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Yvette 

“You what?!”

Ro’s voice pierced the air like a firecracker, nearly shattering my eardrums. I winced, covering my ears in mock defense, while shooting her a dry look. She stood in the middle of my living room, eyes wide, her whole-body radiating disbelief like a woman betrayed.

Honestly, you’d think she was the one who’d just married a stranger. 

“Before you kill me with your stare,” I said, flopping onto the couch with exaggerated grace, “can I at least explain?”

I patted the cushion beside me, hoping to lure her out of her thundercloud mood. She exhaled, loudly and dramatically—as was her signature—and dropped onto the seat next to me, arms crossed, eyes still throwing silent darts.

“Tea?” I asked, already reaching for the pot. My hands needed something to do. I focused on the delicate stream of amber as I poured, letting the soft clink of china fill the silence between us. This brief distraction gave me time to collect my thoughts. How was I supposed to explain something that felt so right—but would never make sense to Ro?

I was in love.

Not the giddy, high-school kind. This was quieter, deeper—like an exhale I didn’t know I’d been holding for years. Jesse made me feel... safe. For the first time, a man’s touch didn’t make my skin crawl. His voice calmed the parts of me that had always braced for chaos.

“I followed your advice,” I began, keeping my tone light. “I joined that dating site—”

Ro scoffed, cutting me off. “I expected you to meet people, not throw yourself at the first man who smiled at you.”

I bristled. “He wasn’t the first to talk to me.” I took a breath, trying to keep my voice even. “You’re the one who kept nudging me to ‘put myself out there.’ Remember? ‘Vee, open yourself to possibilities. You’ll never be found if you never show up.’ Well... someone found me. Why does that bother you?”

Ro narrowed her eyes, not even pretending to hide her judgment. “I didn’t mean get married after a month of messaging!”

“Two months,” I said, holding up two fingers for emphasis. “We talked for two months before we tied the knot.”

“Oh, well, excuse me,” she said, sarcasm thick in her voice. “That makes it so much better. Yvette, who is he really? Do you know his family? His past? He could be a lunatic—or worse.”

I looked down at my tea. The scent of bergamot used to soothe me, but now it tasted bland. Her skepticism was seeping into everything, dulling the glow I’d been wrapped in.

“As you know—since I did mention this before—Jesse goes to our church. Believer, check. He volunteers at the children’s home—double check. And we like the same books and movies, which, frankly, is a miracle in itself.” I waved my hand theatrically, trying to lighten the mood. “The man even loves puzzles. I mean, who does that anymore?”

Before Ro could respond, Jesse’s voice called from the hallway.

“Babes, where’s my toiletry bag? I can’t find it anywhere—oh...”

I turned and smiled as he stepped into view. He stopped short when he noticed Ro sitting there, her expression instantly transforming into one of wide-eyed interest.

“Hiiieee,” Ro sang, her tone suspiciously sweet.

“Hello,” Jesse replied, polite and calm. “Sorry to intrude.”

“Not at all,” Ro said quickly, standing up with a grin I hadn’t seen since she caught a glimpse of Idris Elba at a wedding.

“This is my friend, Aurora,” I introduced, amused at the way her posture straightened.

“She’s also married,” I added pointedly, “to our church deacon.”

Ro’s hand lingered in Jesse’s far too long. I shot her a look that said behave. Thankfully, Jesse kept it short and charming. I nodded toward our bedroom. “Check my vanity case for the bag.”

But Ro wasn’t done. “What’s the rush?” she teased. “Let me get to know your husband first.”

I resisted the urge to roll my eyes.

Jesse, ever gracious, smiled. “Some other time. It was lovely meeting you.” Then he disappeared down the hallway like the smooth operator he was.

As soon as he was out of earshot, Ro turned to me, her expression incredulous.

“It’s not what you’re thinking,” I blurted, laughing. “I didn’t marry him for his looks.”

Though, let’s be real—I’d noticed him. The picture on his profile had caught my attention, yes, but what truly hooked me was his warmth. His steady, thoughtful way of listening. His strange jokes. The way he made me feel like maybe—just maybe—I wasn’t broken.

“How old is he?” Ro asked, settling into the cushions with the curiosity of a nosy aunt.

I hesitated, then said lightly, “Twenty-five. And... he’s between jobs at the moment.”

I could feel her alarm, even before she opened her mouth.

“Don’t say it,” I warned.

“You said it, not me.” She raised her cup, smirking. “I just hope, for your sake, he’s a good man.”

For the first time since she’d arrived, I felt my shoulders relax. Her interrogation was done—for now. I knew Ro. She’d have her husband look into Jesse’s background before the day was out. But at least she wasn’t breathing fire anymore.

She downed her tea, stood, and adjusted her handbag strap with flair. “Bring that hunk of a husband to church tomorrow.”

