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      Droplets of pain spatter my wrist, and I recoil with a hiss that rivals the sizzling of peppers frying in the cast iron pan.

      “You good?”

      Three steps backward and I’m at the sink in the middle of our kitchen island. “I burned myself.” I flick on the tap and shove my wrist under the cold stream of water. The burn ebbs away, and I let out a relieved sigh. “Too much oil in the pan.”

      Daniel pushes up from the kitchen table. His mother bought us the set when we got our first apartment in New Westminster. At the time, the walnut piece had been the nicest thing we owned. I used to polish it every other day before lighting a white gardenia Bath and Body Works candle and placing it right in the center next to some fresh-cut flowers. It drew the eye to the table and away from the peeling paint on the walls and the stained ceiling above.

      Now, ten years later, the table fits in with the rest of our furniture and our lives. We’ve come a long way from that rundown one-bedroom apartment, that’s for sure.

      Daniel slides in behind me and puts his hands on my hips. His touch is warm through my leggings. He gently pulls me backward, my ass lined up with his fly. I know what he’s up to before he brushes my hair from my neck and presses his lips to my skin. His stubble, nearly black and just past the point of prickly, gives me goosebumps, and I tuck my chin to my chest and giggle.

      “I can take your mind off the pain,” Daniel purrs. 

      “Then who would finish dinner?”

      “Dinner can wait.” His lips glide up my neck to my ear, and his voice drops an octave. He hardens against my ass. “I want to put a baby in you.”

      When my husband used this line on me two years ago, it made me soak my panties as I went weak in the knees and clawed his shirt off. He’d been wearing the white polo shirt with flamingos on it I bought him as a gag gift before he had to go golfing with my dad. He hated golfing, but he went every year on my dad’s anniversary at the golf club. Like clockwork.

      What else had Daniel stuck to like clockwork?

      Tracking my cycle for the last twenty-four months more diligently than I had. We haven’t missed a single ovulation cycle.

      And we haven’t gotten pregnant, either.

      “Daniel,” I breathe.

      “Baby.”

      “Not tonight.”

      “What if tonight is the night?” He presses himself more firmly against me. My hips meet the counter as he reaches around me to turn off the cold water. The spots where the oil hit my skin feel hot, but they’re not painful anymore. Daniel turns me around. I keep my eyes downcast on the white marble kitchen tiles. “Baby, I know it’s hard, and I know you’re tired, but–”

      “Please don’t.”

      “But all it takes is one time.”

      “Not for us.”

      “Until it does.” He presses two fingers under my chin and gently guides my face up to look into his eyes.

      They’ve always held galaxies of possibilities for me. He’s a dreamer, that’s for sure, but he also knows how to get things done. It is because of Daniel that we have this beautiful house with the long driveway and the front gate. It is because of him that I drive the white BMW with the custom red stitching in the leather seats. And it is because of him that we are still trying for a baby. Daniel thinks he has enough hope for us both.

      But it still hasn’t been enough.

      “I’ll tell you what,” he says, galaxies of blue swirling as he smiles at me. “We go to the bedroom, I make you come, and then I’ll run you a bath and finish cooking dinner while you soak the troubles of the day away. What do you say?”

      Why can’t my body do what she’s supposed to do?

      “A bath sounds nice,” I say.

      He smacks my ass. Hard. “I’ll run it now. Rose or coconut bubble bath? Or both?” He winks, and the corner of his mouth twitches in that sexy smirk that made me drop my panties for him the first time. 

      “Both.”

      “You got it, baby. Meet you in the bedroom. Give me two minutes!” 

      Daniel disappears up the stairs, passing white-framed photos of us and our families on his way. Our mothers, fathers, siblings, aunts, uncles, cousins… everyone but children of our own.

      I run a thumb absently over the phantom burn splatter on my wrist. 

      You can do this, Charlie. What’s one more try going to hurt?

      The image of a negative pregnancy test flashes in my mind, and it feels like my stomach is going to fall out of my butt. A girl can only take so much disappointment, and after the universe denies her the thing she wants most so many times, the weight of it all can become too much.

      I can’t break my own heart again.

      The sound of the bathtub running leads me upstairs, and I find Daniel sitting on the edge of the deep soaker tub. The gold faucet pours out water as he squeezes two bottles of bubble bath in at once: one blush pink, one pearly white. He’s lit candles around the ledge and placed the book I had on my nightstand within reach beside my face roller, a face cloth, and some of my favorite skincare products he knows I use daily. 

      My heart is already breaking.

      The way he takes care of and loves me is a testament to how good of a father he would be.

      In another life. Not this one.

      He smiles over his shoulder at me. “Why are your clothes still on?”

      “Daniel…”

      My husband stops pouring the bottles of bubble bath and sets them on the edge of the tub near one of the many vanilla-scented candles. He turns the water off. The drain hums for a moment before the bathroom goes quiet and still. 

      “Not tonight then?” He rests his hands on his thighs and slides his hands down to his knees.

      “Not tonight.”

      Daniel leans his elbows on his knees. He drags his hands down his face and exhales. I am reminded by his sigh that I’m not the only one who feels like she’s carrying the weight of the world on her shoulders. 

      But he’s lucky. He’s not the one who’s broken. 

      “Maybe not for a while,” I say. “I…”

      “Are you calling it?”

      I shake my head. “No. I just need a break.”

      “How long?”

      “I don’t know.”

      He rubs his eyes and nods once. “Fine.”

      “I’m sorry.”

      “I get it.”

      “I’m still sorry.”

      “You have nothing to be sorry about.”

