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      Sometimes you have to look back in order to move forward. Sometimes you find yourself in a situation where that is the only thing you can do, which is exactly the situation Addison Greyer found herself in when she awoke in a hazy fog with something warm and wet trickling down her face. She tried to shift, to pull herself up, but it was useless. Her body hurt and nothing was right. This is what dying feels like. She did her best to recall what happened before she was in this predicament, but nothing came and it took so much effort to try and remember. It was almost more than she could manage. She told herself to breathe. But even that hurt. She brought her fingers to her face, or at least she imagined she did. It was hard to tell. She couldn’t see, she couldn’t feel, not really. It was cold, so cold. Addison inhaled carefully. Where am I?

      Before her brain could grasp the answer, she felt herself slipping backward, back into the darkness, back to sleep. She willed herself to wake up, to open her eyes, but it was of no use. Her brain and her eyes refused to cooperate with one another. She couldn’t focus on a single thought and she went in and out of consciousness several times before finally waking to the clanking of chains. Metal on metal. One second she was here and another there. What were those crazy boys doing now? And why can’t I wake up and make them stop?

      Her head throbbed. Her heart raced and she curled further into a ball. It hurt to move, not that she could move much and there was that sound again. Wake up, damn it. Wake up. Finally, her eyes fluttered open, though just barely. She could see a blurry figure standing a few feet in front of her but her eyes still refused to focus and she was too dizzy in any case to determine who it was. Focus, she told herself. What do you see, taste, smell, touch? Use your senses. The metallic scent of blood overwhelmed her. Aside from a dry mouth, that’s all she could taste. Blood. Is this a dream and if so, how do I wake up? She felt the chill of the concrete beneath her. Her head was too heavy to lift, but she forced herself to do it anyway. She wiggled her toes. She wasn’t dead. Again, she heard the clanking of the chains, which made her breath catch and then a male voice. “Wake up,” the voice demanded.

      Who was he? Did she know that voice? She thought before she felt herself start slipping again. Suddenly she was jolted awake by something slashing her skin. That did it. She opened her eyes just as the leather whip slashed again.

      “Wake up, it’s time to talk,” the booming voice commanded. It was muffled, disguised, it sounded as though she were hearing it from under water.

      Oh my God. How did I get here?

      Addison forced herself to focus. Pain tends to help people with that. She surveyed her surroundings and quickly realized she’d woken up in her very own version of hell. Glancing around the room, she realized it resembled a dungeon, the kind you might see on TV. The only lighting was a single bulb hanging in the far corner of the room. The room itself was cold, dark, and damp. Basement like. Thinking it was sweat, she reached up and wiped at the wetness on her forehead. But when she pulled her hand back all she saw was red. Her hand instinctively went to her neck. There was a chain around her throat, shackles on both her hands and feet and her clothes had been removed. Addison tried to get a look at the man, at the voice who spoke to her, but he was behind her, beyond her range of sight, somewhere in the dark. Plus, everything was so foggy. Where are the boys? She gasped. Where are my kids? Does he have them, too? She started to sob.

      The whip struck her again. She didn’t care. She couldn’t make the sobs quit coming. Struck, again and again, she did her best to shield her face and withdrew into herself trying to make her body as small as possible. As she crawled into a ball, she felt a tugging on the chain around her neck. She was choking. She couldn’t breathe. If it didn’t stop soon, the darkness was going to take her once again and she was powerless to stop it.

      The deep voice spoke again. “Look— we can do this the easy way or the hard way. It’s your choice. I actually prefer the hard way, so keep it up if you like. Just know…next come the shocks.”

      I’m going to die here. Oh God. No, not like this, please. Please, not like this.  She thought of her children. What would they tell them? She shook her head hoping it might help. It didn’t. Just do what he says. It’s your job to figure out what he wants.

      It took everything she had to pull herself up to a sitting position but she held her palms out and then she did it. Eventually, she managed to prop herself up against the far wall of the cage. This is when he came into view, at least partially. He was wearing a ski mask with dark glasses over the eyeholes and that’s when Addison realized, he could be anybody. Still, she knew she needed to put as much distance as she could between them. Addison felt her survival instincts kicking in.

      She met his gaze head on. Not that she could see him, not really. But he could see her. He sat in a chair opposite the cage and watched her. Addison didn’t speak. She wanted to beg, to plead for her life. She wanted her kids and her clothes, she wanted out of there. Something deep down told her to keep her mouth shut. So instead of saying all the things she wanted to say she simply watched him, refusing to take her eyes away, her mind running a thousand miles a minute. The two of them stayed that way for an eternity, chills ran through her, tears fell involuntarily, but she didn’t look away. Until, finally, he got up from the chair and ascended stairs that were just beyond her line of sight.

      He was gone. She took a deep breath in and held it before exhaling slowly. He’s gone now. He can’t hurt you. Breathe. But he’s coming back. Breathe. Addison felt herself slipping again, back into the fog, and she didn’t fight it. She laid herself down on the concrete floor, slowly and so carefully, unable to take the pain of each small movement. She was so tired, so weak, but it was the blood, and the awareness that he would be back that scared her most. He wanted her to suffer; that much was clear. The fog seemed like the only respite she had. It beckoned her. And she welcomed it.
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        * * *

      

      Addison dreamt she was sitting on the porch swing watching the boys play with Max. They would run the entire length of the yard, and he would chase after them. They were laughing, she was laughing, and it was nice to feel the warm sunshine on her face. She was glad she could feel the breeze blow across her skin. But then the opera music began and nothing seemed right. Why in the world would the sounds of the opera fill her backyard? Suddenly, Addison felt her arms and her legs being pulled in opposite directions. Hard. She opened her eyes and she wasn’t in her backyard at all, she was back in that cage, back in the dungeon and she was being stretched out from opposite ends. It hurt— although, for some reason the pain was dull—below the surface as though she were barely feeling it. She felt the sting of the whip across her belly, followed shortly by warm blood dripping from where the leather met her skin. She felt that. It wasn’t dull. It was sharp and jarring. But why? She asked herself. Why is he doing this? Why me?

      “Didn’t I tell you to wake up?” the man said. His voice wasn’t clear, she realized he was trying to disguise it, and this concerned her more than anything. If he’d planned to kill her right away, he wouldn’t care whether or not she saw his face or heard him speak. But he did.

      “You disobeyed me. I’ve told you and I’ve told you and I’ve told you. It’s time to talk. But no. You’re lazy. Just like the rest of them. I just hope you’re a little smarter.” He cocked his head. “Well… are you?” he shouted. “Are you ever going to learn your lesson?”

      He walked around her until she could feel his body heat. He placed a blindfold over her eyes. She struggled but it was pointless.

      “You aren’t allowed to sleep,” he said.

      “If I find you sleeping again, the punishment is going to be worse than a whipping. Do you understand?”

      Addison said nothing. She saw the hand that contained the whip rise. She held her breath just before it struck her across her thighs. It wasn’t so much the pain but rather the sound of the leather hitting her skin that made her sick, it made her stomach want to empty its contents.

      “So, are we clear Mrs. Greyer?” he asked toying with the whip. “From now on, when I speak to you, you show some respect.”

      Addison nodded. He addressed her by name, which meant he knew who she was. It also meant this was not random; it was not some sort of mistake.

      “That a girl. I always took you for a quick learner.”

      She thought about her surroundings once again. If she was gagged, that had to mean he was afraid people would hear her. Didn’t it? She recalled four corners of the room. Even before he’d blindfolded her, it was too dark to make out much, but she could feel that the walls were made of stone. And then, there was that smell. The stench alone overwhelmed her senses. It was pungent, a mixture of urine and alcohol standing out most. Where am I? His basement? A warehouse?

      She felt herself floating upward. She thought she was passing out again, or perhaps this was really it. Her eyes grew wide and she struggled against her restraints.

      “It’s the drugs that make you feel like that,” he said. “Well, that and fear…”

      Suspended in the air, naked, bleeding, and weak, all she could think about was closing her eyes and pretending to be in her backyard with her children, the sun on her face. So, that’s what she did. She needed to remain positive, to think of anything that would help her escape this hell. Addison forced herself to count. She was afraid she was going to lose consciousness and she’d heard his warning about sleep. He wanted her awake and now she understood why. She listened as he toyed with his whips and spikes, his tools of the trade. That was the thing about losing your senses. Everything else became more acute. This was a form of intimidation, she knew. But how? How did she know this?

      “I know you’re probably thirsty. Hungry. But since you haven’t yet learned to follow the rules, you get nothing.”

      After a bit of tinkering, she heard him turn and once again walked up the dark stairs without a word. It may have been hours or mere minutes. She couldn’t be sure. There was no concept of time. She had no idea what day of the week it was, how long she’d been there, or whether it was even day or night. It was with this thought that the tears came again. Only Addison didn’t sob this time. She was too weak. Instead, silent tears ran down her cheeks, falling onto her bare breasts. She tried her best to fight off sleep and when she caught herself dozing off, she’d play games with herself, recalling a memory of her boys, and then she’d replay it over and over in her mind in order to keep herself awake. She knew she had to get through this and to do that she’d have to stay alert, if she wanted to get out alive. But then, she had to get out alive. There was no other option. Her family needed her. Her children needed her.

      Throughout the time that the man was away, Addison dozed off and on despite her best attempts. But it was fitful sleep at best. When she allowed herself to close her eyes, she made sure her sleep was light, not so different from the early days, when her boys were first born and she’d force herself to stay awake to check on them, to make sure they were still breathing.

      Eventually, she heard the door creak and her eyes snapped open. Her heart raced as she listened to his footsteps fall on the stairs. Her stomach churned, unsure of what to expect. When he saw that she was awake, he chuckled. As he walked towards her, Addison’s pulse raced. The closer he got, the more she squirmed. She didn’t want to have this reaction, but it was innate. Her brain screamed for her to be still and to remain calm and yet the rest of her body betrayed her, giving away her fear.

      She felt him remove the gag. She trembled at his proximity. “There, there. Easy does it,” he whispered, trailing his cold hand down her cheek. “Don’t bother screaming. No one will hear you.”

      Addison tensed as he moved his hand away. When she felt it on her skin again, he was holding a straw to her lips. “If we don’t get some water in you, I’ll have gone to all this trouble for nothing,” he warned. “Now, be a good girl and take a drink.”

      She did as he said, taking a small sip at first, but then she couldn’t stop. She kept drinking until she choked, and he pulled the straw away. “Ok, I think that’s enough,” he said pulling the glass away and then replacing her gag. She held her breath as he took a step back and walked around the back of her.  It made her uneasy when she couldn’t get a sense of where he was or what he was doing—but then, she was just as uneasy as when she could. “You look so beautiful,” he murmured. “In fact, I don’t think I’ve seen anything more beautiful in my life.”

      After several moments, he walked back around and stopped just in front of her. He removed the blindfold and then he stood there for a moment as her eyes adjusted, considering her. He tinkered with her chains, and when he seemed satisfied with how she was displayed, he stepped back and closed the door to the cage. She watched as he sat in a metal folding chair just outside the cage. He unbuckled his belt and removed it, laying it at his feet. Her pulse quickened and she couldn’t help but look away.  “Look at me, damn it,” he ordered and she did as she was told. Hot, wet tears fell onto her cheeks as she met his gaze. His eyes tracked south as did hers and she could see that he was erect. “It’s my turn to give you a show,” he said as he began stroking himself. It took everything she had not to look away. Swallowing hard against the gag, she felt bile rise in her throat and she wondered what would happen if she were to be sick. He will kill you. She held her breath. She couldn’t help herself. It seemed to go on forever, and she grew dizzy as the man stared a hole through her.

      When he was finished, he stood, picked up his belt and unlocked the door to the cage. The hairs on the back of her neck stood as he walked around her, just as he had the time before. He circled slowly a few times and then finally paused behind her, once again out of eyesight. He replaced the blindfold and then the gag. When he’d finished, she heard him raise the belt as she braced herself for the blow she knew was coming. The belt struck across her rear, forcing all the air from her lungs. Addison gasped; she moaned and tried to say her pleas against the gag. He struck her once, twice, three times until she lost count, each blow worse than the last. Eventually, unable to take any more, long after her silent pleas ran out, as did her cries, she hung her head.