I chuckled. “Is this the same woman who was ready to strangle me twenty minutes ago?”

She winked. “Still am. But I’m willing to meet the man who has you grinning like a love-drunk teenager.”

I walked her out, waving as she drove away. Once inside, I barely had time to sink into the couch again before Jesse returned.

“Is she gone?” he asked, flopping beside me and pulling me into his arms.

“You let me face the lioness alone,” I teased, pressing a hand to his chest. “Some hero you are.”

He grinned. “And yet, I arrived just in time to charm her socks off.”

I rolled my eyes. “Please. I had already worked my magic.”

Jesse tugged me onto his lap and launched a full-scale tickle attack.

“Stop! Jesse, stoooop!” I squealed, laughter escaping like hiccups.

“Admit it,” he said between chuckles. “I’m your superhero. Me Tarzan, you Jane.”

“Fine! Fine!” I gasped, wriggling helplessly. “You Jane—wait, no! I meant—ah! Okay! You Tarzan, me Jane!”

Satisfied, he stopped. We both caught our breath, the room humming with warmth and unspoken things. Then he pulled me close and said, voice low and tender, “You know I love you, right?”

I looked up, eyes locked on his. “You’re just obsessed with older women.”

He grinned. “Yes, especially the ones who pretend they weren’t born in my generation.” Then he kissed me, and I melted—heart first. 

Married life was going to be an adventure.

And somehow, I was ready.
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One Month Later

Yvette

I couldn’t breathe.

The words I’d just overheard circled in my mind like smoke, choking the air from my lungs. I stood frozen in the hallway, invisible and reeling, as if the walls around me had warped into something unrecognizable.

Jesse.

My Jesse—the man I’d married just a mere four weeks ago—had played me.

Everything... every smile, every kiss, every whispered I love you had been a lie. I’d fallen for a story. A performance.

I blinked hard, as if that would reset the moment. Maybe I’d misheard. Maybe I hadn’t understood what he and Arnold were talking about. But deep inside, where instinct lived, I knew.

Ro had been right all along. There were no knights. No safe arms. Just masks and actors—men who shaped their charm like daggers and carved through unsuspecting hearts.

“Stupid, stupid girl,” I muttered under my breath.

All I had wanted was a fresh start. A chance at love. And I’d walked right into a trap.

The weight of it all crashed into me, heavy and sickening. I had let myself trust—really trust—for the first time in years. I had believed Jesse was different. He made me laugh, made me feel safe, made breakfast for heaven’s sake. A man who folded laundry and kissed my forehead before bed couldn’t possibly be a monster.

But monsters wore disguises. And sometimes, they cooked.

I sank onto the couch and stared blankly ahead. In my mind, I tried to rewind the month behind us—searching for clues. Aside from his annoying habit of leaving the toilet seat up and those splashes of urine that made me want to scream, he’d been... good.

He made the most divine cheese omelets. Knew how to stir up a dessert like it was art. He kissed me like I was made of sunlight.

It was that man I had married. Not the one I’d just overheard.

I didn’t hear him enter the room.

“Hey, honey. Everything okay?” Jesse’s voice was warm, unbothered, the same voice that used to soothe me.

He kissed my cheek and knelt in front of me, his hands resting gently on my thighs.

I wanted to flinch.

Wanted to scream at him to get away. But my body moved on autopilot. I cleared my throat and pulled a smile from somewhere deep and false.

“Everything’s fine, thank you,” I said smoothly. “Let me go start supper.”

I stood before he could say anything else. His touch burned on my skin, a lie I couldn’t scrub off.

That night, after he’d drifted off to sleep—oblivious, peaceful, probably dreaming about whatever boys dream about after wrecking someone’s life—I crept out of bed and curled into the far corner of the living room with my phone.

I called Ro.

The moment she picked up, I burst into tears.

“I’m coming first thing in the morning,” she said, her voice fierce and steady, the way only she could be. “Try to get some sleep, okay?”

***
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TRUE TO HER WORD, RO showed up just after seven, right as Jesse was leaving for work.

He was all sunshine and small talk, still riding high from landing that full-time writing job at The Daily Report. He kissed my cheek and waved at Ro before heading out, completely unaware that his world was about to collapse.

As the door clicked shut, Ro turned to me. Her eyes softened the moment they found my face.

“Hey, Vee. What’s going on?”

I didn’t answer right away. I just lowered myself onto the couch like a deflated balloon. I couldn’t keep the words inside any longer.

“I think I need an annulment.”

Ro blinked. “Why? I thought Jesse was ‘the one,’” she said with air quotes, her voice tinted with sarcasm.

I didn’t even flinch. I deserved that.

“I was wrong,” I whispered. “You were right. I should’ve listened to you. You always know better. If I’d just... if I’d listened...”
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