      I wish he’d yell at me. Maybe it would be easier. His endless patience and understanding only make me feel more guilty. My therapist tells me that’s because I’m a people pleaser. Daniel tells me he loves me too much to ever be mad at me, which feels terrible because I’m mad at him all the time.

      I’m mad that he never folds his laundry and always leaves his hamper at the end of the bed, which totally ruins the aesthetic of our dreamy bedroom. I’m mad that he takes the last of things and never says anything–eggs, milk, cookies, chocolate, leftovers. He has three brothers, so he grew up having to take what he wanted. I have one sister, and we fought over clothes, not food. I’m mad that he doesn’t like wine and that we aren’t one of those couples who can sit on their patio on a summer evening sipping a merlot. I’m mad that he’s so kind and deserves so much better than me. 

      But most of all, I’m mad that he hasn’t given me permission to stop this pregnancy journey altogether and try something new. I don’t have the strength to tell him I’m done. I need him to do it. To set me free. But that’s the thing about him being so hopeful.

      He won’t–can’t–throw in the towel. It goes against everything that he is.

      Daniel stands and walks to me. He’s handsome in his dark jeans and black shirt. He always looks handsome.

      He puts his hands on my upper arms, rubbing with his thumbs in reassurance. “Hop in the bath. Enjoy it. Might as well. I’ll still make dinner.”

      I feel that oh, so familiar tightening in my throat. It’s suddenly hard to swallow.

      “Hey,” he breathes, cupping my cheek. “It’s all right. I’ve told you a thousand times, baby. You don’t owe me this. And all good things come with time. We can take a break. Catch our breath. Focus on other things. Like your sister’s wedding,” he adds with a grin. “There’s more to be excited about than our future child.”

      Our future child.

      How can he be so sure that the idea of this child will come to fruition?

      “You know what will lift your spirits?” he asks, pressing a quick kiss to my cheek. “Ice cream.”

      “You don’t have to.”

      “I know, baby, but I want to. You hop in the tub before the water gets cold. You’ll be done by the time I get back and finish up dinner. Then we’ll sit on the couch and watch whatever shitty reality show you’ve got in your ‘to be watched’ list.” 

      He turns to leave, but I catch his wrist and pull him back, drawing myself up against him so I can catch his face in my hands and kiss him. His lips feel like velvet amidst his soon-to-be-beard. His kiss tastes like lime from the Corona he’d had earlier, and he smells like the sandalwood cologne I put in his stocking last Christmas. I breathe him in and drape an arm behind his neck, letting my fingers sink up into his blond locks. He needs a haircut soon. His mother will probably tell him as much when we go to her house for dinner this Sunday.

      She’ll probably ask us when we’re going to give her grandbabies, too.

      I push the thought aside as Daniel wraps his arms around me and holds me close. His arms have always made me feel invincible, untouchable, and feminine.

      “Is it too late to change my mind?” I whisper.

      He turns his face and presses kisses to the side of my neck. “Don’t tease me.”

      Gripping the hem of his shirt, I pull it over his head. The fabric passes between our lips before we crash together for a kiss. He backs me up against the bathroom counter and takes hold of the waistband of my leggings so hard I hear stitches tearing.

      “Watch it,” I breathe. “These are new.”

      “I’ll buy you another pair. I’ll buy you as many as you want.” He tugs again, and they tear in earnest. He lifts me up and sets me on the bathroom counter next to my silver tray of perfumes–almost all gifts from Daniel. He makes a fortune for us, and he likes to spoil me. 

      He deserves someone else. Someone better. Someone who can give him his truest desires.

      “Stop thinking,” he breathes in my ear. “Relax, baby. Let me take care of you. There’s no pressure. We’re not trying tonight. Just let me make you feel good.”

      He pulls my panties to the side. My legs are still trapped together by my leggings, so he rips them off and discards the tattered spandex on the tile floor. I reach for him so I can trace the ridges of his shoulders and the swell of his chest while he undoes his belt. Unzips his fly. Drops his jeans. His boxers.

      He steps in close, his cock grazing my inner thigh before he finds my entrance. I’m already wet. There’s no resistance, but he takes his time, giving me his length inch by inch until I’m panting and clawing at his back, dragging him into me, hooking my legs around his hips, pleading for more.

      He slides his hand up my spine to seize a fistful of my hair and pull my head back. He kisses my throat and collarbone while his other hand moves down to grip my ass. I know for certain he’s staring at my ass cheeks in the mirror. 

      “You feel so good, baby.” His voice is thick with gravel and lust. He buries himself deeper inside me.

      I whimper. 

      “Fuck.” He pulls out and drives back in. Our rhythm quickens. “I can’t get enough of you.”

      Our skin is tacky. Humidity has built from the tub of hot water. The room smells like vanilla and his sandalwood cologne. I feel like I’m floating as he lifts one of my legs so he can fuck me deeper. I gasp as he fills me up, and he silences me with a kiss that hurts my lips but sets my skin on fire. My pussy throbs and tightens around him, and he feels that I’m close. 

      “That’s it, baby,” he whispers, tightening his grip in my hair. “Let go.”

      His words push me over the edge. My toes curl so intensely that my feet cramp, but the pain has nothing on the wave of pleasure flooding my body. I cling to him, hot and breathless, and murmur his name against his shoulder. He loses control, bucking into my slippery core until he comes undone, filling me with his warmth. I love the feeling and hold on more tightly to him, a silent request for him to keep making love to me even though we’re both spent.

      He does. He’s slow and gentle, and his cadence brings us both back into ourselves. Still inside me, he pulls back to kiss me softly, whispering sweet nothings against my lips.

      “I love you, Charlie.”

      “I love you, too.”

