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      “A toast to Bryce and Elise. May they find another twenty years of wedded bliss!” a voice from the crowd called out.

      A good wife would raise her glass without a thought. She wouldn’t protest that it had only been nineteen years. She’d smile and pretend to be happily married. A good wife would sell the lie. She wouldn’t let the cracks show. That was what a good wife would do.

      Too bad I was tired of being a good wife.

      “It’s nineteen years,” I corrected and swallowed the bitter champagne in a breathless gulp. If I had to pretend to be happily married, it would be easier if I were drunk.

      “What’s your secret?” an obnoxious voice called from the crowd. It belonged to Todd, one of my husband Bryce’s pretentious golf associates and fellow shitty husband.

      “Lots of drinking,” I said, reaching past my beloved husband for the bottle of champagne.

      “She jokes.” Bryce pushed the bottle out of my reach and pulled me closer. I knew what was next, some rehearsed line he had pulled from the Shitty Husband Manual. A manual scratched across the walls of every men’s bathroom from here to Italy. “I think, no, we know a strong marriage is based on give and take. It’s remembering that no matter what life throws at you, you always have each other’s back. Right, sweetheart?”

      I didn’t know whose secret that was, but it certainly wasn’t ours. Our marriage was not about give and take or supporting each other. Our marriage had evolved into a disastrous mix of infidelity, lies, and marble countertops. “Is that what our secret is? And here I thought it was me being a loving and supportive wife in all your endeavors. Even those I’m not supposed to know about.” I refilled my glass. “But we’ll go with give and take. Cheers.”

      “That’s my Elise. Always the comedian.” Bryce took the glass out of my hand and whispered, “You’ve had enough champagne.”

      “You’re right. I should switch to something stronger.” To those watching, we were Elise and Bryce, the perfect couple. We had the perfect marriage, the perfect son, and a house in the perfect neighborhood. A perfect husband for a perfect wife. A perfect lie for everyone to see.

      I picked a brunette hair off his jacket. I hadn’t been that color since college. “How is Abby?” She had been his latest endeavor.

      “Don’t start, Elise. We’re supposed to be celebrating our love for each other.” He tipped my chin up and kissed me on the lips.

      Those around us whistled and cheered at the seemingly loving gesture. I pulled away, smiling for those watching. “If you ever do that again, I’ll punch you in the face,” I whispered.

      Bryce’s expression never changed as he turned to his audience. “Please enjoy the food and open bar. My wife and I have something to take care of.” Bryce winked at the guests as he grabbed my elbow, dragging me away from the crowd. “Why are you such a bitch?”

      I caught a hint of foreign perfume on him. This would be number four. Or the fourth one I was aware of. The last three I had quietly brushed under the rug, too embarrassed to admit there had been three others. I knew that sounded stupid. Why hadn’t I left after the first or even the second? Because I was young and dumb. And now… I was older and tired. “Why would you throw yourself a party for a marriage that’s failing? You and I are not in a good place.”

      “No. You are not in a good place. I am deeply in love with my beautiful wife.”

      “Bullshit. You are in love with yourself. And apparently your assistant. How is she? Still twenty?” This argument had less to do with the other woman and more to do with us falling into old habits.

      Bryce frowned and shook his head as if I were some petulant teenager who didn’t get her way. “You have nothing to worry about, sweetheart. You look great for your age. Abby is just my assistant.” Bryce stepped closer, lowering his voice. “Your birthday is in a few months, and I hear forty is the magic number for women. I hear their sex drive is insatiable.” 

      "As a college professor, I would expect you to be able to do basic math. I’ll be thirty-nine in November. And if that’s what you’re hearing, get your hearing checked.” There was very little about my husband I found desirable at that point in our marriage. Some people found him appealing. He still had a head of dark hair and was in relatively good shape for a fifty-year-old. “This marriage is falling apart. The only thing we should be celebrating is the fact I haven’t killed you. And by the way, fifty is too old for ripped jeans.”

      “And black makes you look old. Now, if you’ll excuse me, I have to see to our guests,” Bryce said mockingly before joining Todd and the rest of the shitty husbands.

      “I hope you choke on your pad thai,” I mumbled, running my hands over my hips.

      “Ouch, resorting to violence.”

      I whirled around to see my assistant, Cameron. “I didn’t expect to see you here. Don’t you have a date?”

      “What, and miss this train wreck?” Cameron kissed my cheek. “We just stopped by to congratulate the happy couple before heading off to dinner. Love the pink; it’s so you.”

      The room had been beautifully decorated. I was sure this was what it would look like if Barbie exploded. There were fifty shades of pink everywhere. The champagne was pink, the cake was pink, and some guests were wearing pink. “Yeah, it goes with the theme of the party, Ten Things Elise Would Hate. Where’s Mr. Wonderful?” I scanned the crowd of slightly familiar faces for one that didn’t fit in with the middle-aged college professors and used car salesmen.

      “His name is Matt, but he might be Mr. Wonderful. Did I tell you he works for IBM and his parents have a cabin on Lake Minnetonka? He’s everything I love in a man: tall, blonde, and handsome. You might want to tell your Martha Stewart friend to save the party decorations. There may be wedding bells in my future.” Cameron elbowed me, winking.

      “Marriage? Wow, this is serious.” Cameron had been my assistant for almost seven years. I’d hired him when he was a college intern. He wasn’t the most detail-oriented then, and nothing had changed in the last seven years. He once booked me a flight to Athens, Greece instead of Athens, Georgia. But Cameron had a skill I lacked: patience. He had the ability to spend hours poring over expense reports to find a two-dollar mistake.

