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    To Jessie,


You are strong and courageous. May your life be filled with faith and hope to live your dreams. 
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Chapter 1
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It was a beautiful February sunset in Long Beach, California. The temperature held at seventy degrees with a mild ocean breeze. Who could ask for anything more? The moment would be ideal for anyone to be able to sit on their balcony while they had dinner with a snifter of brandy and overlooked the ocean. This would be a picture perfect moment for Steven Preston, if only he didn’t hold a document in his hand evicting him from the property. 

Sixty days to vacate, his newly ex-father-in-law informed him. His ex-wife, Vanessa, told him thirty days, but considering they were investment partners on several real estate properties, his ex-father-in-law decided to show him some generosity and extend the time. Also, included with the document was a personal note from Bradley Crawford which stated that he’d always approved of Steve, and it was a shame that his spoiled daughter ruined their marriage by having an affair. 

Included with the notice was a check, well into the six figures. A payout from three of the properties, along with quarterly dividends from other lucrative investments, as well as his share of the equity in the condo. During the divorce, Steve had fought Vanessa tooth and nail to keep the condo. He knew she hated it, since it was a wedding gift to them from her father. The only reason Vanessa wanted it was simply so Steve couldn’t have it. Excellent relationship with Bradley or not, his daughter won. 

“It’s all yours, Vanessa,” Steve murmured as he finished his brandy. 

It wasn’t like he’d become homeless. He had enough of a down payment to find himself a different beachfront condo. Or he could move inland and use his money wisely and live off of his salary. As a website and graphic designer, Steve could take his work anywhere. He made an honest living, had saved wisely over the years, and invested when his father-in-law suggested. Money wasn’t the issue. The issue was what to do next. 

Four years of being married to Vanessa Crawford was enough to bring any man down. At first, he’d been blinded by her beauty and her charm. Within two years, that charm wore off and Steve saw his wife for what she was. A spoiled brat who got her way no matter what. He tried. For the next two years he tried everything he could to find that flirtatious woman he’d fallen in love with. But the closer he became to her father, the more that seemed to push her away. With consistent money coming in, they were surviving just fine on his salary and investments alone. They had a posh residence in a coveted high rise with a gorgeous view of the Pacific Ocean. Vanessa’s days consisted of waking up near noon, having lunch and shopping with her friends, and three weekly workouts with her personal trainer. He did everything he could to make her a happy bride. When he mentioned that maybe they should start a family, Vanessa became childish, petulant, and refused to even discuss the topic. Then she started sleeping with her trainer. 

Steve stood up and walked to the edge of the balcony. He rested his hands on the rail and inhaled the scent of the salty ocean air. The tips of his brown hair, lightened by the California sun, fluttered in the breeze. His blue eyes held a hint of sadness that it all ended the way that it had. Vanessa made no secret about her affair and Steve refused to fight for her. It was bad enough she had removed intimacy from their marriage. She had every excuse in the book when it came to warding off his advances. To find out she was having sex with someone behind his back was the ultimate insult. It wasn’t that Vanessa didn’t want sex, or was too tired, or had migraines. She simply didn’t want to have sex with him. She promptly moved out of their home and in with her trainer. They went back and forth with their lawyers, dividing assets. When it came to property, Vanessa fought him with everything she had, simply because she wanted to win. 

Now he had sixty days to decide where to go. He’d lived on the West Coast since he was eighteen years old and had reunited with his father after too many years apart. He had grown up in Portland, Maine. When he was thirteen years old, his parents went through a nasty divorce. Because his mother was determined to make his father suffer, she fought for full custody. She won, and in turn, spent every free moment she had telling Steve what a horrible man William was. Steve missed out on ball games with his dad. Birthdays, Christmases, and all holidays were spent with his mother. They all turned out the same. Linda would start reminiscing early in the day, by evening, old stories were rehashed, laced with bitterness and hate. Throughout his teen years, Linda’s only goal was to turn her son against his father. When Steve graduated from high school, at eighteen years of age, he headed for the West Coast to live with his father. By bashing him every chance she got, his mother’s motives had worked against her and drove Steve away. His college years were spent making up for lost time with the father he had been denied.   

Over the past seventeen years Steven and William rebuilt the relationship that had been so pettily torn apart. His father now resided in the Bay Area, was settled into his retirement, and remarried to a woman twenty years his junior. They didn’t spend much time together anymore. That was ok with Steve. He felt confident that they had a strong foundation. Lately, he’d been feeling a pull to visit home. Or where he once thought of as home. He hadn’t been back in years. His high school cap and gown were barely discarded when he packed up his ten year old Honda Civic and left Maine without looking back. He kept the line of communication open with his mother and sent her the appropriate gifts throughout the years. The distance helped to strengthen their relationship and they spoke on the phone weekly. For so long, he had felt like there was nothing on the East Coast for him anymore. Now he felt like there was nothing on the West Coast. 

He lifted his snifter to his lips, only to realize the glass was empty. After a refill, he resumed his spot on the balcony, and watched the waves ebb and flow. The sound of his cell phone ringing made him blink to the present. His mouth lifted into a half grin to see that his mother was calling. 

“Mom!” His voice held a hint of a smile. “I was just thinking about you. How are you?” 

“Honestly,” Linda answered. “I’ve been better.” 

Steve braced himself. Most people answered with a standard, ‘I’m fine, how are you’ when it came to that question. Linda always told people exactly how she was. 

“Your grandmother needs a hip replacement. Your grandfather is the worst caregiver and only focuses on his gardening. He means well, but he doesn’t help her like she needs. After her hip replacement, she needs shoulder surgery, then your grandfather is having issues with his heart medication and-” She stopped speaking when her son interrupted. 

“Just get to the point,” Steve insisted. 

“I’m moving to Montana to take care of them,” Linda blurted out. 

Steve’s jaw dropped in shock. He never thought his mother would leave Portland. “Wow... are you serious?”

“Yes,” Linda replied. “This house has gotten to be too much for me. It’s too big living here all by myself.” 

“What about your renter in the cottage?” 

“He moved out last month. I haven’t had the energy to try to find another tenant. Living with my parents is the easiest thing for me right now. They need me.”

“Ok,” he said slowly. “What about the house?”

“That’s where I need you.” 

“No,” Steve protested. “I’m not a realtor. A few sound investments with Vanessa’s father was one thing, but I can’t sell.” 

“You only have to sell if you want to,” Linda stated. “I know you’ve always loved this house. In light of your current situation.” She hesitated a moment. “I understand all too well what it’s like to go through a bitter divorce. I thought you might want a change of scenery and I wanted to give you a peace offering.”

“What do you mean?”

“Steven,” Linda said with tenderness in her voice. “I know you’ve always loved this home. I also know the reason you left was to be with William. I hated him and I made sure you knew that.” 

“Every chance you got,” he agreed. 

“You’ve barely been back to visit and that’s my fault. I can’t fix the animosity I had for your father, but I can give you the one thing I know you’ve always loved. This home.”

“Mom, what are you saying?” 

“I’m saying it’s yours,” Linda answered. 

Steve took a drink of brandy, his eyes widened. “What do you mean? The house?” 

“The house and the guest cottage. They’re yours.” She let out a small laugh. “But that doesn’t come without issues. There are repairs to be made and I’m sure renovations wouldn’t hurt. The house was paid off a few years ago. I don’t have the energy to refinance. Take some time to figure out your life, come back and oversee the renovations. If you want to stay when it’s all said and done, that’s fine. If not, sell and get the equity. I had it appraised, and it’s appreciated well over the years.” 

He couldn’t believe this turn of events. Here he was at an impasse in his life, wondering what steps to take next. Out of the blue, his mother calls and gives him an offer he knew he’d be a fool to refuse. Even though their relationship had not been the best, he still loved her. Though he couldn’t help but be a little skeptical. “What’s the catch?”

Linda’s laughter trailed over the phone. “I knew you’d ask that. No catch. All I ask is that on your way to Maine, you make a detour for Montana and come see me and your grandparents. I miss you, son. I would love to see you.” 

“When are you leaving?” 

“In about six weeks,” she answered. “Take a little time to think about it and let me know.” 

They spoke for another twenty minutes about the details of the house and what Linda knew needed to be fixed. Steve knew the home well. Even though he moved away to escape his mother’s derision toward his father, he loved his childhood home. The kitchen needed to be updated, as did the master bedroom and bathroom. The cottage, charming as it was, also needed renovations. Landscaping was another issue, Linda informed him that the lawn had been overrun with weeds years ago. He felt a tug of guilt that he didn’t know how badly the house had declined and wished he had kept in better touch with his mother because he would have taken care of those issues from a distance. After they said their goodbyes, he finished his brandy and watched the California sun set over the ocean. 

He’d take advantage of his beachfront life for the next month and a half. A week or two in the Bay Area with his father sounded perfect. Then he’d head for Montana to visit his mother and his grandparents before he set out for Portland, Maine. 

After all these years, it looked like Steven James Preston was going home. 

––––––––
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Portland, Maine

Tiffany braced herself as she stepped onto the scale in Jen’s fitness studio. Nearly five years ago, she stepped on the same scale to assess her extreme weight loss. That was due to an overbearing fiancé who insisted she maintain a certain weight in order to properly represent his high society family. Once her engagement ended, she knew she needed to make her health a priority and put the weight back on, with Jen’s guidance. Now here she was, ten short weeks after giving birth to her second son, reassessing her weight journey to remove the pounds she’d gained during her pregnancy. 

Tiffany kept her eyes averted from the display number but studied Jen closely as she made a note of the number in Tiffany’s file. She chewed on her bottom lip, then rolled her eyes at Jen’s poker face. “It drives me nuts when you don’t react,” Tiffany pouted. 

Jen simply smiled and guided Tiffany to the chair opposite her desk. “You’re doing great,” she praised. 

“But I’m not at my goal yet, I can tell.” 

“Tiff, you kept up with your workouts and ate healthy all through your pregnancy. Regardless of that, you still gained weight. You had to for Michael.” 

Tiffany smiled at the mention of her youngest son. “He was worth every pound.” 

Jen closed Tiffany’s file and told her the results of her weigh-in. “Seven pounds to go.”

Tiffany perked up with that news. “That’s not too bad. I can do that in another month, right?”

“I’d say two months, just to make sure you do it the right way,” Jen advised. 

“I feel like everything has shifted.”

“Women’s bodies change after they give birth,” Jen stated. “At least from what I’ve studied and what I’ve seen.”

“You know it’s not too late for you to have a baby,” Tiffany replied. 

“I know,” Jen answered. “I love kids, but I’ve never wanted to have any. It’s hard for most people to understand that. I think that’s why Neil and I have such a strong marriage. Granted, he’s a bit older than me, but he never had kids, and I’ve never seen myself as a mother. My career is important, and so is his. It’s made us a strong couple. I love your kids, and I love Val’s kids. Being Auntie Jen has its perks. I get the hugs. I get snuggles when they’re infants.” She filed Tiffany’s client folder and clicked out of a few windows on her computer. “And I get to get them hyper then leave the aftermath to the parents.” 

“I knew you had an evil streak,” Tiffany teased. 

“You do my workouts regularly. My evil streak is evident.” 

“That it is,” Tiffany laughed. She glanced at her watch. “Speaking of Val. Where is she?” 

“She requested a morning with just the three of us. No workout. She’s bringing breakfast.”

“Ugh,” Tiffany groaned. “That means we’re carb loading because she’ll no doubt bring bagels.”