      We close our eyes and press our foreheads together and stay like that until he moves back, leaving me empty, and tenderly finishes undressing me. He lifts my sweater then undoes my bra. He folds it all neatly on the counter, gathers me up in his arms, and lowers me into the rosy coconut bath water. 

      I run my fingers through the suds. “Join me.”

      “I promised my wife ice cream.” He bends to pick up his shirt. I sink lower into the water as he cleans himself up and zips his fly. “And ice cream she’ll get.”

      “Pralines and cream?”

      “Obviously.” He cracks a wry grin and leans over the tub to kiss the top of my head. “Enjoy. I’ll be back soon. I’ll lay your robe out for you on the bed.”

      He turns and walks away, but when I call his name, he pauses in the doorway.

      “I…” I trail off. What can I say? I wish I could give you children. I wish things were different. I wish I could give you as much as you give me. 

      He raps his knuckles on the door. “Don’t get in your head, baby. Read your book. Say some affirmations. I choose you. Always.” He gives me a stern look. “I mean it. That voice in your head? Tell her to fuck off. I’m happy. I wouldn’t trade this for the world. I promise.”

      Nodding, I hold back tears.

      He returns for one more kiss, brushing his thumbs across my cheeks to wipe away my tears. He says nothing, and neither do I. Everything unspoken between us feels understood. He leaves, and I hear the front door lock behind him before his car starts in the driveway.

      A few moments after the sound of the tires rolling down the driveway fades, I gather my book from its place on the edge of the tub, settle deeper into the grooved porcelain at my back, and open the pages.

      I read three chapters before it occurs to me that Daniel isn’t home yet. I close my book and strain my ears, listening for sounds of him cooking in the kitchen downstairs. Perhaps the chop of a knife, the hum of the pipes when he turns on the kitchen sink, the clanging of dishes as he loads the dishwasher. But there’s nothing. Only silence.

      “Daniel?” I call.

      Nothing.

      He’s been gone a long time for just popping down the road to the local grocer for ice cream. Maybe they were sold out of my favorite flavor, and he had to go further. It’s definitely something he’d do for me.

      The water has cooled down, so I add a bit more heat and sink lower, right up to my chin. I’ll get out when he gets home.

      I wait.

      And I wait some more.

      How long has it been?

      Half an hour? Forty-five minutes? Maybe more?

      When the bath cools down again, I get out, leaving wet pools under my feet as I dry off. My robe is in the bedroom, so I throw on Daniel’s, a waffle-textured navy blue with his last name stitched in white over the right side of the chest. It had been an appreciation gift from his marketing firm. I think I wear it significantly more often than he does.

      I step into my slippers and go downstairs. Daniel isn’t in the kitchen. The peppers and onions are in the pan where I left them when I burned myself. They have long since gone cold. Frowning, I go for my phone beside the oven, where I’d had dinner’s recipe open. Just as I reach for it, my kitchen lights up with red and blue. I hesitate.

      It takes a moment to register that the lights are coming from outside. They’re shining through the large windows on either side of our front door and pouring through the large windows in the front sitting room. I move down the hall from the kitchen and stop in my tracks when I see two police officers walking up the long driveway. How they got through the gate, I’m not sure. And I don’t care. 

      Something is wrong.

      My hands suddenly go numb. 

      Daniel.

      The police reach the door and knock, but I’m rooted to the spot on the white marble floors as their cruiser lights strobe from blue to red and back again. I draw my husband’s robe tighter around myself and smell the lingering scent of sandalwood. 

      Daniel.

      The police knock on the door again. “Mrs. Warren? We’re with the Vancouver Police Department. Are you home?”

      I sink to my knees on the marble and clutch at my chest.

      Daniel.
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      Three Years Later…

      Women mill around in summer dresses, sipping alcohol-free bubbly on the wrap-around porch of my parents’ home in North Vancouver. Among them, my sister rubs her very round belly and smiles radiantly. She has a ‘mother to be’ sash draped over her shoulder, and she’s wearing a blush pink dress made of dreamy silk material. No pregnant woman on earth deserves to look as good as my sister, but leave it to her to get off looking like she’s more youthful and joyful than her previously non-pregnant self.

      “Are you sure you’re up for this?” Mal asks, nudging me in the ribs with her elbow.

      “For my sister’s baby shower? I have to be.”

      “Considering the circumstances…”

      “Daniel died three years ago.” I lift my chin. “I can’t pretend life isn’t continuing to move forward. My sister is carrying my niece or nephew. I’m going to be part of their life. Might as well start now. Right?”

      “That’s very healthy of you. Is that what your therapist said?”

      “Pretty much verbatim.”

      Mal laughs softly. “Nobody would blame you if this was too much, Charlie, least of all Devin.”

      “I told her I’d be here, and I’m here. Come on.” I start up the steps to the wrap-around porch of my family home. Mom insisted on hosting Devin’s baby shower, and with the lush green gardens, plenty of outdoor seating, and gorgeous wisteria blooming over the lattice around the south side of the porch, my sister would have been an idiot to turn her down. I grab two flutes of faux champagne at the top of the stairs from a welcome table and press one into Mal’s hands. 

      She throws it back like a tequila shot. “Do you think there’s any real champagne for us non-preggos?”

      “This is Devin we’re talking about. If she can’t have it, we can’t have it.”

      “I should have brought my flask,” Mal grunts.

      “Charlie!”

      I flinch as someone with a shrill voice calls my name. I turn toward the sound of high heels on the porch and manage to brace myself as a beautiful woman with long blonde hair in a yellow dress throws her arms around me. 

      “Stephanie,” I say, patting my sister’s best friend’s back before she pulls away. “It’s good to see you.”

