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The sanctuary’s aisle was lined with white fabric and scattered blue rose pedals. The floral aroma cut through the generic coffee smell and the music played softly in the background—swelling as everyone stood. 

My eyes were fixated on Caleb, standing at the front of the church—fitted suit, clean-shaven, with an expression that reflected his excitement. His eyes met mine, his excitement shifting to a tenderness that showed his vulnerable side.

It had been about six months since we had started over—since I had told him the truth and decided to give us another shot.

In those months I wasn’t so lonely. In those months, I laid with him guilt-free. In those months I felt the full force of the love he had always wanted to give me.

But also, in those months, we fought. We shut down. We continued to be the people we had been before our mutual profession of love.

Caleb winked, regaining my attention with the butterflies.

And to think you almost didn’t come, The Voice said.

I ignored my thoughts, taking a deep breath as I enjoyed the moment.

“You may be seated,” the Minister said. “We are gathered here today to witness and celebrate the marriage of Milo and Sasha.”

Caleb’s smile grew two-fold. 

The best man to his best friend Milo. The happiest person in the sanctuary outside of the bride and groom. The carrier of the rings—which he promptly pulled from his suit jacket when the time came.

I was captivated by his demeanor, his love for his friends, and his insistence on an invitation for me despite us all knowing it wasn’t wanted by either side.

He loved me. He was all in. And he wanted his friends to respect that, even if they didn’t like it.

***
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As Caleb received the microphone from the DJ, he glanced out into the crowd, his eyes meeting mine as he smiled. He unfolded the paper in his hands, took a deep breath and began. “Many best man speeches begin with a heartfelt story about when the two became friends, which would lead to their close, meaningful friendship today. While Milo’s and my friendship did follow a similar path, anyone who knows the story of how we met, knows it was anything but heartfelt.”

Milo smiled at Caleb as the crowd laughed. 

I looked at Milo’s parents at the front of the room. His mom dabbed the corner of her eye with a napkin and smiled lovingly at the boys.

Caleb continued, his hands shaking from nerves, but the smoothness of his voice showed confidence. “Although the fight was broken up and I had clearly won, Milo gave me a second chance at being his friend.” They smiled at one another as Caleb cleared his throat. “After my mom passed away and I had lost everything, including myself... Milo and his amazing parents gave me yet another second chance, not just in friendship, but in life. Milo has always been a good friend to me, but even more than that, he’s been my family. And through it all, he’s always been the type of man I could look up to, even though I have to look down to see him.”

Everyone laughed as Milo rolled his eyes. 

“Today I watched him marry the woman of his dreams. The woman who he’s literally said makes life worth living. Sasha, I know I don’t have to tell you that you have an amazing husband. I wouldn’t be where I am today without his tough love and unwavering support. But with that being said... he’s your problem now.”

The wedding party, along with the crowd, erupted in laughter followed by immediate clapping. Milo stood and embraced Caleb, and then Sasha did the same. 

As the wedding party took their seats, the sound of clanking glassware filled the hall. I joined in the awkward, yet also kind of cute, tradition as Milo and Sasha stood back up and kissed.

Caleb looked passed the crowd, finding my eyes once more and grinned. His eyes sparkled beneath the bright lights. He looked so happy—so disgustingly blissful—I couldn’t help but be infected by it. 

The head table was ushered to get their dinner as the rest of the guests began talking amongst themselves. I glanced around at the people I was seated next to, feeling awkward as they chatted like they hadn’t all just met after being seated. I was a reject even at the reject table—the place they put people they had to invite but didn’t have a specific place for. 

Caleb would say it wasn’t like that, but there were a few different things throughout the course of the day that made me very aware that I wasn’t as welcomed as Caleb had hoped. 

However, it was just one day, and it was their day. So, I was going to do my best to be invisible and to blend in enough to not make a scene, and just revel in my boyfriend’s elation, and fake my own.

“Are you making confetti to throw at them?” someone asked.

I glanced over at the woman sitting next to me and then down at the napkin that I had torn to shreds in my fidgeting hands.

I smiled nervously as I gathered the pieces and walked them to the trash.

A loud and incredibly bothersome laugh rang through the air. I looked towards the food line to see the maid of honor, Halle, talking to Caleb. The blissfully infectious ambiance he was giving off seemed to be affecting more than just me. It probably didn’t help that that man knew how to wear a suit.

As they laughed again, she touched his arm and tilted her head back.

I knew the man was funny, but her reaction was a bit much.

Obviously, you’re not as infected as you thought, The Voice chimed in.

I exhaled, letting my annoyance disperse. 

I needed to be on my best behavior. And I could do that despite knowing his friend didn’t like me and that the new wife hated me, because I was there for Caleb.

“Would you like some champagne?” a woman asked as she held the tray eye level.

Best behavior, The Voice stated.

But I couldn’t be on my best behavior if I wasn’t relaxed.

“Thank you,” I replied, retrieving it and taking a sip.

Even though the taste was awful, alcohol was alcohol, and it would bring about the same result.

“Hey, you. You gonna get some food?” 