“One bagel for breakfast won’t derail your progress,” Jen said. “Just eat healthy for the rest of the day and don’t overdo it tomorrow since it’s Sunday.” 

“Why are we skipping the workout?” Tiffany wondered. 

“Val said she has news.” Jen let out a snort of laughter. “Knowing Val, it’s probably the latest gossip.” 

Tiffany followed Jen out of her studio and into the lobby of Soul Sisters Spa & Fitness. Years ago, Jen and Val had combined their careers and opened a spa that offered traditional spa treatments from Val as the esthetician, and fitness classes from Jen as the personal trainer. There was nothing like it in the area and it was successful from the moment it opened. In the lobby, decorated in soothing hues of blue and green, there was merchandise for the customers to purchase. Health supplements and yoga inspired clothing, along with candles, teas, and Val’s personal skincare line she had started six years ago. Tiffany picked up a vanilla candle and inhaled the scent. 

“These are great. I have candles at my place, but I might have to carry these. That is, of course, if you think you can handle the competition,” she teased. 

When Tiffany moved home after the death of her brother, her father had acquired a building that was attached to his restaurant, bakery, and gift shop. He enlisted his daughter to help him decide on merchandise. As a young girl, Tiffany loved pretending she owned a gift shop. Her father made that dream come true and named the exclusive boutique Tiffany’s Treasures. Tiffany bought into the investment and was co-owner of the high-end retail establishment that offered personal shopping as one of its services. Tiffany’s background in retail, as well as her eye for the finer things, made the boutique a success from the moment the doors opened. She carried everything from consignment clothing to new ladies apparel. The boutique had fine jewelry, home décor, and any gift one might be looking for. It was kitschy, sometimes eclectic, but always elegant. One never knew what they would find at Tiffany’s Treasures. Her customers loved the thrill of the hunt, and as a shopkeeper, Tiffany was always determined that each guest left with a bag full of goodies. 

Jen let out a light laugh as she glanced at her schedule. “You’d probably do better selling those. Most people want spa or fitness items. Gifts like that are more suited for your shop. But Val loves them, so she insists they stay.” 

Tiffany glanced at the door as it opened, and Val appeared. “Here she is now.”

Valerie Russell was positively glowing as she breezed into the spa. Her long brown hair was pulled back into an efficient braid. Her big brown eyes sparkled with excitement to see her friends waiting for her. The three of them had been tight in high school. When Tiffany moved away, Val was heartbroken. Even though devastating circumstances brought Tiffany home, Val was thrilled to have the three of them back together and closer than ever. When Tiffany married her lifelong friend, Wesley Steele, four years ago, Val and Jen had been the best bridesmaids any bride could ever want. 

“Good morning,” Val greeted brightly. “I’m so happy you’re here, Tiff.” She held up a bag, fragrant with fresh, warm bagels. “I brought breakfast.”

“Great,” Tiffany muttered good-naturedly. “I just lost three pounds, looks like I’m going to find them again.”

Val waved Tiffany’s comment away. “I lose and gain the same five pounds every three months. But I won’t have that to worry about anymore.”

Jen exchanged a confused glance with Tiffany. “What do you mean? Have you found the cure for permanent weight loss?” 

“No,” Val answered as she unpacked breakfast on the coffee table in the lobby. “I found a temporary pause where I no longer care what I weigh.”

Tiffany shook her head, baffled. “Ok, don’t start speaking in riddles. What does that mean?” 

“It means I’ve been granted a reprieve by mother nature.” Val smiled between them. “A nine month reprieve.”

“Oh!” Tiffany and Jen gasped simultaneously. 

“I’m pregnant!” Val exclaimed. She held out her arms as Tiffany and Jen rushed forward and embraced her. 

“Wow!” Jen laughed as she rocked Val back and forth. “I thought something was up. You’ve been so secretive lately.” 

“Congratulations!” Tiffany cried as she got a turn to hug Val. “I’m so happy for you!” She stepped back and held onto Val’s hands. “This is happy, right? You’re happy about this?”

“So happy!” Val enthused. “To answer your next question, no we weren’t trying. It’s a big surprise, but I’m thrilled! I’ve always wanted another baby. Brianna and Joey will make excellent older siblings.” 

“And how’s Jason with the news?” Jen asked. 

“He was as surprised as I was. I know he was good with one boy and one girl, but he’s happy. A little in shock still, but he’s happy.” She stopped talking because she knew she was trying to convince herself. Jason’s reaction to her news was more shocked than happy, but she knew her husband would come around. 

Tiffany noticed Val clam up about Jason. She knew it wasn’t her place to judge, but she wondered if it was happy news for him. She felt a small tickle of fear for her friend but brushed it off. This was exciting news. “Well, I’d say let’s have mimosas or spike some coffee with Bailey’s, but I guess you’re cut off for a while.”

Val placed her hand over her tummy and smiled softly. “It will be worth it.” She pulled Tiffany in for another hug. “You should have another one. Get pregnant with me!” 

“No way!” Tiffany exclaimed. She tucked a lock of honey blonde hair behind her ear as she spread cream cheese onto a sesame bagel. “Michael’s not even three months old yet. I’m good with my boys.” 

Jen helped herself to an everything bagel. “You don’t want a girl?”

“Honestly,” Tiffany answered. “No.” 

“What?” Val was shocked. “I love having a girl. Brianna is so much fun to shop for and play dress up with. Why don’t you want a girl?”

Tiffany shrugged. “No reason.” 

“Bullshit,” Val scoffed. “There has to be a reason.” 

“Yeah,” Jen agreed. “It can’t be because you don’t like girls. We all get along fine, and you’re as girly as they come.” 

“I like being girly. Wes likes it. We love our boys. What we have works for us.”

Val bit into her bagel and sighed as she tasted the cream cheese and carbs. “Not buying it.” 

“You’ll think it’s stupid,” Tiffany responded. 

“No we won’t,” Jen assured her. “Tell us.” 

“Ok, fine,” Tiffany huffed. She got comfortable on the couch and tucked her legs beneath her. “I like being the only girl in our home. I know my dad and Maggie are there, but with Wes, Brett, Michael, and me, I like it. It’s our little kingdom, and well... I don’t know... I mean...” She took a deep breath and blurted out her truth. “If we have a princess, I won’t be the princess anymore.” 

“Oh, my God!” Jen laughed. “I can’t believe you!” 

“I can believe it,” Val snickered. 

“Sorry,” Tiffany chuckled. “It works for us, and I like it.” She shook her head. “No, I love it.” 

“And Wes and your boys love you,” Jen stated. 

Tiffany warmed at the thought of her husband and her boys. So much had happened in their lives. The past five years had been perfect, minus the loss of her brother. She looked at Jen and Val, so happy to have them in her life. Her arm slid around Val’s shoulders as she pulled her friend close. “We’re both so happy for you. We’ll help out with anything you need.”

“Yes,” Jen agreed. “Tiffany and I will plan a shower for you.”

“At my house,” Tiffany offered. “Maggie will love to help. My father’s restaurant can cater the event. This little baby of yours is going to be so spoiled.”

Val’s eyes filled with tears. “You two are awesome.” 

As Tiffany hugged Val, Jen leaned forward and placed her hand on Val’s knee. “That’s what friends are for.” 

Tiffany gave Val another squeeze as she pressed a kiss against Val’s hair. “We’re your best friends, and we’re here for you. Every step of the way.” 
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Chapter 2
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Throughout the week, Val was on a cloud. She loved her career as an esthetician. She took pride in being Jason Russell’s wife. The thing she loved most of all was being a mother. Both Brianna and Joey had been good babies. There were typical tough moments through the toddler years, but she had handled those times with patience and understanding that her children were growing and learning. Now seven, her baby boy had turned into a charming and enjoyable boy. At almost eight and a half years old, her baby girl seemed to have skipped being a little girl and was often wise beyond her years. Neither one of them were babies anymore. Val hadn’t realized it, because she thought that she and Jason were done having children, but she missed the infant stage. The tiny newborn she could hold in her arms. She missed nursing, swaying back and forth to soothe her baby while they slept. She even missed diaper changes and three o’clock in the morning feedings. While she knew that the shock hadn’t quite worn off for her husband, she was confident he’d come around, and welcome their third child. 

Val knew it was probably too soon to think about room themes or names, but she couldn’t help herself. She dusted off her old copy of What To Expect When You’re Expecting, along with the Big Book of Baby Names. Browsing online for baby furniture and clothing had taken up her free time, with Brianna right by her side. Her daughter was excited about another sibling. Joey, much like his father, was indifferent. Val figured it was a male thing and didn’t read too much into it. 

It was a steady Saturday for her at Soul Sisters. On the quiet side because Jen had taken a few days off to celebrate her anniversary with her husband. Val woke up tired, a byproduct of pregnancy she had forgotten about. The fatigue was indescribable. It didn’t help that she and Jason were up late arguing over nothing. It wasn’t nothing in Val’s eyes. She asked for help with Joey’s bath, and Jason was too busy watching ESPN. It frustrated her that her husband often chose sports rather than to help out with tasks that were less than simple. Bathing her son was a workout in itself. Even though he was capable of washing himself, Joey was fun and wanted to splash. On a Friday night, with a steady Saturday of appointments ahead of her, it would have been nice to have had a little help from her husband. 

Along with the fatigue was the cramping. She remembered it from the beginning of her pregnancy with Brianna. It had scared her so badly, she ended up in the emergency room. An internal ultrasound confirmed that everything was alright. Her doctor assured her that cramping was normal. It was her body’s way of adjusting to the changes. Today’s cramps were more intense. Maybe it was because she didn’t sleep well, or get much sleep, but her back twitched throughout the day. She continuously felt cramps deep in her pelvis and her thighs. There wasn’t much time to dwell on it, or to worry herself into a spin. She had a busy day of waxing and facials. Her last client, Mrs. Barnes, was notorious for canceling her appointments at the last minute. As much as it aggravated Val over the years, she said a silent prayer that she would get that cancellation today. She wanted to go home, relax with a cup of tea, and snuggle with her children. 

As Val finished applying a soothing mask to her client’s skin, she placed cotton pads over the woman’s eyes and set the facial steamer on low. Since this was a relaxation moment for the client, Val quietly excused herself from the room. She walked to the front desk as the phone rang and answered with her professional greeting. 

“Thank you for calling Soul Sisters, how may I help you?” 

“Valerie!” Mrs. Barnes's voice boomed over the phone. “Oh, honey, I hate to do this to you, but I’m not going to be able to make my appointment. I had something come up.” 

Val breathed a sigh of relief. “It’s ok, Mrs. Barnes. It’s been a long day. Going home early will be nice.”

“Thank you, my dear. Do you have the same time available next week?”

Val checked her schedule and filled next week’s spot. After hanging up the phone, she leaned against the counter to ease the tension in her back and took a drink of water. A glance at the clock showed her she had about ten minutes for a break before she finished the facial. She closed her eyes when a deep cramp hit, then opened them abruptly when she felt something she knew she wasn’t supposed to feel. 

“No,” she whispered. She rushed to the bathroom and into a stall and prayed she didn’t see what deep down inside she knew was there. Blood. 

Along with cramping and fatigue, she knew early spotting was normal. What she was looking at wasn’t light pink, it was dark red. Her face crumpled with sadness as tears streamed down her cheeks. She couldn’t call Jen since she wouldn’t be home until later tonight. There was no option to stop in the middle of her client’s service. She cleaned herself up as best as she could. Her hands trembled as she washed them, then pressed her cold fingers to her cheeks. Slowly, she inhaled and exhaled to calm herself. All she had to do was get through the rest of the facial, check her client out, and have Jason come pick her up. 

