfect. Those were the days when I would count down the minutes to when Bryce came home, when him being around made me believe everything would be okay…

      “I don’t know how you do it, being at the house all by yourself while he’s jet-setting across the country,” Nicole says airily.

      “So how is the new book coming along?” Kelsey asks, effectively changing the subject.

      “It’s coming…” I sigh.

      “Now we’re talking! That’s the type of book I’ll read,” Nicole says, her eyes lighting up.

      “Of course you would,” Kelsey says condescendingly.

      Nic blows her a kiss, and just like that, all is well with them… for now.

      I grin. “I didn’t mean literally.”

      “How hard could it be? Girl meets boy with emotional issues and dark secrets and her love cures him. Bam, you’re done!” Nicole claps.

      “I’m glad you think it’s so easy,” I tease.

      Kelsey winks at me.

      “I’ve just been sort of lacking inspiration, I guess,” I say while playing with the last piece of asparagus on my plate.

      “You’re married to one of the most beautiful specimens on the planet. How can you lack inspiration? Are you a lesbian?” she asks loudly.

      That makes me laugh. It’s true though. Bryce is a beautiful creature, even more handsome than he was when we met five years ago. Our attraction to each other isn’t the problem though.

      “My lack of inspiration isn’t his fault. It’s me. Obviously,” I say.

      “Ugh, this alcohol runs through me quicker than money out my bank at Nordstrom’s.” Nicole squeals, standing. We watch her scurry to the bathroom, her limited addition Celine bag swinging behind her.

      “Chas,” Kelsey asks, her voice only above a whisper, and my stomach turns over. She’s seen through the crack. Her big hazel eyes are like a puppy’s. They see into your soul. “Is everything okay?”

      “Yeah, everything’s fine,” I lie, plastering on a fake smile.

      She frowns at me. “Are you sure?”

      I know she won’t let this go. This is the first time I’ve seen her since it happened, and her radar has always been especially effective at reading people. It’s what makes her a great mother. The nurturing gene is intertwined around each cell in her body and makes it extremely difficult to hide when something’s wrong. She was the only person I told about wanting to live with my dad instead of my mom, and I told her that only a few weeks after I met her at fourteen.

      My eyes tear up, and she reaches across the table and squeezes my hand. “Hon, what’s going on?”

      “Things are just not right.” I bite my bottom lip, then finish off my Long Island.

      “Is it the writing…?”

      I bite my lip, smile, and shake my head. Aside from the girl I met earlier, I haven’t told anyone. Technically I was at the meeting to say it out loud, to admit that it had happened again… My eyes fall on my wedding band, a symbol of love that’s supposed to be forever, unbreakable.

      I take my hand from Kelsey and twist the band around my finger. “I was pregnant again.”

      Her eyes widen as shock colors her face. “What?” Her expression fades from shock to sadness. “Chassidy, oh my God!”

      She covers her mouth with her hands and tears up, so I tear up. She starts to rise out of her seat, but my eyes beg her not to. I don’t want to make a scene. I hate that I’ve ruined our lunch

      She nods and instead scoots closer to me, holding my hands. “How many weeks were you?”

      Her voice is full of sympathy and understanding that make me feel even more emotional, but I won’t allow myself to start really crying. Nicole will be back soon, and we’re celebrating her landing a big account at work. The last thing I want is to make such a great occasion a solemn one.

      “Ten,” I say quietly.

      She leans in and hugs me tightly. I hug her back but pull away quickly to make sure Nicole doesn’t see.

      “I’m so sorry for your loss.” Her voice is warm but wobbly.

      I flash back to the day she came and saw me after I lost Logan, and I grab Nicole’s drink and down it. Kelsey looks at me sympathetically, worry littering her pretty face. I flash her a pageant girl smile with tears in my eyes.

      “I’m going to be okay,” I assure her as confidently as I can.

      She smiles, but it’s weak.

      “Right?” I nudge her, trying to be okay even though my insides feel as if they’re being stretched in several directions.

      “Of course you are,” she says, trying to shake off her own emotions. “Is Bryce okay?”

      “I haven’t told him. I’m not going to.”

      Her eyes widen. Of course I know she won’t agree with me not telling Bryce. Kelsey won’t pee without telling David. Their marriage is almost ridiculously perfect, and I hate myself for being jealous. I miss when people used to be jealous of Bryce and me.

      “I can’t tell him. I can’t have him look at me how you are.” I take a deep breath. “We were supposed to be over this after Logan.” My voice breaks, and I grab a napkin and dab my eyes.

      “You have to tell him. You can’t hide something like this from him. It’ll drive you mad. Bryce loves you. He can help you,” she says, but I’ve already made up my mind.

      “He can’t help me. I’m obviously just broken,” I say quietly.

      She looks crestfallen, but what can she say? She’s not broken. She has two beautiful children.

      “What’s happened to you happens to so many women who go on to have beautiful, healthy children, and even if you aren’t able to, that doesn’t mean there’s anything wrong with you,” she says indignantly. “I don’t know what you’re going through, so I can’t say that I know how you feel.” For a moment, she looks guilty and I hate myself for making her feel that way. “But I do know that you’re a great person and Bryce loves you to death. Don’t let this get you down. You cannot shut him out. Talk to him about it.”

      I nod, but I know I won’t.

      “I’m serious,” she says.

      “What if we’re not meant to be?” My voice sounds cold, and she looks shocked.

      “What are you talking about?”

      “What if we’re just not meant to be? He’s a great man. He’s so loving and kind, and he deserves a child… his child. I can’t give him that.” I pinch the bridge of my nose.