I jumped as Caleb’s question pulled me from my thoughts.

“Uh—yeah,” I responded. “But I’m like the last table, so it’ll be a minute.”

He smirked. “I’m sure you can skip the line. It’s not that big of a deal.”

“They already hate me enough. I don’t need to give them another reason.”

“They don’t hate you—” he began to say, but my look made him feel the need to explain instead of lie. “They just got really close with Cassy, so it’ll take some time for them to warm up to you.”

I would’ve preferred the lie to the truth as the sting of his words settled in. Not only did it remind me that they liked her better, but exactly what he had given up to be with me.

“I’ll wait. It’s fine,” I said, taking another sip of the champagne.

He put his hand on the small of my back as Sasha waved him over to the table.

“Come sit with me,” he said into my ear as he kissed my head. “I’ll share my food.”

“No, it’s okay. I’ll go back to my table.”

“Did you make any friends?”

“Yeah, everyone’s great,” I responded in a surprisingly convincing fashion.

He grinned, kissed my lips, and retreated to his seat.

I tipped back my glass of champagne and finished what was left before redirecting myself to the bar.

Best behavior, The Voice reminded me as I ordered another glass.

But like it or not, drinking was me on my best behavior. A dulling of social anxiety and a heightened sense of fun. That is—as long as I remembered to say when.

***
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After dinner, the lights were dimmed, and the dance floor lit up with an array of colors. The DJ announced Milo and Sasha for their first dance. I glanced over at the maid of honor, who, from my location, looked to be practically sitting in Caleb’s lap.

They chatted like old friends—which maybe they were—I honestly didn’t know many of them well enough to know their histories. I had done such a great job at keeping Caleb’s life separate from mine for so long that it was now blowing up in my face.

The two of them watched lovingly as Milo and Sasha floated around the dance floor. Her dress pinned up perfectly for her to glide, with his hands guiding her every step.

I handed my plate to the wait staff and gave a polite smile. 

After a few minutes of flashing bulbs and elegant twirls, the song changed, and people joined them on the dance floor.

“Hey, pretty lady, wanna dance?” Caleb asked with a beautiful smile as he reached out his hand.

“I don’t know. I don’t really do that sober,” I replied with a grin.

“Sober? You’ve already had two drinks,” he responded, keeping his smile intact.

Oh look, he’s counting, The Voice commented. 

I glanced at the full dance floor as everybody moved without a care in the world. Shaking their asses to the outdated pop music and screaming the words at the top of their lungs.

“I will in a little bit,” I replied. “I promise.”

He grinned, but his shoulders dropped along with a part of his blissful demeanor.

“But you should,” I continued. “I love watching your moves.”

As I contemplated caving, a groomsman walked up behind us and grabbed Caleb by the arm, pulling him in the direction of the dance floor.

I watched from the side lines as the whole bridal party got in a circle and took turns doing cheesy moves in the center of it. 

Caleb’s was obviously my favorite as that man couldn’t dance to save his life. But his lack of skill on the dance floor didn’t stop the maid of honor from joining him in the middle. Even when he attempted to return to his spot, she pulled him back in—pushing her body up against his.

I wasn’t sure who had instructed the wait staff to keep an eye on me and bring me drinks when I looked like I needed it most. But there was almost no time between my sudden urge to knock one back and the waitress showing up again with a serving plate of champagne.

“Thanks,” I said with zero hesitation.

I watched as the maid of horror continued to throw herself at my boyfriend. While he appeared as if he was just trying to be polite, I was sure a tiny part of him enjoyed the attention, too. I mean, who wouldn’t from an obviously attractive woman? 

When they finally left the middle of the circle and started dancing side by side, I downed the rest of my glass and approached them.

Caleb appeared apprehensive as I walked onto the dance floor. I pulled on his hand. His look intensified with his eagerness, distracting me from catching the look on the maid of revulsion’s face.

Jealousy’s not a good look on you, The Voice sneered.

We broke away from the group and moved to an empty section of the dance floor. I pressed my body against his. His hands started on my hips, then slowly slid to my lower back. His breath resting heavy against my neck. 

I wasn’t sure if it was his attention or the alcohol that put my jealousy at ease, but his blissful demeanor was starting to be infectious once again. 

I turned to face him, letting his lips quickly touch mine but denying him any further taste of my tongue. His intense look returned. I was getting to him in a way I knew no other woman could.

Little-miss-seeks-attention may be able to turn heads, maybe even my boyfriend’s, but the look he had was only made possible by me.

As the music ended, the DJ’s voice boomed through the speakers. “Alright, it’s that time of the night... all unmarried ladies are needed on the dance floor.”

Caleb started to exit to his seat as I followed suit.

“Where are you going?” he asked with a chuckle.

I smirked. “Anywhere but there.”

His brows furrowed, clearly not understanding my disdain for the antiquated tradition.

“Fine, I’ll participate. But you owe me,” I said with an eyeroll as I indulged his giddy and partially buzzed behavior and walked back to the dance floor.