Her footsteps were slow and morose as she made her way back to the front desk and sent her husband a text. 

Last client canceled. I need you. I’m scared. Please be here in thirty minutes. 

Somehow she put on a smile and didn’t show signs of distress as she finished with her appointment. All the while, she felt the spotting increase, along with the cramps. When she made a follow-up appointment for her client and said goodbye, she had no response from Jason. She willed the anger away. Jason had plans that afternoon. A friend of his was in town and they were going to have lunch and play pool at their favorite bar. He knew what time he had to come get her because then they had to pick up their children from her parent’s house. Along with the anger she was trying to tamp down was panic. Once again, she inhaled and exhaled slowly to keep her anxiety in check. She quickly closed out the register and locked up the spa. The late afternoon air was cold on her skin as she stood on the sidewalk, lost about what to do next. She blinked back tears as she felt another cramp and what she knew to be heavy bleeding, no longer spotting. Her hands were shaky as she pulled her sweater tightly across her body and made her way across the street. 

––––––––
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Tiffany said goodbye to her client and locked the upper level of Tiffany’s Treasures for the day. She loved offering personal shopping as one of her services. It kept her in the know on the latest fashion trends and gave that special touch to the shopping experience. She gave her clients a one-on-one service and got to know their likes and dislikes. When Wes turned their former upstairs apartments into an exclusive boutique, it expanded her clientele and kept her busy. Now with a full-time employee along with a part-time employee, she could work around her father and Maggie’s schedule, so she didn’t have to bring the boys to work often. Although her clients never minded. Brett was a handful, but full of charm. Michael was still in that newborn stage where he mostly slept unless he needed to be changed or fed. 

Tiffany greeted her associate with a smile as she closed the door to the stairs behind her. “Hi, Steph. How’s it been?” 

“Great!” Steph enthused. A former employee in the gift shop of Martin’s Kitchen, Steph had transitioned into Tiffany’s Treasures with ease. She fit right in with her friendly charm, not to mention her pretty features. She was petite with brown hair that she wore in a short pixie style. Her makeup was always applied to highlight her dark eyes and her subtle olive complexion. “It’s been a steady day. Especially with Valentine’s Day next week. There have been a lot of men looking for the perfect gift.”

“That’s wonderful,” Tiffany praised. “Any jewelry sales?” She walked to the jewelry case and looked at the shiny baubles that sparkled in the light. 

“A few lookers, but nothing yet.” 

“We’ll get them next week,” Tiffany said with confidence. “The last minute shoppers always feel a little guilty. That usually means a larger purchase.” 

“You’re so good at this,” Steph complimented. 

“Yes she is,” a deep voice said behind them. 

Tiffany turned at the sound of her husband’s voice. She slid her arms around his neck and kissed him. “Right on time, Mr. Steele.” 

Wes kissed her once more. “I’d never be late for my bride.”

Steph let out a playful groan. “You two make me sick.” She let out a dreamy sigh. “I hope I make people sick one day.” 

“You will,” Tiffany stated. “Since my handsome husband has come to rescue me, we’re going to leave. Do you need anything?”

“No,” Steph answered. “You two go home to your beautiful babies. I’ve got this under control.”

“Sounds good,” Tiffany replied. “Call me if you need anything. If I don’t hear from you, I’ll see you on Monday.” When Tiffany heard the chime of the door, it was pure instinct for her to turn and greet the customer with a smile. Her smile faded when Val walked in with panic on her face. “Hey, Val. Are you ok?” 

Val approached Tiffany and Wes. Her shoulders shuddered with the sobs she tried to hold back. Her eyes were glassy with tears. “I’m scared,” she whispered.

Wes put his hand on Val’s shoulder and gave her a gentle squeeze. “Tiff and I are here for you. What’s wrong?”

When Val only shook her head for an answer, Tiffany was right by her side. She gripped Val’s hands. “Talk to us. What’s wrong?” 

“I think... No... I know...” Val stuttered. Her voice was just above a whisper as tears spilled over and trailed down her cheeks. “I’m having a miscarriage.” 

“Oh, no!” Tiffany gasped. She pulled Val into her arms and embraced her. “What can we do?”

“Did you call your doctor?” Wes asked. 

“No,” Val answered. “It’s Saturday. The office is closed.”

“It’s an OBGYN office,” Tiffany said. “They’ll have someone on call at the hospital. Where’s Jason?”

“I don’t know,” Val sobbed. “He was out with an old friend this afternoon. He was supposed to pick me up after my last appointment.” Her words tumbled out. “Mrs. Barnes canceled. I sent him a text. He hasn’t gotten back to me.” 

Tiffany tamped down the anger she started to feel toward Jason. She glanced at Wes and got a nod of agreement from him. “We’ll take you. I’ll call the doctor on the way.”

“And I’ll call Jason,” Wes offered. “Maybe he’ll pick up if he sees it’s me since I rarely call him.” 

Steph offered her help. “I’ll call Ed and Maggie and tell them something came up and you’ll be home a little later.”

“Thank you,” Tiffany said sincerely. She slid her arm around Val’s shoulder and followed Wes out the door. 

––––––––
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Tiffany paced in the waiting room in the ER. She glanced at Wes and saw him look at his phone. “Anything from Jason?” 

“Not a word,” Wes replied. 

“That jerk,” Tiffany seethed. “We’ve sent him numerous texts and called several times. He hasn’t responded to either of us. It’s been over an hour.” 

Wes nodded in agreement. He sat in a chair and watched Tiffany walk back and forth nervously. He also felt anger toward Jason. First and foremost, he wouldn’t ignore a text from his wife. Secondly, if her friends tried to reach him, he’d answer. Old friend in town or not, he’d answer. He hadn’t been particularly close to Jason through the years, but he thought of him as a friendly acquaintance. They always spoke at gatherings and got along fine. There was no way to tell if this was something new in Jason’s behavior or if the guy pulled dick moves like this on a regular basis. He held his hand out to Tiffany. “Come here, babe.” 

Tiffany let him guide her into the chair next to him. She leaned into him when he slid his arm around her. “I’m so worried about her. The sadness in her eyes...” She sniffled as her eyes filled with tears to imagine what her friend was going through. 

“I know,” Wes murmured against her hair as he kissed her softly. “We’re here for her. We’ll get her to her parent’s house and see if she needs us to stay with her.” 

Tiffany closed her eyes and sent up a prayer of thanks. “You’re the best.” 

They both stood up as the double doors opened and Val walked into the lobby with a nurse. Tiffany stood on one side of Val while Wes stood on the other in a show of support. The nurse went over what to expect in the coming days and confirmed Val’s appointment at the beginning of the week. Val thanked the nurse and accepted Tiffany’s hug. She looked past her shoulder; her eyes scanned the waiting area. “Jason never came?” 

“We’ve been calling and texting,” Tiffany answered. “You never heard from him?”

“No,” Val replied. “I told him I’m here, maybe he’s on his way.” 

“Let’s get out of here,” Wes advised.

“Wait,” Tiffany interjected. She cupped Val’s face in her hands and searched her dark brown eyes. “The baby?” 

“Gone,” Val whispered as tears streamed down her face. “Just like I thought.” 

Tiffany squeezed her eyes shut and embraced Val once more. “I’m so sorry.” 

Val forced a smile and slid her arm around Tiffany’s waist. “I’ll have to do some blood work next week to make sure my hormone levels are back to normal. Other than that, it’s over.”

“What can we do?” Wes asked. 

“Nothing,” Val answered, her voice sad. “I guess it wasn’t meant to be. Thank you both for being here with me.” 

“Of course,” Tiffany stated. “I called Jen. She said she’s going to come see you tomorrow. She told me to tell you that she loves you and we’re all going to get through this together.” 

The three of them walked out of the lobby and through the automatic doors. As they walked to Tiffany and Wes’s Jeep, a Honda Pilot screeched to a halt in the spot next to them. Val’s heart filled with hope that her husband was there, then it raced with anger when he all but fell out of the car and stumbled toward them. 

“I just got your messages,” Jason slurred. “About a million of them from all of you.”

Tiffany took one step forward, only to stop when Wes held her back. “Where have you been?” Wes demanded. 

“Val knew I had plans today,” Jason defended himself. 

“That doesn’t mean I didn’t need you!” Val yelled. “I let you know that my last appointment canceled. What were you going to do, leave me at work until you decided to roll up drunk out of your mind?” 

“I can’t believe you drove like this,” Wes reprimanded him. 

“Just a few beers with an old friend,” Jason replied. 

“Bullshit,” Val scoffed. “I can smell whiskey on your breath. What the hell were you thinking?” 

“Me?” Jason yelled. “What the hell were you thinking being careless with your birth control and getting yourself knocked up?” 

“You bastard,” Tiffany whispered. 

“Stay the fuck out of it,” Jason snapped. 

Wes took a menacing step forward. “Don’t you dare talk to my wife like that.” 

“Well, at least I finally know your true feelings on my pregnancy,” Val sneered. 

Jason held up his arms, exhausted, defeated, and way too drunk. “What the hell was I supposed to do? Celebrate more bills? Jesus, Val! We’re behind on everything as it is, we can’t afford another baby!” 

“What’s that supposed to mean?” Val demanded. “You’ve told me everything is fine.”

Jason swayed as he walked toward her. “It’s not fine! Life fucking sucks, man!” 

Val took a step back from him, her jaw was set angrily, hot tears filled her eyes. “Well, you have one less person to worry about. I lost the baby.” 

Jason let out a dramatic exhale. He tipped his head back and let out a cynical laugh. “Thank God! One less mouth to feed.” With a few attempts, he opened the door and swept his arm toward the car. “Let’s go home.”

“No way,” Wes insisted. He stepped between them and reached for the keys. “You’re not driving like this.” 

“You stay the fuck out of it, too,” Jason growled. 

“No,” Wes replied. “I’m not going to stay the fuck out of it. We were the ones here for her while you were off getting shitfaced. You’re not getting behind the wheel of your car. You’re putting too many lives in danger. If you try, I’m calling the cops. Do you really want your kids to either lose their father or know he spent a night in jail?” He held out his hand once more. “Give me the keys, I’m driving.” He nodded at Tiffany. “You take her, I’ll take him.” 

Tiffany guided a tearful Val to the Jeep and waited while she got in. “Val,” she said quietly. “I didn’t realize things were bad.”

Val sniffled and swiped at the tears on her cheeks. “I know things have been tight, but he’s always said they’re fine. He gets mean when he drinks, I’m sorry you saw that.”

“Don’t apologize for him!” Tiffany cried. “How often does he get this way?” 

“Often enough,” Val answered. “Look, I know you’re concerned, but I don’t want to talk about it. Not after what just happened.” 

Tiffany gave her a nod of understanding. “Ok. We’re here for you, just know that.”

“I do,” Val answered. “I can’t thank you enough.”

During the short ride home Wes and Jason rode in angry silence. As the two cars pulled into their driveway, the four of them exited at the same time. Val looked between Tiffany and Wes. “I hate to even ask because you two have already done so much for me tonight. Would you mind waiting for a few minutes while I pack some things for me and the kids and then give me a ride?” She glared at her husband who was barely able to stand upright. “We’re going to stay at my parent’s house tonight.” 

When Jason took one step forward and fell to the ground, Wes rolled his eyes and grudgingly helped him to his feet. 