      Kelsey lets out a long breath. “Don’t do this. Don’t blame yourself. Don’t make this more than what it is. If he had to choose, and you don’t know if he does, but if he had to choose, he’d choose you. You know that.”

      “But he shouldn’t have to,” I say, desperately trying to get her to understand.

      She only glares at me stubbornly. “How much does Bryce like flying?”

      A small smile finds its way to my face. Flying is one of his favorite things in the world, and the day he received his pilot’s license was one of the happiest days of his life.

      “I bet he’d give it up for you,” she says pointedly, and I frown.

      “And how selfish would that be of me?” I try to ignore the disheartened look on her face.

      Silence passes between us before she folds her hands and peers up at me through her thick dark lashes. “You may not like what I’m going to say.”

      I suspect I know what’s coming, so I try to prepare myself.

      “You should pray about this,” she says.

      I cross my arms and clench my jaw, trying to keep myself from telling her what I think of that suggestion. I’m grateful when I see Nicole bounding back to our table with an extra pep in her step. The conversation is quickly changed, and I’m grateful.

      But I can’t shake her words. I should pray? That’s so like Kelsey, believing prayers are magical letters and there’s a big genie in the sky. If there is one, obviously the prayers I said, though there weren’t many, were routed to someone else.

      Kelsey can be so empathetic, which makes me wonder how she can be so oblivious to how much it stings when she brings up religion. I know she means well. All she’s ever known is her faith, and if I didn’t think she meant well, I would have told her where she could go shove her prayers. And why shouldn’t she have faith? She came from a normal close-to-perfect two-parent home in the cushy suburbs with a cute little cocker spaniel. If there is a God, he’s been pretty good to her.

      My parents were never married and were barely friends, more like strangers who liked each other a whole lot during a drunken tryst that had unexpected lifelong consequences. Even though they were awesome separately, the few times they had to share spaces—like birthdays, holidays when we tried to blend our families—were terrible. My mother runs cool, is always serious, can be admittedly condescending, and clashed against my dad’s free-thinking, optimistic, sort of goofballish personality. I always wondered how many drinks had to be consumed to get them in bed together.

      We had a nuclear family for all of four years before they called it quits and my dad moved to California. My mom said it fit him but hoped he didn’t give himself a concussion with his head being so high in the sky. By the time I was six, right as I started to forget what he looked like, he came back, saying he had started a successful landscaping business and married my stepmother, Annette. That’s when the real fights started. He filed for custody and was awarded joint custody since I had started school and my mom was taking care of me just fine. I stayed with her during the year, and he got me for the summers and every other holiday.

      I can’t say it was a terrible childhood, except whenever I was with my dad, I felt guilty about leaving my mom behind in cold Chicago. My dad had his new wife and new house, which was five times the size of ours in Illinois, right near the ocean. I always promised myself that I’d only have a child with someone I’d love forever so my child never had to be in a situation like I was, having to choose between two people, two foundations that were drastically different…

      I push those thoughts out of my head and finish lunch with the girls, ignoring Kelsey’s concerned glances. I make sure to down two more Long Islands so she won’t press me on the car ride back home. Nicole is so excited about me being her drinking partner that she orders us shots, and the rest of the lunch is sort of a blur.

      

      I wave to Kelsey and Nicole as I make it to my front door. Nicole’s sort of slumped over with a big smile from her drinks. Kelsey is sober as a nun, and she calls out that she’s going to call me later. Do nuns drink? I’ll have to research that later…

      I walk up to my building, which Bryce and I have called home for three years. It’s one of the older luxury buildings in the area. They’ve been putting up so many new ones, but the price we pay for almost fourteen hundred square feet is unbeatable. Our plan was to buy a house in the suburbs when we started our family.

      That thought makes me sort of nauseated. I head to the elevator but decide to take the stairs instead. I haven’t been to the gym in weeks though, so by the third flight, I regret my decision. My mouth is dry, and my thighs are stinging.

      “This was a dumb idea,” I mutter and plant my butt on a stair, making up my mind to head to the elevator as soon as I catch my breath.

      “You’re not giving up that easily, are you?”

      The voice makes the hairs on my neck stand up. It’s smooth and warm, like hot chocolate going down on a cold day. I can’t see his face because a box—two to be exact—hides it, but I can tell from his toned abs peeking through his shirt and his arms, which have muscle swirling around them, that even if the face is a two, this man could be a ten. I feel my cheeks flush from the thought.

      “Um, do you need a hand?” I ask, finding my voice doesn’t sound as wavy as I thought it would.

      “That would make my day actually,” he says, shifting the boxes in his grip.

      I stand and wipe my palms on my legs, making my way over to him.

      “They’re not heavy. This one’s just blocking my vision,” he explains, sort of squatting so I don’t have much of an issue reaching the top box.

      I’m used to standing on tiptoe to get things done though. Life as a short girl has made me resourceful. Still, his gesture makes it easier for me to grab the box.

      “You’re a godsend,” he tells me with a chuckle.

      I start to tell him that maybe it was divine intervention since I’m one of the laziest people ever, or maybe it was a nudge from down under since I don’t know what the hell I was thinking taking the stairs, but I’m greeted by a spectacular pair of blue eyes hidden behind long dark lashes. They’re magnetic, perfect, as is everything else on his face. A perfect nose sits above two plump lips curved into a smile with the most adorable dimples I’ve ever seen. He looks young but has the body of a man. I grip the box to my chest, almost feeling lightheaded. No more drinking with Nic.

      “I’m Carter,” he says, with a smile that wraps around my heart and squeezes.

      It’s the sort of feeling I got in high school when the boy I had a crush on smiled my way. I feel the same grin on my face from then and scold myself. Goofy drunk lonely girl.