I joined the group of almost 20 women as Sasha took her spot in front. I did my best to stay off to the side but somehow was shifted into the middle amongst the shuffle of the particularly eager group.

Sasha did a few fake-outs as the crowd laughed. On her third swing, the bouquet went through the air, heading straight for me.

I all but dived in the other direction, hoping to escape from having the delight bestowed upon me of being the next woman strong-armed into holy matrimony.

The crowd cheered as the bouquet was held in the air like the trophy they all thought it was. My eyes shifted down from the flowers as Sasha hugged the maid of desperation. 

I glanced over at Caleb, confident he had seen me lunge.

As I walked over to explain, they called the single—unmarried—men to the dance floor. My second least favorite part of the reception—the garter toss. While I didn’t have to partake in that particular tradition, the thought of something a bride was wearing on her upper thigh being flung into a group of men seemed barbaric.

Caleb stood about a foot above the rest of the crowd. And with his large arm span, I was confident he would be joining the maid of easy access in a photo. One that I was positive would be posted almost immediately to her social.

I watched as what I thought would happen did. Caleb’s hand latched onto the garter with great ease. Milo hugged him in the same form that the bride had, as if it really was a true sign of the upcoming nuptials. 

My stomach knotted.

The waitstaff must have given up on following me and decided to leave the plate of drinks instead. 

I picked one up and sipped, wrinkling my nose like the first time around. But my disgust with the alcohol taste prevented me from putting them back like I did with vodka. So, if the cruel bite at my taste buds was what I needed to keep my drinking at a reasonable pace, I would do it—for Caleb.

I watched as Sasha whispered in the maid-of-repugnance’s ear. Milo approached the DJ and did the same. 

“Alright! So, if I could have the best man and maid of honor come to the dance floor,” the DJ stated.

Milo gave Caleb a slight push as he rolled his eyes back at him. The maid of contempt walked over to the DJ, smiling with the bouquet still in hand.

“So, wow, best man and maid of honor—are you guys together? Did you plan this?” 

The crowd laughed as I let the harsh zing from the champagne mix with the contents of my stomach.

“No, we aren’t together,” Caleb replied rather nervously into the microphone, his eyes darting about the crowd.

“Well, let me just say, you should be. You two would make beautiful children.”

Again, everyone laughed, and again, I sipped my champagne—that time—until it was empty.

“So, the bride and groom have asked for us to do things a little differently tonight,” the DJ began, Caleb’s eyes still searching for mine. 

But I was doing my best to stay hidden, to not cause any problems or be blamed for anything.

“Can I have the garter, please?” he asked, extending his arm to Caleb.

Caleb complied and handed it to him.

“Halle, if you could please follow me,” the DJ said as he led the maid of pathetic-ness to a chair in the middle of the dance floor. “If you could put the garter into place as Sasha had it, we will begin.”

Without hesitation she slipped the garter under her dress. I looked over at Caleb who appeared uneasy at what instruction we both knew would be coming next.

“Alright, best man, time to outshine your best friend,” the DJ said with a slap on his shoulder. “We will blindfold you like we did the groom, and without using your hands, you will need to retrieve the garter.”

I don’t know why I was surprised. Sasha seemed like the type to buy into the YouTube hype. My best friend, Serena, had shown me some videos of people doing that to the winner of the bouquet and garter toss. I had said at the time I hoped it was just a short-lived trend, but two years later and there we were—keeping bad trends alive.

“Uh, I don’t know,” Caleb said as the DJ held the mic to his lips.

“Come on, it’s your best friend’s night, and he’s the one asking,” the DJ replied with a disgusting amount of peer pressure.

But I wasn’t mad at the DJ. He was just doing his job—making his money. It was the bride and groom I had great hostility towards. Had I caught it, they surely wouldn’t have made such a spectacle. They wouldn’t have wanted any attention on us.

You could have caught it and avoided this whole thing, The Voice reminded me. But no—you were too scared of the possibility that the tradition meant you really would be the next bride.

I tried to ignore my thoughts and deny the validity of my feelings. But it wasn’t hard to see my denial. And I was confident with my lunge that Caleb saw it too.

As I waited patiently for Caleb to refuse the request—leaving the fans of his reality show disappointed—he stepped towards Milo and let him put the blindfold on.

I picked up another flute of champagne and drank half of it down.

I was captivated with the rest of the fans as they led him to her, helped him onto his knees, and pointed his head towards her dress. 

My grip tightened around the glass as the laughs from the crowd intensified. The DJ brought cometary to every second of the show as the harlot of honor played up the scene. 

I consumed the remainder of my drink and slammed the empty receptacle on the table—fleeing their time to shine for my time alone.
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Chapter Two
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I shoved my hands against the metal as the stall door swung in, banging against the wall. Gripping the edge, I slammed it shut, securing the lock before losing my footing. Despite my semi-inebriated state, I was able to catch myself, preventing a painful fall.

While I had consumed too much alcohol to safely exit in Caleb’s truck, I hadn’t had enough to stop my descent into a fiery pit of rage. But at least I had learned enough to do so in private.