Tiffany followed Val inside and offered to help her pack an overnight bag. Familiar with the home, she went into Brianna’s then Joey’s room and made sure they had pajamas, underwear, and socks, as well as a change of clothes for the next day. She grabbed blankets and stuffed animals she knew were special, along with some toiletries. 

While Tiffany helped Val, Wes gave Jason a less than friendly shove and let him tumble to the couch. Within seconds, Jason was snoring. He could hear Tiffany and Val as they packed, and his wife made sure Val had everything she needed. Not one to snoop, a stack of bills peeking out of Jason’s work bag caught his eye. He glanced over his shoulder to make sure Val didn’t see his very bold invasion of their privacy, but he saw what he feared. Credit card bills marked in bold red letters stating they were past due. A final notice on another bill. And the worst one of all, a foreclosure notice on the house. He closed his eyes and let out a slow breath. He knew plenty of people lived paycheck to paycheck and was grateful that he and Tiffany weren’t in that category. Tiffany had come into some money when she ended her engagement, and Ed and Maggie had given them Brett’s settlement money from his car accident. He knew Tiffany would be on board with him to offer help to Val and her kids. He also knew Val well enough to know that her stubborn pride would get in the way, and she’d refuse. 

When they were done packing, Tiffany led Val to the car and Wes locked the door behind them. They dropped Val off at her parent’s house. Tiffany offered to come in and help Val tell her parents what happened, but Val refused. Goodbyes were said with a promise from Val to check in tomorrow and offers from Tiffany and Wes that they were just a phone call away should she need anything. 

On the way home, Wes glanced at Tiffany and saw tears streaming down her cheeks. He pulled the Jeep over to the side of the road, then pulled his wife into his arms. “Shh, it’s ok,” he said as he kissed the top of her head. 

Tiffany’s shoulders jerked with sobs. “He was so mean to her, Wes.”

“I know,” he murmured. “I don’t really know him, but I never thought he was such an ass.” 

“I want to go back there and pummel him!” she cried. 

“He’s so drunk, he wouldn’t feel it.” 

“For her to go through a miscarriage, and the horrible things he said to her. Then the financial trouble...” She sat back from him and dried her tears. “Do you think he was telling the truth or just being a jerk?” 

“Both,” Wes answered. At Tiffany’s questioning gaze, he was honest with her. “I saw some bills in his bag. Everything is late, or overdue. Tiff,” he hesitated for a moment, then let his wife in. “There was a foreclosure notice.” 

“Oh, my God, Wes!” Tiffany exclaimed. “What can we do for her?” 

“If she needs a place to stay, you know your dad and my mom will take them in. I’d offer her financial help but-”

“She’d never take it,” Tiffany finished for him. Her voice was sad as she spoke. “How do marriages get to this point?”

“I don’t know.” He kissed her softly. “Just know that I love you. So much. I won’t let that happen.” 

“Neither will I,” she promised. “I’m worried about her.” 

“Yeah,” he agreed. “I have a feeling it’s going to get worse before it gets better. Unless Jason makes this right, she could be faced with something more challenging than a miscarriage.” 

“God,” Tiffany breathed. “I don’t want to think about that.” She reached for his hand. “In the meantime, what do we do?” 

“We have to be here for her.” He brought her hand to his lips for a warm kiss. “In the meantime, let’s go home and hug our sons.” 
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Chapter 3
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Sunday morning, Val woke up to numerous missed text messages from Jason, asking for forgiveness and to please come home. 

Joseph Truman, her father, and her son’s namesake, pulled into the driveway and parked the car. He turned to Val with concern on his face. “Are you sure you don’t want me to come in there with you?” 

Val kissed her father on the cheek and squeezed his hand. “I’m sure. We’ll be fine.” She looked at her children in the backseat. “Give your grandpa a kiss goodbye. Your dad said he was making pancakes.” 

“Pancakes!” Joey exclaimed. 

“Yummy!” Brianna agreed. 

Val waited while goodbyes were said, then stayed in the car for a moment with her father while the children ran into the house. “Thank you and mom for letting us stay last night.” 

“You and the kids are always welcome, honey,” he said sincerely. “I’m sorry about the baby.” 

Val gave him a sad smile. “So am I, but it wasn’t-”

“Meant to be,” Joe finished for her.

“Yeah,” she said softly. She sighed when her father pulled her in for a bear hug. 

“You know we’re only a phone call away.” He pulled back and smiled into her eyes. “And I meant what I said last night. Your mother and I can help you and Jason get on your feet.” 

“Thank you.” She paused for a minute, then let out a deep breath. “I guess I better get in there.” 

After she waved goodbye to her father, Val braced herself and walked through the front door. It was a modest three bedroom house she and Jason had purchased right before Brianna was born. There wasn’t anything magnificent about it, but it was home. As she looked around the living room, cluttered with Joey’s toys and Brianna’s art supplies, intermixed with her and Jason’s belongings, she felt that maybe her miscarriage was a blessing in disguise. Though they were little, babies took up a lot of room. They would have had to have a serious discussion about upsizing, but if their finances were in that much trouble, she knew that wouldn’t have been a possibility. 

Val set down her bags and laughed softly as she heard Jason teasing the kids in the kitchen. When she walked in, they were the epitome of the picture perfect family. Brianna, the little girl who was wise beyond her years. So mature and grown up as she set the table. Joey, playful and full of life as he dragged a chair over to the stove and stood on it to help his dad flip the last pancake. 

Jason glanced up when he saw Val enter the room. His smile was wide and friendly as he poured her a cup of coffee and brought it to her. He kissed her and handed her the steaming mug. “Hey.”

“Hi,” Val greeted him. She walked to the center island and added cream and sugar to her coffee. 

“Thanks for coming,” Jason said. 

“Why wouldn’t we?” Val wondered. “It’s home.”

“Yeah,” Jason agreed. “It is.” He held out a chair for her and waited until she sat. “I have everyone’s favorites here. Chocolate chip pancakes for the two with a sweet tooth. Regular pancakes, cooked to perfection for my wife.” 

“Whipped cream?” Joey asked, full of hope.

“Of course,” Jason answered. “Whipped cream for all.” He assisted his son and daughter with their plates, then surprised them further with the offer to eat their breakfast in the living room while they watched television.

Val accepted a plate from him and added syrup and whipped cream to her stack of pancakes. “These look good, thank you.” 

“You’re welcome,” Jason answered. “I know you don’t like it when they eat in the living room, but I thought it would give us the chance to talk.” 

Val took a bite of her pancakes, but the sweet breakfast felt like lead in her stomach. She pushed her plate away and looked her husband squarely in the eye. “Then talk.” 

“I owe you a huge apology,” Jason began.

“Yes, you do! I went through a miscarriage alone!” Val squeezed her eyes shut when she felt the first sting of tears. “No, not alone. I went through a miscarriage with Tiffany and Wes. You should have been by my side!” 

“Yes,” he agreed. “I should have and I’m sorry. I left my phone in my car, I swear. I know I drank too much but I lost track of time. I didn’t get your messages or the ones from Tiffany and Wes until I got in the car.” 

“You drove drunk!” Val accused.

“I know, and it was completely stupid of me. I said things I shouldn’t have said.” He paused to gauge her reaction, then took her hand in his. “I was scared. We hadn’t talked about another baby and there was no warning, no planning.”

Val pulled her hand out of his grasp. “I wasn’t careless with my birth control.”

“I know,” Jason replied, duly chagrined. “I’m so sorry. I reacted... I was blowing off steam... I lost track of time... I didn’t have my phone with me. I have a thousand excuses, but all I can do is offer an apology.” He took her hand once more. “How are you feeling?” 

“In shock,” she answered honestly. “One minute I was pregnant, the next suddenly I wasn’t. It’s a lot to take in.” 

“Are you ok?” he asked sincerely. “Physically and emotionally?” 

“I don’t know how I am,” Val answered. “I have a doctor appointment for bloodwork next week just to make sure my body processes the miscarriage correctly. I’ve been an emotional wreck all last night and this morning.” 

Jason pulled her into his arms and hugged her. “I’m so sorry. I’m here for you.” 

“Jason,” Val hesitated as she sat back. “The finances.”

“I’m working on it,” he said.

“My parents offered to help us get back on our feet. They said they’d co-sign on a new loan, we can refinance the house, they’ll loan us money.”

He smiled at her and tucked a lock of her hair behind her ear. It was a gesture he had done since they started dating in high school. He knew she loved it. “Let’s talk about that later. I have some calls into the mortgage company and I’m hoping we can modify our loan. If we can do that, we can refinance with your parent’s help.” He stood up and pulled her out of her chair. “Right now, let’s go watch TV with our kids and eat pancakes in the living room.” 

Val followed him out of the room and breathed a sigh of relief. To see the playful, kind side of Jason, the boy, and the man she fell in love with, made her feel secure. She loved him, they loved each other and their children. She was confident they could make this work. 
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That afternoon Jen stopped by and insisted on taking Val to lunch. Jen pulled her car into the driveway. When she saw Val come out the front door, she got out of the car and rushed to her with her arms open. She embraced her friend and blinked back tears. “I’m so sorry I wasn’t there,” Jen said. 

“It’s ok,” Val replied. “Tiffany and Wes were there for me and so were my parents.” 

Jen pulled back and looked at Val, confused. “What about Jason?” 

Val walked to the car and opened the passenger door. “I’ll fill you in while you drive.” 

“Where do you want to eat?” Jen asked. 

“Actually,” Val stated. “I was thinking of a different idea for lunch.” 

After Val suggested an alternate lunch plan, Jen was agreeable, but concerned. “Are you sure?”

“Yes,” Val answered. “As long as Tiffany is up for it.” 

“After what happened last night, you’re sure you can be around a baby?” 

“After what happened last night, I need to be around a baby. Let’s take Tiffany lunch, pick up a bottle of wine as a thank you from me and Jason to them, and have some girlfriend time.” 

“Ok,” Jen replied. “Let’s go pick up what we need. Fill me in on last night while I drive.” 

––––––––
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Tiffany sat on the sofa in the family room on the main level of the house and nursed Michael as she spoke to Maggie about the previous evening. 

“What a nightmare,” Maggie breathed. 

“I know,” Tiffany agreed. “It was awful, and I felt so bad for Val. She said she’d call me this morning, but I haven’t heard from her yet. Once I get Brett down for a nap, I’m going to call her.” 

“She’s more than welcome to come here if she needs a place to stay,” Maggie offered. “We have plenty of room, but so do her parents. At least she knows she won’t be alone if something happens with her and Jason.” 

“I don’t want to see that happen but thank you. Wes and I were talking about that last night, there’s plenty of room here, but you’re right. Her parents’ home is large enough for her and the kids.” Tiffany squeezed her eyes shut and shook her head. “I don’t even want to think about that happening to her.”

Maggie’s face was full of concern. “I know. You’re a good friend. It was good that you and Wes were there for her last night.”

“I’m grateful we were there when she needed us. I hope she’s hanging in there today.” Tiffany held Michael to her chest and patted his back for a burp before she settled him on the other side. Her hand stroked his soft hair as he nursed. This stage of her child’s life was one of her favorites. Holding him in her arms any chance she got, nursing him, and giving him so much love. Brett was fun, and he was an active toddler, but Tiffany missed his first few months where she could hold him for hours. Now Brett wanted to run, jump on anything that bounced, and mimic his father with his set of toy tools. Michael would grow soon enough. For now, she’d soak up every moment with him. She glanced up when Wes walked into the room, followed by an energetic Brett. 

