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“Hey, I thought you were just passing through.” The bartender smiled.

“After driving for two days, I decided to take the day off and check out this little town. It’s nice here.”

“It has its moments.”

“I do have a question. I noticed your help wanted signs in the window. I mean, I’ve never worked in a bar and yesterday you said that you are short on staff.”

“Are you applying for a job?” he asked.

“Yeah, I could wait tables or clean them off and do dishes.”

“Right now we’re only beer and wine. Are you planning to stay long?”

“As far as I know.”

“Let me think on it.” He turned and then spun back around. “You’re hired.”

Her jaw dropped. “Really?”

“Sure. When can you start?”
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Cara Hodges knew the day would be weird from the moment she’d awakened. It was an eerie feeling she couldn’t shake, but didn’t know quite what was ahead. She made coffee.

Today was the day before her twenty-second wedding anniversary. Cara fixed breakfast and sent her husband Jason off to work then did some house chores and forgot all about her weird feelings. At lunchtime, she fixed a sandwich, sat at the kitchen table to eat, and saw the mailman pull up at the end of their driveway with the day’s mail.

Cara started to eat, but something drove her to go out to the mailbox. She found the usual advertising for the upcoming election, pages of ads for the grocery stores, a few bills, and a letter addressed to her. 

She didn’t recognize the return address, but it was local. Carrying everything into the house, she put it on the table and finished her lunch. She took the letter into the kitchen along with her plate. After placing the dishes into the dishwasher, she opened the letter.

It was one page, written in a non-descript longhand. 

Dear Mrs. Quill, 

I’m sick to death of waiting for Jason to finally leave you. He’s been telling me for two years it’s only a matter of time, but I think he’s been lying. 

Two and a half years ago I moved to Spokane and met him at the harvest festival. We began seeing each other and one thing led to another. Your husband started out as a mediocre lover, but he’s been willing to learn and I’ve taught him a lot.

He told me last year, and this year, that he’d tell you on your anniversary, which I think is rather rude, but, hey, whatever works. If he tells you, I’ll be surprised and that’s why I decided to tell you myself. 

Cara sank hard onto the kitchen floor and dropped the letter. After a few minutes, she realized her mouth hung open and she was parched. Standing, she got a glass of water and drank it halfway down, before throwing up into the sink. The sandwich she’d eaten returned with a flourish of dry-heaves. 

After leaning over the sink for a few minutes, she took a sip of water and then looked at the letter lying on the floor. Bending over and picking it up, she read the final paragraph.

I realize this is probably coming as quite a gut punch, but someone had to tell you. I want Jason. We make such an outstanding couple and it would be nice to be able to go out to dinner or walk in the park without worrying someone who knows you will see us. 

There was no signature and Cara didn’t have any idea who might have sent it. 

She spent the rest of the afternoon on the couch, thinking about her options. Should she attack him with the letter when he came home from work? Maybe put on one of those frilly negligees he thought was so attractive and tie him to a chair and beat the truth out of him? Or just leave?

This wasn’t the first time. He’d cheated on her two other times that she knew of, but after getting caught the last time, ten years ago, he’d assured her it wouldn’t happen again.

Before Cara knew it, five o’clock rolled around as did her daily wifely duties of preparing dinner. Jason liked walking in and smelling something good cooking. She pulled a container of frozen chili out of the freezer and started to warm it up. She decided cooking from scratch wasn’t in her plans for that night. He’d complain that they’d just eaten the chili two nights ago, but too bad for him.

As she heard his car pull into the driveway, she poured herself a glass of wine. The letter sat on the counter and she folded it and put it into the back pocket of her jeans. 

The front door opened as she drank a couple of sips of wine.

“Hey Cara, I’m home.”

She rolled her eyes. Oh goody.

After he changed out of his suit, he came into the kitchen and sniffed. “Chili again? We just had that.”

She turned from the stove and tilted her head. “I know.”

“Why are we having it again so soon?”

“I didn’t feel like cooking tonight.” 

She picked up her glass of wine, stared at him for a second and then left the kitchen. Going into the den, she sat in her favorite chair and picked up a book. He could stir the pot.

She’d read a page of the book, when he came into the den and leaned against the bookshelf. 

“Hon, what’s going on?”