      “You too, babe! I wasn’t sure you’d make it.”

      “I RSVP’d a week after you sent the invites,” I say.

      “Yes, you did. I just wondered if it would feel a bit too heavy after what you went through, you know? Nobody would have blamed you.” She turns her sweet, crisp-white smile to Mal. “And you are?”

      “Mallory.” Mal struggles to shift her grip and balance the gift on her hip and the glass in her hand while holding out her other hand. “Charlie’s best friend.” She holds up a beautifully wrapped square present with pink and blue ribbon. “Where do we put our gifts?”

      Stephanie turns and points a perfectly manicured finger to a long table in front of my parents’ living room window. There’s a powder pink and blue balloon arch over the table and fluffy white clouds with raindrops dangling from the porch ceiling. It’s beautiful–and everything I had dreamed of for myself when Daniel and I were trying. Metallic raindrops the size of my palm glitter from fishing line beneath the cotton candy clouds. I sigh, and Mal puts a reassuring hand on my back.

      Mal and I drop our gifts off at the table, tucking them amongst the nearly fifty other parcels. We wander between bodies of beautifully dressed women, and I spy three pregnant bellies in the crowd. 

      I wonder how easy it was for them.

      “Oh, shit.” Mal takes my shoulder and turns me toward the porch steps. “Incoming overbearing mother alert. Flee. Flee!”

      I regret wearing the strappy lavender sandals that slap against the soles of my feet as I hurry to escape being noticed by my mother. It’s too late. As she sweeps down the porch, she spots me and hollers my name. Mal groans. I inhale deeply and brace myself for the storm.

      When I turn, I have the most convincing smile plastered on my face that I can muster.

      Mom is dressed for the occasion, and as usual, it looks like she thinks the baby shower is for her. I know she’s excited. The baby in my sister’s belly will be the first grandchild–the first-born grandchild, that is. Mom is wearing a shimmering silver dress that ends in the middle of her tanned shins. Her wrists jingle with bracelets, and a shawl covers her sun-freckled shoulders. Her hair, which started turning white a couple of years ago, has one streak of light pink and one light blue. I suspect she’ll be sporting them until the baby is born.

      “You look great,” I tell her as we lean in for a hug.

      She squeezes me tight. “Thank you, sweetheart. Oh, and you brought Mallory! My dear, it’s so nice to see you.” Mom pulls back and gives Mal a fierce hug as well.

      My best friend makes wide eyes at me over Mom’s shoulder. “Nice to see you too, Deidra.”

      Mom withdraws from their hug and reaches up to twirl her fingers in the streaks of blue and pink. “What do you think, Charlie? Devin says it’s obnoxious, but your father likes it. He says it brings out my eyes. And it reminds me every time I look in the mirror that I’m going to be a grandmother in a month.” She balls her hands under her chin and squeals. “Maybe even sooner if Baby decides to make an early appearance!”

      Mal is watching me. I can feel her deadpan stare.

      But I smile. “The streaks are fun. Devin is probably just bummed that she didn’t think of it first.”

      “That’s right.” Mom plants her still-balled-up fists on her hips. “Enjoy yourselves, dears. I’m playing hostess today and going to check on my guests. I mean Devin’s guests.” She giggles at her mix up. “Let me know if either of you needs anything.”

      With that, Mom flutters away like a fairy in a garden, tending to nearly empty champagne flutes and removing empty serving trays from the food table on the porch. She makes small talk with other guests, pausing to put her hand on the belly of another very pregnant woman. I’m pretty sure she’s one of Devin’s colleagues, and she probably doesn’t love the way my mother is feeling her up.

      I get lost staring at the swell of her belly–the perfect ball of joy that makes her belly button stick out beneath the fabric of her dress. Her feet are swollen, but her cheeks are rosy, her complexion bright, and she’s smiling even though Mom isn’t giving her any personal space. 

      Mal notices that I’m spiraling. She loops her arm through mine and guides me through the chatting guests toward my sister, who is sitting on Mom’s white wicker bench seat on the porch, propped up by floral pillows behind her. She lights up when she sees me, rises to her feet belly first, and sidesteps around the coffee table to hug me. Her hair smells good. Like roses.

      “I’m so glad you’re here,” Devin whispers into my shoulder. “You don’t have to stay the whole time. If at any point you need to duck out, just go. I get it.”

      I give her a squeeze. A silent thank you. “I’m good. Promise.”

      When she steps back, she regards me with that furrowed-brow look of concern of hers. She doesn’t believe me. But she spares me any pushback and returns to her seat, complaining about her fat ankles and new stretch marks that have recently appeared. 

      Stephanie, who sits beside my sister nibbling on a plate of fresh fruit, leans toward Devin like she has a secret, but when she speaks, her voice is loud. “Coconut oil, babe. It’s a miracle worker. I bought so much cream and oils marketed to pregnant women, and nothing worked. But coconut oil? It was the best thing by far. And I think I got lucky. I’m genetically gifted and not prone to stretch marks. I only have a few on my hips.” She lifts her chin proudly and looks around at the other women, as if seeking approval. Nobody says a word.

      Except Mal.

      “Stretch marks are sexy,” she says. “Take it from the lesbian.”

      Stephanie stops chewing her pineapple briefly.

      Devin laughs, and so do some of the other women. “Mark keeps telling me he likes them, too. He says they will be my forever reminders of what my body did for our little one.” She puts her hands high up on her belly and rubs them both in slow circles. She stares adoringly down at the swell.

      I find myself wishing I’d gotten big enough to have forever reminders on my tummy.