When Wes saw Brett headed for Tiffany’s lap, he scooped his son into his arms and handed him to Maggie. “Let your brother eat, buddy.” He held up Tiffany’s cell phone. “This was in the kitchen. Jen just called, so I picked up. She and Val want to stop by and bring you lunch.”

Tiffany blinked in surprise. Her first thought was of Val and if she’d be ok to see Michael in her arms. “Really? Um... I just... is Val ok with that?” she stammered. 

“It was Val’s idea,” Wes answered. “They’re ten minutes away. I told Jen you’d text her.” He could sense her hesitation because of their Sunday afternoon schedule. “I’ll get Brett down for a nap. I have some floorplans to draft, so I’ll be downstairs with him.”

“Ed and I are going to the market, so we’ll be out of your hair, too. Some girl time could be just what Val needs,” Maggie stated.

“That sounds good,” Tiffany answered. She sent her husband a sweet smile.

Wes nodded at her and returned her grin. “I’ll text her for you.” 

Ten minutes later, Val and Jen arrived with takeout boxes and a bottle of wine. Tiffany had just finished feeding Michael and was patting his back when the doorbell rang. She laughed when Brett rushed behind Wes to answer the door. His little legs worked quickly to keep up with his father. His blonde cowlick bounced as he jumped in place, excited to see who was on the other side of the door. When Jen and Val walked in, Brett hugged them both with excitement. 

“Jenny!” he exclaimed, then turned to Val. “Wee!” 

Val smiled over the endearment. Since her full name was too much of a tongue-twister for the little boy, he used the part of her name that was easiest with his own spin on it. “Aww!” Val picked Brett up and kissed him on the cheek. “I hope when you’re eighteen that you still call me Wee.” 

Maggie greeted them with a hug, then excused herself to run errands with Ed. Wes guided Brett to Tiffany to hug her and kiss her and handled Brett’s protests at a nap like a seasoned, patient father.   

“Come on, big guy. Just you and me downstairs. Once you recharge, you can have a popsicle.”

Tiffany shook her head at Wes. “Bribery,” she muttered. 

“Like I haven’t heard you do it,” Wes teased. He bent down and kissed her. “Do you want me to take Mikey?” 

“No,” Val protested. “He’s part of the reason I came.” 

Wes said goodbye with Brett and left the three women alone. Tiffany studied Val’s face with concern. “Are you ok?” 

“I am,” Val answered. She picked up the bottle of wine to show Tiffany. “This is from both me and my husband as a thank you for last night. I don’t know what I’d have done without you.” 

Tiffany thanked Val but bit her tongue that Jason shouldn’t be sending his wife with wine, he should call and apologize to Wes. “I take it you’ve been home?”

“Yes. My father took me and the kids home this morning. Jason made us pancakes and we all watched TV together. When Jen picked me up, I suggested we come here. I wanted to see you.” She paused for a moment and blinked back tears. “And I wanted to hold Michael.” 

Tiffany glanced at Jen who gave her a subtle nod. “You know you’re always welcome to hold my boys, but Val,” she hesitated. “Are you sure, after what happened last night?” 

“Yes,” Val assured her. “Just because the pregnancy was a surprise, doesn’t mean I didn’t want another baby. But after talking to Jason this morning, he was honest with me that he doesn’t want any more. I respect his decision, but I needed a baby fix.” She held out her arms. “Can I hold him, please?” When Tiffany passed her baby to Val, she sat back with a sigh and got the sleeping boy comfortable in her arms. “Oh, that feels so good, doesn’t it?” She leaned down and sniffed the top of his head. “They just smell so good, and they’re so warm.”

Jen picked up the wine and looked between them. “How about I open this and pour us all a glass?” She leaned forward and placed her hand on Val’s knee. “Silver lining in your situation, you can now have alcohol again.”

“True,” Val agreed. “But now you’re going to get on me again with eating right and exercising.” 

“Of course I am,” Jen laughed. “That’s what friends are for.” 

Tiffany waited until Jen was out of earshot before she spoke up. “Did you tell her everything?” 

“I did,” Val answered. 

Tiffany was skeptical. “The drunk driving, the horrible things he said to you?” 

“Yes,” Val promised. “I knew that if I didn’t tell her everything, eventually you would. I don’t want secrets between friends. Jason’s not perfect, but nobody is.” 

“Regardless,” Tiffany stated. “The things he said to you were awful.”

Val rocked slightly back and forth when Michael stirred in his sleep. “Like you’ve never said something you didn’t mean when you were drunk?” 

“Sure,” Tiffany agreed. She accepted a glass of chardonnay from Jen when she came back into the room. “We all have, but those are usually surface comments about someone’s outfit, or a bad karaoke singer. What he said falls in line with In Vino Veritas,” Tiffany said. “In wine there is truth. Being drunk doesn’t excuse what he said, he clearly feels that way somewhere inside of him.” 

Jen could feel the tension start to build between the two friends. She interrupted their conversation and opened the takeout boxes. “We kept it on the light side and picked up salads. Hope you’re ok with a grilled chicken garden salad?”

“That sounds good,” Tiffany answered. She accepted lunch from Jen and made herself comfortable on the couch as she watched Val snuggle Michael. “We can put him in his swing. He’s probably out for a while.” 

“No,” Val declined. She continued to rock Michael with a soft smile on her face. “I’ll eat in a little bit. I want to soak up this moment.” She took a drink of wine, then set her glass down. “Tiffany, I understand your anger and your frustration. I feel it, too. As my friend, I’m asking you to stand by me while I stand by my husband. Marriage is a lot of work, and I intend to work on things. Jason and I are high school sweethearts. We grew up together, we were each other’s first time. Not many people make it with their high school sweetheart, but I want to make it with mine.”

She had her there, Tiffany knew. While she may not approve of the way Jason treated Val the previous evening, she had to respect the fact that Val believed love would prevail. She understood Val’s desires and hoped the high school sweethearts could see it through, but she also understood people changed. Her high school sweetheart, Steve Preston, moved away when he graduated. They tried to make it work long distance, but that only lasted a few months before Steve called her from California and told her he met someone at college. Granted, geography had everything to do with the reason for their breakup, but she was skeptical that they could have ever made it work. Growing up didn’t always mean growing together. 

Tiffany ate her salad and smiled at the way Val spoke softly to Michael any time he stirred in his sleep. Val put him down next to her on the sofa for just a few minutes to eat her salad, then picked him back up for more cuddles. She was hesitant to bring up the other topic that had been exposed the previous evening, but she only wanted to be a friend. “What about the other stuff?” Tiffany inquired. 

Val responded with honesty. “The financial mess?” When Tiffany nodded, she continued. “We fell behind on some bills and we’re trying to modify our home loan.” She shrugged her shoulders when Jen and Tiffany simply stared at her. “People have money issues. Unfortunately, we’re in that category right now. We’ll get out from under it. My parents have offered to help us with our debt. Once we get ahead, we’ll be able to start saving.” 

Tiffany breathed a sigh of relief. “I was going to offer to help you.” 

“I’d have turned you down,” Val answered. “My parents are one thing. I’m not letting a friend bail me out.” 

Jen nudged Tiffany with her shoulder. “I said the same thing and got the same response.” She tilted her head and smiled at Val. “Our little Valerie is one stubborn cookie.” 

Val smiled between them. “I appreciate it from both of you, but no. Jason and I will sort this out with my parent’s help. We’ll get back on track with our house payments and do what everyone else does. Live. Love each other. Fall in love again. Be the best parents we can be to our children.”

“You’re a good mom,” Jen praised. 

“And a patient wife,” Tiffany stated. She kept further comments on that situation to herself when she felt Jen give her a subtle nudge with her foot. She forced a bright smile and gave Val what she needed. Support. “We’re here for you, no matter what. All of us. Me, Wes, Maggie, my dad.”

“And Neil and me,” Jen chimed in. “You’re going to get through this.”

“You’re the best,” Val praised. 

Tiffany nodded with Jen as they answered in unison. “That’s what friends are for.” 

––––––––
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Jen and Val visited for another hour. Val got snuggles in with not only Michael, but with Brett when he resurfaced after his nap. It was just what Val needed and she thanked Tiffany sincerely when they said their goodbyes. 

Like they did most Sundays, Tiffany and Wes prepared and ate dinner with Ed and Maggie, along with their boys. After the table was cleared, food put away, and the dishes were clean, Tiffany gave Brett and Michael a bath. She and Wes worked together to get them ready for bed, then met in their living room to share a glass of wine before they retired for the evening. 

Tiffany melted into the sofa and sighed as she accepted a glass of cabernet from Wes. “Thank you,” she murmured as she took the first sip. 

Wes sat next to her and rested his hand on her leg. “You didn’t talk too much about it at dinner, except to say that she’s fine. How is Val, really?” 

“She says she’s fine,” Tiffany answered. “I understand stubborn pride, but I don’t know how someone can say they’re fine after what she went through last night.”

“She was ok holding Michael?” Wes wondered. 

“She held him the entire time she was here. Said she needed to feel a baby in her arms again since she and Jason aren’t having another one.” 

“And she’s ok with that?” 

“She says she is. I honestly can’t tell if she’s putting up a strong front because we witnessed more than we ever should have, or if she’s truly fine. All I know is that I wouldn’t be fine the next day if you treated me the way Jason treated her.”

“I wouldn’t treat you that way,” Wes promised. 

Tiffany reached for his hand and linked their fingers together. “If you ever do, you better run,” she teased. Her shoulders slumped with worry and fatigue. “The fact that they’re high school sweethearts means everything to her. She wants to see it through and prove that teenagers can fall in love and grow old together.” 

“Some can,” Wes pointed out. 

“Who?” Tiffany wanted to know. “I don’t know one couple who has that kind of history. I want to see them succeed, but I’m having trust issues toward Jason right now.”

Wes smiled at his wife. He admired her fierce protection toward her friend. “It’s not your battle to fight, Tiff.” 

“I know it’s not, but-” She stopped speaking when Wes interrupted her.

“Stay out of it.” 

“I’ll try, but-”

“Tiff,” he interrupted her once more. “Stay out of it,” he said firmly. 

“Fine,” she huffed. 

Wes took her glass and set it next to his on the coffee table. He pulled her into his arms and kissed her. His green eyes were sincere as he looked at her. “Do you really want to talk about Val and Jason anymore, or do you want to take advantage of the fact that our boys are sound asleep, and you and I are wide awake?” 

Tiffany recognized the look in his eyes. She slipped her arms around his neck and let him guide her to lay down. A sigh escaped as Wes settled his weight on top of her and kissed her breathless. She broke the kiss and ran her fingers through his hair. “I’m still upset.” 

“For that, I love you,” he replied. 

She shifted her legs so that he settled between her thighs. “We could talk about it more.” 

“We could,” Wes agreed. He lowered his head and kissed her neck as he began to unbutton her shirt. 

“But,” Tiffany stated, then let out a dreamy sigh. “I like your idea better.” 
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Chapter 4


[image: ]




Valentine’s Day came and went for Val and Jason with their traditional meal at home. Ever since they had had children, they decided to stay in. Restaurants were crowded and overpriced on the holiday, and Val was more than happy to cook a romantic meal for her husband and include their kids. Brianna and Joey loved the novelty of eating by candlelight and they looked forward to it every year. 

Val had come home early from work and prepared filet mignon with twice baked potatoes and salad. Brianna loved to help in the kitchen and was eager to assist her mother. Joey set the table and grumbled the entire time. In the eyes of a seven year old boy, he thought the day was stupid, but he liked the fancy dinner. 

