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* * *

[image: ]


Copyright © 2016 Mona Ingram

All rights reserved.

* * *

[image: ]


This is a work of fiction. Names, characters, places and incidents are either the product of the author’s imagination, or are used fictitiously, and any resemblance to actual persons, living or dead, business establishments, events or locations is entirely coincidental.



	[image: ]

	 
	[image: ]





[image: ]


​

Chapter One

[image: ]




BONNIE CHANGED INTO her workout clothes, snapped the padlock on her locker and slid the elastic key holder around her wrist. The odor of sweaty socks lingered faintly in the air, but it was an honest smell, one she’d learned to associate with determination and goals reached.

She ran lightly up the stairs to the workout studio and managed to pass the massive wall mirror without looking.

“Hi Bonnie. Looking good!” Jodi waved from her perch behind the reception desk. Logically, Bonnie knew the woman must take time off at some point, but she always seemed to be here. She waved back and tried not to blush. Jodi wasn’t one to throw around compliments just to make her customers feel better – far from it. When Bonnie first asked Jodi for personal training, the studio owner hadn’t pretended that it would be easy. She’d made it clear that her clients were expected to work hard and many times over the past year Bonnie had been close to tears, but with Jodi’s encouragement she’d pushed past those invisible barriers and come out the other side a stronger person – physically and mentally.

Bonnie headed across the unoccupied group workout area to the row of treadmills that faced the window. ‘Her’ treadmill was the one on the far left, overlooking the seaplane dock. She stepped on, adjusted the settings and settled in for a brisk three-mile walk. Many of the other women complained about the monotony of the treadmill, but it was Bonnie’s favourite time of day... at least it was now. When she’d first started, just over a year ago, she’d been clumsy and un-coordinated. Along with many others, those memories had receded to the far corners of her mind.

A floatplane taxied up to the dock and she watched idly, allowing her mind to wander. There was something about the steady rhythm of the treadmill that took her back in time. At first she’d fought against remembering, but as the weeks and months passed she accepted the fact that even the unpleasant memories were part of her life. A painful part to be sure, but as she stared through the rain-steaked window she knew in her heart that she was better off now. Wiser – that was a given – but she’d also gained an inner strength she hadn’t known was possible. Okay, so she still couldn’t look in the mirror, but that day was coming. And when it did, the woman reflected would look back and smile, knowing that the best part of her life lay ahead.

Fourteen Months Ago

Bonnie entered the house through the garage, kicked off her shoes and slipped into her old, comfy slippers. She hung her jacket on a hook in the mud room, thinking once again that it really was time she bought herself a new one. Vince spent a fortune on clothes, his excuse being that a man in his position needed to keep up appearances. He always managed to make his job as head of security for the city’s largest mall sound more important than she knew it to be, but she kept those thoughts to herself.

She hoped he wouldn’t be in a bad mood when he came home tonight. There had been a few times recently when she didn’t recognize the man she married seven years ago. Maybe if they’d been able to have children things would be different. She paused, one hand resting on her stomach. No, that wasn’t it. The recent stirrings of dissatisfaction weren’t related to the fact that she was unable to bear a child. That heartbreak had been bad enough, but she’d recently recognized the fact that Vince would never be satisfied with his status in life. He seemed to think that he was entitled to so much more, but was unwilling to work for it. He’d sulked for weeks the last time she’d suggested he take a management course. To his way of thinking, the mall management company should promote him based solely on his years of employment. It wasn’t something she would suggest again.

She set her phone on the kitchen counter, tucked her purse into a kitchen drawer and fought to hold back the tears that had been threatening to escape all day. Vince would be angry when he got home and found that dinner wasn’t ready, but for once she didn’t care. She rarely drank, but tonight she needed the burn of something alcoholic to remind herself that she could feel something more than the dull sorrow that gnawed at her insides.