      The sunny Sunday afternoon crescendos into organized chaos–first a couple of shower games, then presents, then photos down in the garden with props, then another game, some prizes, and the slow inevitability of the party ending. Mom flits to and fro, packing up food and trying to give as much of it away as she can as guests leave. There are extra cupcakes and cookies, and Mom doesn’t want them around the house. They’ll go straight to her ass, she says, or to Dad’s heart. Neither is good.

      Mal and I find Devin to say goodbye. I’m ready to go home and plunge myself into distractions. A book. A show. A workout. Anything. 

      “Thank you for coming,” Devin says, clasping my hands. “Seriously. It means the world.”

      I’m exhausted from putting on a happy face, but I manage one more smile. “I wouldn’t have missed this for anything, Dev. I can’t wait to meet your little bean and spoil them rotten.”

      “You’ll be the best Auntie. Brett keeps saying so.”

      I smile. My sister got lucky with Brett, just like I’d gotten lucky with Daniel. Brett is a good man. Honest. Hardworking. A little OCD, but that seems to be more of an advantage than anything. He has to get things just right, so, needless to say, their baby has a downright magical nursery with nothing out of place. He’ll be a doting father, and I know he’ll take care of my sister postpartum. I’ll be close by, too, but suspect my role will be more suited to helping her maintain boundaries with Mom and Dad. I offered to throw myself on the sword for her so that Brett didn’t have to, and they could revel in newborn bliss.

      Stephanie comes down the porch steps to meet us on the lawn and say goodbye. She runs her fingers through her long blonde hair and gives me a sympathetic smile that might be closer to pity. “Take care of yourself, Charlie,” she says.

      Mal throws an arm around my shoulders. “If she doesn’t, I will." She turns me around, and we march down the paving stones and out the garden gate onto the sidewalk. Her car is parked on the curb a block and a half away, so we walk, our hips bumping into each other, our footsteps in unison.

      “Stephanie is a bag,” Mal announces.

      I laugh. “She’s… well. Yeah. Pretty much.”

      Mal brings her voice to a higher pitch and feigns a doe-eyed, feminine smile. “I’m genetically predisposed to not get stretch marks. My blowout cost three hundred dollars. Look at my tiny, dainty feet in my designer sandals. I’m spectacular.”

      A snort escapes me as I throw my head back. “You sound just like her. Did she really tell people how much her blowout was?”

      “She told your mom.” We reach the car, and Mal opens my door for me. She gives a dramatic half-bow and invites me in with a wave of her arm. “My love.”

      “We’d make a good couple,” I tell her. “You know, if I were gay.”

      “And ruin this good thing we have?” Mal shakes her head. “Never. Besides, I’ve tried having relationships with straight girls. Ends badly every time. I only date experienced lesbians now. A minimum of three prior relationships. And they have to be out.”

      “Do you request their resumes on all those dating apps you use?”

      Mal flicks me in the forehead. “Don’t judge.”

      Giggling, I rub my forehead as she closes my door, walks around the front of her Ranger, and climbs in behind the wheel. She turns the ignition and pulls away from the curb. Billy Joel comes up next on her playlist, and she turns the volume down. 

      “Thanks for coming with me today,” I say. “I know it wasn’t your thing.”

      Mal puts her hand on my knee. “Having your back is my thing. I’m proud of you for going. You should be too.” Half a mile passes under the tires before Mal speaks again. “I’m around tomorrow if you want help moving.”

      I shake my head. “I hired movers for a reason, but thanks. The last place I want to be is in the house while everything is being moved out. Daniel…” I trail off and gaze out the window as cherry blossom trees snow in the breeze. My dead husband’s name has free range in my mind, but I hardly ever speak it aloud. I swallow. “He bought that house for us to spend the rest of our lives there. The last three years without him in it have made me painfully aware of how big it is. So many empty rooms…”

      “It’s good that you’re getting your own place. A fresh start. No memories all over the place.” Mal sounds matter-of-fact, and I wonder if she’s trying to convince me or herself that my new condo in Port Moody is a good idea. It’s out of the city–about a half hour drive from Vancouver and family. And Mal. She wishes I would stay closer, but every nook and cranny of Vancouver reminds me of Daniel. Our usual sushi dates. The Roxy, the club where we had our first kiss. Granville Street. Robson Street. Kitsilano Beach. The ocean in general.

      I could have easily gone more than thirty minutes away, but Port Moody will do the trick. It is a much smaller suburb. Family friendly. Quiet, but thriving socially. The place is packed with outdoor activities, breweries, shopping, and new development everywhere you turn. 

      A new page.

      “I’ll have you over as soon as I’m settled in,” I promise.

      “We can find the best pizza joint near your new digs.”
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      The moving company I’d hired was referred to me by the packing company I found online. After weeks of trying to pack the house myself, and half a dozen emotional breakdowns and multiple bottles of wine, I conceded. I couldn’t do it on my own, and I didn’t want someone I knew picking through all my memories. So, I shoved everything that reminded me of Daniel in what used to be his home office and told the packers to label everything with his name. I’ll tell the movers to take it to the storage unit I rented out a few weeks ago.

      Four hundred and sixty-three dollars a month to keep Daniel’s things in a place that is secure, but where I can’t see it.

      Steep, but worth it.

      The movers arrive at seven thirty in the morning. The sun is out, and so are the birds. I stand at the front door in biker shorts and an oversized tee–the ideal moving attire for the middle of July in Vancouver. Three men pile out of a moving truck with their company name slapped on the side in orange and blue paint, Simon Says MOVE. Apparently, they are the best in the area.

      The oldest of the three strides toward me and extends a calloused, massive hand. He grins like he already knows me. “You must be Mrs. Warren.”

      I shake his hand. “Ms.”