Val beamed when Jason brought home flowers for her and Brianna, as well as small heart shaped boxes of chocolate for all of them. After she tucked Brianna and Joey in, she took her time freshening up. Her makeup and hair were touched up and she slipped into a red silk nightie that Jason had given her years ago. She hoped the sexy negligee would make him remember the private moments they had before their children were born. Maybe the silky fabric, and the dark color that she knew complemented her features, would stir something within him and they could end the night on a romantic note. 

That wasn’t to be when she walked into the living room and found him snoring on the couch. She walked to him and rubbed his leg. “Jason,” she said softly. When he only mumbled an incoherent response, she knelt next to him and trailed her fingers into his hair. She pressed her lips to his cheek, then nibbled on his earlobe as she whispered in his ear. “Hey, sleepyhead, wake up.” 

“Hmm?” he mumbled. 

“Honey, wake up,” Val urged. “You fell asleep watching television. I have a surprise for you. Open your eyes.” She waited patiently while he blinked his eyes open and slowly looked her up and down. “Happy Valentine’s Day.” 

“You look pretty,” he complimented. 

Val brushed her hair off her shoulder and placed a soft kiss on his mouth. “The kids are asleep.” 

Jason rubbed his eyes tiredly. “Sounds like they have the right idea.” He gave Val a quick kiss, then stood up from the couch. 

“Jason,” Val said. Her hurt feelings were evident. She waved a hand over her body and raised her brows at him. “I’m trying here. I want to be with you.” 

Jason simply shook his head at her and yawned. “Sorry, I’m beat. Not tonight.” 

She stood up and faced him with her chin raised a notch. “Jason, it’s been a while.”

“I’m sorry, Val. I’m exhausted.” Without another word, he turned and left the room, leaving Val staring at him in shock. 

Her eyes filled with tears; her heart hurt from his rejection. Times were hard and she wanted to get through this. Over the years, they’d gotten through plenty of rough patches, but this was new. It was different. He was changing right before her eyes, and she had no clue who this man was. Because she felt cold and exposed, she reached for the blanket folded over the back of the sofa and wrapped it around herself. Her feet were silent on the carpet as she walked into the kitchen and poured a large glass of wine. She took her box of chocolates into the living room with her and turned the television to Lifetime. If she couldn’t have sex with her husband, she could lose herself in a mindless movie. 

While she watched what she deemed a typical ‘psycho bitch movie’, she finished an entire bottle of cabernet, along with the entire box of chocolates. In the past, she’d been patient and given Jason time to mull over whatever it was that bothered him, but he always came back to her. She told herself it was just a matter of time and things would get better, but she couldn’t shake the feeling of dread in her stomach, or the subtle chime of alarm bells ringing in her ears. 

––––––––
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Two weeks had gone by, and things were the same. Val was kind and patient with her husband, but he still hadn’t come around. She didn’t even approach the subject of intimacy after the rejection she received on Valentine’s Day. There were times she would cautiously question their finances or what Jason thought about accepting her parent’s offer to help. Every time she was hedged off with reassurance that they were fine, and he was working on things. 

Even though she had Tiffany and Jen to turn to, Val had kept the worst of their circumstances to herself. Not only would it be embarrassing to fill them both in on the cold facts of how bad her marriage seemed to be, but she didn’t want to hear about how happy they both were. She repeatedly told herself she didn’t begrudge either one of them their happiness. Though she couldn’t deny the stab of jealousy she felt any time Jen talked about how great Neil was, or how Tiffany lit up any time she spoke about Wes. It seemed her friends were in amazing relationships when hers was undeniably sinking. Deep down, Val knew it could work. Once they dug out of their financial mess, counseling would be a logical path for them. They had been together for so many years, counseling would be a healthy step to refresh what they both felt had gotten stale. There wasn’t a doubt in her mind they could still make this work.   

Val waved goodbye to Jen and thanked her for the ride home. It was another reminder that she and Jason needed to get on track and get her a car. Sharing a vehicle between them wasn’t horrible, but it wasn’t the most practical situation when she found herself getting off work early with no way to get home. Relying on Jason to pick her up wasn’t always ideal. They didn’t live far from Old Port but walking home after a long day of standing up at work wasn’t something Val wanted to be faced with. 

Because Brianna and Joey’s school was close to Jason’s parent’s house, the kids went to their house on the days when there weren’t any after school activities. Jason would pick them up today after he got off work. As much as she loved her family, the occasional hour alone was something she cherished. Since Jason’s mother had informed her that she was sending her son home with a lasagna for them for dinner, she was off the hook with cooking. 

Val slipped off her shoes, then changed into comfortable lounge pants and a long sleeved t-shirt. She poured herself a glass of cabernet and sat at the kitchen table to sift through the day’s mail. Ads from the local grocery store, a few catalogs that she loved getting so she could window shop from home, and bills. So many bills. She shook her head at the reality of their situation. What she wouldn’t give to have things easier for them financially. Her stomach dipped and turned as she placed each envelope into a pile. Her father had suggested filing for bankruptcy and with the dire straits they were in right now, she agreed that it was probably the best option. A clean slate. A fresh start. Then they could figure out the mortgage and get back on their feet. 

As she sipped her wine, her shoulders relaxed. She and Jen had considered hiring a massage therapist for their spa over the years. Val wished they had followed through with that idea. She would have taken advantage of the service and gotten a massage at the end of the day to ease the constant tension in her muscles. Her shoulders tightened in knots when she got to the last envelope in the pile. It was from their mortgage company. She said a quick prayer as she slid her finger under the lip of the envelope. With any luck, it would be the approval letter for the loan modification. As she read the correspondence, her hands shook. Her eyes filled with heavy tears as a wave of sadness washed over her and fear made her blood feel cold. A foreclosure notice with thirty days to vacate. 

She didn’t know how long she sat at the table, frozen in her thoughts. The headlights from Jason’s car flashed into the window and snapped her out of her haze. She dried her eyes and pasted a smile on her face when the kids rushed in, full of excitement from their Friday at school and happy for the weekend ahead. When she sent them off to wash up for dinner, she faced Jason. Without a word, she handed him the document and waited while he read. His features were unreadable as he quickly scanned the letter. 

“I was afraid of this,” he murmured. 

Her eyes went wide with shock. “You’ve told me all along you thought things were going to be fine.” 

He gave her a shrug. “I thought they would be. There’s nothing we can do about this.” 

“My parents,” Val began, then stopped when the kids rushed into the kitchen, hungry for dinner. 

Jason’s eyes held Val’s as she stared at him across the table. “We’ll talk after dinner, ok?” 

She had no choice but to agree, they couldn’t get into their financial woes in front of the children. Dinner was tense between Val and Jason. She put on a happy face for Brianna and praised her latest work of art from school, then gave Joey her full attention as he prattled on about his day. Throughout the meal, her eyes met Jason’s. Her heart hurt as she wondered who he was anymore.   

When they met in middle school, Val thought Jason Russell was the cutest boy she had ever seen. With his dark brown hair, brown eyes, and his cute dimples any time he smiled. Jason was fun to be around, friendly with everyone, and only had eyes for Valerie Truman. They flirted innocently in junior high. When they attended high school together, Jason got up the nerve to make the first move and asked Val to the Homecoming dance. That night, while they danced together, they had their first kiss. From that moment forward, they were inseparable. Val had a tight friendship with Jennifer and Tiffany, and Jason had his friends, but every chance they got, they were together. They ate lunch together, spent time with each other before and after school when they could. Weekends were spent together, going to the movies, or ice skating in the winter. Though they were young, they both felt the love, and the passion. Stolen kisses grew into secret moments where they could explore each other. Stretched truths were given to both of their parents so they could find ways to be alone and learn how to make love to one another. When they lost their virginity together, Jason pledged to her that he would never love another woman and he’d take care of Val and any children they had, for the rest of their lives. 

Just out of high school, against the wishes of many simply because of their age, the two were married in a small ceremony with only their families and close friends present. They were now approaching fifteen years of marriage. People often commented to Val that her and Jason’s relationship gave them hope. If high school sweethearts could make it work, anyone could. 

As they finished their dinner and Val sent the kids off to bathe and get in their pajamas, Val and Jason worked side by side to put the food away and wash the dishes. On the rare occasions Jason offered to help with the dishes they would work in comfortable silence. The lack of conversation tonight was uncomfortable with the tension in the air. Because she could sense her husband’s hesitation, she poured them both a glass of wine and sat at the table, patiently waiting for him. Had she not, she knew he’d pretend to forget that they needed to talk, and he’d lose himself in sports on the television. 

When he sat across from her, she reached for his hand. She could feel the detachment in his touch as he barely responded. “Jason, this is serious.” 

“Yes,” he agreed. “It is.” 

Val took a deep breath, then a sip of wine. “Ok, we can get through this. There’s bankruptcy, we can talk to my parents and maybe they can assume the mortgage loan and we make payments to them.” 

“I don’t know if that’s possible since they’ve given us thirty days to get out.” 

“We’ll call them and find out. First thing Monday,” Val suggested. “Tomorrow I’ll look at my schedule at work and see what I can move around, maybe take Monday off and spend the day making calls.” 

“That’s not necessary,” Jason stated. “I was afraid this might happen, that we’d have to move out. I’ve been looking at places.” 

Val blinked in shock. Her voice was soft as she searched his eyes. “You have? I didn’t realize it was this serious. Jason, why didn’t you tell me?” 

“I didn’t want to worry you.” 

“Well I’m worried now!” she cried, then lowered her voice. “Ok... Ok,” she repeated. “We can do this. If we have to rent for a while, that’s not so bad. Get back on our feet, save some money, and then look for a new home. I love this house, but I have been starting to feel like we’re busting at the seams here. There are places close to work so I could walk to the spa. Wes knows everyone in town because he’s always doing repairs or building something. I can talk to Ed, as well. He’s always trying to buy buildings to add on to Martin’s Kitchen. It’s too bad that Wes renovated his and Tiffany’s old apartments, that would be an ideal set up, or-” She stopped speaking when Jason held up his hand. She could see him struggle with what to say. “What? Something is on your mind. Say it.” 

Jason took a drink of wine, then set his glass aside. “I’ve been looking at places,” he repeated. “For me.” 

The meaning of his statement nearly knocked the wind out of her. She pulled her hand out from under his. Her hands started to shake; her blood felt like ice in her veins. Her voice was barely a whisper when she spoke. “What do you mean?” 

“I mean,” Jason replied. “I want a divorce.”

Tears filled her eyes, her chin trembled as she spoke. “Why?”

“Come on, Val. You know things haven’t been good.” 

“Things have been tense, I’ll agree, but they haven’t been bad. Marriages go through ups and downs, Jason. This is fixable between us. We’re married, we have children.” She shook her head and blinked to see clearly, but the tears streamed down her cheeks. “I’m supposed to be pregnant right now.” 

“I know,” he answered. “And if you were, we’d figure something out.” 

She swiped at the moisture on her cheeks. His words filled her with anger. “What are you saying? You’d stay with me if I was still pregnant? Then what, leave me after the baby was born? Or you’d stick around and see if maybe a new baby would make a difference? This doesn’t make any sense! You don’t just up and leave. We have children!” 

“People shouldn’t stay together just for the kids,” Jason pointed out. 

“No, they shouldn’t. Not just for the kids. But because of the kids, people need to do whatever it takes to make the marriage work. You don’t turn your back on your family. You don’t get to walk away from this.”

Jason sat back in his seat and studied his wife. “Don’t you think we got married too young?” 