      “Matt is the first guy I feel a genuine connection with. None of the other guys I’ve been with would want to come to something like this. But Matt did. He’s so romantic. He thought we could take a few pointers from the happy couple. I didn’t have the heart to tell him it was you and Bryce we were talking about. Speaking of your beloved, why would you let your fifty-year-old husband leave the house in ripped skinny jeans and a vintage tee?”

      “He’s trying to prove he’s still hip and relevant. The jeans are the latest in his updated wardrobe.” He was also growing out his hair, which made him look like the lead singer of some has-been eighties band. It wasn’t that he couldn’t wear skinny jeans. He was just too old for a fashion our nineteen-year-old son, Jesse, had given up years ago.

      “Well, it’s not a vintage tee if he actually wore it in the eighties. Why straight men can’t dress is beyond me.”

      Bryce mingled with his guests. There had to be a reason he threw himself a nineteenth anniversary party. He had missed our tenth for a ski trip and our fifteenth to go trout fishing in Alaska. Maybe he was going to announce he had joined a circus. That would be the best gift he could give me.

      Cameron leaned against the bar. “You, on the other hand. Nice dress. I see you didn’t take my advice and wore black to an anniversary celebration. This isn’t a funeral.”

      “Says who?” The champagne wasn’t cutting it. I ordered a vodka soda from the bartender. I had hoped my boss, Sam, would be here tonight. The announcement of who they’d hired for the management position I applied for should’ve been today. The position would be more money, more responsibility, and a move to Tampa. But as of four o’clock this afternoon, nothing had been decided. “Did Sam say if he was coming?” 

      “No, he and a few higher-ups are having dinner with the newest Tampa manager. I overheard Tracy making dinner reservations. She told me that—oh shit.” Cameron covered his mouth. “I’m sorry. I wasn’t supposed to say anything.”

      I wanted that job, and there was no tangible reason I shouldn’t have gotten it. Not only had I been with Paradise Blue for almost fifteen years, longer than any other account manager, I’d been working on the Tampa accounts while the company went through the hiring process. “When was Sam going to tell me?”

      Cameron chewed on his bottom lip. “Tomorrow. He didn’t want to ruin your party.”

      “Who’d they hire?”

      “Jordan.”

      “Jordan? He’s been with the company for five years. Fuck.” I downed the vodka soda and ordered another. “Skip the soda. Just give me the vodka,” I told the bartender. There was another reason I had really wanted this job. I knew Bryce would never move to Tampa, which gave me a simple reason for a divorce. One I wouldn’t have to explain.

      “Elise, there will be other positions. You said yourself that the accounts are an effing mess. Besides, nobody with a college education moves to Tampa.”

      “Great, I would’ve fit right in.” I had dropped out of college after getting pregnant with Jesse. Bryce had promised at some point I could go back and finish my degree. But life got in the way. Plus, what would I do with a sociology degree as an account manager for a hotel management company? I waved off the server, who came by with a plate of appetizers. I couldn’t drink away my problems if I ate spicy noodle cups.

      Cameron plucked a plastic cup full of pale noodles from the silver tray. “What’s with the food? You hate Thai food.”

      “It’s Bryce’s favorite.” Everything about this night was Bryce’s favorite. The guests, the attention, the color. Everything revolved around him. I’m surprised he even invited me. Why did he? I replayed the last couple of days for a hint to why. Nothing stood out. No new hobbies or fad diets. There was no way Bryce would do this for us, right?

      Cameron followed my gaze to Bryce. “Why don’t you just leave him? He’s selfish, self-centered, and a narcissist, and you could do much better.”

      I tore my gaze from the man I had promised to love through stupid hobbies and apparently infidelity. “Can I put that in the divorce decree? That I deserve better?” I hadn’t told many people about Bryce’s affairs. It was easier to hide them in the closet with the Christmas decorations and mismatched gloves and winter hats. I doubted anyone would believe me anyway. They all saw the perfect Bryce. The one who threw his wife an anniversary party. The one who told everyone he was still in madly love with his wife. Not the one who smelled like cheap perfume and sex on Thursday nights.

      Cameron scoffed. “Yes, it’s called irreconcilable differences. Jesse isn’t a child anymore; he can handle his parents getting divorced. Besides, you aren’t getting any younger, girl. You need to get out there and find some fish before your watering hole dries up.”

      “Wow, that was profound, thank you. You should put that on a T-shirt.” It always came down to age for women. Apparently, somewhere on my body, there was a use-by date. The magical date that meant I was useless to anyone I hadn’t given birth to. And according to Jesse, my usefulness came down to washing his clothes and providing gas money. Being a wife and mother should be rewarding, or at least that was what all the women’s magazines said. I was still waiting. Waiting for the award that I’d done it right: been a good mom and wife.

      “Well, the truth hurts sometimes.” Cameron set the half-eaten cup of noodles on the table.

      “Don’t you and Mr. Wonderful have dinner reservations?” That was enough of Cameron’s truths for one night.

      Cameron checked his watch. “Yes, we do. Matt got us a table at Kinkade’s. Are you sure you’re going to be okay?”

      “I’ll be fine. What else could go wrong tonight?”

      “Careful what you wish for. Text me if you need anything.”

      Cameron made his way over to this week’s Mr. Wonderful. He had this incredible ability to fall in love every week. He would glide into work on Mondays, bragging about the fabulous weekend he had spent on the North Shore. Or the earth-shattering sex he had with the bartender of some club. And when the earth-shattering sex stopped or the fabulous weekend became mundane, he moved on. Something I had never learned to do. I just kept waiting. Waiting for Bryce to be better, for Jesse to not need me, for something to make me happy again. A new job would have helped.

      “May I buy the blushing bride a drink?”

      I turned to see my best friend since the fourth grade, Kerri, holding a glass of champagne. “There isn’t enough booze in the bar to make this night better.”