Pale sunlight streamed through the living room windows, glinting off the bottles and glasses on the shelf of her china cabinet. She should have refused when Vince commandeered the beautiful display piece for his drinks cabinet, but she’d given up without much of a fight, always wanting to please him and keep peace in the house. Wiping her tears away with a handful of tissues, she grabbed the squat bottle and a short, crystal glass and went back into the kitchen. Her husband claimed that Grand Marnier was meant to be served in a balloon snifter, but tonight she needed to wrap her hand around the glass, to feel the sharp crystal cutting into her fingers, a reminder that she was still alive.

The bottle clanked against the rim of the glass as she poured, then climbed wearily onto one of the stools. Holding up the glass she gazed into the amber liquid for several long moments before taking a large swallow.

Working as a long term care aide in a senior’s residence, Bonnie had sadly become accustomed to death. Dealing with it was part of her job, and she knew in her heart that her efforts were appreciated as she eased the last weeks and days of the residents’ lives.

But there had been something special about Edna Farmer. The 92-year old had no family, having outlived her siblings and her husband. Childless, Mrs. Farmer took great delight in hearing the oft-repeated stories from her fellow residents about their children. At five foot two and ninety-eight pounds she was frail but amazingly bright, taking an interest in everything around her. When the other residents complained that their families didn’t visit often enough, Edna could have been forgiven for pointing out that she didn’t have anyone to visit, but she simply smiled. When the others criticized the gifts their families brought, Edna managed to keep her thoughts to herself. 

And then last month the older woman had fallen and broken her hip when Bonnie was off shift. As with many seniors who fracture a bone at that age, her decline was swift. Bonnie had seen it before and knew that there was very little she could do, but still she hoped. Through her last weeks, Edna had been the strong one, often taking Bonnie’s hand in a firm grasp, reassuring her that she knew what was coming, and didn’t mind. As recently as yesterday, Edna had mentioned what a wonderful life she’d lived.

“Come here, child.” She’d reached out for Bonnie’s hand and looked into her eyes as though searching for something. She glanced toward the door and then spoke in a low, urgent voice. “You have a lot of compassion,” she said. “Perhaps too much.”

Bonnie shook her head. “I don’t understand.”

“I know, and that’s what concerns me.” She squeezed Bonnie’s hand with surprising strength. “You give too much of yourself.”

Bonnie started to protest, but Edna gave her head a quick, emphatic shake.

“It’s true. Your compassion is what makes you such a good person, but remember, there’s only so much of ourselves we can give away. You’re one of those people who will give until there’s nothing left.” She released Bonnie’s hand and reached up to touch her on the cheek. “Save some for yourself, my dear. You’re worth it.”

That had been yesterday afternoon, just before Bonnie’s shift was over. And this morning when she arrived at work she was told that Mrs. Farmer had passed during the night. It had been all she could do to get through the day. And now, thankfully, she had two days off.

She lifted the glass to her lips again then put it down without drinking. Maybe her friend Vanessa was right. Maybe she was too much of a softie. Vanessa knew the unwritten rule about not getting too close to the residents, and never missed an opportunity to chide her when she spoke with affection about Mrs. Farmer.

She stuck her finger in the Grand Marnier and touched her tongue to the drop that formed. Sometimes she wondered how she and Vanessa had remained friends all these years. Perhaps it was because they were so dissimilar. Vanessa came from a wealthy family who’d been only too eager to set her up in business when she expressed an interest in opening a boutique selling high-end accessories. The idea of her friend putting in serious hours at anything was laughable, but she was excellent at delegating, and had hired a capable manager and sales staff. Surprisingly, the store was a resounding success, in spite of the fact that Vanessa showed up only when she was in the mood.

Bonnie and Vanessa had been friends since high school. When they first met, Vanessa had been thin and gangly, in startling contrast to Bonnie’s generously proportioned figure. And then seemingly overnight she’d transformed into an elegant, supremely confident young woman. Her stick-thin figure developed curves in all the right places, and beside her Bonnie often felt like the Pillsbury dough boy.

“You look fine,” Vanessa would say, nudging the rest of her fries across the table. “Don’t let anybody tell you otherwise.”