      “You’re a bad girl, watching me like that. You should be ashamed,” he told her as he exited the cage. She listened as he placed the lock on the door. Her head felt too heavy to lift and she’d already come to her decision: if he killed her, he killed her. She could hear him dressing. She could hear his footsteps as he walked towards the dark corner. She flinched when she heard the cranking sound. It almost forced her to look up. Almost. Her body stiffened which only worsened the pain. She was being lowered and every inch felt like a mile. Slowly, she descended towards the cold concrete beneath her. When her body hit bottom, she’d expected it to hurt. Instead, she sighed at how good it felt against her wounded backside. She wept long after she heard the man turn and walk up the stairs. He could be anyone, she thought. But he knew her, and he wanted her to suffer.

      As Addison lay there on the cold, hard floor, wounded and bleeding, she began to think back, trying to recall how she could have possibly ended up here. She began drifting, unaware of whether she was dreaming or awake. The images were crystal clear as they came. Piece by piece the inner-workings of her life appeared vividly before her eyes. Everything was there, every bit of it and was so colorful, so vibrant, that she wondered if she was dying. Isn’t that what everyone said happened before you die? Still, she watched, mesmerized, all the while praying the answers she needed would come— something—anything that would set her free and not death, as she feared.
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      Addison was six the first time she thought about the man she would marry.  Immediately, she was transported back to the room in her grandparents home where she spent hours, so many hours, in front of that TV. It was there it all started, in a sense, it was there she first imagined what he’d look like, how they would meet, how she would finally, once and for all, get her happily ever after. She had seen enough fairytales on TV to know exactly what it would be like. It was rough being an only child. It was even worse that she lived with old people. That’s what the kids at school said anyway. No matter what they said, she had TV and her fairytales and she could always depend on them to keep her entertained. Growing up in a retirement community her options weren’t exactly wide open. At least she had a roof over her head, her grandmother often reminded her. It’s too bad a roof doesn’t make people happy, she said once and only once. After that she learned what it meant to eat your words.

      Addison could imagine that their home was once a happy place, but she’d never known it to be so. It was quiet and stuffy. Her grandparents’ rarely spoke to her, and while they cared enough to keep her alive, that was pretty much the extent of it. To them, Addison was invisible. That’s not to say she really tried all that hard to get their attention. Mostly, she tried to stay out of the way, under the radar. Her grandparents were sad enough as it was, she surely didn’t want to make things any worse for them, so the older she got, the smaller she tried to become. She learned early on to keep her head down, and the longer she did, the less everyone suffered.

      Her mother should have been better about keeping her head down, that’s what her grandfather liked to say. Even though he never really expanded upon his sentiment beyond that, Addison always assumed he was talking about her. Her parents were seventeen when her mother got pregnant. While she didn’t know the full story, she had gotten bits and pieces of it over the years, most of them coming from her great-aunt Sara, who loved to tell Addison stories of her mother, Constance. She, too, was an only child, the apple of her parents’ eye. She was smart, kind, and beautiful, the kind of child that parents dream of having, that’s what Sara said, anyway. Although, Addison always wondered whether it was really true or just one of those things you said about a person after they were dead. Constance was on the fast track to Princeton when she met Addison’s father at a soccer game in her last year of high school. Her parents insisted he wasn’t right for her, he wasn’t good enough, he was going nowhere fast. He would steal her dreams, they warned. Against her grandparents’ wishes, Addison’s parents had secretly been dating for a few months when her mother found out she was pregnant. Coming from a strict Catholic family, her mother knew abortion was not an option. And when Constance finally got the nerve to tell her parents, they insisted that she give the baby up for adoption.

      Addison’s father, Michael, begged her mother not to give her up. He proposed marriage and tried his best to prove that they could build a life together. With time quickly running out, just two months before her due date, Constance finally agreed to marry him. Together they concocted a plan to forge the parental consent form required to get married and cross state lines, where they would get hitched and hide out until her due date. Constance was sure once they saw the baby, they’d fall in love and agree to help out. And, if not, well, they’d have each other. But that was where everything went terribly wrong. Two hundred miles from home, a drunk driver veered into their lane, forcing them off the highway and into a tree. Badly injured, her mother made it to the hospital where doctors delivered Addison who weighed exactly three pounds and, aside from being tiny and premature, was mostly okay. Her mother on the other hand succumbed to her injuries shortly after she was delivered.

      As luck would have it, Addison was a dead ringer for her mother, which in addition to grief she guessed, was why her grandparents decided to keep her. Her grandmother had even told her as much once, that they had lost the one and only thing they loved, and since she was the only piece they had left of Constance, they couldn’t bear to let her go, too. She had always sensed that it was the guilt that drove the decision to keep her. Her upbringing certainly proved that it wasn’t one made out of love or concern.

      Her father, Michael, had wanted to keep and raise her. But her grandparents hired a team of attorneys who quickly solidified in his mind what he already knew, that there was no way that an eighteen-year-old boy with nothing could win the case, unless you count good intentions, which as it turns out, don’t hold up in court. Her grandparents told her through the years that they hoped her father had learned his lesson. He had taken their daughter from them, and the least they could do was return the favor. Although her grandparents spent a small fortune trying to prevent it, a fact of which they boasted proudly, Michael was granted visitation. Addison remembered fondly the time she spent with him until she was around six or so and he moved to Colorado, where he started a new family. He had a new life, a fresh start, he called it, one without so much sadness, she assumed, because after he moved, the phone calls and letters grew further and further apart each year, until she rarely heard from him at all.
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        * * *

      

      It was an unassuming, chilly, overcast fall morning the day Addison met the man who would later change her life, become her husband and father her three children. While it was just another ordinary day, in retrospect, the moment Addie met Patrick, though she would never admit it to anyone other than herself, she knew he was the one. It would take him a little more time. But Addison had decided, she wanted him and would settle for nothing less.

      She had broken up with her boyfriend of three years the summer before, because, while he was the perfect boyfriend for her grandparents, she knew, she had always known, that he was not the one. It’s not that she wanted to hurt him but Addison had plans and he wasn’t in them. Her friends continuously gave her flack for having her whole life mapped out. And she did. She knew she would graduate, get married, and have two kids and the white picket fence, perhaps even a dog. She made it clear that her home would be a happy one, with dinner parties and lots of friends, and her boyfriend, the one her grandparents were in love with, he didn’t like parties. She wanted someone who wanted what she wanted and she intended to have just that.

      In the meantime, though, she intended to enjoy college. She wasn’t looking for a boyfriend, much less a husband; she was looking to have the time of her life. She was looking for people, she was looking for company. In fact, she said it was the first time in as long as she could remember that she didn’t feel lonely. A prisoner who had escaped her captors she laughed, one night after a few too many, and admitted she finally felt free. Always the life of the party, Addison reinvented herself her freshman year, after all, no one knew her at Baines. Seeing that she could be anyone, anything she wanted to be, she chose to be audacious. And, while everyone else her age seemed not to take life too seriously, she was known amongst her circle of friends as a popular overachiever with a list of goals a mile long, of which she was promptly ticking things off. People looked up to her and she knew it.

      Somewhere down the line, on her list of things to achieve was to find a good man, one who checked all the boxes. It turned out this didn’t exactly happen in the way she envisioned it, but it made for a great story, nonetheless.
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        * * *

      

      “This is going to make a great story,” the deep voice said, jarring Addison awake. She blinked once, then twice, before opening her eyes completely. “You have no idea how long I’ve waited for this,” he added, as he arranged her arms the way he seemed to want them to be. Addison watched as he paused and stepped back. Next, he adjusted her restraints, before removing them altogether. He grabbed her hair, “Up you go,” he said, lifting her by her forearms. She tried to stand but her legs buckled underneath her. The man grabbed her hair. “Do you want to make this hard?”

      Addison shook her head; her eyes grew wide as she watched him pull a syringe from his pocket. She moaned against her gag, pleading with him incoherently. She’d do anything to avoid whatever drug it was he was injecting her with.

      He cocked his head. “Oh, you have something to say…” he asked as he studied her naked body. He was wearing a different ski mask than the one he'd worn before, but the glasses were the same. He stared at her for a long while taking the back of his hand and running it up the length of her and back down again. Her breath quickened and tears spilled over onto her cheeks. Eventually, he removed the gag. “I’d like to hear you beg, in your own voice.”

      Addison swallowed the lump in her throat. Her mouth was so dry that it took several tries before she was able to form words. “I’ll do whatever you want,” she pleaded. “Just, please, no more of that.”

      The man placed his hands on his hips. “You don’t like needles?”

      She shook her head profusely. “I don’t like the way it makes me feel…”

      “Too bad,” he said, grabbing her by the hair. He pulled her in the direction he wanted her to go. “You’re not the one in charge here, are you? This isn’t your story. It’s mine.”

      “Please,” Addison cried. “I’ll do⁠—”

      “You’ll do whatever I tell you to do,” he said, releasing her hair and shoving her to the floor. She landed with a thud that knocked the wind out of her.

      Addison watched as he pulled a lever lifting a square piece from the floor. “Crawl in,” he ordered. She shook her head. “I said, CRAWL IN.”

      She didn’t budge but she couldn’t make the sobs stop coming either. “Damn it,” he spat. “In or I inject you with this,” he told her, holding up the syringe. She watched as he removed the cap using his teeth.

      “Please, don’t… I just want to go home…I have⁠—”

      “You have ten seconds is what you have. NOW. GET. IN. Believe me, when you’re out of it, it makes it a lot harder to keep the critters off.”

      Addison sobbed. He took her by the hair and drug her to the trap door. She eyed the syringe and then crawled in. “Why are you doing this?” she asked.

      He laughed. “Because I can,” he told her, after considering her for a moment. “That’s something you’d do well to learn. Lots of people simply do things because they can.”

      “I—”

      “Oh,” he called, cutting her off. “I almost forgot. I hope you don’t mind critters.”

      Addison cried knowing what was to come. She didn’t want to be buried alive. She hated confined spaces. “Isn’t it funny?” he chuckled, as he lowered the small door. “We’re all just worm food in the end.”

      She laid there in the dark, counting, just to keep herself from losing it altogether. He—or someone—had dug a hole in the ground, no more than a crawl space. With just enough room to turn from side to side, there wasn’t much to work with. Every once and awhile, Addison would feel something crawling on her. She’d find the insect, brush it off. Before long, she began to bury them in the dirt; thinking that if she could just dig far enough, then maybe she’d wind up in the center of the earth. Maybe she could dig her way out. At some point, he lifted the door and stabbed the needle in her arm. Before long, all there was was darkness.
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        * * *

      

      It was a crisp fall Texas morning that would shape a good portion of her life. But it was clumsiness that would set into motion a chain of events that would take her down a long and winding path she hadn’t seen coming. Addison was walking from the library to the cafeteria, either lost in thought or thinking about what was on the lunch menu when her phone rang, startling her. Flinging her book bag off her shoulder, she dug blindly in search of the phone, she felt her fingertips graze it, but then she lost her footing, slipped, and nearly toppled over. In an attempt to avoid landing flat on her face, she dropped the books in her hands and let her bag fall to the ground. Thankfully she was able to catch herself from hitting the pavement. As she bent down to retrieve her things scattered among the lawn, she bumped into something, or rather, someone. Dazed and a little shaken, looking up she blinked rapidly, considering her eyes might be deceiving her. There, before her, was perhaps the most beautiful man she had ever seen. Studying his face, she thought for a second that he looked familiar, but she couldn’t place him.

      “I’m sorry. Do I know you?” she asked, feeling herself blush.

      He shook his head and then extended his hand. “Don’t think so,” he said.  “I’m Patrick,” he smiled. “Patrick Greyer.”