I leaned against the off-white bricks, crossing my arms as the tension in my body clenched so tightly that I thought my head would pop. And with my eyes squeezed shut, the black void produced a face.

“What are you feeling?” Sarah’s voice asked.

“Angry,” I answered out loud as I opened my eyes at the sound of my voice.

I knelt, looking across the bottom at the lack of feet in the other stalls.

Standing, I allowed my arms to drop to my sides, rolling my shoulders a few times to loosen the strain. When I closed my eyes again, I took a couple of breaths, visualizing Sarah and the boxed breathing she had taught me.

“Dig deeper,” Sarah said as if I was sitting in her office instead of standing beside a toilet.

“I’m jealous,” I replied internally.

“Why?”

“Because he has his head up another woman’s dress!” I continued without a single word leaving my lips.

“Couldn’t it just be all in good fun?”

“For them, maybe.”

“Do you think she wants to sleep with him?”

“Yes.”

“Do you think he wants to sleep with her?”

“Maybe.”

“Why?”

“Because she’s good-looking.”

“So are a lot of women, and he doesn’t sleep with them.”

“She’s liked by his friends.”

“So was Cassy, and he dumped her.”

“This is different.”

“How so?”

“He did that before we got back together.”

“Okay? And?”

“And now he’s seen how hard things really are with me.”

“But he’s still here. He hasn’t left you.”

“That’s because I haven’t been completely truthful.”

“You’re still hiding things?”

“I’m protecting him.”

“Him?”

“Yes.”

I opened my eyes, wiping a tear from the corner as I fixated on minor graffiti at the top of the metal door.

I was keeping things from him that would cause him unnecessary stress. And holding back anything I knew he wouldn’t want to hear—things I was worried would only fuel his insecurities or bring about my own.

Music erupted in the bathroom as the door opened. A couple of women laughed while the door closed once more, and the music faded. 

“Fuck, that was hot,” one of them said. “If all of you weren’t around, I would have let him keep going.”

They all laughed again, as I identified her voice from the speech that was made earlier that night. Along with who I assumed were the bridesmaids.

“Isn’t his girlfriend here?” one of them asked, sounding almost sympathetic.

“You mean the one who stole him from Cassy?” she paused but gave little time to answer. “Who gives a shit about her. From what Sasha said, she’s a fucking train wreck anyway.”

“Is that why Cassy isn’t here?” another one asked.

“Yeah, best man trumps bride's friend. But no worries, Sasha moved the seat Cassy would have been in, to the back with the people her mom made her invite.”

“I can’t believe she even came.”

“I can’t believe he invited her,” the maid of bitchiness interjected. “What a waste of a good man.”

“I mean, if he left Cassy for another woman, I wouldn’t exactly classify him as a good man,” the sympathetic bridesmaid said. 

Although she was attacking my boyfriend, it was nice that I didn’t look like the only terrible person there. 

“Good man or not, I’ve heard things, and I wouldn’t mind at least one night with him.”

I peered through the gap in the door as they all looked in the mirror, fixing their makeup. If staring daggers at people actually punctured their skin, the maid of maliciousness would have had millions of holes in her.

As I was about to burst out of the stall and put that vile bitch in her place, there was a knock at the bathroom door. It opened slightly just before I heard Caleb’s voice.

“Harper? Are you in here?”

Everyone turned towards the stall with the closed door.

I pulled the loose strap from my dress up onto my shoulder and ran my hands along my abdomen—bolstering confidence as I unlocked the door and strutted past them.

Once out, and only in the eyesight of Caleb, I was able to breathe again. But instead of staying and talking, I walked right out the front door.

Best behavior, remember? The Voice asked.

“Fuck off,” I responded out loud. Though my response was ill-timed as someone walked past me at that same moment, thinking it was aimed at them.

“Where are you going?” Caleb asked, trailing closely behind. 

The cold from the quickly approaching Michigan winter fell over my body. 

“I don’t know,” I replied bitterly, having no plan, yet still walking.

“I’m sorry about that,” he said.

“Sorry you did it? Or sorry you didn’t let her finish first?”

I heard him exhale as he continued to follow behind me.

“I feel it's a reasonable question since you went along with it in the first place,” I stated as I reached his truck, remembering I had left the keys inside, but hoping I had left it unlocked.

“It’s just something people do at receptions. It's not a big deal.”

“No? Okay, I'll be sure to catch the bouquet at the next wedding and then suck the guy’s dick in front of everyone,” I replied as I whipped around to face him.

“Jesus Christ, Harper—”

“Oh no, you don’t get to be angry, or irritated, or whatever you are—at this,” I interrupted. “You begged me to come tonight. You said you wanted me here. That I was welcomed.”

“I do, and you are.”

“Are you kidding me? Do you really not see what they were doing?”

He shook his head. “Why do you always do this?”

“Do what?”

“Make everything about you.”

While I couldn’t entirely disagree with the point he was trying to make, tonight had little to do with me and everything to do with the past he had with Cassy. Along with the future sex maid of little subtlety wanted to have with him. 