      “Well, here’s to trying.” Kerri clicked her glass to mine. “Looks like Paige went all out. A room at the Carlson Towers, Thai food, and an open bar. Who’s jumping out of the cake?”

      This party was a lot like Paige and I’s friendship all show no meaning. “Hopefully not my mother.” Kerri and Sara were the only two friendly faces I saw in the crowd. “Who are all these people?”

      “According to Paige, one hundred and twenty-five of your closest friends and family.” Kerri smiled. “I’m surprised you even showed up.”

      “I didn’t have a choice. By the time I found out, all the invites had been sent.” That and Bryce had reminded me I had a duty to show up to his party. Sara, my friend since high school, pushed her way through the crowd.

      “Christ, why did I think fucking spandex would be a good idea?” Sara pulled at her waist. “I feel like a sausage. Champagne makes me gassy. Hey, sweetie.” Sara hugged me.

      “Thanks for coming.”

      “So? Are we actually celebrating something worth celebrating?” Sara hinted.

      I knew what she was getting at. I’d broken one of my cardinal rules and told her and Kerri about the job. If I hadn’t, I wouldn’t have to smile through the tears that threatened to fall. “I didn’t get the job.”

      Sara frowned and touched my arm. “Oh, honey, I’m sorry. Do you want me to slash Sam’s tires? Throw a brick through his window?”

      I started to tell her yes and I would help.

      But Bryce was now standing on a chair, clinking a knife to his glass. This was it. Time for Bryce to reveal the truth behind his party.

      I just hoped I’d survive this one. The last one almost broke me.
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      Everyone turned their smiling faces to my idiot husband, who joked about falling and breaking a hip.

      “What the hell is that jackass doing now?” Sara frowned.

      “I don’t know, but if he breaks a hip, I’m not wiping his ass.” I watched Paige round up the guests. My stomach twisted in anticipation as to what Bryce was about to say. Two years ago at a Fourth of July barbecue, he announced he had left the English department at Concordia. The job paid really well. A year before that, he announced to everyone at his nephew’s confirmation that he was going to buy a goat farm. Thankfully, that fell through.

      “Elise, darling.” Bryce waved me to the front as he stepped down from the chair.

      The guests turned to me, waving me forward like I’d won some grand prize. “No, that’s okay, my love. You do you.” I wanted no involvement with whatever this entailed.

      “No, this includes you. And Jesse.” Bryce nodded to the lanky teen standing at the edge of the crowd.

      “Go before he does something stupid.” Kerri pushed me forward.

      The slight buzz I had started to fade the closer I got to Bryce. Something wasn’t right. Bryce never wanted to share the limelight with anyone. “What the fuck are you doing?” I hissed, taking the glass of champagne he offered.

      Bryce pulled me closer, whispering, “It’s a surprise.” He turned to his adoring fans. “As most of you are aware, I took the job at the University of Minnesota with the hope it would lead to something bigger.” He turned to me. I didn’t like where this was going. “And, as most of you know, our son Jesse will finally be heading off to college this year. So Elise and I will be empty nesters.”

      My head grew light as each word slipped from Bryce’s lips. Where the hell was he going with this? Empty nesters; those weren’t our words. We had never discussed what would happen to the nest after Jesse left. Bryce rambled on about how his career lacked fulfillment. Oh god. My mouth went dry; two months ago, Bryce had hinted he wanted a change.

      My eye caught all the subtle hints that were tucked in with the pink paper pompoms and candles. Things that didn’t fit. At first, I’d thought the hotel had used whatever decorations they had. But now I understood. There was no way this was happening. Even Bryce couldn’t be this stupid.

      “No. Don’t do this,” I blurted out louder than I had intended. 

      “No, you do want me to do this.” Bryce held his glass up. “Friends and family. After many years of hard work and putting the time in at the U, my dreams have finally come true.” Bryce took a dramatic breath. “I have accepted a job in Thailand. I will be teaching English as a second language. Elise and I are moving to Thailand! Chiyo.”

      My knees buckled as the words left Bryce’s mouth. This couldn’t be happening, not here. Not now. I stumbled back from him and the guests, who smiled and toasted his news. “No.” I turned away, using the wall to guide me away from the table and Bryce’s stupid surprise. Thailand. Last time it’d been India.

      I yanked the door to the women’s bathroom open and rushed to the first stall. The creamed-colored tiles cut into my knees as my body tried to rid itself of whatever didn’t feel right. Thailand?

      “Elise?” Sara called, gently pushing the stall door open.

      “I can’t do this.” I sat back, leaning against the stall wall, my mascara burned from the tears that fell faster than I could wipe them away.

      “Not looking like that.” Sara grabbed a wad of paper towels and ran them under the sink. “Let me help.” Sara pressed the cold paper towels to my forehead and cheeks.

      “Why would he do that?”

      “Because your husband is an ass. Here, you got a little…” Sara handed me the stiff paper towels and motioned to my face.

      Outside the bathroom, people clapped and celebrated. Like this was an everyday occurrence that people pack up and move to a different country. I knew people who hadn’t left the county they were born in. My head spun with what this would mean. “What the hell was he thinking? Who does that?”

      “Bryce.” Sara sat down next to me. “You’re not going to move with him, are you?”

      “No.” The unshed tears made the stark light of the bathroom soft. “I can’t do this anymore. I can’t be married to a man who thinks a move halfway around the world is a good anniversary gift.”

      “And the assistant?”

      That was a bigger reason. Sara's brother served as a sheriff's deputy. One Sunday, he had pulled Bryce over driving someone else’s car. Not someone else’s—Abby’s, Bryce’s TA. There were shopping bags and takeout containers in the backseat. "He denies it being anything else but a business lunch." I wanted to explain away why I had again allowed Bryce to make me look stupid, but the bathroom door flung open, hitting the wall.