“Maybe,” Val answered. “But that’s not a reason to give up. We entered into this together, very young, I agree, but we need to grow together.”

“We’ve grown apart and you know it,” Jason stated. 

“Then we work together to make things right. Don’t do this, Jason,” Val implored. “Please.” 

“Come on, Val!” He stood up from the table and began to pace in the kitchen. “We were just out of high school, neither one of us went to college.” 

“I went to beauty school to get my esthetician’s license,” she pointed out. “I’m doing what I love. You went to vocational school as well. You have a good job in IT. So we’re not Harvard graduates, I don’t care. We’re in a rough patch, but we need to stick together and get through it. Above all, we need to remember that we love each other.” 

Jason stopped pacing and met her gaze. “I don’t know that I ever have.” 

Her heart froze. Fresh tears filled her eyes. “What do you mean?” 

“I don’t know that I’ve ever loved you.”

“How can you say that to me?” she sobbed. “We built this life together. We have this home, our kids, the baby we were supposed to have. How can you look me in the eye and tell me you never loved me when you said it all these years?” 

“We were young-”

“Screw that!” Val yelled. She stood up to face him. “Our age has nothing to do with it. You can’t say something like that to me, it’s like telling me our whole marriage was a lie. Why would you say that?” 

“Val, I have to be true to myself.”

“You don’t get to be true to yourself!” she yelled. “We have a family.”

“I’ll still be in Brianna and Joey’s life,” Jason replied. 

“But not mine?” Val whispered. “Jason, I love you. We have a past together. We can work on this and build a future together.” 

“Val,” he began, but stopped when she continued to speak. 

“We can go to counseling, take a vacation, we could-”

“Val!” he interrupted, his voice harsh. “I don’t want that.” He closed his eyes and took a deep breath. When he opened them, his brown eyes were void of emotion as he said the cruelest words that had ever come out of his mouth. “I don’t want to grow old with you.” 

She was speechless. Never, the entire time she had known Jason, did she think he had it in him to be so vicious. Her heart shattered into a million pieces. She swallowed repeatedly over the lump in her throat. Her hands shook as she reached for her phone, her voice trembled when she spoke to the person on the other end. “Mom,” she breathed. “I need either you or Dad to come get me and the kids.” Without another word to Jason, she walked out of the kitchen and down the hall to Brianna and Joey’s bedrooms. She peeked her head in Brianna’s room and smiled at her daughter, drawing with Joey. “Guess what?” Val’s voice was bright with excitement. “I just talked to grandma and she and grandpa had so much fun with all of us a few weeks ago, they want us to come back for the weekend. Start packing your clothes.” 

“Now?” Joey asked with excitement. 

Brianna felt her brother’s joy, but she sensed the sadness in her mother. “Is everything ok, Mommy?” 

“Yeah,” Val answered. She trailed her hand over Joey’s head as he ran past her and into his room to get packed. “They’ll be here soon to get us. Pack enough for the weekend.” 

Brianna sat up and began to clean her art supplies. “What about Daddy?” 

Val forced a smile as she answered her daughter. “Daddy has a lot of work to do this weekend, so he’s going to stay home. Pack a lot of your clothes. We might stay a few extra days.”

Without another word, Val turned and walked down the hall to the master bedroom. While the kids buzzed with excitement about an impromptu weekend with their grandparents, Val forced herself to stay calm and willed the tears away. All those years together and her husband had the nerve to look her in the eye and claim he never loved her. She didn’t believe it for one second, but his words hurt. Cut so deep, she didn’t know if she’d ever be able to forgive him. 

As Val hurried to fill her suitcase, she didn’t pay attention to what she grabbed. She was frantic, in a rush to get out of there. She’d be damned if she broke down in front of him. Her uniform for the next day at work was carefully folded and packed. Toiletries from the vanity in the bathroom were packed. Since she knew what her parents would offer... a place to live... she stuffed her suitcase with as much as she possibly could and was glad she told the kids to do the same. When Jason walked into the bedroom, she turned to him with anger in her eyes. 

“How dare you say that to me. You never loved me? You’re full of shit and you know it! I was in this relationship, too. I felt the love all through the years. From the beginning of our marriage, to when the kids were born, and all the years that followed. You loved me, and you know you did. I don’t know what happened to change that, but no man in my life will ever speak so cruelly to me again. You want out? Fine.” She narrowed her eyes and shook her head at him. “I never took you for such a quitter. Things get tough, so Jason leaves.”

He made no protest to stop her, which only broke her heart even more. Out of the corner of his eye, he saw Joey wheel his suitcase down the hall and into the living room. “What will you tell the kids?” 

“Nothing,” Val answered. “We’re going to grandma and grandpa’s for a sleepover. I’ll let their father break the news to them.” Her movements were swift as she zipped up her suitcase. “Since it was your idea.” 

When the doorbell rang, Val answered it to see her father. From the look on her face, Joe knew what was happening. He pulled his daughter into his arms and murmured words of comfort that she wasn’t alone, and her parents were there to help. He smiled at Brianna and Joey and told them to say goodbye to their dad, then get in the car with grandma. His gaze was less than friendly when Jason appeared. Joseph took Val’s suitcase and said, “I will be in the car.”   

When her father and the kids were gone, Val turned to Jason. “I know you want a fresh start. A new outlook on life. Congratulations, you have it. I wish one thing for you.” 

“What’s that?” Jason asked cautiously. 

“I hope you meet someone. I hope you fall head over heels in love with her, lose your mind over her. And when you’re married and settled down, happy with your new life, I hope she looks at you and tells you that she doesn’t want to grow old with you.” 

Val didn’t wait for a response. She walked out the door and shut it quietly behind her. When she slid into the backseat of the car, she grasped her mother’s hand when she reached out for her, then held Brianna close to her side when she snuggled into her. 

“What’s wrong, Mommy?” Brianna asked, sensing her mother’s pain. 

Val placed a kiss to the top of Brianna’s head and sent Joey a reassuring smile. “Nothing, my babies. We’re going to have a fun weekend.” Her eyes filled with tears as her father drove down the street and she glanced back to see Jason watching them leave. “I love you both and will always be here for you, no matter what.” She sniffled as the tears trailed down her cheeks, then smiled through her grief. “Looks like we have an adventure ahead of us.” 
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Chapter 5
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The next morning, Tiffany stood in front of the mirror in Jen’s studio at Soul Sisters and applied bright pink gloss to her lips. When she began taking Jen’s classes five years ago, bright lip color was a requirement from Jen for all of her workouts. The vibrant shades added a punch of energy and with how hard Jen worked them on a Saturday, every extra ounce of vigor was welcome. 

Tiffany looked at the clock and wondered where Val was. Since she had started the workouts, Val was right there by her side, sweating and swearing through the hour-long torture. Because Val always had a full Saturday of clients that followed the workout, she was punctual for Jen’s class so she could get a head start on her day. 

Tiffany turned to Jen as she selected her weights for the circuits. “It’s not like Val to be late. She’s always here before I am, and I get here ten minutes early.” 

“I know,” Jen replied. She also looked at the clock and couldn’t help but worry about Val. “She sent me a text that she didn’t need a ride to work. Maybe Jason and the kids are holding her up this morning.” 

They both turned at the sound of the lobby door opening, then closing loudly. Val walked into Jen’s studio with her jaw set and her head held high. Her hair was pulled into a careless ponytail. She wore black leggings and a grey t-shirt. Her lips didn’t hold a trace of color, but the shadows under her eyes were dark and full of sadness. 

“Hey, sweetie,” Jen greeted. “Did you all wake up late?”

“Not exactly,” Val answered. “I drove my dad’s car.” At the questioning looks from Tiffany and Jen, Val simply shook her head. “Let’s get started.” 

Jen shared a concerned look with Tiffany but kept her comments to herself. She started the music and began to move. Jen’s warm-up was intense. When the jumping and stretching were complete, one could claim the warm-up alone as a low-impact routine and call it a day. 

Val was normally vocal about the repetitions and cursed Jen to hell and back as she broke into a sweat. Today she kept to herself and focused on the intensity. The previous evening had been full of shock and drama. She had reassured Brianna and Joey there was nothing to worry about but was up half the night sharing heated text messages with Jason about their situation. She begged him to reconsider his decision, even though she remembered his harsh words. They were a family and they belonged together, but he wouldn’t budge. His mind was made up and he was planning on coming to her parent’s house that evening to talk to the kids with her and make them see that sometimes moms and dads had to live apart. 

Val bent at the knees as she gritted her way through deadlifts, then kept silent and used her anger to fuel her energy as Jen guided them through burpees. When Jen finished the third repetition of the circuit, Val kept going. It felt good to expend the anger. Her body was in a full sweat, her jaw was clenched as she braced her arms against the floor, stretched her legs out behind her, then popped upright and repeated the move. 

Jen was about to move onto the next circuit but stopped and watched as Val wouldn’t give up on the burpees. She knew Val hated the move; most people did. It was grueling to jump up, then down, then up again. Even an expert such as herself knew how challenging the move was. It was also the most effective move for an entire body workout. But when Jen saw the intensity on Val’s face, and noticed the glisten of tears in her eyes, she once again shared a worried look with Tiffany. “Val?” she questioned as she tilted her head. “We’re done with burpees, let’s move onto the next circuit.” 

“No!” Val yelled as she forced her body into the move. 

Tiffany took a step back and picked up her water bottle for a drink. She recognized the hyper focus in Val’s eyes. Once when she and Wes had argued, Tiffany used her workout to purge her grief, but this was different. Something deeper was pushing Val to the limit. She also tilted her head and inquired about Val’s well-being. “Are you ok?” 

“Yeah,” Val breathed, though her voice was laced with bitterness. “I’m fucking great.” 

Tiffany stepped closer to Val and stopped her movements with her hand on her shoulder. “Keep that up and you’ll collapse by the third circuit. Save some of your energy.” 

Val stood up; her chest heaved with every breath she took. Tears filled her eyes. Sobs choked her throat as she tried with all of her might to hold them back. She didn’t want to break down in front of her friends, she wanted to be strong. For herself. For her children. Try as she might, she couldn’t hold back the anger. Her eyes were wild as she searched for something, she wasn’t sure what. A weight bar was in the corner of the room next to Jen’s punching bag. Free from weights, the bar itself weighed nearly twenty pounds. Val didn’t feel it when she picked it up. All she felt was anger, hurt, and betrayal from the man who promised to love her until the end of her days. 

She picked up the bar, stood in front of the punching bag, and swung the rod with all of her might. Her muscles vibrated from the impact; the bag swung against the wall from her force. With a cry of rage, Val made another pass at the bag, then another. Each hit to the weighted canvas expended her anger. Tears streamed down her face and sobs wracked her body as she repeatedly hit the bag. 

Tiffany and Jen stood back, staring at Val in shock. Without a word, Jen rushed to the lobby to make sure the door was locked, then back into her studio. She pulled the blinds on the window then closed and locked her door. 

Tiffany’s eyes filled with tears to see Val in so much pain. Carefully, she approached Val as she gently repeated her name to get through to her. When she got close enough to place her hand on Val’s arm, she was startled when Val let the weight bar clatter to the floor, then turned and threw herself into Tiffany’s arms while she sobbed in anguish. Slowly, Tiffany lowered to the floor, keeping her arms around Val while she cried. She rocked her back and forth in her arms and murmured soothing words to calm her down. 

Jen joined Tiffany on the floor and embraced Val with her. Together, they talked her down and cried with her when she laid her head on Tiffany’s shoulder and wept. 