Sometimes Bonnie caught Vanessa looking at her in a way that made her wonder if she’d be such a steadfast friend if she lost weight. Then she’d feel immediately guilty for harboring such thoughts.

She took another drink, her eyes watering as it went down. At this point she wasn’t sure if the tears were for Mrs. Farmer, or if they’d been caused by the liqueur. Either way, she felt the need to share her news with someone, and she tried to remember what Vanessa had said she’d be doing today. Her friend wouldn’t offer much sympathy, but Bonnie knew she’d listen. She could be counted on for that much, at least.

Picking up her phone, she scrolled to Vanessa’s number. Her friend had uploaded a new picture recently – something she did every few months.

She studied her friend’s face for several long moments. The woman that looked out at her was stunningly beautiful. At least that’s what most men seemed to think. Widely spaced green eyes, lush lips and a riot of auburn curls were enough to make men trip over their feet when she walked by. Bonnie had grown used to being invisible when she was out with Vanessa. She told herself she preferred it that way.

Sometimes she even believed it.

She frowned as her call was routed to voicemail. That had been happening a lot recently. Bonnie hadn’t given it too much thought, even though it wasn’t like Vanessa to be out of touch. She placed her phone on the counter and spun it around, thinking back on the past couple of months. Several times Vanessa had been vague about her whereabouts, which had surprised her at the time, but she’d always been fiercely independent, and they’d moved on to other topics. Bonnie sometimes wondered if her friend was jealous of the fact that she was married to Vince whereas Vanessa chose to remain single. But as quickly as the thought crept into her mind, she dismissed it as ridiculous. A woman who looked like Vanessa could have any man she wanted, and Bonnie assumed she did – but as far as she knew, not on a permanent basis. She left a message asking her friend to call her later, and as she disconnected she heard the motorized garage door open.

She took another fortifying drink and waited for him to enter the kitchen.

The door opened and there was a moment of silence. She sensed him looking around, but didn’t turn.

“What’s this?” he asked, flicking on the overhead light and focusing on the glass. Bonnie hadn’t noticed that she’d been sitting in the gathering dark. “What’s going on?”

“I needed a drink,” she said. She lifted her glass and gestured in the direction of the living room. “Why don’t you join me?”

She couldn’t remember the last time she’d seen Vince look so... flummoxed was the word she was looking for. He looked at her as though they were in a play and she’d gone off script.

“No thanks,” he said, watching as she lifted the glass. She frowned when she realized it was empty.

“Are you drunk?” he asked, coming around the counter to sit opposite her.

“No.” She lowered her eyes. “One of the residents died overnight. She was one of my favourites.”

“I thought you weren’t supposed to have favourites.”

He sounded like he was trying to provoke a fight, but she wasn’t going to give him the satisfaction.

She took another drink and waited for him to make some remark about her relationship with the residents, but it didn’t come. There was something off about him tonight; he was twisting his wedding ring around and refusing to meet her gaze.

“I’m sorry, Bonnie.”

He still wouldn’t look at her but that hardly mattered. She couldn’t remember the last time he’d offered sympathy – about anything.

“Thank you, Vince. She meant a lot to me.”

His head snapped up. “What?”

“Mrs. Farmer –”

He blew out a stream of air. “Maybe I will get a drink.” He reached into the kitchen cupboard for a juice glass, poured a shot of Grand Marnier and knocked it back in one swallow.

Bonnie looked out the window.

“What are you looking at?”

“I thought maybe I’d see some pigs flying by.” She pointed to the glass. “Since when do you drink liqueur in a juice glass?”

“Since I decided I want a divorce.”

A cold, empty spot opened up where her stomach used to be. Had he really said he wanted a divorce? She picked up the bottle and splashed some more liquid into her glass. “Would you say that again?”

“I want a divorce.” He spoke louder than necessary, as though to impress upon her that he was serious.

She nodded. “I thought that’s what you said.” She took a small sip of liqueur, watching him carefully over the rim of the glass. “What brought this on?”

“You don’t seem very surprised.”