      He doesn’t realize his mistake and just nods. “I’m Simon. These are my top two guys, Dusty and Mack.” He hooks a thumb over his shoulder at the two men at the back of the truck.

      They throw the door up. It rattles and slams against the roof, a metal clap to wake up my neighbors. I wince. I wince again when Simon puts two fingers in his mouth and whistles. Dusty and Mack look up and begin making their way down the long driveway to greet me.

      Dusty is tanned and frumpy. He has charming wrinkles at the corners of his eyes, stubble that connects to the frizzy chest hair showing at the neckline of his tattered white shirt (it’s not all that white anymore) and dirty old Levis that are about two sizes too big. But he’s friendly enough and shakes my hand. His grip is gentle and warm.

      Mack, on the other hand, is less approachable, despite being better groomed. He has brown stubble trimmed short with clean edges. His eyes are dark, but that might be because they’re in the shade cast by the visor of his ball cap. His skin is tanned as well–likely due to all his physical work outside–and his shoulders fill out his heather grey shirt well.

      Very well.

      Mack doesn’t shake my hand. Instead, he nods past me at the front door. “Can we start?”

      Simon rubs the back of his neck and chuckles lightly. “So long as the lady here says we can. Any special instructions, Mrs. Warren?”

      “Ms.,” I correct again, more sternly this time.

      He hears me. “Sorry. Ms. Warren.”

      “Please be gentle with all the items in the office on the first floor. They’re… sentimental. And I’d like those to go to the storage locker. Everything else can go to the condo.”

      Mack glances at Simon. “Storage locker? You didn’t say anything about a storage locker. We only have one truck. We don’t have time to take a load back to the lot and then go to Port Moody.”

      “I have to be out today,” I say. “The new owners take possession tomorrow.”

      Mack doesn’t even glance in my direction. He continues to stare at Simon with his lips pressed together in a firm line and his jaw muscles flexing. I thought that only happened in the movies. Apparently not. This Mack character wears his irritation like he isn’t speaking directly to his employer. “What’s the plan, Simon?”

      Simon presses two fingers between his bushy graying eyebrows and rubs hard. “Damn. That detail slipped through the cracks.” He makes a low sound in the back of his throat as his fingers move to his chin. He taps thoughtfully. “Would the items for your storage locker fit in the bed of a pickup truck, Miss Warren? It’s just from your home office, you said?”

      My cheeks are burning like I’m standing on the beach in the middle of August without sunscreen. I shake my head. “They won’t.”

      Mack sighs.

      Dusty scratches his lower back and looks unbothered.

      “It’s not all office goods,” I say, feeling the need to explain. “It’s… well…”

      “Sentimental,” Mack says. “Yeah, we got it. Looks like we’re going to have to pack that room up last. We’ll put those boxes at the end of the truck and hit the storage locker first.” He points a finger at Simon. “Pay more attention to the moving forms. I’m sick of working past the clock. Dusty, too. He’s got a kid to get home to.”

      Dusty looks like he’s just woken up from a bong-hit-induced nap. “Huh?”

      Mack pats him hard on the chest. “Look alive, Dusty. We’ve got a lot of work to do today. First floor office boxes go in the truck last. Got it? Oh, and they’re fragile,” he adds, shooting me a look. 

      I can’t tell what Mack is thinking. Does he think I’m wasting their time? Does he think my sentimental items are boxes of old diaries and stuffed animals from my childhood? Would he see me differently if he knew each and every box was immaculately packed with Daniel’s things? His clothes. His book collection. His nightstand and everything he kept in it, right down to the spare watch batteries and a small memo pad he used to scrawl dreams on in the middle of the night so he wouldn’t forget them, and he’d have something ridiculous to tell me over breakfast the next morning.

      I couldn’t throw any of it away, and it has been three years.

      Mack and Dusty shoulder their way inside, and a quick order of business is established. They both head upstairs and begin bringing boxes down and loading them into the truck. Simon tells me that I don’t have to stay. He suggests I make myself scarce and do something with my day, which is exactly what I had intended to do, but I feel weird leaving the three of them with all of my worldly possessions. 

      All of Daniel’s worldly possessions.

      So, I linger near the front door as the sun creeps higher in the sky and the temperature rises. Mack and Dusty give Simon lip for not helping until he bends and starts hauling boxes into the truck. Restless, I try to make myself feel busy by doing another walk through of the house to make sure I haven’t forgotten something. I find a roll of packing tape on the window sill in the kitchen from sealing one of the last boxes last night–the one with my French press, favorite coffee mug, and a couple of dishes and kitchen items I needed up until the last minute. 

      I continue walking through, pausing to trace my fingers over a dent in the door frame to our old bedroom. My old bedroom. I smile. Daniel and I put that dent there on move-in day. He was carrying one of our nightstands while I trailed behind him with a three-pound lamp. He was grumbling about how lazy I was and how I could have taken more than a lamp, and I told him the way the veins in his arms were bulging from carrying the solid pine furniture was making me too hot and bothered to be trusted to do any real lifting.

      He’d laughed, twisted his head to grin over his shoulder at me, and walked smack into the corner of the door. The nightstand wedged into his stomach, winding him, and he wheezed out a string of curses as he struggled to put it down in the hallway and recover. 

      “I can make it better,” I’d whispered before slowly going to my knees, placing the lamp down, and reaching for his fly.

      I withdraw my fingers from the dent in the door and step aside as Mack and Dusty come out of the primary bedroom with our nightstands. 

      “Can you put those in the storage locker, actually?”

      Mack hesitates, the muscles and tendons straining in his arms, and his brow furrows. 