      She didn’t respond, not right away, all she could do was stare. The first thing she realized about Patrick Greyer was that he was kind. After he gathered her things, he insisted on walking her to the cafeteria just to make sure she was all right. Making small talk, he explained that he was from Dallas and was majoring in finance. Addison didn’t speak much, only enough to answer his questions. She was majoring in communications and hoped to go to work in marketing when she graduated. Patrick told her he knew what he was doing after graduation; he was on the fast track to gain employment at Morgan, Lehman & Scott, where he was already interning. He was sure of himself and she liked that. So, when the time for their next class came, Patrick casually mentioned having dinner the following Friday, how could she have said anything other than yes? The two of them exchanged phone numbers, and that was that.

      Only it wasn’t because she waited for a call that didn’t appear to be coming. The waiting game was excruciating for Addison. Every time the phone rang, she made a beeline for it. She held her breath and crossed her fingers. And every time it wasn’t Patrick, her stomach sank and then she’d pout relentlessly. Three days went by and no phone call came. Had she been mistaken? Had she just imagined that there was an attraction? Was he just being polite asking her to dinner? No. At least she didn’t think so. Maybe he lost her number. Finally, just about the time she put it out of her mind, the call came. That day, when the phone rang, she knew it was him.

      “Hello,” she answered, a little too enthusiastically.

      “Hi, Addison?”

      “Yes.”

      “Um…This is Patrick. We met in the commons the other day…”

      She smiled into the phone. His voice was even deeper than she remembered. She shut her eyes, lifted up a silent thank you, and smiled. “Uh . . . Yes, I remember.”

      “Good. So . . . I was wondering if you still wanted to have dinner Friday?”

      She silently screamed, doing a little happy dance around the room “Yeah, of course.”

      “Great. I’ll pick you up at seven o’clock then.”

      She plopped down on her bed and sighed. “Perfect. Oh, and Patrick?”

      “Yeah?”

      “I’m looking forward to it.”

      She heard him take a deep breath in and let it out. “Me, too,” he said.
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        * * *

      

      The next few days both dragged on and went by in a blur. True to form, Addison started planning her outfit Wednesday evening. Wondering what she should wear, she realized that she hadn’t even thought to ask where he was taking her. This was the first, first date that she could remember. She had been with Jason for so long that he was practically part of her family. They never needed to make plans; it was just assumed that he would be there, that whatever it was they were doing, they were doing it together. This is what she missed the most. It wasn’t so much Jason per se, but always having someone to do things with.

      Dating was all-new to her. She wasn’t even sure if she could technically count what she was doing as dating. Most of the time, the boys on campus simply asked to meet up with her and a group of friends. They’d ask what party she’d planned to attend and then there they would be. This time it felt different. Patrick felt different, which was, in part, why there was so much riding on this one date and why she insisted her outfit had to be absolutely perfect.

      Addison knew how to dress for her body—always had. Tall and slender like her mother had been, she had curves in all the right places. It made dressing the part fairly simple. Still, she swore she didn’t have the fashion sense nor the clothing budget that her roommate Jessica had, which was exactly who she went to in order to help her find the perfect first-date outfit. Jessica was, of course, thrilled to help. While Jess wasn’t quite as fortunate to have the body type that Addison had, she was an expert at putting things together. More importantly, when Jessica couldn’t figure it out for herself, she was lucky that she had an unlimited budget and access to a personal shopper at almost every high-end store in town.

      The only granddaughter of an oil tycoon, practically born with a silver spoon in her mouth into a family where they never wanted for anything a day in their lives, Jessica and Addison were opposites in every way, and unlikely friends.  At 5’2”, Jessica was short with an athletic build. She had long chestnut hair and eyes to match. Jessica was everything that Addie was not: rich, worry-free, and extremely smart especially where people skills came into play. While Addison was organized and by the minute, Jessica was fly by the seat of her pants. While Addie had to study for days, sometimes even weeks to ace an exam, Jessica only had to show up.

      Addie had dozens of potential date outfits lined up and strewn about her bed when Jessica came bursting through the door. She took one look at her friend’s perplexed expression and exclaimed, “Oh, no, no, no. You cannot wear this on a date! Or this, or this or this…”

      “It’s all I’ve got,” Addison said looking away.

      Jessica could see the disappointment on her friend’s face. “Well, then. You’re in luck. I decided yesterday that this occasion calls for a special trip to Neiman's. So, I booked us an appointment with my favorite stylist.”

      “No—” Addison said. “I can’t⁠—”

      “You can. We have to be there in thirty, so hurry up.”

      “Jess—”

      Jessica held up her hand cutting Addison off. “Oh, and by the way, I checked out this Patrick character, and I’m not so sure. From what I’ve heard, he’s mostly a loner, though a smart one: valedictorian and currently sitting at the top of our class. So, I guess, maybe there is potential. But you need someone who is social, not someone who stays holed up in his apartment and rarely dates.”

      Addison picked up a dress and rolled her eyes. “Uh huh. How do you know all of this, anyway?”

      “I asked around,” she shrugged. “And I may or may not have had Perry sneak a peek at his student file,” Jessica added, with her signature sly grin.

      “That’s illegal. And Perry needs to stop doing everything you ask of him. If he weren’t so in love with you, surely he would know better.”

      Frowning, Jessica picked up a shirt and threw it at her. “He is not in love with me,” she exclaimed rolling her eyes. “But whatever. Let’s go.”

      Jessica, usually right, was also correct about the stylist at Niemen’s. Although, Addison knew that she had nowhere near the kind of money required to buy the dress and shoes that were put together for her, she knew better than to argue with Jessica. While she hated it, she knew that Jessica enjoyed buying her things. She saw it as Jessica making her a charity case, but deep down Addison knew there was more to it than that. “I have the money,” Jess shrugged. “So why not use it on something worthwhile?”

      “I can’t accept this,” Addison told her.

      Jessica laughed. “I hadn’t realized you had the option.”

      Despite the fact that Addison had tons of homework and a paper due the next day, she agreed.

      Later that night, although she was exhausted, she found herself lying there staring at the ceiling, unable to sleep, and wondering how tomorrow’s date would go. Would she say the right things? Would he like her? Would she like him? And when it came time to discuss her childhood, where would she find the words? How exactly do you tell someone that you’ve never in your life ever really felt loved? She sighed at the thought, but mostly, she wondered just how long could she put off having that conversation.
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      Patrick picked Addie up outside her dorm exactly as he had said, promptly at seven o’clock. It was a warm fall night, she recalled that the air smelled of fresh cut grass, these were things she knew she’d never forget.  Seeing him standing there waiting, leaning against the stoop waiting on her, well, that was almost too much. Damn. She took a deep breath and paused, taking him in.

      While she stood there mesmerized, wondering whether to run for him or head for the hills, pondering how she could keep from messing this up, Patrick looked up at her and smiled. Her heart sank; the butterflies in the pit of her stomach churned and she was certain she hadn’t felt these feelings in a very long time, if ever. So, this is what love feels like, she thought throwing up her hands, rushing down the stairs toward the future. Stopping just in front of him and cocked her head. She hadn’t planned what she might say.

      Thankfully, Patrick bent down and hugged her. “You look nice,” he whispered in her ear. She pulled away first. At 6’4”, Patrick towered over her. Feeling his breath on her skin made her dizzy but it was the dimples she saw when she looked up at him that nearly did her in. I hope our children get those dimples.

      “What now?” she said unable to think of anything else.

      “I’m taking you to a local restaurant that I’ve heard good things about… it features fresh, local food,” he told her studying her face. How am I supposed to eat at a time like this, she thought.

      “I hope that’s ok,” he said, holding the passenger door open as she climbed in.

      Unable to believe her luck, she smiled, feeling incredibly grateful for chance meetings. “That’s perfect.”
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        * * *

      

      As far as first dates go, theirs was flawless.

      It felt different for Addison; this time she actually cared. Patrick seemed genuinely interested in her, asking questions in all the right places. She was sure of herself, he’d said, and he liked that about her.

      Still Addison didn’t want to get her hopes up, so when she sensed a little hesitation on Patrick’s part, she decided to give him an out. “You know, I have to be honest —”

      "I like honesty,” he said.

      She looked up and swallowed. “Good. It’s just…well…I’m pretty happy with life as it is and I don’t want to mess it up. I’m not really looking to date, and I’m sure as hell not looking for anything serious. Not right now.”

      Patrick picked up his wine and took a sip, his eyes never leaving hers. “That’s the best thing you could’ve said, actually.”
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        * * *

      

      Although neither of them was willing to label their relationship one way or another, Addison and Patrick found themselves pretty much a couple from that first date on.

      They dated smoothly for two years, becoming almost inseparable. For the most part, their relationship was ideal. They were the best of friends, and, as Jessica liked to remind her, their sex life was “to die for.” For the first time ever, if Addison were being honest with herself, she felt loved. Patrick adored her, perhaps even more than she adored him.

      Then came their senior year. It was the year that would put them to the test. Though it was never really said, Addison knew that Patrick’s family didn’t approve of her, and she suspected that this was the reason Patrick didn’t speak much of the future or specifically, of their future beyond graduation. Patrick had mentioned a few times that his parents had a girl picked out they hoped he’d marry. But that he wasn’t thinking about marriage. While she didn’t know much, she knew from the beginning that Patrick’s childhood was very different from her own. He grew up in an upscale-gated community in Dallas, Texas. His father was a doctor and his mom a housewife, who according to Patrick, mostly played tennis and planned exclusive dinner parties. He had an older sister, Jennifer, although he spoke even less about her than he did his parents. Needless to say, if Addison knew why Patrick’s parents disapproved of their relationship, she didn’t say.

      But also, fair was fair. She didn’t want to talk about her family and she never felt like forcing him to talk about his. In fact, she put off telling him about her parents, or lack thereof, for as long as she possibly could, finally only telling him that her mother had died and that her grandparents had raised her. Patrick didn’t pry or ask further questions, and for that she was grateful. As time went on, she gave him pieces, brief snippets of her life growing up, but never the whole truth. That was the thing about people like Patrick and Jessica, they were idealists and Addison didn’t want to be the person to shatter those ideals.
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        * * *

      

      Eventually, Patrick invited Addison to dinner with his parents when they stopped into town. Still, she hadn’t really spent any significant amount of time with them and so when Patrick informed her that his parents had invited them to their lake house for the weekend the summer before their final semester, she was ecstatic insisting that they were finally coming around. But she read otherwise in his demeanor and so she hesitated, making excuses as to why she couldn’t go. In the end, however, she gave in, knowing Jess was right when she told her that it was now or never.

      The lake house, like the Greyer’s, was immaculate and formal. While the Greyer’s put on a friendly face in front of their son, Addison was otherwise given the cold shoulder. To add insult to injury, she couldn’t help but notice they went out of their way to make sure that whenever they spoke of Patrick’s future, she wasn’t included, which they did, a lot. It was clear pretty quickly why she’d been invited. They wanted to put her in her place; they wanted to let her know where things stood.

      On their second night there, after an uncomfortable interrogation about her childhood and family at the dinner table, courtesy of Jenn, Patrick’s older sister, Addison and Patrick had it out. She requested they leave the following morning and accused his family of insinuating that she wasn’t good enough for him, which Patrick flat out denied. To make matters worse, Patrick was different around his family. He was quiet and distant when it came to her and yet needy and child-like in the face of his family. This made her question whether she knew him at all.

      When he called her crazy, she began throwing her things into her bag. He surveyed the room. “What are you doing?”

      “What does it look like I’m doing? I’m leaving.”

      Patrick sat on the edge of the bed and stared at the floor. “Stay, Addison,” he sighed.

      She didn’t hesitate. She didn’t stop packing.

      “They’ll come around. But, I think you’re making a big deal out of nothing...”

      Her face grew red and she threw her hands up. “Of course, you do. Don’t accuse me of being crazy. I know that your parents think I’m not good enough for you. I know exactly why they invited us here…”

      Patrick didn’t argue. “Let’s just sleep on it, ok? We can talk about it in the morning.”

      But they didn’t talk because Addison had slept on it and the next morning, she called a cab, and didn’t look back. She had spent her whole life feeling unwanted, and now that she was an adult, she had a choice in the matter.
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        * * *

      

      “You know what I find interesting,” the deep voice called from the darkness. “That you thought you had a choice in the matter.”