      “Elise,” Paige barked. “What the hell was that about?”

      “Go away, Paige,” Sara warned.

      “No. Bryce and I have gone through a lot of time, not to mention money, to make this party one to remember. And you ruin it by running off to the bathroom.” Paige scrunched up her nose. “To puke like some girl at a frat party. Bryce is beside himself. He’s been so excited to tell everyone.”

      I was surprised he had kept it a secret this long. “Next time, don’t invite me.” I ran the back of my hand under my nose. Paige was only part of this group because her husband was part of the shitty husband club.

      The bathroom door opened again, and Kerri stepped in. “Paige, Bryce is looking for you. He wants to light the sparklers, and the hotel staff won’t let him.”

      “If it’s not one thing, it’s another. Get her cleaned up. We’ve photos to take.”

      Kerri locked the bathroom door behind Paige. “Elise, I brought you some water. Craig is getting the car, and we’ll take you home. Kayla’s parents are taking Jesse home.”

      “Shit, Jesse.” He had to be just as shocked as I was. But the idea of going out there and facing everyone was too much for me right now. Jesse could add this to the long list of things he’d need therapy for. The three of us sat listening to the muffled sounds of the celebration coming from the ballroom. “I think my marriage is over.” There, I said it. The words I had been hiding from everyone, including myself.

      “Oh, honey, you think?” Sara smiled, brushing the hair from my face.

      My wedding ring appeared dull in the harsh fluorescent lights of the bathroom. My pale pink nails matched the stall the three of us sat in. They were part of the Elise I never wanted to be. A woman playing a role that didn’t fit. “Things haven’t been good between us for years.” I had tried everything to make this marriage work. Six months ago, Bryce suggested we try couple’s therapy. We sat on opposite ends of a hunter green couch, Bryce complaining and the therapist nodding and making therapist noises. When I asked if she believed the marriage was worth saving, the therapist said there was hope if we still loved each other. And that was where the problems started. I didn’t love Bryce anymore, and deep down, I wasn’t sure I ever did.

      “I’m not happy. Some days, the thought of spending another hour with Bryce is unbearable. But then there are other days I can’t imagine starting all over again. At least with Bryce, I know the devil I sleep with. And for the most part, he’s harmless, and he always matches the socks up.”

      Sara rolled her eyes. “Christ, Elise, you should write a book on marriage. ‘Chapter One: When looking for a perfect partner, make sure he or she can match up socks.’ What about the other things that make a marriage, like slam-you-up-against-the-wall sex? Or making out in the back of a car, the windows all steamed up from the heavy breathing. God, I miss those days.”

      Kerri swatted at Sara. “What the hell is wrong with you?”

      “My husband has ED and has done nothing to fix it. I’m aware that you are a devout Catholic girl, Kerri. But the rest of us believe sex is the fun part of being saddled with a husband. I was thirty the last time I had a wake-the-neighbors-up-screaming orgasm. I’ll be thirty-nine in a couple months. At this point, I would settle for sex lasting longer than two minutes. Those commercials for the little blue pill? A lie.”

      “Oh, honey, I’m sorry.” I tried to hide my smile. Sara was Cal’s second wife. He came with a massive alimony payment, three children—one of whom was still a teenager—and a bitter ex-wife. At first, Cal had done everything to sweep Sara off her feet. Now he couldn’t even sweep the floor.

      “We all have our crosses to bear. Mine is a husband that can’t get it up, an ex-wife, and three kids that hate me. What’s yours, Kerri? Craig got a little side action going on? Has he gambled away the kid’s college fund?”

      “Oh no, I am not jumping on this bandwagon. My marriage is fine, and so is yours.” Kerri pointed to Sara.

      “And mine?” I turned to my best friend.

      “Yours?” Kerri paused, chewing on her bottom lip. “Marriage isn’t always perfect. It ebbs and flows. There are good times and bad times. You and Bryce have hit a rough spot.”

      Sara snorted. “This is more than a rough spot, Kar. I say leave the fucker. Because after forty comes fifty, and after fifty comes sixty, and then life is pretty much over.”

      “Wow, that’s very insightful of you, Sara.” Kerri shook her head. “Our lives are not over.”

      “If you say so.” Sara pushed herself up. “I hate to do this, but Cal said he wanted to leave before he got sucked into one of Bryce’s guys’ trips. I can call him an Uber if you want me to stay.”

      I took Sara’s hand. “No. Go. I’ll be fine. Thanks for coming.” Sara slipped from the bathroom.

      The last time Kerri and I had been in a bathroom reeking of puke and vodka, we were eighteen. “Do you remember the last time we sat on the floor of a public bathroom? It was that night we got wasted with those two pipeline guys.”

      Kerri rolled her eyes. “Yes, and we are lucky they didn’t murder us and dump our bodies in a ditch. We were so stupid.”

      “Yeah, but that was fun.” I picked at the water bottle label. The summer before we left for college, Kerri and I met two hot twenty-two-year-olds at the drive-in where we worked. After work, I talked Kerri into going with the two guys. The four of us snuck into a dive bar and drank cheap whiskey and beer. When we got kicked out, we found more trouble to get into.

      “Fun? No, that was reckless.”

      “I miss the days of being young and reckless. Not giving a shit about what other people thought. Just living in the moment.”

      “Okay, now I know you’re drunk. Because while you were ‘living in the moment’ with some guy named Race, I was throwing up in the Holiday bathroom that smelled like piss.”

      “It was Jace,” I corrected. “And he was good at⁠—”

      “Nope.” Kerri held up her hand. “I don’t want to hear it. And why are you bringing that up now? That was, like, twenty years ago.”