      “Chassidy,” I tell him, my voice lopsided and high. I wonder what brand of toothpaste has the wattage to make his smile so blindingly white. I follow him, telling myself not to stare at his butt. “So which floor are we heading to, Carter?”

      “Only three more levels,” he says, sounding nowhere near as out of breath as I am. I definitely need to visit the gym again soon.

      “You’re on seven?” I ask, surprised.

      “That’s the one.”

      Geez, he looks almost as good from behind. I roll my eyes at myself at how childish I’m acting, but it’s a good distraction. I climb the steps that seemed impossible earlier, but now they go fairly quickly. When we reach the seventh level, he shifts the box into one hand, pulls the door open, and waits for me to go past him.

      “Thank you,” I say as I step through and he follows.

      “We’re making a left. 704,” he says.

      “You’re kidding,” I say with a laugh.

      “Well, I was tempted to say I was on twenty, but I thought that’d be rude,” he jokes as we reach his door.

      “That would have been really mean,” I retort, watching him pull the keys out of his back pocket.

      “I really appreciate you saving me,” he says, opening the door.

      I shrug. “You saved me. I’d probably still be on the steps if you hadn’t come along.”

      When he walks through the door to his apartment, I peek in, standing at the threshold with his box in my hands still.

      “You can set that on the counter,” he says, holding the door open with his foot.

      I press my lips together and glance behind me.

      “Or I can just grab it from you,” he says as he sets his box down.

      “Oh no, it’s fine, sorry, brain freeze.” I giggle like an idiot before making my way in, ignoring the queasy feeling I get when I do.

      “I promise I’m not a serial killer,” he says.

      “Good to know,” I laugh.

      I set the box on the island and quickly scan the apartment. It’s eerily identical to mine, down to the large island I fell in love with three years ago. It has the same dark wood floors and high ceilings I fell in love with, the same shiny stainless steel appliances. It’s empty aside from the boxes scattered about, but the feel is different here. There’s no clutter, and the light shining in from the floor-to-ceiling windows makes it feel much bigger.

      “You want a water?” he asks.

      He’s even more stunning in natural light. The blue eyes that I thought were gorgeous before are more magnificent when the sun graces him, his smile is even more electric, and I find myself holding my breath to make sure I’m awake and not dreaming.

      “I would, thank you,” I say, gripping the strap of my purse.

      I’m nervous. I haven’t been nervous around a man in a long time. He doesn’t seem to be though, striding with ease to the fridge. I peek around him and see water bottles, Gatorades, and a box of takeout food. He walks across the apartment and tosses the water bottle to me.

      “You don’t need one?” I ask. I’m sure his box was heavier than mine, and at one point, he was carrying both.

      “Nah, I’m good.” With an easy smile, he hops on the island, his eyes landing on the bottle in my hand.

      Right, he’s waiting on me to drink. I smile tightly, trying to loosen up. I take a small swig, then a longer one, resisting the urge to gulp it all down.

      “What floor do you live on?” he asks once I’m done.

      “It’s actually a coincidence… I’m right next door.” Unable to resist, I gulp down the water.

      “No such thing as coincidences.” His tone is serious, but his smile… oh gosh, his smile is contagious and makes me, a twenty-six-year-old woman, smile like an idiot at a stranger.

      Well he’s not a stranger technically. He’s Carter, my next-door neighbor. My extremely attractive next-door neighbor.

      “So what do you call this, fate?” I tease.

      His eyes narrow on mine as if he’s studying me, and I look away.

      “I don’t believe in that either,” he says with a casual smirk.

      I resist the urge to ask him what he does believe in. That seems like a mildly flirtatious question, and I don’t flirt anymore, especially with someone as handsome as he is. Especially someone as handsome as he is who lives next door to me. I would be furious if I caught Bryce doing it and I’m a Libra, so I’m sort of born to be fair.

      “Well, it was nice meeting you, Carter. Thanks for the water,” I tell him, heading to the door.

      “Thanks for the help,” he says, following me

      I ignore the heat that creeps up my spine as he nears me. No more Long Islands for me.

      “Maybe I can get you a coffee sometime… as a thanks for helping me,” he says casually, as if he’s being friendly. But with a smile, face, and body like his, it’d hurt a girl’s pride, even a married girl like me, if he was just being friendly.

      I scan his hand and notice he isn’t wearing a ring, but what does that mean? Plenty of married men go without a ring. Crap, why am I worried about whether or not he’s married when I’m for sure married?

      “Married.” It comes out like word vomit, not cool and casual as I would have liked.

      Both his eyebrows lift, and he laughs. It’s a great laugh, but how could he not have a great laugh when he has perfect lips and teeth.

      “Okay, you’re free to bring your husband along.” He shrugs with a small grin.

      My whole face begins to burn up. So he’s not flirting with me, and I’m not sure if I feel more relieved or disappointed. A little bit of both.

      “He’s not much of a coffee drinker,” I say, stepping across the threshold. It seems darker on this side, and it’s cooler. The air conditioner is always blasting in the hallway.

      “Well, until we meet again,” he says, leaning in his doorway with a casual smile that seems familiar and warm. That should feel unsettling, but it doesn’t.

      I turn to open my door and realize I haven’t unlocked it. I laugh at myself and glance back to see that he’s still watching me with an amused grin.

      “Keys would help,” I joke, and his smile becomes even better. How is that possible?

      “Or telekinesis.”

      “Or that,” I snort. Did I really just snort?

      When my door opens, I’m almost sad.

      “See you around,” I say once I’m inside.