“Whatever, Caleb. Just go back in and finish your night. I’m going to wait in the truck until you’re done.”

“It’s freezing out here.”

“Well, maybe one of the groomsmen will come keep me warm.”

He put his hands to his face and exhaled as he ran his fingers through his hair. “You are the most—infuriating woman on the fucking planet!”

“So I’m told.”

Silence enveloped the winter air as we stared into each other’s eyes. As his tension began to melt, I sensed mine doing the same.

He shook his head and sighed deeply while a small smile grew on my lips.

After a moment of resistance, a smirk formed on his as well.

In one smooth motion, his body moved to mine. The feeling of cold hard metal touched my exposed skin as the other side of me stayed warm from his body. He kissed my lips, and without hesitation, I kissed him back. 

As his mouth moved to my neck, I peered over his shoulder and saw the maid of failure-to-get-the-man standing by the front door of the hall. She uncrossed her arms and walked back into the building.

I put my hands on his hips and then slipped them to the front of his pants, unbuttoning them in the matter of seconds.

“There are still a lot of people here,” he whispered.

“I mean, you can always go back inside, and I can handle things myself.”

His look intensified as he moved his hand to open the back door of his pickup.

I climbed in and laughed as he stuck his cold hand up my dress. 

He took off his blazer and threw it over the edge of the truck bed, while I moved the front seat up, making room for his long legs.

He climbed in and maneuvered to sit beneath me. 

I shut the door while continuing to straddle him. 

He shifted his pants down and slid his hands up my dress, sliding my underwear over.

I inhaled before moaning softly in his ear.

He’s thinking of her, The Voice said.

But before the thoughts could take hold, the intensity in his eyes seared into mine.

My thoughts were wrong. He wasn’t thinking of her, or anyone else.

Only I made him look like that.

***
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The tingling sensation throughout my body subsided as I maneuvered off Caleb, laying onto his backseat.

He shifted his boxers and pants into place while I rested my back against the door, stretching my legs onto his lap. 

He put his hand on my shin and moved it back and forth while we sat silently. “I’m sorry I let them talk me into—”

“Going down on Halle?” I interrupted. 

The dark impeded my ability to fully see his reaction, but the silence that fell over the truck was telling enough.

“I’m kidding,” I said as I moved closer to him. “And thank you.”

He looked down at me, continuing his silence.

“What?” I asked. “I have nothing to apologize for. I stand by my walkout. They’re lucky that was all they got.”

He smiled, put his arm around me, and kissed the top of my head. “We should probably get back in.”

I nodded, moving away from him once more as he opened the door that faced the trees. He stepped out and glanced back at me as I contemplated what to use to clean up.

“I think I have some napkins in the console,” he said as he tucked in his shirt.

I scrunched my nose as I slid over, reaching for the button. “Maybe you should put some condoms in here.”

“Like you would’ve given me time to grab them,” he said with a laugh.

“I’m just saying, the shot isn’t 100% effective,” I replied as I rummaged around for the napkins.

He shook his head as a charmed smile crossed his face. “I’ll throw some in glove box in case you’re feeling rowdy in the future.”

I smirked, turning my attention back to grasping the napkins. But my expression fell as my fingertips discovered something I hadn’t intended them to. 

When my hand emerged from the treasure trove of left over napkins, salt packets, and out of season winter wear, the overhead light beamed onto the small velvet box.

“Caleb, what is this?”
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Chapter Three
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Caleb’s lighthearted expression fell the second his eyes landed on the object in question. He was silent for a moment, seemingly contemplating an excuse that he forfeited too quickly.

“It’s what you think it is.”

“And you forgot it was in there?”

He nodded, his eyes falling to the ground.

“When were you going to ask her?”

His eyes shot to mine. “Ask who?”

“Cassy.”

His brows furrowed as we stared at each other.

“Harper that rings for you.”

I glanced back at the box as my stomach twisted into knots and a bolder rested on my chest.

Why’s hearing that more upsetting? The Voice asked.

“Why is it in here?”

He sighed, stepping to the edge of the truck, resting one hand on the top as he leaned in. “I got some diamonds added to it.”

“Why?”

He took a deep breath before shifting to lean against the open door. “Because I make a lot more money now than I did when I first bought it.”

My brows furrowed.

“When we first started dating,” he added.

The heaviness of the bolder grew as I twisted the box in my palm but didn’t open it.

“I picked it up a couple of weeks ago on my lunch break and forgot I set it in there.”

I exhaled as I placed the box down. “Okay, good.”

“Good?”

My eyes shot up to his. “You know what I mean.”

His eyes narrowed, trying to assess my demeanor in the glow of the truck’s interior lights. “I don’t know if I do.”

I grabbed the napkins and cleaned up all while trying to remove myself from the hole I had dug. “I just mean because you weren’t going to propose.” 

“What do you think—”

“Sorry, obviously you were going to propose,” I interjected as I shifted to his side of the truck. “I just meant, good that it wasn’t now.”

He stepped away from the truck. I thought it was to let me out, but as he ran his hand through his hair I knew it was because the hole I had dug was much deeper than anticipated.