      “Because I just… Forget it.” I kept the real reason to myself. Even back in high school, Kerri didn’t understand that I had wanted something more. More than what the stupid high school boys who didn’t understand their own anatomy, let alone mine, could give me. More than the Midwest dream of marriage and family. Jace didn’t have those dreams. He was dangerous, arrogant, and twenty-two, and after one taste, I craved the excitement and life he represented.

      “Elise? You’re not still thinking about Jace, are you? He’s probably bald, fat, and has ten kids by five different women.”

      “Or he’s stuck in an unhappy marriage, and his wife just told him she wanted to move to Thailand.”

      “No. That’s you. And you forget what an asshat Jace was.” There was a soft knock on the door. Kerri’s husband, Craig, called from the other side. “Let’s take you home. You can deal with all of this shit tomorrow when you’re sober.”

      I took another drink of water, not ready to leave the memories surrounding me in the small stall. The last day I saw Jace, he said something I should have listened to. I asked if I’d ever see him again. He smiled and said probably not. “Life’s too short to live the same one twice, babe.” At the time, I’d thought it was another one of Jace’s shitty boyfriend quotes. But now, now it made sense.

      I had been living the same life for too long.
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      The view from my tenth-floor office hadn’t changed. It was still the parking lot with strategically placed trees and flowers. Most of the cars were crowded under those trees, their owners hoping for a respite from the hot August sun. The view hadn’t changed, but today something felt different. Not something: me.

      It was time. Time to end my failing marriage. For years I had believed that if we were able to overcome X, we’d be better. If we managed to get through my father-in-law’s funeral, things would be better. If we could get Jesse to college, things would be better. But every time I reached that next thing, nothing improved. In fact, things got worse. And now, I found myself running out of the next thing to strive for.

      Cameron knocked on the door frame. “Got a minute?”

      “Yeah. How did your date go?”

      Cameron walked in and flopped down on the chair. “Fine.”

      “Really? He didn’t surprise you with a trip to Thailand?”

       “No. That would be weird.” He frowned. “Oh no. The party. The food, the small Buddhas, and flower garlands with the elephants. He’s taking you back to Thailand?”

      “Worse. But anyway. What happened with your date?” I didn’t have the energy to stir the shit pile with Cameron. Nor did I want the entire office thinking I had plans to move to Thailand. Especially my boss, Sam.

      “Nothing. We had a great dinner overlooking the lake. There were candles, wine, and some overpriced chocolate desserts. Then nothing.”

      I wasn’t following Cameron’s drama. “Did you want a marriage proposal?”

      “No. But a kiss would have been nice. A hook-up would’ve been better, but I’d settle for a kiss. He hugged me. He walked me to my door and hugged me.”

      I bit back a smile. “You said he was a gentleman.”

      Cameron rolled his eyes. “I’ve been seeing him for three weeks. I did a charity walk for him. I volunteered at that dog place.” Cameron knocked some unseen object from the air.

      “You sound a little shallow.”

      Cameron frowned, pouting. “Matt said the same thing. It’s just… Well, he’s not like any guy I’ve dated before. He wants to do small town stuff. Like, go apple picking and do one of those dirty corn mazes. You know, the ones in horror shows where the gay man always gets killed. And that’s not even the worst of it. He can’t wait to stop at some trinket shop in Delano. I don’t do those things, Elise. I sip mimosas at brunch. I listen to indie bands at hipster bars. And the only charity work I want to do is a pub crawl. I’m twenty-six. Not forty-six. I’m too young for pumpkin farms and apple picking. Those are things old people with kids do. I want to do stupid twenty-six-year-old things. Not debate which apple is the most appley.” Cameron sat back. “Is that too much to ask?”

      Before last night, I might have given him Kerri’s speech on the ebbs and flows of a relationship. Not anymore. “No, it’s not.”

      Cameron was taken aback. “Who are you? I thought you’d be the voice of reason. You’d tell me to put on my big girl panties and learn to deal with disappointment. I mean, on paper, Matt is perfect. His parents accept him for who he is. He has a great job. He knows he’s gay and not just testing the water. He wants to get married and have kids. It’s just…”

      “You don’t want those things?” I hadn’t either. When I found out I was pregnant, I considered all my options. My mother, the ever-supportive person in my life, said I made my bed, and now I needed to sleep in it. Bryce said abortion was against his religion. Whatever religion that happened to be. So I did what everyone thought was best. I got married and had Jesse. I regretted marrying Bryce, but not having Jesse. I wondered if Jesse and I would’ve been better off without Bryce.

      “I want the gay thing. I’m just not sure I want one point two kids, a white picket fence, and an incontinent pug. Matt’s dog is twelve and has to wear a diaper. Anyway, I didn’t come here to talk about my shit show of a life. I heard some interesting gossip.”

      I wished I could be more like Cameron, switching my emotions off and on. Ignoring the smell of my shit show life. “If this is you just stirring up drama, I have enough of my own.”

      “Um, no.” Cameron frowned. “This is about Mr. Jordan and his new job, but if you⁠—”

      “Spill it, Cameron.” Sam didn’t say two words to me this morning. His normally open door was closed.

      “Okay.” Cameron slid his chair closer to my desk. “I asked my source in HR to do a little digging on why my favorite person in the office didn’t get the job. That’s you, by the way.”

      I didn’t believe Cameron’s interest had anything to do with me. He didn’t like to be out of the office gossip loop. “And?”

      “And…” Cameron took a deep breath. “Sam recommended Jordan. When your name was brought up, Sam shot it down.”

      “Are you sure?” Sam had always supported me. I had started at Paradise Blue years ago as Sam’s assistant. And through the years, Sam had encouraged me to keep moving up in the company. He said I had more potential than just answering phones. If he didn’t want me to take the job, why hadn’t he told me when I applied?