      “I bought new ones,” I say, as if this explains my choice–not that I need to explain my choice to a moving guy I’m paying. He’s supposed to do what I ask, isn’t he? Why does that critical furrow of his brow and the hard set of his jaw make me feel so judged? I lift my chin and muster confidence. “Is that going to be a problem?”

      Dusty grunts at the top of the stairs and uses his knee to balance the nightstand. “Not a problem, miss.”

      “Thank you.” I cross my arms and hover at the banister, watching them descend and hook a left into Daniel’s study, where they leave the nightstands to be packed at the back of the truck with the rest of his belongings.

      I leave only to head down to the corner store to buy cold waters and Gatorades for my movers. I feel the need to do something or offer them something for their efforts, despite paying their wages. They’re working hard and breaking a sweat in the summer heat. It’s the least I can do.

      When I return, Mack blatantly asks me what took so long before unscrewing the cap on the water bottle I hand him, tipping his head back and draining the entire thing in five gulps. He crushes it and shoves it into his back pocket.

      “I can recycle that,” I say, holding out a hand.

      He gives the bottle back and lets me off the hook for having to answer his question. I didn’t hit the closest corner store down the street. I haven’t set foot in there since the night Daniel died. It was the last place he’d been that night, and when his body was removed from the driver’s seat of our car, the pint of ice cream he’d gone out to buy for me was melted on the asphalt. 

      I always opt to drive an extra three kilometers to the next store.

      I spend the next several hours watching from a distance and making small talk with neighbors who come out to offer what they must think are words of support. They tell me how beautiful the house is. How they used to see the way I greeted Daniel at the front door when he came home from work. How well we took care of our grass. How much I loved the tulips in the spring. How they’ll miss seeing me when they take the trash out on Tuesday evenings.

      It’s all so… bleh.

      I don’t know these people. Not really. And this is the most I’ve spoken to them since Daniel died.

      Later, Simon informs me that there are only a few more boxes from the study left to load into the truck. I’m pleased by their efficiency. I’ll be settling into my new condo in Port Moody earlier than I hoped, considering the mix up with the storage locker. While Simon and Dusty go to make sure they can make room in the back of the truck for the remaining boxes, Mack heads inside. I follow him into the study.

      Only three boxes remain.

      I lean against the doorframe and wrap my arms around myself as he lifts a box. Things rattle inside.

      “Be careful,” I hiss. It’s a reflex. I hold myself tighter. “Please.”

      “Your ex sure did a number on you, lady.”

      “Pardon?”

      He nods down at the box in his arms. “I’ve seen a lot of people hold onto things from previous relationships, but I’ve never seen someone with quite this much stuff. You know, there’s power in letting go. Isn’t there a book about that?” He offers what he probably thinks is a kind and supportive smile. “I bet you’d feel better if you purged some of this shit out of your life. And you’d save money on storage fees. How special could this guy have been?”

      I stare at him.

      Who the hell does he think he is?

      “He’s dead,” I say.

      “What?”

      “All this stuff was his. My husband’s. He died. So, forgive me for not being ready to ‘purge his shit’ and save money. I hired you to move boxes, not to give me advice.”

      Mack adjusts his grip on the box. I wait for an apology, but one never comes. He lumbers past me and heads out to the truck.

      “Asshole,” I mutter.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            
CHAPTER THREE


          

        

      

    

    
      Dusty and Mack lean against the kitchen island in my new condo. The place is full of boxes. They’ve done what their ad promises: placed each labelled moving box into its designated room for me to unpack. Office supplies in the den. Primary bedroom items in the bedroom. So on and so forth. While they drink water from a pack I’d placed in the fridge the day I took possession, I stand in the middle of the living room, my eyes flicking from box to box, acutely aware of one unsettling fact.

      Nothing in here is Daniel’s.

      Everything that was his–clothes that still smell like him, shoes I begged him to throw away because they were hideous, his laptop, his watch collection–sits in the dark in a lonely storage locker ten kilometers away. 

      Waiting to be forgotten.

      “Are you all right, miss?” Dusty leans up against the kitchen island while he strokes his beard. “You should sit down. It’s a scorcher out there. Here.” He turns to the fridge, jerks it open, grabs me a water bottle, and tosses it at me.

      I miss the catch. The water bottle sails past me into the living room, hits the fireplace, and lands with a sloshing thud on the laminate flooring.

      Mack grunts.

      I crouch down, pick it up, unscrew the cap, and thank Dusty with a small murmur of gratitude before lifting it to my lips and drinking. It’s cold and refreshing. I wipe my mouth with the back of my hand. “Thank you.”

      Dusty checks the time, glancing at the digital watch on his wrist. “Better get moving, Mack. Simon will start honking the horn if we don’t move our asses. Need anything else from us, Miss Warren?”

      I shake my head.

      They move to the door, and I’ve already turned to stare at the mess of boxes I have to unpack when Mack clears his throat.

      “We were gentle with them,” he says. “The boxes in the storage locker. They’re safe. Just thought you’d want to know.”

      I can’t look at him. My vision blurs with tears. So, I nod vigorously and sniffle. “Thank you.”
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        * * *

      

      The next day, Mal comes over with Starbucks and a cheery attitude. She finds me in the ensuite off the primary bedroom, setting up my favorite products around the edge of my new soaker tub. They’re all sealed and brand new. Untouched. Never used.

      I haven’t had a bath since Daniel died. As I set a cinnamon and citrus scented candle on the corner ledge, I wonder if I’ll break that streak here. New home. New tub. New memories.

      Mal leans up against the doorframe. “You never told me you’d be living like royalty in this place. It’s nice, Charlie. Damn.” She looks down at the floor. “Is this real marble?”

      I nod.

      “Get fucked.”