She gave a sharp, dry laugh. “Trust me, I’m surprised but I’m fresh out of emotion right now.”

That must have been the wrong answer, because his lip actually curled when he replied. Had she really been married to this man? “I see.” He gestured to the scrunched-up tissues on the counter. “You can cry for some old geezers at the retirement home, but you can’t cry when you learn that your own marriage is over.”

She paused to think about what he said. He was right. Her marriage had been over for a while now; she just hadn’t been able – or willing – to acknowledge the fact.

“Is there someone else, Vince?” She began to feel like an actor in a soap opera, but the question had to be asked and besides, he might do something completely out of character and tell her the truth.

“Someone else?” A flicker of alarm flashed in his eyes, then disappeared.

“It’s a simple question, Vince.” Bonnie didn’t recognize herself. Maybe if she’d stood up for herself like this during her marriage, this wouldn’t be happening. Right now, she wasn’t sure she cared.

“No, there’s nobody else.” He pushed his glass away. “Have you looked at yourself lately? You must have put on thirty pounds just the last few years.”

He sighed dramatically and Bonnie found herself enjoying the performance.

“You looked good when we first got married.” He spread his hands. “I know you worked to lose weight before the wedding, but you’ve really stopped taking care of yourself the last few years. It’s as though you don’t care.”

“I see.” Bonnie nodded, as though she agreed with him. “Let me make sure I understand this. Because I’m overweight, you’re willing to end our marriage.” She snapped her fingers. “Just like that.”

He looked like an animal caught in a leg hold trap. “No, not just like that. When was the last time we did anything fun together? When was the last time we had a holiday? Since you learned you can’t have kids, we don’t even have sex anymore.”

His words were worse than a slap in the face. She let out a soft whimper, slid from the stool and stood looking at him, fighting against the tears that burned behind her eyes. “I think you should leave.” She gestured vaguely toward the garage. “Go to her, Vince. Whoever she is, I don’t care. Just get out of my sight.”

The relief on his face was immediate. He took a couple of steps toward the garage door then turned back. “You think I’ll change my mind, but I won’t. I’ll be seeing a lawyer tomorrow.”

She gave a short, bitter chuckle. “You know nothing about what I’m thinking, Vince.” She looked at him, dry-eyed. “I don’t think you ever have. Just go.”
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Chapter Two
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BONNIE STARED AT THE closed door. Was she waiting for him to come back, or hoping that he didn’t? At this point, she wasn’t sure. At the sound of the garage door opening she exhaled slowly, relieved to be alone.

For several long moments she stood in the middle of the kitchen, waiting for tears that didn’t come. If there was a world record for Man Tells Wife He Wants A Divorce, then what had just transpired would win hands down.

Vince’s subtle and not-so-subtle criticisms of her over the years had eaten away at her self-confidence, but his words about her inability to have children had been the cruellest yet. He’d known how much she wanted a child, but instead of offering sympathy when the doctor told her that she’d never be able to conceive, he’d puffed up his chest and stated that he’d known all along it wasn’t his fault. Thinking back now, that was the first time she’d realized that he wasn’t who she’d made him out to be. But he was right about one thing: their marriage had been going downhill for some time.

Even though it wasn’t particularly cold, Bonnie grabbed her jacket, wrapped it around her shoulders and went out onto the back deck. She’d taken to sitting on the steps leading down into the back yard when she wanted to think. This evening, her movements were stiff and un-coordinated, hands reaching out to grip the railing as though she was sleepwalking. Lowering herself onto the top step she leaned against the post and gazed out to the back of the yard where the green beans she’d planted in the spring were producing faster than she could harvest them.

It had been a little over three years ago that Bonnie had learned she wouldn’t be able to have children. In the beginning, she’d waited for the test results with an eager, fluttery sensation in the pit of her stomach. Toward the end, it was all she could do to drag herself into the specialist’s office. The doctor had been supportive and compassionate the entire time, something she was grateful for. As she left the office for what would be the last time, she couldn’t bring herself to make eye contact with the other women fidgeting nervously in the waiting room.