Able to feel Val’s pain, Tiffany hugged her tightly, then pulled back and pushed Val’s hair off her forehead. Her hands cupped Val’s cheeks as she looked into her eyes. “What happened?”

“He...He...” she stuttered through her response. “Jason... he,” she hiccupped. “He left me,” she whispered. 

“What?” Jen breathed. She stood up to get a box of tissues for them and helped Val dry her tears. “Why?”

“I don’t know,” Val replied. All of the previous evening’s hurt came rushing forward as she filled them in on her night. How she came home to find the foreclosure notice, then confronting Jason about it. She filled them in on how awful he was to her. “He... He said he never... that he...” Her face broke with sadness as she started crying again, then took a moment to compose herself. “He said he never loved me,” she said, her voice soft and morose. 

“That’s not true,” Jen retorted. “We all know that’s not true. He loved you. I saw it in the way he treated you and laughed with you. Why would he say that?” 

“I don’t know,” Val answered. Fresh tears streamed down her cheeks as she told them the most hurtful words of all. “He doesn’t want to grow old with me.”

Tiffany’s head jerked back in shock. “Did he say that to you?” 

“Yes,” Val whispered. Her chin trembled as she nodded her head. 

“Well,” Tiffany huffed. “That’s just being mean for the sake of being mean. Why would anyone say something so harsh?” She was seething inside to hear that any man would say that to his wife. When Jen made eye contact with her and shook her head to keep her anger down, Tiffany had to take a moment to calm herself. She remembered Wes’s advice that it wasn’t her battle to fight. While her husband’s words were true, Tiffany’s fierce protection for her friend intensified. It might not be her battle to fight, but she’d be damned if she let Val raise her sword alone. 

Jen stood up and offered Val her hand. “Let’s sit in the lobby and talk.” She looked around her studio and nodded. “I think we can nix today’s workout.” 

While Tiffany and Val settled on the couch, Jen prepared three cups of tea for them. Jen passed out the mugs, then joined them on the sofa. “How are the kids?” 

“They don’t know yet,” Val sniffled. “I told him he needs to be the one to tell them since this is what he wants.”

“You need to be there for that conversation,” Tiffany insisted. 

“I know,” Val answered. “And I will. My parents agreed to go out for dinner tonight so Jason could come over and we could tell them.”

“I’m surprised your mother will let Jason in the house after all of this,” Jen stated. 

“Oh, trust me,” Val drawled. “She didn’t want to, my father had to convince her.” 

“How are your parents handling the news?” Tiffany asked. 

“My dad’s been great,” Val replied. “My mom, not so much. She’s been in tears right along with me, and every chance she gets she tells me she wants to castrate him.” She blinked back more tears. “She loved him like her own son, she’s hurting, too.” When Jen handed her a tissue, she accepted it and dried her eyes. “They said we could stay as long as we like. I love them, and I’m so grateful, but I’m not sure how long I can stay. My mom means well, but she’s a bit overbearing.” She sent Tiffany a sad smile. “I don’t know how you and Wes do it, living with your parents.” 

“Well,” Tiffany answered. “We’re in a full basement that my husband designed and built as our private oasis. It’s not like we’re in each other’s way.” Tiffany slid her arm around Val’s shoulders. “Their home is big. I don’t think you’ll be too stifled there. Just until you can get back on your feet and find a place.” 

“How?” Val wondered. “I can’t buy a home. I make a decent living, but Jason’s income paid most of the bills.” 

“Apparently, it didn’t,” Tiffany muttered. When Jen glared at her, she corrected herself. “I simply meant that things got tough. It happens. Once you get out from under it all, you’ll have a clean slate, and you can find a place for you and the kids.” 

“Speaking of income,” Jen chimed in. “I know you need your clients, but given the circumstances, do you need to take the day off? I can call your appointments and reschedule for you so you can take the day and breathe.” 

Val shook her head. “No, I appreciate that, but I need the distraction. Brianna and Joey are in good hands with my parents. They’re going to get them out of the house and keep them occupied today. I’m booked solid. That will make my day go fast, and it will also make a good day for tips. I need all the cash I can get right now.” 

At the mention of cash, Tiffany gave Val her advice. “I might be overstepping my boundaries here but leave your tips with Jen tonight.”

“Why?” Val asked, confused. “We have a jar at home that I put my tips into. At the end of the month, we either split it to treat ourselves, or we do something fun.”

“Well, you’re no longer ‘we’,” Tiffany pointed out. “At this point, you need to think of you and the kids, not Jason. Divorce brings out the worst in people. From this moment forward, don’t share any of your tips with him.”

Jen nodded between them. “Tiffany is right. If Jason wants things separate, your tips are no longer his. I’ll hold on to your cash for a few days, or you can put it in the safe in my office.”

“What if Jason asks about it tonight?” Val asked. 

“Then you can ask him where his ‘till death do us part’ went,” Tiffany grumbled. “I pray for your sake, and the sake of the kids, that he’s amicable throughout this, but you need to be prepared.” 

“Ok,” Val agreed. “You’re both right.” She took a deep, cleansing breath. “I’m going to talk to Jason tonight about splitting up furniture, then I’ll see if my dad is up for helping me move my things tomorrow.” 

“I’ll ask Wes and my dad to help,” Tiffany offered. 

“Me too,” Jen said. “I’ll ask Neil. I’m sure he’ll help. With them along with your dad to help, you’ll be out of there in no time.” 

“Yeah,” Tiffany agreed. She gave Val another squeeze. “But no matter what, just remember you’re not alone. We’re here for you and we’re going to see you through this.” 

Val leaned into Tiffany for a hug, then Jen. The sadness was still inside of her but knowing Jen and Tiffany would be by her side, comforted her more than she ever knew it could.

––––––––
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When Tiffany was done with her appointments for the day, she checked in with Jen to see how Val was faring. With the reassurance that there hadn’t been any more meltdowns, Tiffany decided to sneak out early. Tiffany’s Treasures was in good hands with her employees. She wanted to get home early, run something by Maggie, and do something special for Wes. 

Maggie was agreeable with Tiffany’s plan, as Tiffany figured she would be. Any time Maggie and Ed could get the boys to themselves, they jumped at the chance. Having live-in babysitters was definitely a blessing, but Tiffany and Wes made sure not to take their parents for granted. 

As Tiffany finished setting the table in their downstairs dwelling, she opened a bottle of wine to breathe and placed two wine glasses on the table. She turned at the sound of Wes’s footsteps on the stairs. 

“Hey,” he greeted her with a smile as he walked toward her and kissed her. 

“Hi,” Tiffany replied. “I have dinner ready.” 

Wes looked at the table set with a platter of steak, baked potatoes, and steamed vegetables. The smell of fresh rolls was heavy in the air. He glanced between Tiffany and the table with his brows raised. “What’s all this?” 

“Dinner for you,” she answered. “Maggie and my dad have the boys. I wanted to do something nice for you.” 

“Uh-oh,” Wes teased. “Is this the equivalent of me getting you flowers? Did you do something wrong?” 

Tiffany laughed softly as she shook her head. Her eyes glistened slightly with tears. “No, everything is ok.” She looked him over. Most days after hard labor, Wes showered before dinner. “Do you need to freshen up?”

“No,” Wes answered. “I just had meetings with clients today and some consultations.” He could see the sadness in her eyes. “What’s wrong, Tiff?” 

Tiffany didn’t answer him directly. She gestured for him to sit, then sat across from him and poured wine. “I wanted to do something nice for you. Like I said, your mom and my dad have the boys.”

“Yeah,” Wes stated. “I got about two minutes of hugs from Brett and gave Michael a kiss before my mom shooed me away to come down here.” He reached for her hand. “How long do they have them?” 

“All night,” Tiffany answered. 

“Hmm,” Wes mused. There was a wicked glint in his eyes. “I get you to myself all night?” 

“Yes,” she whispered, then couldn’t stop the tears from coming. Her face broke as her shoulders shuddered with sobs. 

Wes was out of his chair and by her side immediately. “What’s wrong? Did I do something?” 

“No!” Tiffany wailed. She leaned into him and wrapped her arms around his torso. “It’s Val. Jason left her.” 

Wes’s eyes widened with shock. His shoulders slumped to hear the news. He knew things were tough for Val right now, but he prayed it wouldn’t end like this. He placed a kiss on top of Tiffany’s head and listened as she relayed Val’s story to him. His jaw clenched in anger when Tiffany told him about Jason’s cruel words. “What the hell is wrong with him?” 

“I wish I knew. She’s in so much pain and she never saw this coming. He won’t bend.” She framed his face in her hands and kissed him. When Wes sat across from her once more, she began to serve dinner as she spoke to him. “Throughout the day, she was all I could think about. It made me remember the moment you and I had right before our wedding.” 

Wes couldn’t help but smile. Minutes before they were to say, ‘I do’, Tiffany snuck down the hall into the men’s lounge of the church. They danced to their wedding song in private and made special vows to each other. “I’ll never forget that,” Wes replied. 

“Neither will I,” Tiffany said. “I remember we were dancing and feeling so much love for each other. You told me that any time things get patchy, to remember how we felt for each other in that private moment.” She shook her head at the memory. “To hear Val’s news really brought that back to me. That moment is ours and has been for years. Jen saw us dancing together, but she doesn’t know what we said to each other. I’ve never told anyone.” 

“Neither have I,” Wes stated. 

“Today put things into perspective for me, and it made me realize that private dinners like this need to be done regularly. Not just for a date night, or a special occasion. It reminded me that little gestures like this go a long way in keeping a tight bond.” She reached for his hand. “I never want to lose that with you.” 

Wes placed a warm kiss on her knuckles. “Thank you for dinner tonight. And thank you for the reminder that we need to do things like this. I love you.” 

“And I love you,” she replied. 

Wes took a bite of his dinner and praised her cooking. He was thoughtful as he took a sip of wine. “How are Brianna and Joey?” 

“They’re telling them tonight. Tomorrow, Val, and her dad are going to the house to start moving her things. My dad’s going to help.”

Without hesitation, Wes offered his assistance. “Tell me what time and I’ll be there with my truck. We may as well make it as easy on Val as possible.” 

“Thank you,” Tiffany said with a smile. “I figured you would help but didn’t want to assume. Maggie offered to stay here with the boys. Jen and I are going to take Brianna and Joey out while Val gets as much moved as she can. With any luck, she’ll get it all in one day and then settle in at her parent’s house.” She exhaled the grief and pain she felt for her friend. “Val is beautiful, inside and out. There’s no way she won’t be snapped right up.”

“Just remember to let Val do things in her own time,” Wes advised. “Don’t rush her. You and I know what it’s like to go through a break up, but this is different. She was married to him for almost fifteen years, they have two kids together. This is going to take some time.” 

“I know,” Tiffany agreed. “While I know that she’s a perfect catch, don’t think I won’t be protective and watch any potential suitors with a keen eye.”

Wes chuckled over his wife’s loyalty. “Just remember-”

“It’s not my battle,” Tiffany answered.

They ate their dinner as they spoke about the next day and helping Val. It felt good to connect with him and have a meal that was uninterrupted by either a server at a restaurant, or their boys. Tiffany loved their children with all her heart, but private moments with her husband were cherished any time she could get them. As she looked at him across the table, she saw the boy who was her brother’s best friend, the person who was a constant in her life, and the man who she fell in love with. He was handsome as could be with his brown hair and his green eyes that held love for her and their boys. As she cleared the table, she stopped by Wes’s chair when he reached for her hand. 
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