      “Yeah. I also heard that Jordan was bragging he was the only one Rich and Sam wanted for this position. It’s pretty clear Sam didn’t want you in Tampa. But you didn’t hear that from me.”

      “Elise.” Sam walked into the room. “Cameron, did you get those reports I asked for?”

      “I… I was just… I mean…”

      I heard the panic in Cameron’s voice. “It’s fine, Cameron. We will finish this discussion later.”

      “Right.” Cameron ducked out of the room.

      “He’s my assistant. Why is he running your reports?” Normally, Sam asking Cameron to do something didn’t bother me. But the fact he had shit on me and then taken my assistant was enough.

      “Because.” Sam closed the door. “There’s a rumor. A big one. One that will affect not only your career, but everyone in the company.”

      There was always some rumor. “Now who’s the drama queen?” I asked, opening a file and waiting for Sam’s bullshit reason on why they hired Jordan.

      “It’s Quinn.” Sam sat down in the chair Cameron had just vacated. Well, that would explain why Sam’s blue button-up shirt was already damp with sweat and he was missing his tie.

      “Not this again.” I groaned and closed the file. For years, Merrill Quinn had been bragging that he was going to open the largest resort somewhere between here and God only knew where. And for years, Sam had been chasing that account. “Let me guess. He’s finally opening that resort.”

      “Yes. And he’s hosting a dinner in a couple weeks. Rich wants you there.”

      “Me? Why not your new favorite employee, Jordan?” I had very little interaction with the owner of Paradise Blue, Rich. So why he wanted me on the Quinn account didn’t make a lot of sense.

      “Christ’s balls. Was that gossip whore in here spreading lies?”

      “No, the new Tampa whore was bragging to everyone that you and Rich handpicked him. Send Jordan over to rub Merrill’s feet.” I’d had exactly six interactions with Merrill Quinn. They involved him telling me I was too pretty to be stuck behind a desk and Paradise Blue was wasting my talents. The talent being pretty, one I didn’t want to hone. I turned my attention back to the file and the missing towels.

      “Oh, come on, Elise. You really wanted to be the queen of Tampa cockroach hotels? The Tampa account is a mess. Jordan will be lucky if Rich doesn’t cut off his balls and hang them on the holiday Christmas tree. Or whatever we call it now.”

      Nothing that came out of Sam’s mouth surprised me anymore. When Rich hired me, I was Sam’s fifth assistant in two years. Sam went through assistants like he went through wives. He could be crass and had no filter. And if I hadn’t had a child who needed to eat, I would have told him a long time ago to shove his job up his ass. “At least the weather would be nicer in Tampa. Why didn’t you recommend me for the position?”

      Sam ran his hand over his balding head. “Have you been to Tampa lately? It’s full of old people and drunk college kids. And I didn’t recommend you because I need you here. Quinn’s land purchase has been approved, and this dinner is for future investors. If we can get in on the ground level, you and Paradise Blue will be set.”

      Quinn had been dangling this resort in front of Paradise Blue and three other smaller management companies for the past three years. Nothing had come to fruition, and I didn’t believe anything would. “I’m not looking to invest into Quinn’s fantasy.”

      Sam frowned and crossed his arms over his belly. “Even if that means you would be the account manager?”

      This was new. I had assumed it would be Sam’s account. The Quinn account would be one of Paradise Blue’s biggest and a huge career move for me. “I thought that account would be yours.”

      “I’m sixty-five, Elise. I’m too old to play cocksucker to that geriatric jerkoff. Both Rich and I believe you would be the best candidate for handling Quinn. That’s why Jordan got the job in Tampa.”

      “And you assume I want to play cocksucker?” Merrill Quinn was part of the aging dynasty of rich white men trying to hold on to their power. At seventy-five, Quinn should be enjoying happy hour at Denny’s and bingo down at the VFW.

      “No one wants to play cocksucker to that ball sack. But if you want the job, you’ll at least agree to foreplay.”

      “We’re still talking about a job, right?” I narrowed my gaze at Sam.

      “Yes.”

      Sam was still talking when my cell phone buzzed; it was Bryce. He had hired a moving company and wanted me to meet with them. “Fucking asshole,” I cursed under my breath, tossing my cell phone down.

      “It’s a black-tie dinner. Maybe you can bring Sunshine out there.” Sam leaned back in the chair, raising his voice, knowing Cameron would be listening. “You will definitely have to put out all the stops. Jack Springdale has also been invited to the dinner. You know what that means.”

      “No, I don’t.” My phone buzzed again. Bryce now complained that he had too much on his plate to meet with the movers he hired. He really believed that I would pack up and move so he could live out some stupid dream. I quickly texted back NO.

      “Elise, are you listening to me?”

      “Yeah. Black tie, ask Cameron.”

      “Listen, I didn’t want to bring this up. But this might be your last chance to get out of here. You’re not getting any younger and…” Sam held up his hand when I started to protest. “It’s just facts. There are plenty of younger, more educated people hungry for this job. There’s a lot riding on this account, and it’s going to need 110% of your time. Can you give it?”

      I set my phone down and tried to decipher if Sam was being serious or just being dramatic. I had been dealing with accounts for years. That was my job as an account manager. “Yes, I can handle an account.”

      “This is going to be different, Elise. You have to go after this account. It won’t just be dropped in your lap. Things are changing for Paradise Blue, and you’re either part of the change or you’re not.”

      I waved off Sam’s flippant comment. “I’m sure they are.” Sam, like most men, struggled with change. Even something as simple as changing our email provider had sent Sam into a mid-life crisis. This change he spoke of could be as simple as changing printer paper. Bryce was still texting me and demanding I meet with the movers.