“I’m confused,” he replied. “We talked about this—I thought this was where we were headed?”

“We are, but—”

“But?” he asked, his confusion and hurt evident in his tone.

“Not but... just—” I drifted off, not exactly sure of what I wanted to say or how I wanted to say it.

“It’s just that you lied... again,” he continued in my place.

I wished I had a comeback. But his accusation was justified as we had talked about our future—in depth. Well, he had done all the talking, I did the listening. It wasn’t that he had bulldozed the conversation as much as it was me having little to contribute. 

I didn’t have a future planned like he seemed to. I didn’t have the long-term goals that he did. I barely had short-term ones—not outside of getting up each morning and completing the routines of a semi-capable adult anyway.

“That’s it, isn’t it?” he asked when I failed to say anything more.

“I didn’t lie...” I began softly. “Just... why is marriage so important? What’s so wrong with just being together?” 

“Because I want that,” he replied, gesturing to the hall. “I want the vows and the rings and the commitment that the entire thing implies.”

“Don’t you think this is a little fast?”

“Fast? We’ve been together nine years,” he said, taking my hand in his.

“We’ve been friends for eight of them.”

“We’ve never just been friends.”

“Well, we weren’t dating,” I replied.

He reached over and tucked a strand of hair behind my ear. “You don’t have to date to be in love.”

“And you don’t have to marry someone just because you are.”

He sighed, his hand falling from mine and rubbing along his temple. “Are you telling me you don’t want to get married?”

“I’m not saying that... and you didn’t even propose, so we don’t even need to be having this discussion right now.”

He took both my hands, our eyes meeting as a light evening breeze blew around us. “What if I had asked? What if I had gotten on one knee and told you how beautiful you look, and how much I love you and want to be with you. What would you have said?”

I glanced around, looking for a distraction that wasn’t going to find us at the back of parking lot. 

The answer he wanted was on the tip of my tongue. It had been placed there the moment I had met him. Then reaffirmed as he had helped put me back together when I had lost myself and all hope for life. I had felt it every time I was with him, even during the fights, and the moments that I hated him as much as I loved him. 

But despite feeling the weight of that love, the weight of the commitment was catastrophic.

So instead of a distraction, I found his eyes, and my answer. “I don’t know.”

He took my words in stride, nodding as it soaked in. “What do you need from me for it to be a yes?” he whispered, his eyes softening as he studied me again for the truth.

I swallowed, wondering if he was actually ready for it. “I want to leave,” I replied softly.

His expression shifted, mixing fear and hurt.

I let go of one of his hands and placed it on his jaw line. “Not you,” I continued. “I want to leave Michigan. I want us to leave Michigan—together.”

His brows furrowed as he searched my eyes hoping my truth was actually a lie.

But I wasn’t lying. For once I was saying exactly what I was thinking—exactly what I was wanting.

His eyes left mine as he took a step back, my hand falling back into place. 

“If you want to come back inside, I will make sure they are nice to you,” he said, looking at the ground instead of me.

His disengagement was palpable, and just like his forementioned infectious behavior, I felt the pull to disengage as well.

“But,” he continued letting my hands go. “I’m here for my best friend. So, if you want to keep playing petty games with the other girls, then maybe it’s best if you left.”

His bruised ego was lashing out, insinuating that I had a helping hand in making those women act like petulant schoolgirls. Saying so forced my hand in doing what any reasonable adult would do. And so, I emulated the action I was being accused of—petty behavior—so I remained silent.

He sighed, shook his head, and walked toward the hall.

Guess he doesn’t want to move, The Voice said.

I swallowed a lump as I watched him pull on the door handle, music from inside erupting and then quieting once more.

While I hadn’t said much when discussing our future and his proposed plan of it, I had brought up us leaving. He had been open to the idea. Even floated a couple states as possibilities. 

This is what happen when pot and kettle date, The Voice said. They don’t actually listen, they just project.

I had said I was open to marriage. He had said he was open to moving. But both of us had failed to pay attention to what each person was really thinking under the surface. 

It wasn’t that I hated the idea of being his wife, just that I hated the thought of being a wife. When I thought of married women, I thought of my mother. I thought of being miserable. I thought about the hardship of taking on the roles of wife and mother, when I barely knew how to just be me. 

I understood that, just because my mother experienced what she had in her marriage, didn’t mean I would. That I may be like her, but maybe not in that way. However, that thought gave me greater pause. 

Because if I wasn’t her in the relationship—if I wasn’t the one taking on the responsibility of the spouse and children—then I was my father. A man I emulated in more ways than I cared to admit. And if I took after him in the marriage and parent department, then I would be absent for a big part of my family's life. I would harbor secrets and let them devour me on the inside. I would let them eventually become too much and I would do as he did and end it all.

It was exactly what I feared I would do to Caleb over the course of our marriage. It was an anxious thought that brought me right back to where I had always been. A place that, despite my valiant effort with Sarah, I had yet to pass through. That either way, no matter which one of my parents’ shoes I inevitably filled, it would undoubtedly lead to Caleb’s departure from my life or my departure from my own.