      Addison wanted to wake up, to open her eyes, to ask what he meant, but she couldn’t. She was too tired, too out of it. “Look at you,” she heard him say. “You’re filthy. No one is going to want you like this…”

      The next thing she knew she felt a cool spray hit her skin. It prickled at first, but then the pressure grew. Still, she couldn’t open her eyes. She couldn't face him, even if she'd wanted to. “I hope you like water,” he said. “By the look of you, the drugs haven't worn off yet." He laughed. "This should help...”

      She’d always heard drowning was a quick way to go, now she hoped it was really true.
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        * * *

      

      Addison felt like she was drowning without Patrick. They went two weeks without speaking before finally running into each other in the library. Patrick apologized for the way his family treated her. He told her that he was sorry with the way that they had left things and asked her to meet him at his apartment later that evening to talk.

      She didn’t agree but she didn’t tell him no, either. The truth was, she’d been a complete mess since walking out on Patrick. She couldn’t eat, couldn’t sleep, couldn’t do anything but think of him and wonder if she’d done the right thing. Jessica tried to cheer her up by ordering takeout and renting sappy movies but none of it worked. She worried that Addison might be content just sitting around in her pajamas forever, staring into space. In a matter of a week, she had become different, lifeless. She’d only gone to the library because she had to return a book; she couldn’t afford the late fees.

      Jessica walked over, flipped the TV off, and pulled the covers out from around her.

      “Get up,” she ordered. “The shower is running. And you know how I hate to waste water.”

      “What the hell!” Addison said, throwing her hands up. “Since when have you cared about wasting water?”

      “Since right now,” Jess said tugging at Addison’s arm. “GET UP! You’ll feel better once you don’t smell so bad. Seriously. You can’t just lie here forever.”

      Addison frowned as she searched for the remote. “Maybe I can.”

      “You’ve missed classes, Addison. This isn’t like you.”

      “Fine,” she said eventually, considering Patrick’s offer.

      Once showered and dressed, she realized Jessica was right, she did feel better. Also, what could it possibly hurt going over to his place to talk things over?
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        * * *

      

      It was different being in his apartment after everything. Neither of them spoke much, treading carefully, and tiptoeing around feelings like performance artists. It wasn’t just that something was different. It was that everything was different.

      After dinner they sat on the sofa, Addison sipping her wine, Patrick water. Finally, when she’d had enough of the tiptoeing, when she couldn’t take it another minute, she spoke up. “Ok, Patrick. You invited me here. I’m here… so spit it out. I’m a big girl. I can take it.”

      “Spit what out?”

      “Whatever it is you need to say.”

      Patrick turned toward her, eventually taking her hand in his. He didn’t meet her eye. “So . . . Ok . . . I . . . Um . . . I can’t do this anymore. Being apart has given me some time to think, and, well, I realized I just don’t want anything serious right now. We’re so young, Addison.”

      She felt the blow in her stomach. She wanted to cry. But tears wouldn’t come. She wouldn’t let them. Instead, she put on her best poker face, careful not to give anything away. Knowing that there wasn’t anything left to say, she placed her wine on the coffee table and stood, before brushing her hands on her jeans. “Ok,” she said, looking back toward Patrick. He grabbed her wrist.

      “What are you doing? That’s it? All you have to say is ok?” he asked pulling her closer.

      Addison wanted to run but she also wanted to stay. The last thing she wanted was for him to see her cry and she knew she needed to make a quick getaway. It was clear that Patrick had made up his mind, and she didn’t want to make it any harder for him.

      “Come on. Don’t run. Please. Let me explain.”

      Addison felt like a fist was lodged in her throat. “What is there to explain?” she choked out.

      Patrick kissed her forehead and then brushed her hair away from her face. Then he leaned in and hugged her so tightly she was afraid she might suffocate. Her mind raced, yet she was numb all at the same time, until it suddenly became clear to her exactly what she had to do.

      “You’re right and we both know it.” She said flatly, pulling back.

      Patrick reached for her hand. She looked toward the bedroom. “You don’t have to go now,” he said, smiling weakly. It was the dimples that made her do it, that’s what she’d tell Jessica.

      He made love to her gently, as if she might break, as if they both might break. Afterward, he kissed her face and searched her eyes, whispering, “I love you and I’m so sorry,” over and over. It tore her apart, literally ripped her heart in two. Still, she didn’t respond; instead, she showed him everything she couldn’t say without words. When they were both sweaty and emotionally and physically depleted, Patrick curled up next to her, placing his head on her stomach. They lay there staring at the ceiling for hours, neither of them willing to break the silence. Once she was sure Patrick had fallen asleep and she was certain that he was in a deep sleep, Addison got up and silently dressed. After she gathered her things, she stood for a moment watching him sleep. Then she turned and quietly tiptoed out of his apartment and straight out of his life.
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        * * *

      

      The next few months were a blur as Addison dated a flurry of men. On the inside, she was devastated. Not only had she lost her boyfriend and lover but her best friend. Her future. On the outside, however, it never showed. “I like my freedom,” she’d tell anyone who would listen. “It feels like I’m finally living.”

      Thankfully, she never ran into Patrick. This wasn’t so hard considering she avoided all the places they had gone, places where she thought he might be. In the first few weeks after they split, Addison had received dozens of emails and several phone calls from him. She never answered, deleting the voicemails. It was mostly by mistake she read the first email at all. She’d been drunk, her defenses down. In the email, Patrick explained that he loved her but that his parents had threatened to cut off their financial support if he continued seeing her. He apologized, saying that he would do anything if she would just talk to him. He told her how much he missed her and their friendship. Fuck him. She had enough friends. She deleted it without responding. Once, when she was out, Patrick stopped by hoping to see her. Apparently, Jess gave him a piece of her mind in such a way that Patrick finally stopped trying.

      During that time, she threw herself into her schoolwork and spent all of her free time bouncing from party to party. It was only after the party that the truth would show, and usually it was Jessica who had to clean up the mess.

      After about the twelfth or so guy Addison casually “dated,” she met Carter. Carter: rugby player, a typical jock. He was well-known for keeping his life commitment free and Addison wanted nothing more. They met at his fraternity’s kegger and had a one-night stand, of which she remembered very little. Afterwards, he called incessantly, but Addison wanted nothing to do with him. Her heart was broken, and she wasn’t looking to date, especially not someone like Carter. Hell, in the daylight, she didn’t even like him. But Carter was relentless and she was lonely, and before long the two of them wound up spending a lot of time together, mostly in bed. Or wherever, really. Carter was ‘Mr. Fun’ ‘Mr. Help Her Forget.’ He was gorgeous and crazy about her. Which was too bad because Addison knew she would never, could never, love him.

      About three months in to “dating” Carter, they bumped into Patrick at a party. He waltzed right up to her and Carter, interrupted their conversation and introduced his date, Shelly. Some nerve.

      The four of them made awkward small talk until Addison excused herself to the ladies’ room. Unbeknownst to her, Patrick followed. He pushed open the stall door and found her leaning against the wall, panting, trying to catch her breath.

      She rolled her eyes and attempted to close the door, pushing against it to no avail. Patrick was stronger than she was by a long shot. “What the fuck?” she asked. “You can’t be in here.”

      Not budging, Patrick glared at her, his eyes dark. “Are you happy with him?”

      “Ha! How about nice to see you. How have you been? But no. This is where you want to start?”

      “Addison, answer me. Are you happy?”

      She crossed her arms, glaring at him before finally speaking. “What fucking business is it of yours?”

      Patrick laughed.

      She stared at the floor, unwilling to give him the satisfaction of seeing her cry. He pushed his way further into the stall, locking the door behind him. For a moment they just stood there staring at one another, and before Addison could say anything, Patrick grabbed both sides of her face and fell into her, kissing her deeply. He tasted like beer and peppermint and regret. Soon, hands were everywhere. Patrick pushed her skirt up, lifting her slightly, forcing her back up against the wall as he slammed into her. They were drunk and it was sloppy when he pushed into her hard and fast. She dug her nails into his back, which only made him push harder. When he was finished, he slowly pulled away.

      Breathless, he bent down and kissed the top of her head. “Fuck, Addison. I’ve missed you so much.”

      She smoothed her skirt, trying to gain composure. She refused to let herself get hurt again. “Look, this . . .this was a mistake.”

      Patrick searched her eyes. “Are you drunk?”

      She lied. “No. Why?”

      “Let’s go.”

      “Go? Where?”

      Patrick unlocked the stall. “Out of here.”

      She stepped out as Patrick grabbed her by the arm. “We need to go out the back way. I don’t want to deal with Carter.”

      She frowned, rubbing her arm. “What about Shelly?”

      “Who?” he asked with a chuckle.

      She punched his forearm. “Your date, asshole.”

      Patrick took her by the hand, intertwining her fingers in his, and ushered her toward the exit. “Oh her. She’ll be fine.”
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        * * *

      

      The next morning, Addison woke up alone in Patrick’s bed, angry with herself. The sharp pain of regret hit her right in the solar plexus. After all she had been through only to wind up back here.

      She checked her phone. Six missed calls and two voicemails, all from Carter. Shit.

      “Good morning, sunshine.” Patrick called, pushing the bedroom door open with his foot, interrupting her thoughts in the process. “Coffee?” he asked, thrusting a tray in her direction. He sat down beside her.

      “Thanks,” she said, sliding upwards into a sitting position, taking the cup from his hands.

      As she lifted the mug to her lips, Addison noticed something in Patrick’s face change: a thought, a look, something she couldn’t place. She took another sip of her coffee as he slid off the bed slowly.

      She picked up a piece of bacon and took a bite before realizing what it was he was doing.

      Seeing him there, kneeling on one knee, holding the little blue box caused Addison to choke. She tried taking another sip of coffee. Finally, clearing her throat, she laughed and waved him off, but Patrick didn’t budge.

      “Addison, will you marry me?”

      She blinked to make sure she was seeing what she was seeing and then pinched herself for good measure.

      Patrick pinched her, too.

      “Ouch.”

      “You’re awake,” he said smiling. “And— I asked you a question.”

      Her hands flew to her mouth then. “You’re serious?”

      “Of course, I’m serious. I was dumb enough to lose you once and I’m sorry for that. But I’m smart enough to know that I don’t want it to ever happen again. So… what do you say? Will you marry me?”

      So many things ran through her mind in that moment: the how, when, and where, but most of all, the what-ifs. Still, she knew she couldn’t let him go, not again. He loved her, he wanted her, and that was everything.

      “Yes,” she replied as hot tears spilled out, stinging her cheeks. “I’ll marry you.” The rest they would figure out. They had to.
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      Unlike most brides to be, planning a wedding didn’t stress Addison one bit. After all, she had hers planned by the time she was six. And as it turned out, things didn’t change so very much between the time she was six and twenty-five.

      As Patrick waltzed Addie across the dance floor, she smiled and thought to herself: With a wedding as perfect as this, how could the life together that followed not be just so? She hadn’t yet fully understood, not in the way that you can until you’re in the thick of it, anyway, that weddings aren’t exactly representative of everyday life. He won’t always look at you this way. You will go days, sometimes weeks like ships passing in the night before you get to the other side. Your wedding day is a dressed up, shined and polished version of what married life is like. But, of course, no one told her that, and in any case, she probably wouldn’t have believed them if they had.

      That’s not to say she and Patrick weren’t happy. It was just different than she’d expected was all.

      And then just as it seemed they’d found their rhythm, everything changed. It was almost two years to the day they married that Addison gave birth to their first child; a son they named Connor. While the baby wasn’t exactly a surprise, she and Patrick had discussed Addison going off of the pill and trying for a baby, it was safe to say that neither of them expected it to happen so very quickly. Patrick would have preferred a few more years without children, he’d made it clear he wanted to focus solely on his career, which was one reason she wanted a baby in the first place. She wanted him home more and when Addison wanted something, she was persistent.