      “Have Cameron get you everything he can on Quinn’s newest endeavor. And Elise, I mean it. I need your head in the game.” Sam stood and opened the door.

      Step one of getting my head in the game: ending my marriage.
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      I parked behind Bryce’s Saab. We couldn’t park in our two-stall garage because Bryce had filled it up with all his stupid hobbies. Jesse’s beat-up truck was parked on the street, which meant the neighbor would be over to complain about the oil spots. I sat in the car for a moment, unsure what to say to Bryce.

      How did one end a marriage? Was it like a Band-Aid that I just ripped off? I pulled down the visor and looked in the mirror. “Bryce, I’m leaving you. No. Bryce, I’m divorcing you. You’re an asshole.” This was the part I didn’t want to deal with. The messy part. Maybe if I just didn’t get on the plane to Thailand, he’d get the hint.

      I had left a message with Peter Stone, the best divorce attorney in the Twin Cities. He was also the most expensive, so he could tell Bryce. That still didn’t fix the fact I still needed to face Bryce today.

      The house was surprisingly quiet. The heels I wore last night lay by the door. Jesse’s steel-toed work boots lay in a heap next to Bryce’s new hipster tennis shoes. In the kitchen, every cupboard door hung open. Bryce pulled dishes out from the ones that had yellow sticky notes stuck to the shelves.

      “What are you doing?” I asked, opening the fridge and pulling out a bottle of water. I hadn’t eaten much today, and my head and stomach were still angry about last night’s alcohol consumption.

      “The appointment you missed was with the moving company. I can only afford a small shipping container, so some tough decisions will need to be made. And since we’re heading into the weekend, now would be a good time to downsize.” Bryce turned to the cupboard and pulled a white porcelain rabbit out. “What is this?”

      “A rabbit. Where is Jess?” I hadn’t seen or spoken to him since Bryce shared his new life goals.

      “Showering. He said something about switching shifts so he could have Sunday off.” Bryce dug out another rabbit dish; this one was crystal. “Another one?”

      Bryce pulled out one stupid themed serving dish after another as if all of this was normal. The last one was a turkey gravy boat that was filled with old ticket stubs Bryce was going to do something with ten years ago. “Bryce.”

      “What?”

      “Don’t you think we should talk about the party?” That was where we would start.

      “Sure.” Bryce set down a deer-shaped platter. “Your behavior last night was deplorable. Do you have any idea on how long I’ve been waiting to tell you about Thailand? And then you ruin the surprise by staggering off to puke in the bathroom. I told Paige not to invite Sara. She always causes problems. And why do we have five rabbit-shaped serving dishes?”

      It was always my fault. When the furnace stopped working, I should’ve known that could happen. When Jesse started acting out last year, my fault for not doing more to stop it. And for nineteen years, I let Bryce blame me. “I ruined the surprise? You don’t surprise someone with a move to Thailand. You’re lucky I didn’t strangle you. And your mother gave us those stupid dishes.”

      “Of course you would blame my mother for this thing. You always have someone to blame for something.”

      “Someone? There is no someone this time; it’s all on you. You took a job in a different country without talking to me about it. You decided to uproot your family and move them halfway across the world. This is all on you.”

      Bryce threw his hands up. “I knew it. Mike was right. He warned me you were going to be pissed. He said you’d overreact and make me turn the job down.”

      “Well, for once, your stupid brother was right. Did you think this through at all? Besides the fact I hate Thailand, we have a house filled with shit, two cars, your stupid golf cart, and the kayak you never use. And here’s the big one: our son, you know, the six-foot-two boy who sometimes sleeps here and eats everything in the fridge. What about him?”

      Bryce crossed his arms over his chest. “We will need the golf cart in Thailand. And I used that kayak two years ago. Plus, I’ve already taken care of everything. I found a real estate agent. My brother Mike said he would take care of the vehicles. And Jesse is nineteen and will be leaving for college soon. He’s not going to want his mommy to drive him to the college keg party. Stop treating him like a child.”

      I pinched the bridge of my nose. This was all the shit no one saw, the half-baked ideas Bryce came up with. “I can’t do this anymore. I’m done with your stupid ideas. I’m done with your stupid parties. I’m done. Move to fucking Thailand. I don’t care.” I left him with his serving dishes. In the hall, I was greeted with a pile of winter clothing. Someone had emptied the large closet onto the floor.

      “Jesse,” I yelled, picking up a coat he had outgrown years ago.

      “What?” The teenager poked his wet head out of the bathroom.

      “What the hell is this mess?”

      “I don’t know, ask Dad. I gotta get ready for work.” He slammed the bathroom door.

      “Bryce?”

      “What?”

      I pointed to the pile of snow pants, winter hats, and mittens. “Is this part of your downsizing plan?”

      “No, I’m going on a ski trip with my brother, Brad, and Todd in November. Have you seen my ski pants?”

      I wasn’t sure if I should cry or scream. “A ski trip? Seriously?”

      “Yeah, we planned it last night after Kerri took you home. And you should go through these. We won’t need them in Thailand.”

      “You can give all your shit away. Leave mine alone because I’m staying.” There, I kind of said it. I fired the first warning shot.

      “Mom,” Jesse called. “Can you throw me a work shirt? They’re in the dryer.”

      I opened the closet that housed the washer and dryer. “Jess, there is nothing in the dryer.”

      “What?” The shirtless teen came out of the bathroom, his shaggy, sandy blond hair dripping wet. “I told you to put them in there.”

      I opened the washer and was greeted with the musty smell of wet clothing. “No, you didn’t.” I dumped more soap in and started the washer. None of this should shock me. The musty clothing, the mess in the hallway, Bryce dropping everything to ski. None of it should, but it pulled at the last straw.