I slowly made my way back to the hall, stopping to peer through the window. Caleb was leaning against the bar as a couple of the groomsmen walked over. The bartender lined up shots as envy filled my veins.

One by one they tossed them back. He had been counting my drinks, but certainly was failing to count his own. They were joined by the rest of the wedding party for another round and then they all headed to the dance floor.

With their distraction of loud music and liquor, I moved through the shadows to my table, grabbing my purse. I glanced up, my eyes meeting Caleb’s across the room. For a moment, he looked despondent, but then it washed away as our pot and kettle behavior kicked in once more. The pain from my unintentional rejection had been wiped off his face and replaced with a look of enjoyment.

Almost like having freedom from me, and the storm cloud of emotions that came with our chaos, freed up his ability to enjoy every other aspect of his life.

His intense look that I had been so proud to claim, was no longer an achievement of mine. The only times in his incredibly joyful night that had gone wrong were in the moments spent just the two of us. I could see why his friends hated me. And I was confident he would see it to—if he didn’t already.

I pulled out my phone, clicking on Lizzy’s name as I made my way outside. When she showed up just under thirty minutes later, I was all but sober and thoroughly wiped.

Her car rolled to a stop in front of me, I glanced at the hall once more before pulling on the handle and getting in.

“Jesus, you're shivering,” she said as I sat down. “How long have you been out here? Where’s Caleb?”

My extremities were numb, but so were my insides. 

“It doesn’t matter,” I responded. 

“Did you guys’ fight?”

I glanced over at her, my expression void of emotion. “I don’t want to talk right now. Can you please just take me home?”

She looked uneasy but complied.

As we pulled away, my mind drifted to Halle and her assured excitement that I had left. Her guaranteed enthusiasm over being able to take advantage of Caleb’s inebriated state—of his broken heart.

You mean the one you broke? The Voice asked.

But I hadn’t done anything wrong. He hadn’t officially asked. I hadn’t officially said no. I just needed time.

Yet getting that time had come at a price. Now, I was no longer sure if the thing I needed to wrap my head around was his proposal. Or if it was the fact that despite pot and kettles similarities, in the end they really were just too different to make it work.
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Chapter Four
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“I just want to say, I’m really happy you reached out to me—this really shows progress,” Sarah said as we took our seats.

“I guess,” I replied.

“So, what’s going on?”

She asked the question so casually—like we were friends. It was a false sense of comfort, but she was just doing her job.

I sighed as I glanced out her window. I hated to say any of it out loud. But it was Sarah, and she didn’t judge me. She wanted what was best with me. Even when I didn’t.

“Remember when I told you about Jacob?”

“Your ex from high school?”

“Yes,” I replied, bringing my eyes back to hers.

She nodded. Her expression showing her intrigue in his involvement.

“And you remember how he asked me to marry him, and I said no.”

“You weren’t ready,” she continued for me.

I nodded. “I was 19. I didn’t know what I wanted.”

“Most people don’t at that age. You’re in the minority for those who don’t get married young when they are asked. Most people let their feelings lead the way instead of their head.”

I smiled. No one had ever put it to me like that. No one had ever told me that I had made a good decision once upon a time. I had never framed it to myself that way either. 

But the good feeling didn’t last long.

“Caleb asked me to marry him... or was going to ask...” I shifted my eyes to my fingers as I picked at my cuticles.

“And what did you say?”

“Well—a lot of things actually,” I replied, exhaling and moving back in the chair. “But ultimately, I said I don’t know.”

I heard her shift in her seat, but I didn’t divert my eyes.

“Do you know why you said that?”

I nodded. “I’m not ready.”

“Did he know that?”

I shrugged.

“Had you talked about marriage at all before that night?”

“Yes,” I replied. “Well, he did.” 

“What do you mean he did?”

“I mean, he brought it up and I just kind of nodded a lot.”

“You weren’t involved in the conversation?”

“What was I supposed to say?” I asked, letting my hands rest in my lap momentarily. “He’s ready to settle down, have a wife and kids—”

“Okay, and you’re not, correct?”

“Not yet.”

“So then why not say that to him?”

“Because I finally just admitted that I loved him like six months ago. I thought I had some time to get there.”

“To force yourself into wanting to marry him?”

“No, uh—not force. I do want to marry him. I just—I need a little time.”

“And you don’t think it’s cruel to withhold that information from him?”

“I didn’t think so. Honestly, I really didn’t think he would ask yet.”

“Harper, from what you’ve been telling me since this summer, things have been good between the two of you—”

I went to speak, and she put up her hand, so I stopped.

“But it sounds like you’re still not being completely honest with him like you said you would.” 

My need to respond fell flat.

The silence continued for an excruciating two minutes.

She finally continued. “Harper, this has been the first time in almost eight years that you haven’t spent your time together just connecting through sex and on the friendship level you two had set. It’s the first time you have been really honest about loving each other. So, what have you learned about him in that time?”

I exhaled but didn’t speak.