      It was also safe to say that they were both wholly unprepared for the drastic changes that becoming parents would bring to their lives. Addison had planned on continuing on at her job after the baby arrived, and for the first six months following a six-week maternity leave, she did just that.

      Unfortunately, her plan didn’t last long. Connor was a colicky infant who cried constantly. He rarely slept, and when he did, it was rarely longer than a half-hour stretch. Addison paced the halls with Connor at all hours while he screamed and screamed non-stop. She wore the carpet thin, walking back and forth. Back and forth. She found relief in going to work everyday just to get away from the crying. Plus, at work there was a beginning and an end but at home it was just one long stretch of more of the same. There were endless doctor appointments followed by visits to various specialists, who all seemed to confirm what the last had said. Connor was perfectly healthy. Some babies just cry more than others.

      There were numerous calls to Jessica during that time in which Addison seemed desperate but swore was all that kept her sane.

      “I just need to know it won’t always be this way…” she said. “Please tell me, Jess, say it won’t.”

      “It won’t.”

      “They say he’s fine. The doctors . . . I just don’t get it, though. They’re freaking doctors, and they can’t give me an answer. Something is wrong. And I haven’t a clue what. Aren’t mothers supposed to know these things?”

      “Did they give you anything to try? What about his formula?”

      “We’ve tried a dozen brands. The way they say to do and nothing… All the doctors tell us the same thing—that he’ll grow out of it. But I don’t know. Maybe it’s me? I’m obviously doing something wrong.”

      “What does Patrick say?”

      “Patrick who?”

      Jess laughed.

      “He’s never home. And really, how can I blame him? I don’t think he likes me much, either.”

      Jessica sighed. She could hear the loneliness in Addison’s voice. “Honey, it’s not you. It will get better. And if the doctors say he’s fine, then believe them. You’re a great mother, Add— anyone can see that. Connor is fine. You just need to stop worrying so much. I mean, he is your son after all. Remember how much you cried in college? Every twenty-eight days or so.”

      Addison laughed. “I didn’t cry that often.”

      “Well, you certainly cried more than I did, and that’s saying something.”

      “Thank you,” she said.

      “I didn’t do anything…”

      “You listened, you always listen. And you know just what to say to talk me down from the ledge.”

      “It’s nothing.”

      “It’s not nothing—,” Addison murmured. Jessica could tell she was crying. “I was beginning to really question my sanity. No one told me how hard this was going to be, Jess. No one said it was going to be so all consuming. He’s eight pounds wet, and he’s taken over my entire life. And the screaming, I don’t know… sometimes I understand how a parent could physically harm their child. Not that I ever would—but I get it. And that’s fucking scary. This is my life now,” she said. “Everything is different…”
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        * * *

      

      They were on their fifth nanny in just six short months and that’s not including the time Addison took off for maternity leave. By the time Addison hired nanny number six, she began to wonder if word had gotten around. It was becoming increasingly more difficult to get someone to accept the position. When she’d finally succeeded and was able to return to work, it was just two short days before the nanny quit, citing Connor’s endless crying.

      Patrick came home from work, late again, always late, to find the baby screaming in his crib and Addison lying on the bathroom floor sobbing. “What’s wrong?” he asked, but his tone was flat. He was tired, too. “What are you doing in here?”

      She didn’t answer, not immediately. Eventually, he asked again.

      She looked up at him. “The nanny quit.”

      He frowned. “Ok?”

      “Ok?”

      “I mean, what else is new? We’ll just hire another one.”

      “OK!” Addison shouted over the baby’s cries. “Ok? That’s all you have to say? Look—I’m exhausted. I can’t even put him down for two seconds, Patrick. And then you say, we have to hire someone new, when what you really mean is I have to hire someone new.  I’ve missed so much work already. You should see my desk. It’ll take me months to get caught up—if ever.”

      Patrick shrugged and turned toward the door. “You’re the one who wanted a kid.”

      Addison felt the rage building; she felt her face grow hot. “Fuck you.”

      He turned and walked out. “I’m going for a run. Clearly, we should talk about this when you’re not so emotional.”

      Addison picked up the closest thing to her, a hairbrush, and hurled it at the door, just as he slammed it shut.
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        * * *

      

      In the end, Addison hired nanny number seven, an elderly woman named Sue. Sue assured her she could hack it, she’d raised more children than she could count. Unfortunately, by the time Addison found herself back in the office, many of her big projects had been handed off to her colleagues.

      Addison couldn’t blame her boss, not really. She was a mess. Not just mentally, hopelessness spilled over into every area of her life. Her appearance had become pale and sickly, and her hair was falling out. She had trouble focusing; and it wasn’t just the lack of sleep. Her mind was cloudy. She wondered if she might be suffering from postpartum depression; although, it really didn’t matter one way or the other. Even if she were, she would never admit it, not to herself and especially not to anyone else.

      The harder it became to hold it all together, the more Patrick demanded that Addison leave her job permanently. At first, the conversation occurred weekly until Addison stopped talking to him all together about what was on her plate, after all she knew what he would say. Eventually, it came up daily. “I just don’t understand,” he would say. “My mom never worked, and I turned out pretty good, don’t you think? It’s not like we need the money… so what’s the big deal?”

      “The big deal is that I want to work. But more than that, I don’t want to become your mother.”

      He crossed his arms. “What’s wrong with my mother?”

      “Nothing, Patrick. Nothing is wrong with her. As you can see, she raised such an understanding, intuitive man.”

      “Good then,” he sighed, grabbing his things from the table. “It’s settled.”

      “It’s not settled.”

      He turned back, glancing over his shoulder. “You know, it’s amazing how difficult you can be. It’s no wonder the baby cries all the time. His own mother would rather go to some low paying job every day, where she’s not even really wanted, rather than hang out with him. Have you even stopped to consider how lucky you are? How many women would kill to be in your shoes?”

      “It must have slipped my mind,” she said and watched him walk out the door. He didn’t come back for two days.

      She lasted exactly two months before she finally gave in to Patrick’s demands. It wasn’t that she’d wanted to. Sue quit just like the others and Addison didn’t have it in her to try and find a replacement. Not again.

      Patrick assured her that she would feel better without the pressure to ‘do it all.’ On one hand, she thought that maybe Patrick was right. She did feel a ton of pressure. She couldn’t cope at work and she was hardly coping at home. Also, by this time several of her friends had also become mothers. They’d chosen to stay home and seemed quite happy with their choices, assuring Addison they wouldn’t have it any other way. So, she gave her notice and tried not to look back. She was afraid that if she did, she couldn't stomach the reflection staring back at her.
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        * * *

      

      Once Addison quit her job, she threw herself in to motherhood. She was consumed by it, and she found that Patrick was happier. Connor seemed to be coming around as well, finally turning in to a chubby little thing that cooed and even smiled on occasion. While he cried less, he still cried a lot. There were days when she found herself laying Connor in his crib during one of his screaming fits and walking outside. She’d sit on the front porch for so long that sometimes she couldn’t be sure how long she had stayed out there. It could have been minutes or it could have been hours. Time seemed inconsequential. The days dragged on, bled from one to another, all of them exactly like the one before. Minutes gave way to hours and the hours into days and entire months flew by before Addison could question where they’d gone. Mostly, she spent her time wondering how she could fail at something that was supposed to be innate. Who failed at motherhood, anyway? Why couldn’t she love being a mother the way her friends did? Still, she said nothing. Not to them, and not to Patrick. She endured and smiled through her unhappiness, all the while, somewhere deep down, she could feel something stirring. And that something was a promise. Albeit a small one at first, she promised that she’d never let herself become this invisible again.

      Thankfully, somewhere around Connor’s first birthday, things gradually started to shift. He started sleeping for six hours at a stretch, which allowed Addison to finally get some uninterrupted sleep. He started walking more and crying less. She became happier too, finding little pieces of herself again. Patrick was as married to his career as ever, but you could tell that, as Connor was becoming more of a little boy, he found it easier to interact with him. Sometimes on Saturdays, Patrick would take Connor to breakfast leaving Addie with almost a half a day to herself. She cherished those hours until she realized she didn’t even know how to be alone anymore and eventually she started tagging along, too.

      It was also around this time that she and Patrick started communicating again. Now that Connor was doing so many new things each day, there was more to discuss. It was also around this time that the sex life that they both had once enjoyed so much, the glue that had always held them together, started to come back. Slowly but surely, they became a couple again and, with that, a family—the kind of family that Addison had always wanted.
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        * * *

      

      Addison had made up her mind that she was done having children, at least for a very long while, and while she didn’t discuss her decision with Patrick or anyone else, Connor was still pretty young and so it rarely came up.

      So, a year later, when she woke up dizzy and vomiting, she didn’t think, not even for a minute, that she might be pregnant. In fact, it was Patrick who suggested it.

      “Nah,” Addison reminded him. “There’s no way. We’ve been using protection…”

      “Um, yeah, except for that one time that we didn’t,” he reminded her with the shit-eating grin she both loved and hated.

      Fuck. Fuck. Fuck. “What one time?!”

      “You know, last month, in the parking garage, after my company party.”

      “Wait,” she said, gripping her temples. “I thought we did…”

      He rolled his eyes. “Nope.”

      “What do you mean nope?”

      He shrugged. “I don’t carry condoms around with me everywhere I go.”

      She stood and paced the room. “I hardly remember that.”

      “You were pretty drunk.”

      She pinched the bridge of her nose, feeling faint.

      “Thanks for letting me know how memorable I am,” he called over his shoulder as he walked out, slamming the door behind him.
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        * * *

      

      The next morning when Addison peed on the stick, much to her dismay, two bright blue lines quickly appeared.

      She stormed out of the bathroom and over to the bed where Patrick was still sleeping. As she sat on the edge of the bed and stared down at him, he stirred and rolled over, peeking his eyes open “What time is it?” he asked groggily.

      “Five thirty,” she told him with a heavy sigh.

      “Why are you up?”

      “Because it turns out you were right.”

      Patrick rubbed his eyes. “Isn’t that usually the case?” he asked and then rolled to face her. “What am I right about this time?”

      “This,” she said, shoving the test into his chest.

      He sat up and glanced down at the stick. “You don’t seem very enthusiastic.

      “I’m not.”

      He furrowed his brow. “It’s not as if we’d planned to stop at one.”

      “I guess it’s just the timing. I’m not ready... I was actually thinking about going back to work next year with Connor turning three and all. Plus, we had such a hard time with him. What if this one turns out the same way? Or worse?”

      “Bad luck never strikes twice.”

      She swallowed hard.

      Patrick cocked his head as though he’d just remembered something. “Seriously? This is the first time I’ve heard you talk of returning to work. I thought we had come to an agreement and put all that behind us?”

      Addison stood and shook her head. “Doesn’t matter now.”

      “Well,” he said. “I, for one, am over the moon. Connor is going to love being a big brother.”

      She smiled, but mostly she prayed he was right about this, too.
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        * * *

      

      Three weeks later, Addie found herself sitting in the sterile waiting room of her doctor’s office, nervous for a reason that she couldn’t quite put her finger on. Perhaps, it was just that Patrick was running late. Something had caught him up at the office, which wasn’t the least bit surprising. Things at work had ramped up for him and with the excessive nausea she was experiencing, it couldn’t possibly have happened at a worse time.

      When Patrick opened the door, she saw him before he spotted her. He was rushed, searching the faces for hers. There was so much love in that look, she couldn’t help but forgive him.

      “Sorry I’m late,” he said kissing her cheek. “I didn’t miss anything, did I?”

      “No, the doctor is running behind due to a delivery. But they should be calling us back soon.”

      He glanced at his watch. “How long do these things usually take?”

      Addison shrugged, twisted her mouth and looked away. Patrick scrolled through his phone.

      A few minutes later, the nurse called her name.

      In the exam room, Addison changed into a paper gown the nurse had laid out for her and hopped up on the table. “Earth to Patrick,” she repeated twice before he finally glanced up.

      “Sorry— I just have to answer a few emails. Things are crazy back at the office.”

      “Must be pretty important because I was just naked and you didn’t even notice.”

      He laughed. “You’re wrong about that. I was watching from the corner of my eye.”