      “Mom.” Jesse threw up his hands. “I told you I might switch shifts. Now what am I supposed to do?”

      “Elise, why do you still have a box of old photos and stuff from high school? And who is Jace?” Bryce dug through a shoebox, holding up a napkin.

      I let the washer door slam shut. “No, Jesse, I told you to wash your work clothes. And there are two parts to washing your clothes. The washing and the drying. Bryce, give that to me.” I reached for the box.

      “Does he have tattoos? You hate tattoos.” Bryce held up a photo.

      “I hate tattoos on you. Now give me that.” I took the faded Delano Drive Inn napkin and the forgotten photo.

      “Was he your boyfriend?” Bryce asked.

      “Mom,” Jesse whined. “What am I supposed to do now?”

      “Bryce, not now. Jess, you are going to just have to wear a black T-shirt. Your boss will understand. And next time, wash and dry your clothing. I won’t be there to do it in college.”

      “I don’t have any clean black T-shirts. I told you that. God, Mom, why didn’t you just do what I asked you to do?”

      “Did you sleep with him?” Bryce asked.

      The straw broke. “Jesse, go to work naked for all I care. And yes, Bryce, I spent the summer fucking him. He’s the one who taught me how to give a blow job. Now give it here.” I ripped the photo and box out of Bryce’s hands and slammed the bedroom door.

      Jess and Bryce fought in the hallway over who was to blame for my meltdown. I locked the master bathroom door, sinking to the floor, wishing they would both just go away.

      The front door slammed, shaking the house. I assumed Jesse either found a shirt or went to work half-naked. I looked at the grainy Polaroid Kerri had taken. Jace and I were sitting in his hotel room. He had one arm around me, a Marlboro hanging out of his mouth, and a bottle of Jack in the other hand.

      There were other long-forgotten mementos in the box. A dried corsage from prom. A picture of Sara and me at homecoming. Ticket stubs from the rodeo and some one-hit wonder. At the bottom was a page from a notebook. The blue lines were faded and the paper soft from too many refolds.

      There was a soft knock on the bathroom door. “Mom.”

      “Jesse, please.”

      “I found a T-shirt. I’m going to Brandon’s after work. We’re working on the demo car, so I won’t be home this weekend.”

      I took a deep breath before opening the door. This wasn’t his fault. “We need to talk.”

      “Not about Jace. Gross.” Jesse stepped back.

      A headband held back his long hair, and the T-shirt he wore fit too tightly around his arms and chest. “I’m sorry you had to hear that. Your father and I are just… Is that your father’s T-shirt?”

      Jesse looked down. “Yeah. You really moving to Thailand?”

      “No.”

      “But Dad said…”

      “Dad is confused. I’m not going anywhere.” Jesse checked his phone, his fingers flying over the screen. In the past year, he had changed so much. He wasn’t a little boy anymore. Saturday morning fruity loops and cartoons were no more. It felt like it went too fast. Like I didn’t have time to enjoy his childhood. Maybe I underestimated how much Jesse leaving affected me.

      “Can I have fifty bucks?” Jesse put his phone in his back pocket.

      Nope, the little boy of my memories was replaced by a moody almost adult who needed to go experience life and on his own dime. “What for?”

      “We need a part for the demo car. I don’t get paid ‘til the fifteenth.”

      “There might be forty in my purse. But…” Jesse stood in the kitchen, rummaging through my purse before I could finish my conditions. He slipped on his dusty work boots. “Jesse, before you go, did you get your dorm assignment?”

      “Ah, yeah, I gotta go. Bye.” Jesse left in a cloud of concrete dust and cologne.

      In the hallway, the washing machine shook and squeaked. It was tired like me. Tired of only mattering when something needed to be cleaned. At least it had the dryer to keep it company.

      “Great, now I have the same life as you,” I said to the shaking machine, closing the doors. I ignored the mess of winter clothes. This was Minnesota; it might snow next week. I set the box on the kitchen counter and opened the letter. Written across the top in my immature high school handwriting was To-Do List Summer Before College. Sara, Kerri, and I had made a pact to do everything on the list before leaving for college.

      Sara wanted to lose her virginity to Tony, ride a horse naked, and skinny-dip in Lake Minnetonka. Kerri had been more practical. She wanted to leave Minnesota, see the ocean, and quit her job at the drive-in.

      My list reflected what a silly girl I had been. I had wanted to road trip across South Dakota with a dog named Highway, fall in love with a boy who made my heart skip a beat, and navigate the fire swamps with Westley. Back then, I had a naïve notion of what happiness and love looked like. I believed in fairy tales and that some knight would prove his love for me by sacrificing life and limb or by slaying giant rats. Then we’d live happily ever after.

      But my happily ever after died a year later. And it turned out fairy tales were lies sold to young girls, not life goals for a grown woman. I learned quickly that love and happiness didn’t mix and there were no knights or happy endings. All I could hope for now was to be okay and a clean kitchen.

      The rest of the crap in the box was a reminder of the carefree life I’d had before marrying Bryce and having Jesse. Back when I lived a life for me. I shoved everything back in the box of stupidity just as my cell phone rang. It was Kerri.

      “Hey. Thanks for the ride home last night.”

      “No problem. Are you dressed?”

      “That’s an odd question. Why?” I closed the box.

      “I’m in your driveway. I had to drop the boys off at practice. Paige dropped off a box of photos from the party.”

      The last thing I wanted to deal with right now was people. “The house is a mess.”

      “That’s fine. I only have a few minutes. I have to drop Marissa off at friend’s.”

      I could hear a teenager in the background. “Come on in.”

      I wondered if it was too late to find a dog named Highway.
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