Cara looked up at this man she’d been with for over twenty years, birthed two sons with, and settled into marriage bliss. She’d left college when they got married and moved from her parents’ home in Omaha to live in Spokane, Washington for his new job. 

“Nothing is going on. I’m just not into cooking tonight. I had a stressful afternoon and just want to relax,” she said. 

He started out of the room mumbling, “How could housework be stressful?”

Cara spent the night in her recliner. Giving up on the book, she turned the light off and stared up at the ceiling trying to decide what she wanted to do. The idea of calling an attorney in the morning and filing for divorce came to mind, but she didn’t want to do that, yet.

Thinking back on the last twenty years she, of course, focused on all the crap she’d done for Jason. After giving him two gorgeous sons, Nathan and Cory, her loving husband started to pull away. In time, he told her that he wasn’t attracted to the weight she’d gained during the pregnancies or her sagging, droopy breasts anymore. That was the first time he’d cheated on her. With her best friend, no less.

Cara had gone on a diet, lost about forty pounds, and then went to a plastic surgeon to have her breasts lifted so they’d be perky again. She started going to a gym to tone her body. Nine months into her routine, she could fit into clothes she hadn’t worn for a while. 

It made a difference for a few years, but then he pulled away again. This was the second cheat and she found she didn’t care. She confronted him and he swore he wouldn’t do it again. They did occasional things together, but it wasn’t often. They were growing apart. 

After her first son, Nathan, went off to college, Jason traded in their SUV for a sportier car and Cara figured he’d developed a bit of a midlife crisis, although he hadn’t reached forty years old yet. She went back to work with a part time job for a florist shop. She bought and paid for her own used car. The florist shop closed during the Covid pandemic but re-opened two years ago and hired her back full time. Jason didn’t like her working eight hours a day, but she didn’t care. She enjoyed talking to people during the day and learning to arrange flowers.

Cara and Jason drifted farther apart. Even though they still shared the same bed, they rarely touched and he’d stopped kissing her.

She had once thought he’d settle down and become his old self, but after receiving that letter, she realized that she’d only been fooling herself. 

Somewhere in the middle of the night, she must have fallen asleep, because when she woke up Jason was shaking her and it was morning.

Cara knew what she had to do. Just leave.
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After Jason left for work that morning, Cara pulled out her suitcases from the attic and began packing. Holding the damning letter in her hand, she stuffed it into one of the pockets in the side of the case. She threw in a couple of dresses and skirts but left the frilly nightgowns in the chest of drawers. Maybe Jason would put them on in memory of her. Ha.

She loaded the suitcases into the trunk of her Rav4 and then went into the second bedroom that Jason used as an office and opened the filing cabinet behind his desk. She took out her birth certificate, a box of checks for her personal account and the title for the Rav4. She tried to think of any papers or documents she’d need but couldn’t come up with anything. Pulling a couple of coats out of the hall closet with her snow shoes, she put them in the trunk with a box containing all of her information. 

Cara made one more trip into the house and looked around. There wasn’t really anything in her visual field that she wanted but stopped when she saw a couple of pictures of her sons on a bookshelf. She got a bag and put the framed pictures in it, grabbed her purse and keys, and left the house unlocked.

Before leaving Spokane, she stopped at her bank and closed her personal account. She got enough cash so that she wouldn’t have to use a credit card for food, hotel, or gas and put the rest into a cashier’s check. When she and Jason first married, they’d decided to have separate accounts, which she was thankful for that day. She’d also never taken his last name and kept everything in her maiden name. 

She slid behind the driver’s seat and headed east.

Driving for who knows how long, Cara realized the sun was beginning to go down and she felt hungry. She didn’t have dinner the night before or breakfast that morning. The stops she’d made that afternoon were just for gas and she did buy a bag of chips. 

Seeing a sign for Billings, Montana, she realized she’d been going for at least seven hours and felt surprised she’d come this far.

When Cara drove into Billings, she found a hotel and checked in paying with cash. She sat at the end of the bed for a few minutes and then walked across the street to Burger King. It was after eight o’clock and she scarfed her dinner down.

She then called her Mom and explained what happened and why she’d left Jason. Her Mom put the phone on speaker so her Dad could hear the conversation and they agreed with Cara’s decision. Her Mom also said Jason called an hour ago looking for her.
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