      Addison adjusted her position. She hated paper gowns and doctor’s offices and come to think of it, men. “Why did you come? It’s like you’re not even here…”

      Patrick sighed, stood, and walked over and kissed her head. “Don’t be nervous. Everything will be fine.”

      Easy for you to say, she almost said. But she was interrupted by a knock at the door. Dr. Pierce walked in, followed by the nurse who wheeled in an ultrasound machine.

      “Well, hello,” the doctor said boisterously. “When I saw you on my schedule, I was a bit surprised. You didn’t mention trying for another when you came in for your annual a few months ago… I would’ve started you on prenatals.”

      Addison shrugged her shoulders and smiled.

      Dr. Pierce instructed her to lie back and then squirted the cold gooey gel on her abdomen. She placed the ultrasound wand, moving it around just a bit. Patrick stood next to Addison, stroking her hand. She looked up at him and then back at the screen. What she saw caused her to gasp.  Patrick squeezed her hand. Addison’s free hand flew to her mouth. She didn’t take her eyes from the screen, registering what she was seeing just as Dr. Pierce did.

      There they were. Two blurry blips up on the screen, each tiny dot flickering with a heartbeat. “Twins,” Addison said weakly, afraid she was going to pass out.

      “Congratulations!”  Dr. Pierce said with a chuckle.

      “Twins?” Patrick asked, looking back and forth between his wife and the doctor in a way that told them that he wasn’t privy to what they were seeing on the screen.

      “Oh, my God.” Addison cried.

      Dr. Pierce went on to give Addison instructions, of which she heard very little. She got dressed, and then she nodded as though she’d heard every word, and took the paperwork that was handed to her. But the room was spinning, and yet at the same time everything was happening around her in slow motion, all at once. Her face grew hot and chills washed over her. She collapsed just as Dr. Pierce and Patrick moved in to break her fall.
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      In hindsight, those two bright blue lines that Addison was surprised to see on the pregnancy test would prove to be very foretelling. She gave birth to twin boys exactly six months later.

      Life flew by quicker than ever. After two years at home with her children, Addison decided everyone was ready and since Connor was off to kindergarten, the timing felt right for her to return to work. The truth was, although she’d only ever really admitted it to Jessica, she craved something more. While she loved her family dearly, she had grown tired of feeling bored and unfulfilled. Her days at home were all consuming and yet still mindless and she found herself desperate for something new, anything, to make her feel alive again. Knowing how Patrick felt about her going back to work, she decided it was best not to discuss the matter with him until she found a job.

      She hired a professional to tweak her resume, and thankfully it didn’t take long for her phone to start ringing. A few weeks after she started her search, she’d landed two interviews. While the first one had been mostly a disaster, she learned a few lessons and felt better prepared for the second.

      The morning of her second interview was hectic, trying to get everyone where they needed to be. But she felt ecstatic at the thought of adult conversation, at the thought of being useful to someone other than those who lived in her home.

      So ecstatic that she found herself unable to sleep the night before, so she got up an hour earlier than she’d planned and worked out to help keep her calm. Afterward she dressed in a black pencil skirt, crisp white button-down top and peep-toe black pumps, she checked herself in the mirror and asked Patrick if she looked the part.

      “You look like a school teacher,” he said.

      “A teacher? Really?”

      “Not just any teacher,” he said pulling her close. “The kind you see in one of those low budget adult films.”

      She pulled away and slapped his arms. “Nice,” she said and then she frowned. “Why would you even say that?”

      “I’m kidding. You look fine.”

      “I’m just surprised it still fits after three kids,” she said after sweeping her blonde hair up in to a loose bun, hopeful that would make them take her seriously.

      “Hair up? Or down?”

      “Up,” Patrick says. “It makes you look stern. Like a schoolteacher should.”

      “I’m not applying to be a teacher.”

      “Or a porn star,” he said.

      “Stop. You’re not funny.”

      “I’m just saying… you’ve kept this whole thing very hush-hush. We never discussed you going back to work.”

      “I didn’t know I’d get a call back so fast. I thought I’d just throw my resume around and see what happened.”

      “Because that sounds like a solid plan.”

      She knew he was angry. She knew she probably should have told him. But this, this was what she’d wanted to avoid. The scrutiny. The mocking disguised as jokes.

      “What are you interviewing for anyway?”

      “A placement coordinator for a staffing agency.”

      “Sounds easy enough.”

      “Let’s hope.”

      “Just make sure to mention all of your experience hiring nannies around here, surely they’ll hire you then. Look how well that turned out in the end.”

      “You’re an asshole, Patrick.”

      “What?” he asked, throwing his hands up. “It’s true.”
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        * * *

      

      Addison dropped Connor off at school, and waded through traffic on the twenty-minute ride to Jessica’s house. Thankfully, Jess had agreed to watch the twins while Addison interviewed.

      When she arrived in front of Jessica’s colonial, Jess and her two children were watering flowers in the massive front yard as she pulled up. Jess caught her eye and she smiled thinking how lucky she was to have a friend like her. Also, she wished with the slightest bit of envy that she could be as happy as Jess was.  Jessica was such a patient mother, the kind who did daily arts-and-crafts projects with her children—the kind who still made homemade Halloween costumes and cookies from scratch. Addison knew that no matter how hard she tried she would never be that kind of mom.

      “Thank you so much for taking them for me,” Addison said kissing Jess on the cheek. “You’re a lifesaver.”

      “Yeah, well, it was a dumb thing to do saying yes…I don’t know what I’m going to do if you get this job. Who will I call and bug all day?”

      “You can still call me.”

      “Yes, but it won’t be the same. Now, you’ll have a real excuse for not picking up,” Jessica said and then she winked.

      Addison eyed her boys who’d already run off to find shovels. She bit her lip. “I’ve gotta run.”

      “You sure you don’t wanna just hang out here and dig in the dirt?”

      “I need this job, Jess.”

      Her friend smiled. “I know.”

      Jessica blew her bangs out of her eyes and looked at Addison intently. “You look nice. And you didn’t even ask for my help. I’m proud of you. Oh—and—hey before I forget,” she said reaching into her pocket. She dug out a small bottle of liquor and handed it to Addison. “Right before you go in, just take one long swig…”

      Addison furrowed her brow. “Why would I do that?”

      “You know you. You’re always so nervous. Just try it. Remember back in college, how I’d tell you to have a shot before we went out because it made you so much more enjoyable to be around.”

      “I try not to think about it.”

      “Just try it.”

      Addison shook her head. “Is this why you’re so calm?”

      Jess laughed and pulled on her glove. “No, it’s the gardening.”
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        * * *

      

      “I hope you like gardening,” the man told her lifting the trap door. “Because unless you can find a critter or two, you aren’t going to be eating for awhile.” Addison felt him lift her by the hair. He forced her mouth open with his fingers and stuck the water hose inside. She gulped as quickly as she could but the water came too fast. She needed to drink, she knew she needed water but all she tasted was dirt. It was everywhere—in her ears—in her eyes—everywhere.

      Finally, he removed the hose, just in time for the water, for everything, to come back up. She couldn’t decide which tasted worse, the vomit, the dirt, or a mixture of the two.

      “Now, look what you’ve done,” he said. “You’re not worth much like this…”

      Addison choked. “Here,” he offered. “I found one of your friends.”

      She squinted trying to see through the mud that was caked on her face. He pried her mouth open. She clenched it shut, grinding her teeth, biting her tongue. But in the end, it mattered little, he won. That day she learned, if you swallow them whole, worms aren’t the worst thing one could be forced to eat.
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        * * *

      

      Addison parked her car in the parking garage and then checked her hair and makeup in the mirror. Maybe Patrick was right. Maybe she did look like a joke. Maybe this whole thing was a bad idea. What was she thinking having been out of work for almost a decade that someone would just hand her a job? What was she going to tell them that her expertise fell somewhere in the range of making playdough cakes and arranging play dates? Surely, those are marketable skills. Her stomach churned. She was wasting her time and theirs, too.

      Addison glanced down at her skirt but it was the bottle Jess had given her that caught her eye and something within her stirred. It was irresponsible and quite frankly out of character. But, ah, what the hell? It’s not like they were going to give her the job anyway. What harm was there in taking the edge off, as Jess had put it?

      Not much, she decided. She downed the contents of the small bottle. Vodka. It doesn’t smell, Jess had said. She chased it with a juice pouch because that’s all she found in the car. Suddenly her mouth burned and her head felt lighter. She checked herself once more in the mirror before hopping out and making her way to the elevators. The agency’s office was located in a beautiful high-rise building in downtown Austin. As she pressed the button for the thirteenth floor, Addison popped a breath mint and tried to remain calm. It’s just a conversation. She reminded herself. What’s meant to be will be.

      The doors closed as she checked her phone and texted Jessica.

      Addison: I drank it. Now I’m buzzing. How are the boys? Also, I’ve never told you this before. But I think I hate my husband and I’m pretty sure that’s not normal.

      Jess: YOU DRANK THE WHOLE THING? OMG. Addison! HAAAA. That’s so like you. The boys are fine. Now, break a leg. X

      Addison: What about the husband thing?

      Addison felt brazen and slightly drunk as she awaited a response.

      Jess: I’m afraid I’m the wrong person to ask about normalcy…

      Addison frowned and then replied: What is that supposed to mean?

      She sighed. She hadn’t noticed the man in the suit standing behind her until she was stumbling backward into him. It could have been the vodka or it could have been the fact that she hadn’t worn heels in a while.

      Startled, Addison glanced up and caught the man’s eye in the mirrored wall. “I’m sorry,” she said, feeling her face redden. “I didn’t see you there.”

      The man seemed amused but he only nodded.

      As the elevator started to climb, Addison turned her attention back to her phone, waiting for Jessica’s reply.

      “Don’t you think it’s strange how two people can be standing inches from one another in such a confined space and yet hardly acknowledge each other?” the deep voice behind her asked.

      She looked up, her eyes meeting his in the mirror.

      He didn’t wait for her reply. “I’ve always thought so anyway.”

      Addison smiled nervously. For the first time, she really took notice of the man. He was tall and very handsome with dark hair, and was dressed impeccably. But it was his piercing blue eyes that struck her most. Probably gay. Men that dressed this well usually were.

      He extended his hand causing her to turn back toward him. “I’m William Hartman.”

      “Addison,” she said placing her hand in his.

      He shook her hand slightly, carefully. “And, no, I’m not gay.”

      Shit. Had she said that out loud? Addison swallowed nervously, pretty sure she hadn’t.

      “You’re easy to read,” he said.

      Two can play at this game. “Also heterosexual. Married, in fact.”

      “I figured as much given the ring on your left hand. But you never know,” he shrugged. “Sometimes you’re wrong.”

      Addison checked how many floors they had yet to go. What the hell? Is this man seriously flirting with me?

      He leaned back, taking her in. He had to admit, she surprised him. Not only was she not amused by his charms but she seemed downright annoyed. This, combined with the fact that she was incredibly attractive and quick-witted, intrigued him that much more. “Well, I’m glad that’s settled.”

      Addison wasn't sure what he meant by his statement; all she knew was that she couldn't wait to get out of this elevator. And what was taking so long, anyway? Something about this man made her very uncomfortable, the way he shook her hand made her heart race and her knees weak. It’s just nerves, combined with the fact you’re stupidly and irresponsibly half-way drunk she told herself, almost thoroughly convinced.

      Suddenly the lights flickered as the elevator stalled and then plummeted before finally coming to an abrupt halt. Addison fell backward into the man, hitting her head on the mirror as the elevator jolted. He grabbed her before she hit the marble floor, and held her upright.

      “Easy there,” he said. “You ok?”

      Addison’s legs felt like putty. She wiped her forehead. Ouch. “Um . . . Yeah. Yeah, I’m fine.”

      She wobbled as he loosened his grip a little. Dizzy and unable to steady herself, Addison grabbed his arm, taking notice of how big it was and how hard his body seemed as she fell against it. She felt like she could stay there forever.  Stop, she told herself.