      I wait for him to close his door first, but I secretly hope he doesn’t. I realize I’m being an idiot, so I give him a small wave and ignore that it’s the first time in days I’ve genuinely smiled at a man including my husband.
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      Chassidy

      I stare at the blinking cursor on a blank page that screams that I’m a failure, that the books I wrote before were flukes, that eventually all my readers will know I’m a fraud, a one-hit wonder who writes about things I haven’t felt in a long time that seem so far out of reach.

      I push my chair away from the desk and flip on my television. I should just start with the first sentence, but instead I grab a carton of butter pecan ice cream and park myself in front of the latest season of Real Housewives.

      “Maybe I do need a life coach,” I mutter.

      I watch my favorite character get yelled at by the group of equally rich women and turn it off before the episode is over. I’ll wait until it’s on demand and I can fast forward through the parts I don’t like. I lie back, pulling the throw over me. It’s only seven and I usually don’t sleep until ten, but it’s where I find relief. I close my eyes and try to think of good things, happy things.

      At first my dreams are happy and make me smile, but when I wake, my heart is pounding and I’m sweating.

      I saw her.

      Anna and Bryce together. He was holding her and looking at me with the most fantastic smile, the smile of the happiest man in the world. Then she disappeared and the pink blanket he was holding her in became stained with blood. The despair in his eyes, the wail in his throat haunts me. I shoot off the couch toward the kitchen sink and splash my face with water.

      I haven’t seen him since I lost her.

      It was too early to know if it was a boy or a girl, but I felt in my heart she was a girl.

      She sneaked in on me. We weren’t trying. Logan took so much out of us, seeing his face and holding his tiny body, his hand curled around my finger as if he were alive… I thought I’d never recover from losing him. It took months until I felt like me again, until we felt like us.

      It was so long before we didn’t feel guilty when we smiled or laughed.

      I don’t want to say that we moved on because it makes him seem like we dropped him off and left him behind, but we managed to live again. Bryce was there for me, but I almost pulled him into my darkness instead of him pulling me out. I saw the man I loved with bright eyes, a kind spirit, and unbreakable resilience slipping beneath the current with me. But he managed to keep me from going under and pulled us both out.

      I lost her while he was gone. For ten weeks she was mine, a little secret I couldn’t wait to share with him, but I was cautious. Or was I selfish? Did I have some sort of sixth sense that she wouldn’t be alive for long? I knew her for five weeks. Five weeks of joy and hope died within me, and the only evidence of her was left on sheets that I had to strip and throw out so he wouldn’t see.

      I go for the bottle of vodka Bryce usually partakes in. At least if I have another bad dream, I’ll be too drunk to remember it when I wake up. I begin to open the bottle as someone knocks at the door. I grab my cell phone to see if anyone called or texted me about coming over. When I don’t see any missed messages, I hesitantly make my way to the door. For a moment, my heart leaps, thinking it’s Bryce home early and wanting to surprise me, before the feeling of dread returns. Don’t get too excited in case you’re disappointed. It’s always been my mantra.

      “Who is it?” I ignore the creeping anticipation climbing up my chest.

      “Carter. From next door.”

      My heart skips a beat, and I open the door. This time his brown curls are partially covered with a beanie, and I wonder how it’s possible that he’s cuter than he was yesterday.

      “Hey, neighbor,” he says with an enthusiasm you’d think he was too cool for.

      “Hi,” I say, my surprise not hidden in my face or tone.

      “I’m not bothering you, am I?” he asks almost sheepishly.

      I give a small shrug, commanding my eyes not to lock on his chest. It’s broad and sculpted enough that I can see each line through his shirt. He’s got to be a personal trainer or something… but he seems too laid-back for that. I worked with a trainer for a few weeks after I after Logan, and he was like a legit drill sergeant.

      “Um not really. Well I was sort of working, then I got sidetracked by reality TV crack,” I joke, running my hand through my hair nervously. I start to tell him I had a nightmare, but I keep that to myself. I wonder why it would have come out so easily.

      He looks amused. “You work from home?”

      “Yeah, something like that.” My thoughts focus on why he’s knocked on my door.

      He reads my expression and gestures to his door. “I locked my key in there. The maintenance guy said it’d be about twenty minutes or something…” He gives me a smile that I’m sure has convinced many women to make bad decisions.

      “Oh, you want to come in?” It comes out more like a confused accusation than an invitation.

      “Or… I could go sit in the café downstairs,” he says with a lopsided smile.

      “No, don’t be silly. Come in.” I stand back and motion for him to come in.

      His blue eyes sparkle at me. “You sure?”

      “Yes, completely. If you turn out to be a psycho though, I have a black belt, so just be forewarned,” I kid, feeling a little more at ease.

      He turns around, his eyebrows raised in surprise. “Really?”

      “Let’s pretend, okay?” I whisper as if telling him a secret.

      He nods and gives me an adorable wink. I fight the smile spreading across my face, but it’s useless.

      “Can I sit down?” he asks, gesturing to the barstools lined up against my island.

      “Yeah, please.”

      He takes a seat and rests his upper body on his elbows on the island. I watch him look around the apartment, and my face flushes scarlet as his gaze lands on the bottle of vodka. I swipe it from the counter and tuck it neatly onto its shelf under the sink.

      “Is it like de ja vu?” I ask, heading to the refrigerator.

      “Yeah,” he says with a chuckle.

      I grab a water bottle and hold it out to him. “My debt repaid.”

      His lips turn up into a grin. “I’m glad you were home. The maintenance guy makes me nervous.”

      Magnew, our maintenance man, is a 4’11” Polish man with a mouth like a sailor and a stern look and harsh tone for any guy in the building. He’s always a jerk to Bryce and a little puppy with me, so Bryce always has me call when something goes wrong in the apartment. It’s funny how two big strong guys like Bryce and Carter can be intimidated by little Magnew.