It wasn’t because I hadn’t learned anything but more so because I had learned things I wish I hadn’t. Because while paying more attention, I learned that Caleb’s self-conscious tendencies matched mine on many subjects. 

I had seen little pieces of it before when we had our arrangement, but nothing like what I was noticing once we were official. While it was nothing that scared me off, as I lived in a glass house of insecurities; it did worry me about the type of standoff it would inevitably lead to if our fights came down to it.

Stubborn and insecure were two defining qualities that our lives and traumas had instilled in us. So just how realistic was it that a marriage between those two people would work out? Especially for people who are in two different places in their lives.

“Harper?”

I glanced over at her.

Sarah never appeared concerned at my ability to drift away from reality. I think she understood my need to process things. Or maybe even the time needed to gather my thoughts in a presentable way.

“I haven’t been honest with him,” I replied. “I’ve been holding things back. But I have been learning things about him... however, the more I learn, the more I feel I regress.”

“And why do you think that is?”

“Because—” I started, then exhaled. “He’s further along in his life than I am.”

“In what way specifically?”

“He knows what he wants,” I replied as my shoulders fell.

“Okay, and aren’t you a part of that?”

“Yeah,” I replied, furrowing my brows.

She grinned. “Then don’t you think he would understand if you told him you just needed some time?”

“I said that, and he didn’t,” I exclaimed, showing my frustration.

“When? After he proposed? Or when he asked you about marriage the first time?”

I exhaled. “After the pseudo-proposal.”

“Would you understand in that moment?”

“No.”

“So, maybe the lies we tell don’t help us as much as we think they do?”

“Yeah, maybe.”

She smiled. “Harper, you’re trying to justify your rejection and your reasoning, but you don’t have too.”

“I don’t?”

“No. You have every right to not be ready. And just like with Jacob, I think it’s great that you are self-aware about it. The problem lies with how you communicate that.”

I sighed. “I know, but I don’t think it matters much now.”

“No?”

“He texted me Sunday and said he had a busy week, and that maybe we should use that time to think about things.”

“And you think that’s a bad thing?”

“What is there to think about?”

Her brows furrowed. “I don’t want to put words in his mouth, but I would assume the future.”

I rested my head on the back of the couch. “We love each other. Neither of us are leaving.”

“Do either of you truly believe that?”
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Chapter Five
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Thursday morning I woke up before my alarm but stayed cocooned inside my blanket. I was trying to let Sarah’s words sink in, but instead all I could hear were Caleb’s.

What if I had gotten on one knee and told you how beautiful you look, and how much I love you and want to be with you. What would you have said?

His question played in my head like a doomsday recording, bringing tears to my eyes. I had caught him off guard. I should’ve left the ring where it was. But my ability to fuck things up came into play, exposing his ultimate intentions inside pandora’s box.

Because even if not that night, it would’ve been another. And no matter where we were standing or who we were standing with, I was confident I would have reacted the same.

I rolled away from Caleb’s side of the bed, closing my eyes. Trying that time to focus on a different subject that was consuming my mind. Another matter that was continually pulling my attention to another world. 

Since my nightmares had stopped in the early summer, most of my nights were filled with a long-drawn-out nothingness, a black void from the time I closed my eyes to the time I opened them. I was relieved at the lack of horrific visions that had tormented my brain, but I was confused at where it had left me.

Had it really just been a dream—or maybe even PTSD like Sarah had said? Or was my subconscious telling me what I feared would come to fruition? That Caleb would eventually leave, that he would hate me, and that in the end, I would just give up.

The current pain in my chest was the exact one I had felt in the nightmare. Maybe it wasn’t foreshadowing what was to come. Maybe it had arrived, and he had left me. Maybe I was single again, and I just hadn’t been made privy to that information.

I had discussed the ending of my dream with Sarah that summer. She dissected it as I knew she would. But her examination of my dream just led into greater discussions about my fear of abandonment. A fear we had been working on for months—though I felt no closer to an actual resolution. Her encouraging words were “it just takes time.”

I struggled to wrap my head around having said fear, wondering if I truly feared being abandoned, why would I willingly push them away?

When I had finally asked Sarah, her response was to smile and say, “You’re just trying to protect yourself.”

Knowing I was unsatisfied with her answer, she added, “You should share what you’re learning here with Caleb. It will help him understand.”

I had said I would try. But I had little intention of doing so. 

I was working on my shortcomings so that he didn’t have to deal with my crazy. Not so I could lay the crumbled pieces of myself at his feet and ask for him to reassemble the woman he had no hand in breaking.

I tossed the covers away and turned off my alarm before it sounded. I knew if I continued to lie in bed my thoughts would eat away at me. As they devoured, the thoughts would continue to get darker, and things would get bad again. I would slip into a hurricane of misery and, if I did, I was worried that someone may not be around that time to pull me out.

My fear of my dark days was only heightened by the revelation of my father’s true cause of death months before. I had been a little more in control until my grandma had told me that. Until she had revealed that my dark thoughts weren’t just because of the events in my life, but that my brain was literally programmed to think that way.
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