      “How about this . . .” he started to say. “Here, let’s sit,” he then suggested, lowering her to the floor.

      She smiled. “Thanks.”

      The lights flickered again, going out completely until dim fluorescent lights came on overhead.

      “Are you ok for a second? I’m going to use the emergency phone.”

      Her mouth went dry. Emergency.  She was flustered by the way he looked at her, and quite confused, but managed to nod.

      “Do you remember my name?”

      She furrowed her brow. “Joe. No… Dan… Oh—that’s right it’s Thomas.”

      He pulled back, confusion played across his face. “Are you joking?”

      “Of course. Your name is William.”

      “This isn’t the time to joke.”

      “You said I was easy to read.”

      He grinned but only sort of. “Yeah, well, that was before you hit your head.”

      William stood cautiously and picked up the phone. Addison listened as he spoke to security. Without taking his eyes from hers, he listened to whoever was on the other end before speaking again. When he did, his voice was calm and intense. It wasn’t so much what he said, it was the way he stood, the way he filled space. She listened as he relayed information on who was in the elevator but otherwise only responded with one-word answers. Addison could tell the news wasn’t good.

      “Listen, have EMTs standing by. I think she might have a concussion. Also, call my office and have them cancel my meetings.”

      William set the phone down and kneeled beside her. “Where were you headed? Is there anyone we can call for you?”

      She took a deep breath in, unconsciously drawing her hand to her mouth. “To a job interview at The Carlisle Agency.”

      William nodded, and Addison noticed something shift in his expression, there was a look in his eyes she couldn’t place. “Thomas, call Ms. Sheehan and tell her Mrs. Greyer is stuck in an elevator in the building.”

      Addison couldn’t help note the way he abruptly barked orders at whomever was on the other end of the phone. He was arrogant and rude, and yet the magnetism she felt toward him was undeniable.

      He hung up the phone and sat down beside her. He was so close she could feel the fabric of his suit on her leg. No matter how confined a space they were in, this was too close. He smelled amazing. Had a man ever smelled this good or was that the liquor talking? It felt as though all of the air had been sucked from her lungs. She looked on as William ran his fingers through his thick black hair, removed his suit jacket, loosened his tie, and patted her thigh as if he’d known her his whole life. “They’ll have us out of here soon.” She glared at him, speechless.

      He laughed. “You have no idea who I am, do you?”

      “Should I?” she asked, trying to hide her disdain. She wasn’t that good though. She knew he saw it. One minute she was attracted to him and the next he seemed to know exactly what to say to turn it off.

      William eyed her impassively. “Only if you want to.”

      Caught off guard, she looked away. She stared at her shoes until he gently placed his hand beneath her chin and lifted it. “I’m sorry,” he said. “For being arrogant… It’s just I’m not much of a fan of being trapped.”

      Something deep inside her burned, it ached at the sound of his voice, begging to crawl right out. “Me either,” she said.

      “Can I kiss you?”

      “If it would help.”

      He smiled and shook his head. “It won’t,” he said, and before she knew what was happening, his lips were on hers, and, for a moment, she was lost. William gathered her in his arms and pulled her closer. As she realized what she’d agreed to, Addison pushed his chest to no avail. Either she was powerless to stop or he was incredibly strong. She pushed again; William released her but didn't take his gaze from hers.

      Addison shifted away, smoothing her skirt. “I could have sworn I mentioned I was married,” she said, thrusting her left hand toward him.

      He grinned at her, clearly amused. “What’s that got to do with anything?”

      Feeling flustered, she finally noticed how hot it was getting in such a small space.

      William’s hand covered hers “I’m sorry. It won't happen again.”

      Addison said nothing and backed away from him instinctively. She pulled herself up to a standing position. Her head ached. The two of them stood silently in opposite corners until, uncomfortable, Addison spoke up. “What a day.”

      “It’s not so bad. It led me to you.”

      She wanted to hate him for saying that. She wanted to hate him for being arrogant and seductive and most of all, for kissing her and making her feel something. But she didn't hate him.

      “I don’t think there’s anyone else I’d rather be trapped with,” he said. “Even if that person doesn’t particularly like me. And, usually that’s what people fear most, isn’t it? Being trapped with a person they don’t like.”

      “You seem to know a lot about confinement…”

      He pursed his lips. “You have no idea.”

      She would never be sure if it was the genuineness of the way he said what he said or the glint of sadness in his eye that led her to cross the tiny space and place herself in his arms. She kissed him with a passion that she hadn’t felt in quite a while. He matched her style, kissing her back harder than he had the first time. All at once, they were tangled up in each other, tearing at each other’s clothes. William pushed Addison’s skirt up and pinned her against the wall with his body. “I don’t even know you,” she said.

      “It’s probably better that way,” he told her and then he lifted her slightly and searched her eyes for an answer before he pushed himself inside her. She dug her nails into the hard muscles in his back. He bit her lip in return. It was angry sex, the ruthless kind, primitive instinct taking over.

      After he climaxed, still inside her, William sank slowly to the elevator floor. He took her down with him. She should have seen it as a sign but she was too busy feeling something else. He kissed her bare shoulder. “Damn…”

      She smiled faintly and pulled away gently. “I . . .I . . . I’m sorry.”

      William reached for her hand, reading her mind. “Don’t be. I’m not.”

      Addison rubbed the back of her neck. Oh God. What the fuck have I just done? She had never been unfaithful. Had never even considered being unfaithful. And yet, here she was, stuck in an elevator with this man for less than half an hour and had managed to commit one of the biggest sins imaginable.

      Sensing her unease, William squeezed her hand and released it. He traced his finger across her lips, sending chills down her spine. “Don’t worry,” he told her. “Your secret is safe with me.”

      She studied his face as though she were trying to keep it there, like a token, a memento of the greatest mistake of her life. She wanted to tuck it away in her mind forever and forget it all at the same time. Looking at him made her stomach turn.

      William pulled away, releasing her. “Blame it on the concussion,” he suggested nonchalantly. He read her well. “You weren’t in your right mind.”

      Feeling as though she could finally breathe, she straightened her clothes. William stood watching her but he said nothing. Finally, he, too, fixed his attire.

      “You’re a runner,” he said eventually.

      “Huh?”

      “You’re a runner.”

      “Oh—well, yes,” she admitted. “But I’m not that good.”

      He smiled but it didn’t touch his eyes. “Somehow I doubt that.”
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        * * *

      

      Addison woke to a strange man stroking her hair. She blinked rapidly and tried to sit up. And then she remembered who he was and what she’d done. “Addison,” he whispered, although his tone was urgent. “Firemen are going to be busting through the door in about sixty seconds.”

      She panicked.

      “You passed out,” he said.

      She heard the door being forced open and then she felt herself being lifted. They placed her on a stretcher. Addison was dizzy and they were hurling questions at her so fast, too fast. There was so much commotion. She searched the faces for William’s until finally she heard his voice in her ear. “These men are going to take good care of you.”

      She blinked away tears until his face came in to view. There were so many things she wanted to say, but the words wouldn’t come. He smiled slightly, touched her hair, and then he was gone. She remembered that she’d wanted to hate him. She hated herself instead.
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      When Addison awoke in the ER, Patrick was by her side. “Hey there, sleepy head.”

      She searched his face and wondered, can you tell what I’ve done?

      He smiled and she got her answer. “Sounds like you had quite the day.”

      “Yeah,” she said picking at his hospital bracelet, unable to meet his eyes. “You could say that.”

      He shifted, which forced her to look up. “What were you doing at The Hartman Building, anyway?”

      The Hartman Building? Addison stared at him confused. “The what building?”

      “Downtown, Addison,” Patrick said sternly. “What were you doing downtown?”

      “I told you I had a job interview.”

      Patrick’s mouth formed a hard line, but he said nothing. Breaking the uncomfortable silence, a doctor appeared.

      “How are you feeling?” he asked Addison. He stared at her chart looking up briefly.

      “Tired.”

      He looked at her then. “That’s pretty normal with a concussion. The good news is your CT scan is clear.”

      Addison watched as he leaned against the wall. “But I’d like to keep you overnight just to make sure.”

      Patrick looked at Addison and waited for her to speak. When she didn’t, he nodded his head and took out his phone.

      “Do you have any questions?” the doctor asked, glancing at the chart once more.

      Addison cleared her throat. “Really, I’m fine. I think I’d feel more comfortable at home, resting in my own bed.”

      Patrick sighed. “How soon can we get her out of the ER and upstairs? She’s staying…”

      Addison tried to sit up, a little too abruptly. “That’s not your call to make. I said I'm fine.”

      Patrick stared at the doctor as he spoke, though Addison knew his words were meant directly for her. He was angry, and she knew it. “Doc, clearly after the day’s events, my wife isn’t thinking clearly. It’s evident by the fact that she seems to be having a hard time making sound decisions.”

      The doctor remained cool, neutral. “Look, all I can do is give my professional opinion, and, from a medical standpoint, I’d feel better if we kept you for observation.”

      Patrick turned to her, as if to say I told you so.

      She laid her head back on the gurney, defeated. “What about the kids?”

      “I had my mother pick them up from Jessica’s.”

      “Perfect,” she said. But it was a lie.

      “So, you’re okay with staying?” the doctor asked.

      She nodded. You’re full of lies today aren’t you? She felt terrible, sick to her stomach over what she’d done. Oddly enough, she wasn’t remorseful in the way that she thought she should be. Even as she lay there in the hospital with Patrick at her side, her thoughts drifted back to the man in the elevator. She couldn't help it. Her mind ran back and forth from the way he kissed her, to the expression on his face as they wheeled her away. Addison knew it was wrong. She had lied by omission not once, but a handful of times today. I hadn’t really been looking. The interview just fell in my lap. No, I haven’t had any alcohol in the last 24 hours. Yes, I’m fine. No, it doesn’t hurt. Yes, admit me, I’m okay with it.  But those lies were small in comparison. Those she could contain. It was the big one that worried her. That one was like a wildfire. Burning. Burning. Burning.
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        * * *

      

      Once they moved Addison from the ER to her room, Patrick left to gather some belongings. She told him that she would be fine, that he would sleep better at home, but he insisted, saying there was something important he needed to discuss with her.

      While Patrick was gone, Addison checked her cell; a few missed calls and a dozen emails. Two in particular stood out. One was from the agency she was set to interview for.

      
        
        Dear Mrs. Greyer,

      

        

      
        We at Carlisle Agency were very sorry to learn of the elevator malfunction you experienced this afternoon.

      

        

      
        At this time, following a very prestigious recommendation from Mr. Hartman himself, we would like to offer you the position of Account Manager here at The Carlisle Agency.

      

        

      
        Should you accept this job offer, per company policy, you'll be eligible to receive the following beginning on your hire date:

      

        

      
        Salary: Annual gross starting salary of $85,000, paid in biweekly installments by your choice of check or direct deposit

        Performance Bonuses: Up to five percent of your annual gross salary, paid quarterly by your choice of check or direct deposit

        Stock Options: 500 Carlisle stock options in your first year, fully vested in four years at the rate of 125 shares per year

        Benefits: Standard, agency-provided benefits for salaried-exempt employees, including the following:

        401(k) retirement account

        Annual stock options

        Childcare assistance

        Education reimbursement

        Health, dental, life, and disability insurance

        Profit sharing

        Sick leave

        Vacation and personal days

      

        

      
        Your work schedule would revolve around appointments you set: that is to say they are flexible.

      

        

      
        Should you accept this job offer, per company policy, you’ll be eligible to receive the above beginning on your hire date.

      

        

      
        We at The Carlisle Agency hope that you’ll accept this job offer and look forward to welcoming you aboard.

      

        

      
        Sincerely,

        Sondra Sheehan

        CEO, The Carlisle Agency

        (555) 210-3782

      

      

      Addison was floored and ashamed.  William had recommended her, and, just like that, she had the job of her dreams. The salary alone was more than she had ever made before. The flexibility in her hours was a dream come true. She could set her appointments in the morning, which would allow her to pick up the boys from school and be there in the afternoons. Where was the catch?