      “He’s as sweet his pie. His bark’s worse than his bite,” I say, and he shrugs.

      His eyes continue to inspect the apartment, and for a moment, I wonder if he’s a thief. He could be scouting the place, but it’d be pretty ridiculous to rob your next-door neighbor when you’re new to the building.

      “How long have you lived here?” he asks.

      “Going on three years,” I say, taking a seat on the stool farthest from him. “Me and Bryce.”

      My eyes fall on the picture of us, a picture of when we were happy—truly, disgustingly happy. The kind of happy that would make you swear the couple had just met or were doing it all for show, but we weren’t. We had the kind of love I write about—or used to at least.

      Carter’s eyes follow my gaze. I guess I’ve been staring at the picture longer than I realized.

      “Is that you guys?” he asks, and I nod. He points at the frame. “May I?”

      I shrug.

      He walks over and picks it up. “You guys look like one of the couples on those magazines.”

      I feel myself blush. I wonder if that’s a guy’s way of saying Bryce is attractive? Bryce is—there’s never been any denying that. He was one of the most beautiful human beings I’d ever met, with thick ash-blond hair swirled with natural golden-blond highlights. He has naturally moist, kissable lips and forest-green eyes with speckles of amber around the iris. He had me at first look.

      “Thanks,” I say as he puts it down.

      “What type of guy is he?” he asks, striding back to his seat.

      “What do you mean?”

      “I mean is he the type of guy who’d kick the chair out from under me if he saw me sitting here with you?”

      I laugh.

      “Or would he offer me a beer and we could all watch the game together?”

      I smile and let out a short sigh. “Umm, a little bit in between, I guess.”

      “So he’ll knock me out of the chair and offer me a water bottle?” he jokes, and I laugh.

      “He’s not really jealous. I never give him a reason to be though.”

      “You’re frowning,” he says with a half smile.

      “No, I’m not.”

      He nods adamantly. “Yeah, you are.”

      Then I notice the muscles in my face are scrunched up. “Sorry, I wasn’t frowning at you.”

      “Were you frowning about what you said?”

      “Why would I frown about that?”

      “I don’t know. Do you think you should give him a reason to be jealous?”

      I search his face for some hint of flirtation. His words sounded like a pick-up line, but I see no trace of innuendo. “No, why would I want to make my husband jealous?”

      He shrugs. “I don’t know. Women are weird sometimes. No offense.” He puts his hands up in defense.

      “No, I don’t want to make my husband jealous.” As I say it, I ignore the slight tingle inside me at the thought of Bryce walking in, seeing Carter here, and being jealous. I like the idea of making sure he knows I’m still desirable, that he still wants me and would fight for me.

      But I already know that.

      “So what women are driving you crazy?”

      “None, thank God,” he says, and my eyes widen.

      “Really hate women, huh?”

      “No, it’s just that you’re a complicated species,” he says with a casual shrug.

      Suddenly it hits me. Carter hasn’t flirted with me, and he’s completely harmless. He’s definitely gay. I feel a wave of anxiety leave my body. Of course he’s gay, because I live in the real world and not a romance novel. No woman is allowed to have a single guy neighbor who looks as impressive as he does.

      “No meddling mother?” I ask.

      He chuckles, displaying a teasing grin. “More like a really involved father.”

      I smile tightly, thinking of my own dad and how laid-back he is. He called me two days ago and I forgot to call him back. I make a mental note to do that.

      “So what were you working on?”

      I look at him, confused.

      “When I got here, you said you were working on something before being sucked into crap TV.”

      “Oh right,” I mutter.

      As I think, I take the hair tie off my wrist and put my hair up, flicking away some stray blond strands. I bite the corner of my lip. Telling people what I do, especially people I just met, is always weird. Some people are genuinely interested and impressed, but others are dismissive or ask a million questions, including personal questions that people of other occupations never get asked. Questions like am I any good, how much money do I make, is my book like insert any that’s been made into a movie over the past five years.

      “A story,” I say quickly. “What do you do?”

      When he looks at me with curiosity littering his handsome face, I know I’m not going to dissuade him so easily. “Like what type of story? Like an anecdote, a journal entry?”

      I sigh. “No, more like a book. Nothing really significant like War and Peace or anything.”

      “But a book, like a real book with a lot of pages?” he asks, sounding even more enthused.

      I feel better answering this one, since he seems to be in the camp of nicer people, but now I feel like his opinion of me is higher than I deserve. I stand and walk over to the refrigerator to distract myself. “Trying. I’ve been a little stuck.”

      “That’s so cool! You’re writing a book!”

      I feel my face heat up as I take out a carton of blackberries. I never know what to say when people compliment me like that. Thanks seems sort of pretentious or snobby, so I stuff my mouth instead.

      “What made you decide to do it? How far are you into it? Are you into it? How do you have the time?” His questions come rapidly, and I feel anxiety creeping up from my neck to my head.

      “Well, I always loved to read, I just started this one, and I write full time, so technically all the time in the world.” I offer him the carton, and he takes a handful of berries.

      “Wait, you said, ‘this one,’ which means you’ve written books before?”

      Now I feel embarrassed from how he’s looking at me—like I’m an interesting creature.

      “Yeah,” I tell him, wishing he’d pick up on how much I’d rather talk about something else.

      “How many?”

      “Three,” I mutter, tucking my loose hair behind my ear as I lean against the refrigerator.

      “That’s amazing! So you’re not, like, just a writer.” He pops the remaining blackberries in his mouth and swallows them in almost a gulp. “You’re an ‘author.’”

