
    
      
        
          
        
      

    


The Week Between

## Part One: When Love Found Me

### Chapter 1

Lania had only gone to Miss Malinda's house to pick up her niece. A simple errand on a Tuesday afternoon. She hadn't expected to meet anyone, hadn't expected her whole world to shift on its axis in the span of a single conversation.

But there he was. Ant. Eighteen years old with eyes that saw straight through her carefully constructed walls.

Her niece had her eye on him, that much was obvious. The girl kept finding reasons to stand close to him, laughing too loud at things that weren't funny, touching his arm. But Ant's attention wasn't on her niece. His attention was on Lania.

"You alright?" he asked her while her niece was in the other room. "You look tired."

Nobody asked her that. Nobody looked at her long enough to notice.

"I'm fine," Lania said automatically.

"Nah." Ant shook his head. "You're not. I can see it."

And somehow, impossibly, she believed he could.

They talked for two hours that day. Her niece eventually gave up and went home on her own. Miss Malinda made sweet tea and watched them from the kitchen with knowing eyes. By the time Lania left, something had changed. She felt it in her chest, warm and terrifying.

Ant called her that night. "I can't stop thinking about you," he said.

"Me neither," Lania admitted.

"I don't want to be away from you."

"Then don't be."

The next day, he showed up at her door with his belongings. They weren't going to waste time pretending they could be apart.

### Chapter 2

Earl barely blinked when Ant showed up with his belongings.

"He staying here?" Earl asked, not looking up from the television.

"Yes," Lania said, her heart pounding.

Earl shrugged. "Long as bills get paid, I don't care what you do."

That was Earl in a nutshell. He didn't care what she did as long as it didn't inconvenience him. He'd stopped caring about her years ago, somewhere between the second kid and the third affair. Their marriage was a shell, held together by shared bills and inertia.

But Earl had always had strange ideas about their relationship. He'd told her more than once that he wouldn't mind seeing her with other men. Found it exciting, he said. Like she was some kind of entertainment for him.

Ant was different. Ant wanted her for himself. Only himself.

"I don't share," he told her the first night he slept in her bed—the guest room bed, the one that became theirs. "I know Earl's still here, I know you're still married to him. But when you're with me, you're mine. Just mine. You understand?"

Lania understood. And God help her, she wanted to be his.

The arrangement developed naturally. One week she slept with Earl in the master bedroom—out of obligation, out of habit, out of some twisted sense of duty to a marriage that had died years ago. The next week, she slept with Ant in the guest room, and those were the nights she could breathe.

Earl didn't object. He was too busy with his own life, his own women, his own desires that had nothing to do with actually loving his wife.

But Ant objected to everything about the arrangement except the weeks he had her.

"Leave him," Ant said at least once a week. "Just leave him and be with me."

"It's not that simple," Lania always replied.

"Why not?"

She had a list: the kids, the bills, the house, her age, his age, what people would think, what would happen if it didn't work out. The list grew longer every time they had this conversation, a wall she built between them and the life they could have.

### Chapter 3

Lania's kids were the same age as Ant, give or take a year. Her daughter was eighteen, her son seventeen. At first, she worried about what they'd think, having someone their age living in the house, sleeping with their mother.

But Ant had a way with people. He was respectful, funny, real. He didn't try to be their friend or act like he was their father. He just was who he was, and somehow that was enough.

Her daughter understood before anyone said anything. She saw the way Lania looked at Ant, the way Ant looked at her mother.

"You happy, Mama?" she asked one day when they were alone.

"What do you mean?"

"With Ant. You happy with him?"

Lania's eyes filled with tears. "Yeah, baby. I am."

Her daughter hugged her. "Then that's all that matters. Earl stopped making you happy a long time ago. Hell, he ain't even our real father anyway."

That was true. Earl was their stepfather, had been in their lives since they were young, but he'd never really stepped up to be a father to them. He provided, barely, but that was about it.

Her son took a bit longer to come around, protective as he was. But even he couldn't deny that Ant treated his mother better than Earl ever had. Ant helped around the house. He asked how her day was. He remembered little things—how she liked her coffee, which shows she watched, what made her smile.
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