Bonnie had thought long and hard before broaching the subject of adoption with Vince, perhaps because she’d known instinctively what his reply would be. But she had to try.

“If you think I’m raising someone else’s child, you don’t know me very well,” he’d said, his jaw clenched with anger.

She should have left him at that point. But then who would she have? Vanessa was always there to listen, but when it came to the subject of adoption, her friend’s support had been lukewarm at best. Somewhere deep down in her heart, Bonnie suspected that Vanessa agreed with Vince. As for support from her parents, they’d moved to New Zealand shortly after she was married, and she saw them roughly every other year. They’d made a new life for themselves and had given up asking when they might see some grandchildren. When all was said and done, it was her problem to deal with.

Bonnie pulled her jacket tighter around her shoulders and tried to examine her feelings. In the movies, Vince’s announcement would have left her prostrate on her bed, sobbing into her pillow. She gave a soft snort – part disgust, part amusement. This wasn’t the movies, and to be perfectly honest, she wasn’t all that upset. She had no intention of fighting to save her marriage... what did that say about her? The answer might have to wait a while, but in the meantime her lack of emotion was just what she needed to get through what was coming.

Struggling to her feet, she re-entered the house, where her gaze came to rest on the bottle of Grand Marnier. With a sad smile she picked it up and returned it to the cabinet in the living room. The next time she had a drink, it would be to celebrate her divorce. Somehow the thought didn’t bother her all that much.
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Chapter Three
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TRIGGERED BY THE TIMER, the treadmill slowed, startling Bonnie out of her reverie. She wasn’t sure what had led her on the trip down memory lane. Maybe it was that documentary she’d watched last night about celebrities adopting children from third world countries. She’d given up on that dream after the divorce – or had she? Just last week she’d been taking a walk in Beacon Hill Park and had seen a woman with a small boy by the duck pond. The child clapped his hands as the ducks paddled around, snapping at the seeds he’d tossed to them. The idyllic scene should have made her smile, but it had only reinforced the growing sensation that something was missing from her life. Not for the first time, she wondered if she should look into the possibility of adopting as a single parent.

She stepped down from the treadmill and stood for a moment looking out over the Inner Harbour. The rain had stopped and pale sunlight reflected from the surface of the water.

“Are you all right?” Jodi appeared suddenly, her footsteps silenced by the special flooring of the studio. “You seem awfully far away.”

“I’m sorry.” Bonnie saw Jodi’s mouth tighten. She knew what was coming; she’d been apologizing for one thing or the other all her life. At least it seemed that way.

“Stop apologizing.” The studio owner sucked in an impatient breath of air. “Why do we do that? Huh? Why are we always apologizing?”

“You mean?” Bonnie made a vague gesture toward the other woman.

“Oh, yeah. I do it too. But let’s not talk about that right now. I just wanted to make sure you’re all right.” She stepped back and looked Bonnie up and down, nodding to herself. “You really are looking good. How long has it been since you came in here all bedraggled and down on yourself?”

“I was bedraggled?”

Jodi grinned. “Okay, that might not be the right choice of words, but you were certainly down on yourself. How long?”

“Fourteen months. Funny you should mention it; I was just thinking about the day my husband told me he wanted a divorce. I don’t think I ever told you, but I came here the very next day.”

“Really? Well, good for you. And look at you now.”

Bonnie flushed. “That’s not something I’m able to do yet.”

“You mean look in the mirror?”

Bonnie’s eyes widened. “You don’t sound surprised.”

“It’s a common affliction around here. The men aren’t quite so bad, but most of the women can’t bear to look at themselves, even after they reach their goal weight.”

“It’s good to know I’m not alone. On the rare occasions when I catch a glimpse of myself in a mirror, I still see the Bonnie from back then.” She waved her hand.

“You weren’t so bad. Listen, if you’re not doing anything, would you like to grab some lunch with me? Nothing fancy, just a bowl of noodles down the street. I go to Trang’s place a couple of times a week.”
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