      I giggle uncomfortably and shrug. “I think they’re the same thing.”

      “So is that what you do, like, write all day?” he asks, still enthusiastic.

      “It’s what I should be doing… but most of the time, I end up watching reality TV and eating junk food.”

      “And the occasional blackberry,” he adds, his eyes gleaming.

      I’m so glad he’s gay, because if he wasn’t, I’d feel really guilty for looking at him how I am. When you’re a writer, you get to look at really attractive people in a non-pervy way because you need descriptions for characters, and what a book boyfriend he’d make.

      “That you’re right about.” I sense he’s about to drop the subject, but just in case, I’ll head him off. “So what do you do?”

      He glances at the ceiling as if he’s uncomfortable talking about his job as I am. “It’s sort of complicated.”

      I scoff. After he interrogated me, he’s not getting off that easily. “Oh no, please explain.”

      “You could say I work for a not-for-profit.”

      I feel my eyes widen. Handsome and charitable? He’d be perfect for Kelsey if she weren’t already married to a handsome charitable man. Maybe Nicole, if she didn’t eat him alive first… he seems a little too laid-back for her.

      “What sort of not-for-profit?”

      “Helping people?”

      I raise my brow at him, and he gives me an innocent smile that makes me smile back. “Do you really work for a not-for-profit, or are you secretly a billionaire who’s moved into the building to track down a long-lost love?”

      He tilts his head as if he’s confused, and I chuckle at my own joke.

      “Sorry, I’ve been reading a little too much.”

      “You write suspense?”

      I laugh. “Maybe one day. Right now, it’s more like love stories.” I would say romance, but then I’d get the inevitable Fifty Shades question, and even if he is gay, it’d be sort of awkward explaining to him the difference between romance and erotica.

      “Is it true to life?” he asks, and that surprises me. “You and Bryce?”

      I’m surprised he remembered my husband’s name, and the question makes me feel tense and sad all at once. “No, I haven’t gotten to our story yet. Romance readers like drama, and we’ve never really had much.”

      “So you write those books that used to be in the grocery store with the Fabio guy on it?” he jokes.

      “Not exactly.” I laugh as I notice his phone vibrate. He looks at it and frowns before getting to his feet. “From the exasperated look on your face, I assume it’s Magnew?”

      “Why couldn’t the maintenance guy look like Megan Fox or Beyoncé?” he asks as he grudgingly heads to the door.

      Wait, is he gay?

      “Well, thanks for letting me squat here for a while,” he says, his hand on the knob.

      “Any time, it’s an excuse for me to not write.”

      His smile fades a bit and his expression becomes more serious. “You should write a story where, you know, you get your happy ending.”

      I start to feel uncomfortable, but his smile stretches, erasing any trace of awkwardness.

      “Don’t eat too much fruit. Mix it up with some doughnuts or something,” he jokes before leaving.

      I close the door and sigh, then I think about how out of touch you have to be to mention Fabio before Fifty Shades.

      

      I can’t sleep tonight. Everything is keeping me awake. First the temperature in the room is too hot, then it’s too cold. It’s too quiet, then not quiet enough. I’m so restless for the first time in a long time, I hop out of bed and head to my office, which is just a desk with a MacBook in our living room. Bryce has asked me a million times if I want to turn our extra bedroom into an office, but each time he asks, I become silent, angry, bitter. It makes me feel as though he’s given up on us ever being able to use that room as a nursery.

      I let out a frustrated breath and push that thought out of my head. I pull up the document I was working on before my “writer’s block” hit me. This story was supposed to be light and filled with humor, a feel-good tale, sort of like a Hallmark movie with a hint of Lifetime. I had a good chunk of it done. I knew my characters and connected with them and writing it was fun. Then I lost Anna and all of the humor and hope in the story left me. Every time I try to write a scene in this story, it ends in death, something my readers would balk at. I take my readers through hell, but there’s always a happy ending, a thread of hope wrapped around each obstacle and tied into a bow. Now I’m out of thread.

      Bryce loved this story. He said it was his favorite one yet. Well, he always tells me the newest is his favorite, and I always believe him because he always tells me he fell in love with my words. He sees my books before anyone else, the good, the bad, the vulnerable parts of me. I’ve shared so many things with him, and he’s always made me feel safe.

      I’ve never been able to do that for him, and lately, it seems I’ve only brought him pain. After we lost Logan, I was hurting so badly, but I couldn’t bring myself out of it to help him with his pain. He was always so strong and never let me see how losing our son affected him. But on the nights we made love—and it took months before I was ready again—when he thought I was asleep, he’d reveal his pain, his devastation, his mourning. Those moments hurt more than Logan’s loss itself, because he knew I couldn’t handle carrying his grief when I was so weighed down by my own.

      I can’t see him hurt again. Anna is the first secret I’ve ever kept from him, and I hate myself for it. The tears I tried to blink away earlier are falling full force now, and I can’t stop them. I feel weak and angry that I haven’t gotten over this yet.

      I ignore the tears, open a new document on my computer, and try to focus when I hear the key turn in the lock. I jump from the keyboard and bolt to the couch, where I pull the throw over me. I hear Bryce come in and drop his bag at the door after he closes it. My heart pounds as I try to pull myself together. I can’t let him see me like this.

      I hear his footsteps. I know he’s headed to the kitchen—it’s always his first stop. If he didn’t work out so much, I swear he’d be shaped like Peter Griffin from the way he eats. The water comes on first—he’s washing his hands—then I notice the smell of takeout. He’s not cooking, which means he’ll be heading my way any second to park in front of the TV and destroy one of his favorite meals.