      Addison checked her voicemail, the first being a message from Ms. Sheehan, letting her know of the offer awaiting in her inbox and explaining that she looked forward to hearing from her. The second voicemail was a hang up from a number she didn’t recognize. She clicked off her phone. Everything else could wait. Suddenly, she couldn’t wait for Patrick to get back so that she could tell him her news. She had a job, and it was an offer she couldn’t refuse.
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        * * *

      

      Patrick arrived back with flowers and Chinese takeout in hand. Her news combined with his sudden good mood nearly made her forget about the day’s earlier events. She decided to put what happened in the elevator behind her for now.

      “Are the boys okay? They aren’t worried, are they? I should call⁠—”

      Patrick cut her off. “My mom says they’re fine. I spoke with them briefly, but they were too busy helping Rosie bake cookies to really stop and talk.”

      She smiled, picturing her boys with Rosie, thinking of how much she liked her.

      “Eat while it’s hot,” Patrick demanded.

      Addison picked at her food. She wasn’t very hungry. “I have some news…”

      Patrick took a bite, grinning. “You have news? I have news. Big news.”

      Suddenly, she felt nervous. “You go first.”

      Patrick’s mood shifted slightly. She took a deep breath, analyzing the seriousness of his expression. Nothing could have prepared her for what was to come next.

      “So, I’ve been given a huge assignment at work,” he paused and smiled. “And I think it’s going to be great for us...”

      She exhaled the breath she’d been holding in. “And?”

      “And . . . I’ve been asked to head up our newest division in China.”

      “China?”

      “Yes,” he said pressing his lips to one another. “China.”

      “And this is good⁠—”

      “I’ll get to start from scratch—do with it what I want—run things the way I see fit. It’s a year-long project— but I’ve given it some thought—a lot of thought, actually— and I think it’s perfect.”

      Addison choked. It felt like someone had knocked the wind out of her.

      Patrick studied her face and then handed her a drink. “Well—say something. What do you think?”

      “Um. I . . . I . . .” she furrowed her brow. “How long have you known about this?”

      “Three weeks. Why?”

      “Three weeks” Her eyebrows rose and she swallowed hard. “Three fucking weeks, really? And you’re just now telling me about it.”

      “Yeah. I wanted some time to mull it over and get all of the facts before I ran it by you.”

      “Wow. We’re talking about something that will change our entire lives—and you wanted to mull it over before you ran it by me— as if we’re discussing dinner plans or picking up milk at the grocery store?”

      Patrick stood and paced the room. “So, you’re not happy? Of course, you’re not happy. You’re never happy. Don’t you realize what this means for my career? What this could mean for us! Seriously, Addison. That’s it? You want to pick it apart and argue over how long I’ve known?”

      She pushed her food away. “What do you want me to say?” she shrugged. “It’s a bad idea, Patrick.”

      “Well, you’re going to have to say a little more than that. They need me to give them an answer within forty-eight hours.”

      “Well then. What more is there to discuss? It sounds to me as though you’ve already made up your mind… the only thing left to do was to ‘run it by me.’”

      Patrick moved closer, putting his hand on her leg. “Addison, come on. You know that is not what I meant. You mean the world to me; your opinion means the world to me. Look, I realize this is a lot to take in all at once. But it’s only for a year, and I know we can make it work. You and the kids can visit, and I’ll fly home as often as I can...”

      “It’s fucking China, Patrick, not California. You can’t just hop on a plane and be home in a few hours.”

      “Of course, I realize that.”

      “So…”

      “So—opportunities like this only come up once in a lifetime. It’s what I’ve been working so hard for. So many of my colleagues would kill for this opportunity, but they asked me. Don’t you see what this means? It means that I’m closer than ever to making partner. This is what we’ve always dreamed about.”

      She opened her mouth and then closed it again. She wanted to tell him he was wrong. That it was what he’d always dreamed about. Instead she said, “I don’t want you to go, Patrick. I need you here. The boys need you here.”

      “Don’t do this, Addison,” he said and she could hear the warning in his voice. “It’s just a year.”

      The nurse came in to take her vital signs. Addison and Patrick stared at each other silently as she charted information. Who are you, she thought looking at him. Who did I marry? Eventually, it was Addison who broke the uncomfortable silence.

      “I guess you’ve made your mind up, then.”

      Patrick stood, running his fingers through his hair. “I need some air.”

      “Wait. I didn’t get to tell you my good news.”

      Patrick raised his eyebrows. “Oh. Yeah?”

      “I got the job.”

      Patrick’s jaw set as he turned and walked out, saying everything he needed to say by saying nothing at all.

      Addison lay there, staring at their cold, uneaten food, listening to the machines beep, and thought about how this morning, when the alarm had gone off, it had been, for the most part, a normal day. And now, here she was lying in a hospital bed after betraying her husband in the worst way. To make matters worse, he just told her that he was leaving their family for a year and he’d known it for weeks. Now, she wasn’t sure who had betrayed who the worst. She knew she could tell him not to go. She already had. But Patrick had made up his mind, and it seemed the only option she had left was to issue an ultimatum. But she wouldn’t. Addison was smart enough to know that doing so would only lead to a life of regret and what ifs. She did not want to become that to Patrick, which meant she knew exactly what she had to do. What she hadn’t expected was just how much it would hurt.
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        * * *

      

      Patrick didn’t come back that night. Not that she had expected he would. The next morning he showed up with a bagel and orange juice, which she understood was his way of making amends.

      He handed her a cup. “So, I hear you’re coming home today.”

      “Yep,” she said taking a sip. “I’ve been given the all clear. They’re finishing my discharge paperwork now.”

      He glanced at his watch. “I hope they’re quick. Tee time is at ten.”

      “You're golfing today?”

      “Yeah, remember? I told you,” he said, reaching forward messing up her hair a little. She knew what his gesture meant. That’s what being with a person this long does to a person. You memorize for better, or worse, all their subtleties. Patrick was suggesting that hitting her head made her forgetful when really golfing at a time like this just made him an asshole.
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        * * *

      

      On the ride home, they mostly talked logistics, matter of factly. Both of them careful to steer clear of any and all emotion.

      “So . . .tell me about this job,” Patrick said. “I assume you’ve decided to take it.”

      “The hours are flexible and they’re offering me $85K a year.”

      “That’s not so much… not when you really think about it. Not when you factor childcare into the equation.” He looked over at her then. “Have you? Have you done that?”

      “I’m well aware of how much it costs to raise children.”

      “Not raise them,” he corrected. “Babysit them.”

      “Right.”

      “Well, it’ll all work out, I’m sure.”

      “And you?” Addison replied. “What have you decided?” she asked watching his profile carefully.

      “I leave in two weeks.”

      Her breath caught. “Two weeks,” she repeated, just as soon as the words could form around the lump in her throat. “What about the boys?”

      He turned to her then. “That’s why maybe this job thing won’t be so bad. I mean… okay… admittedly I have no idea why on earth you’re not happy at home, why you’d want to go back to work…considering I make a comfortable living… not to mention that a sizable chunk of any income you bring in will go toward someone else raising our kids… I do agree the timing isn’t half-bad. They’ll be so wrapped up in a new school, a new routine, they’ll hardly even notice I’m gone...”

      “Of course they’ll notice.”

      “But they’re young and resilient. It’s not like they see me that much as it is. More often than not they’re in bed by the time I get home.”

      “Tell me something I don’t know.”

      But he didn’t. He didn’t tell her anything new. Never get too close to anyone, her Grandmother always said. They’ll let you down every time.
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        * * *

      

      News of her husband’s upcoming departure spread fast. Addison found herself fielding phone calls from friends and family who were curious to find out if the news was true. After a handful or so, she stopped picking up the phone. Only Jess said what she’d really been thinking. “How can he do this? And aren't you going to fight him on it?”





OEBPS/images/break-section-side-screen.png






This Font Software is licensed under the SIL Open Font License, Version 1.1.
This license is copied below, and is also available with a FAQ at:
http://scripts.sil.org/OFL


-----------------------------------------------------------
SIL OPEN FONT LICENSE Version 1.1 - 26 February 2007
-----------------------------------------------------------

PREAMBLE
The goals of the Open Font License (OFL) are to stimulate worldwide
development of collaborative font projects, to support the font creation
efforts of academic and linguistic communities, and to provide a free and
open framework in which fonts may be shared and improved in partnership
with others.

The OFL allows the licensed fonts to be used, studied, modified and
redistributed freely as long as they are not sold by themselves. The
fonts, including any derivative works, can be bundled, embedded, 
redistributed and/or sold with any software provided that any reserved
names are not used by derivative works. The fonts and derivatives,
however, cannot be released under any other type of license. The
requirement for fonts to remain under this license does not apply
to any document created using the fonts or their derivatives.

DEFINITIONS
"Font Software" refers to the set of files released by the Copyright
Holder(s) under this license and clearly marked as such. This may
include source files, build scripts and documentation.

"Reserved Font Name" refers to any names specified as such after the
copyright statement(s).

"Original Version" refers to the collection of Font Software components as
distributed by the Copyright Holder(s).

"Modified Version" refers to any derivative made by adding to, deleting,
or substituting -- in part or in whole -- any of the components of the
Original Version, by changing formats or by porting the Font Software to a
new environment.

"Author" refers to any designer, engineer, programmer, technical
writer or other person who contributed to the Font Software.

PERMISSION & CONDITIONS
Permission is hereby granted, free of charge, to any person obtaining
a copy of the Font Software, to use, study, copy, merge, embed, modify,
redistribute, and sell modified and unmodified copies of the Font
Software, subject to the following conditions:

1) Neither the Font Software nor any of its individual components,
in Original or Modified Versions, may be sold by itself.

2) Original or Modified Versions of the Font Software may be bundled,
redistributed and/or sold with any software, provided that each copy
contains the above copyright notice and this license. These can be
included either as stand-alone text files, human-readable headers or
in the appropriate machine-readable metadata fields within text or
binary files as long as those fields can be easily viewed by the user.

3) No Modified Version of the Font Software may use the Reserved Font
Name(s) unless explicit written permission is granted by the corresponding
Copyright Holder. This restriction only applies to the primary font name as
presented to the users.

4) The name(s) of the Copyright Holder(s) or the Author(s) of the Font
Software shall not be used to promote, endorse or advertise any
Modified Version, except to acknowledge the contribution(s) of the
Copyright Holder(s) and the Author(s) or with their explicit written
permission.

5) The Font Software, modified or unmodified, in part or in whole,
must be distributed entirely under this license, and must not be
distributed under any other license. The requirement for fonts to
remain under this license does not apply to any document created
using the Font Software.

TERMINATION
This license becomes null and void if any of the above conditions are
not met.

DISCLAIMER
THE FONT SOFTWARE IS PROVIDED "AS IS", WITHOUT WARRANTY OF ANY KIND,
EXPRESS OR IMPLIED, INCLUDING BUT NOT LIMITED TO ANY WARRANTIES OF
MERCHANTABILITY, FITNESS FOR A PARTICULAR PURPOSE AND NONINFRINGEMENT
OF COPYRIGHT, PATENT, TRADEMARK, OR OTHER RIGHT. IN NO EVENT SHALL THE
COPYRIGHT HOLDER BE LIABLE FOR ANY CLAIM, DAMAGES OR OTHER LIABILITY,
INCLUDING ANY GENERAL, SPECIAL, INDIRECT, INCIDENTAL, OR CONSEQUENTIAL
DAMAGES, WHETHER IN AN ACTION OF CONTRACT, TORT OR OTHERWISE, ARISING
FROM, OUT OF THE USE OR INABILITY TO USE THE FONT SOFTWARE OR FROM
OTHER DEALINGS IN THE FONT SOFTWARE.


OEBPS/images/bedrock-cover-1707x2560-vellum.jpg
BRITNEY KING






OEBPS/images/heading-gradient-rule-screen.png





OEBPS/images/box-set-bedrock-1707x2560-vellum.jpg
BEDROCK BRITNEY KING

BREAKING BEDROCK BRITNEY KING

BEYOND BEDROCK BRITNEY KING