      Laughing, I push up from my knees and take the coffee she holds out. “It’s the apartment of my wildest dreams, thanks to Daniel’s life insurance.”

      I’d rather live in a shoebox and have my husband back, but hey, the universe deemed me unworthy of a happily ever after. 

      “Put me to work,” Mal says. “What do you need unpacked most? Kitchen? You know my organizational skills are unparalleled.”

      “Says who?” I brush past her and move down the hall into the kitchen. Gold accents shine in the morning sun bursting through the floor-to-ceiling windows in the living room.

      The apartment was built five years ago. My unit is on the top floor, and it’s just shy of sixteen hundred square feet. Pretty big as far as apartments in the Lower Mainland go, especially considering it only has one bedroom and a den. Most of the space is designated to the social areas of the home: a top-of-the-line gourmet kitchen, sprawling living room with a towering black marble fireplace, and a dining room plucked straight out of an interior design magazine. The windows aren’t only beautiful, but functional, and open like bifolds onto a sweeping balcony overlooking Burrard Inlet. If I get lucky, I might see a pod of orcas one day, swimming up the inlet to feed.

      Mal starts familiarizing herself with my kitchen. She opens cupboard doors and slides open drawers, oohing and ahhing over the storage space, silent closures, sparkly white quartz countertops, and walk-in pantry.

      “That’s it,” she announces. “I officially hate my house.”

      We spend the next few hours unpacking. By the time we finish the kitchen and living room, my back feels like a tightly wound spring. I fall into the corner of the sofa and kick my feet up on the coffee table. 

      Mal joins me with a huff. “So, all in all, the move went well? No broken dishes?”

      I shook my head. “Everything was fine. Seeing Daniel’s stuff get taken out wasn’t easy, but… I know this is for the best. And I know where I can go if I need to, you know, see it again.”

      Feel it. Smell it. 

      Mal chews the inside of her cheek. 

      “I know,” I say.

      “What?”

      “I sound crazy.”

      “I didn’t say that.”

      “You might as well have. It’s written all over your face.” I shift on the sofa, tucking one leg under myself, where it will stay until it falls asleep and the pins and needles become unbearable. “Want to know what’s actually crazy, though?”

      “Tell me.”

      “One of the moving guys had the balls to assume all of Daniel’s stuff belonged to my ex. He told me I’d be saving money and my sanity if I purged it all, and that the guy ‘must have done a real number on me.’” I scoff and roll my eyes to the ceiling, where my sunken pot lights are set on a dimmer switch. Daniel always hated how I liked the lights dim. Ambiance over functional lighting. Always.

      Mal’s mouth drops open. “He said that to you?”

      “Right to my face.”

      “What did you say?”

      “I told him the truth.”

      Mal winces. “Really? That must have been awkward.”

      “You know, it might have been, had he said anything else, but after I told him Daniel was dead, he just continued about his business like he never said anything at all. No apology. Nothing.” I feel heat at the base of my neck as anger grips my spine. “Such an arrogant jerk.”

      She rolls her eyes. “Men.”

      “Specifically, that man.”

      She smiles, and I know she’s just humoring me. “So, not to change gears on you here, but I need you to come do the Coquitlam Crunch with me on Sunday.”

      I arch an eyebrow. “Uh, no?”

      “Pretty please?”

      “You want me to strap on some running shoes and spandex and climb a hill with you for fun? No thanks. I’ll pass.”

      “You owe me.”

      I chew the inside of my cheek. “Fine. But can we make it early in the morning? It will give me an excuse to leave my sister’s house early. We have family dinner on Saturday. Knowing Devin, it’ll be an overdone affair so she can show off the new nursery, her cooking skills, and her very much alive husband.”

      “Bitter doesn’t look good on you, babe. You know your sister isn’t rubbing it in your face.” She reaches across the sofa and puts her hand on my knee. “It’s okay to still hurt. Just keep perspective, okay?”

      She’s right. She’s always right. I nod.

      “And I’ll meet you at the Crunch no earlier than seven. That alone is a sin on Sundays.”

      I’m about to tell her it’s a deal when my phone rings. The words Simon Says MOVE flash across my screen, and I groan. What do these guys want now? I answer the call, lift the phone to my ear, and grimace as I shift again. My whole leg burns with pins and needles.

      “Miss Warren?”

      “Yes.”

      “It’s Mack.”

      “Oh.” You. I shoot Mal a look and point at the phone dramatically, mouthing, ‘It’s him.’ “Yes?”

      “Simon was going to call you, but it was my fuck up, so I thought I should be the one to tell you.”

      My organs drop all at once, and it feels like I’m on a rollercoaster. “What happened?”

      “We missed a box that had to go to your storage locker. When I unloaded it at the end of the day, I dropped it. There are some broken items inside.”

      “You opened the box?”

      He pauses for a moment before collecting his thoughts. “I wanted to see how much damage had been done. I hoped nothing had broken.”

      “I told you to be careful.” Which box had he dropped? What had he broken? Oh, God. I’d meticulously kept every single item safe since Daniel died. I’d dusted the stupid bull statue he bought in New York, a tiny replica of the Charging Bull in the financial district. I’d kept working batteries in his watches. Adjusted them during every daylight savings change. I’d laminated and neatly packed all of his random pieces of artwork he liked to buy at garage sales in case the artist ‘made it big someday’ and we could sell them for a profit, or tell the story behind it as it hung on our wall. I’d poured hours of my soul into preserving everything of him I had left. “I told you to be careful,” I say again, because no other words will come.

      “I know.”

      Was he going to apologize? Did he even care? It sure didn’t seem like it.

      “I’m coming down there,” I say.
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