      Just as I predicted, I hear his footsteps approaching. He stops beside me. I know I’ve surprised him—I never used to sleep on the couch. It’s leather and he never wanted us to get it, but I fell in love with the way it looked, and as he usually does, he let me win.

      “Chas?”

      I close my eyes tighter. I hear him put the food on the coffee table, and a few moments later, he’s lifting my legs and he rests them on his lap.

      “Chas, you fell asleep on the couch. You never fall asleep on the couch,” he tells me quietly.

      I keep my eyes closed. If I open them, I’ll start crying. I hear him let out a sigh, and I wonder if he knows I’m awake. In a second, he lifts me from the couch, puts me in our bed, and sweeps the covers over me. I want to tell him that I’m so glad he’s home and how much I’ve missed him, but instead I keep pretending I’m asleep, not entirely sure if he buys it or not. After a while, I hear the television come on, so I slip out of bed and crack open the door to sneak a peek at him. He’s only in the next room, but he seems so far away, and I know it’s my fault.
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* * *

      I wake up to the phone vibrating on my bed. I also see that I have three missed calls. They’re all from my mother of course.

      I take a deep breath and answer. “Hey, Mom,” I say, trying to remove the grogginess from my voice.

      “Where have you been? I’ve called you a million times,” she squeals.

      “Mom, you called me four times in a row this morning. I was sleeping,” I tell her, sitting up in the bed. I look around the room and see no trace of Bryce. Him coming home so early was a surprise. He wasn’t due back until tomorrow.

      “Are you listening to me?”

      I’m so glad she doesn’t have an iPhone and can’t Facetime me. “I am, Mom, I’m just looking for Bryce.”

      “What do you mean? You’ve lost him?” she asks sarcastically.

      I know I must be sleepy because why would I ever tell my mother the truth? I’m now in the living room and there’s no sign of him.

      “No, it’s complicated,” I say tightly.

      “Everything is always so complicated with you. Why is that?”

      “Mom, please, not this morning,” I beg, searching for a sign of his things.

      It’s nine thirty, so his usual routine would mean he'd just come back from his run an hour ago and now he’d be in the shower, but there’s no sign of him anywhere. I head to the kitchen and check for the takeout bag in the garbage. If it wasn’t there, I’d think I imagined the entire thing.

      “Are you guys okay?”

      I note the smugness of her tone and I can’t keep the edge out of my voice. “Yes, we’re perfect.”

      I love my mom, but she’s never been the biggest supporter of our relationship. Since my dad left, she’s had a strong disbelief in having a relationship with anyone. Boyfriends yes, flings yes, but marriage? She thinks they’re all doomed to fail and she didn’t hesitate to tell me that the day I told her Bryce had proposed.

      “You don’t sound perfect,” she says accusingly.

      “Let me call you back.” I hang up and text Bryce.

      Are you home? is the weirdest text a woman should have to send to her husband. I’m startled when I hear keys in the door and, a few moments later, it opens.

      “Hey,” he says, his voice uneven. He looks almost as surprised as I am to see him.

      I smile at him—it’s genuine and not forced. He’s always had the ability to make me smile, even in my saddest moments. His eyes smile at me, but it doesn’t reach his lips. His eyes lock on mine, trying to read me, read who I am today. Am I someone he can talk to, touch, make love to, or someone who will freeze up and want her distance?

      I hate myself for not knowing. Awkwardness has grown between us like weeds. When did they start? The day I found out I was pregnant with Anna and I didn’t tell him. Ever since then, there’s been a secret between us that I couldn’t share yet, and now… well, it doesn’t even matter.

      He pulls his sweatshirt over his head, and in doing so, his white wife beater pulls up, showing his etched stomach and strong arms. My skin heats up from the sight. Our distance has never been due to my body not desiring him, and it’s screaming at me now. It’s been a little over two months since we made love. I’ve missed him so much.

      He folds up the sweatshirt and sets it on a barstool, then he sits down, stretching his long legs out in front of him. His eyes trail up my body, and my stomach flips. Then his eyes lock on mine. They’re big warm pools that I used to swim in every night.

      “You slept on the couch last night.” His tone is cautious, hesitant, and he stuffs his hands in the pockets of his sweats.

      “I just fell asleep,” I say meekly.

      He squints at me in disbelief, then he sighs, looking at me as if he’s searching for the woman he used to love, as if I’m a ghost of myself. “You never fall asleep on the couch.”

      There was a time when he came back from trips and would wake me up so we could make love for hours. Now we’re almost uncomfortable to be in the same room with each other.

      “There’s a first time for everything.”

      He nods, but he’s skeptical. He knows it’s nearly impossible to get a good night’s sleep on the Couch of Death.

      “Do you want me to make breakfast?” I ask, walking toward the fridge.

      “I grabbed something after my run,” he says before I get a chance to open it.

      “Oh.”

      “But I can sit down and eat with you,” he says quickly, but I don’t want his pity breakfast time.

      “No, I’ll probably just eat a bagel or something,” I say, trying to hide my annoyance with him and myself. I bite my lip and grab a pack of bagels. I hate this feeling. I hate how we feel like we’re roommates rather than husband and wife, two people who love each other.

      “I missed you.”

      His words stop me in my tracks. I close my eyes and wrap his words around me. I missed him too—so much. I look back at him. All the feelings I’ve ever felt for him stir up in me, but I swallow them.

      “Why didn’t you call me?” I ask, fighting with the stubborn bagel that doesn’t want to leave the pack.

      “I didn’t know if you wanted to talk to me,” he says quietly.

      My face heats up, and I pull the bagel out of the bag.

      “Did you… want me to call?” His voice sounds tired and cracked, exhausted.

      He’s exhausted with me. I’ve drained him. I did want to hear his voice, but at the same time, hearing it makes me feel so guilty.

      “It doesn’t matter,” I say with a half shrug and a fake grin, and I see a brick wall being built on top of those weeds between us.

      “That’s not what I asked you,” he says sternly.

      My eyes dart to his. They’re hard. I focus on putting the bagel in the toaster. The silence between us is like a person, and I hear him let out a frustrated sigh.

      “I wish you would tell me what I did,” he says, his voice strained. It makes me want to hug him, but I don’t know what it is I want or if what I want is what’s best for him.

      “You didn’t do anything.”

      I hope he sees that the problem is me and not him, but he lets out a frustrated groan and rakes his fingers roughly through his hair. His head lowers, and he waits a moment before he looks back up at me.

      “Is this going to be it for us?”

      His question makes anxiety course through me. When I look at him, my heart wrenches. His face is blank, but his eyes are full of confusion and sadness, and my heart beats wildly. Is this going to be it for us? Is it too much? Can I ever get over this pain, this fear of not being good enough for him, that he deserves more than what I can give him? Looking at him, I see the love in his eyes and I can’t imagine giving him up, but I’m not ready to give in, to break, to have him fix me at the expense of himself.

      “What do you mean?” I ask, my voice revealing a tremble I didn’t intend.

      I start to feel angry too. Yes, we’ve been distant with each other because I’ve kept to myself more than normal, but how can we heal when we barely see one another? He’s gone so much, and if he wasn’t, then I wouldn’t have had a chance to make distance my friend. Is he ready to give up on us just because things aren’t perfect anymore, because we’re going through a rough patch? This man promised me forever.

      “Why would you say that?” I ask, feeling tears come to my eyes.

      “Why wouldn’t I say that? You’ve completely shut me out!”

      I flinch. He hardly ever yells. Well, when he’s watching football games with his friends and brothers, he does, but not at me. I guess I’ve never deserved it before.

      “Don’t blame this all on me,” I say, my own voice raising.

      “This isn’t about blame. I don’t care whose fault it is, mine or yours. I want to know if we can get past this! If you’ll let us.”

      His nose is flared, his beautiful face contorted in anger, his voice passing decibels it never has with me. This is what I’ve made him become. My stomach sinks and I feel sick as I cry.

      He approaches me and lifts my face to make me look at him. “Do I not make you happy anymore?”

      My heart breaks that he thinks this is his fault. I love this man with everything in me, and I’d rather him be happy without me than unhappy with me. He doesn’t deserve this. He doesn’t deserve a woman who is so screwed up she can’t function, who’s so stuck on the past she can’t bring herself to get over it and love her husband and rest in his support. That’s not who he deserves. It’s not what I promised him when we married.

      “Chassidy, tell me what’s wrong, please.”

      He’s practically begging me, but my words are buried under fear, stubbornness, and pain. I can’t force them up, so I just cry. But he holds me, and he kisses my head, my neck, and my lips.

      “Just let me in,” he begs.

      His fingers reach my skin, climbing underneath my clothes, and they come off. His do as well, but I don’t feel passion or yearning. All I feel is a secret between us. When I look into his eyes, I see the eyes of our little girl, and it freezes the fire that used to ignite between us. I can’t concentrate on how good his lips feel on my neck, how warm and hard his body is, how he knows me inside out. I only notice how cold the floor is, how useless my body is, and how I don’t know if we can ever get past this. My body becomes tenser, my breath shortened.

      But he needs this. If I can give him this, maybe it will ignite something, or at least give me time to let him know I haven’t checked out. I look at the ceiling and try to relax, but when he grips my chin, bringing my gaze to his, his eyes bore into mine and he stops. I panic because in his eyes, I see disappointment and frustration. He shakes his head, and he presses his lips so firmly together that they’re swollen when he parts them. He pulls himself from inside me and sits next to me, his knees pulled toward his chest.

      I sit up and wipe the tear from my eye. “I’m sorry.” I feel terrible because he doesn’t look angry, but sad and confused. “Let’s try again.”

      I grab his arm, but he pulls it from me. He looks at me with a sad smile. “You didn’t think I’d notice.” His voice is sharp but distant. “You weren’t even going to say anything. You didn’t think I’d notice that you weren’t here? You think I want to make love to just a body?”

      He stands up, his body chiseled and defined, a gift to women, and I cover my face with my hands. I’m so embarrassed. He grabs his clothes off the floor, and I stand, grabbing my own clothes.

      “I’m trying,” I say, but it comes out flat.

      He laughs, but it’s full of annoyance and fury. “I don’t want you to have to try. You know me, I know you. Should we be trying at this point?”

      He heads to the bedroom, but I don’t follow him. I put on my clothes and sit on the couch, wondering how we got here, how I let things get this far. I just wanted some time and distance to clear my head.

      After about twenty minutes, he comes out dressed and freshly showered. I start to ask where he’s going, but I decide not to. I probably don’t deserve the answer right now. He clears his throat, and I look at him, giving him my full attention.

      “I don’t know if you remember, but tonight we have dinner with Jax and Tiffany. If you can feel up to it, that’d be great.” His tone is even and void of any emotion.

      I nod at him, and he heads to the door. I search for something to say to redeem myself.

      “Bryce?” It comes out urgent and panicked.

      He stops, his hand on the knob, and looks at me. The words I want to say are blurred and seem stupid.

      “Do you want me to pick up some wine?”

      His face falls, and he chuckles. “Sure, Chas, whatever you like.”

      He leaves and slams the door, and I don’t even jump. I deserved that.

      Should I pick up wine?

      I’m an idiot.

      [image: ]
* * *
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