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Every woman deserves a break. Not from her husband. Not from her children. From the version of herself that has been holding everything together for fifteen years.

Elise is forty-seven. Married. Loyal. Responsible. She loves her husband. He is a good man. He provides. He shows up. He has never betrayed her.

And yet.

There is a kind of exhaustion that doesn’t come from lack of sleep. It comes from being loved but not explored. From being married to a good man who checks every box — except the ones that reach the deepest corners of you.

That’s the part nobody says out loud.

You aren’t physically trapped. You could leave. But you don’t leave stability. You don’t leave someone who loves you. So you stay. And slowly, quietly, your love language begins to starve. 

This story isn’t about scandal.

It’s about a woman who sails to Jamaica thinking she’s taking a vacation — only to realize she’s stepping into a sea of her own becoming.

Because sometimes the treasure isn’t gone.

It’s just been locked away.

And sometimes it takes heat, attention, and someone who stays after the fire to open a treasure box that hasn’t been touched in years. Elise didn’t go looking for a man. She went looking for herself.

And she found gold.
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I didn’t always feel like this—like I was slightly behind my own life, watching it move with the efficiency of a machine I helped build but no longer knew how to operate from the inside. Most mornings, the awareness arrives before I’m fully awake. There’s a small stretch of softness when my eyes are still closed, and the house is quiet, and in that space I can almost forget who I am supposed to be. Then the remembering begins. Not dread exactly. More like bracing. My body is preparing itself to be useful.

The alarm hums against the nightstand. I reach for it quickly, silencing it before it can disturb the rest of the room. Andy is still asleep beside me, one arm flung over his pillow, mouth parted slightly, breathing slow and even. His face in sleep looks younger. Softer. There’s a crease near his temple that wasn’t there when we first met, and for a moment I study it the way you study something that has traveled with you for years.

I love him. That has always been true.

There was a time when he used to pull me back into bed just to make me laugh. When we lived in that tiny apartment with the broken heater and the windows that rattled in winter, he would wrap both arms around me and say, “Five more minutes,” like it was a sacred ritual. We used to make love in the middle of the afternoon on Sundays, sunlight falling across the carpet, the world small and irrelevant beyond our front door. He used to look at me like I was something unfolding.

That history still exists. It isn’t erased. I slide out of bed carefully so the mattress won’t shift. My feet find the floor without thought. I don’t turn on the overhead light. I know where everything is. I know which board in the hallway creaks and how to step over it. My body has memorized this choreography.

In the kitchen, the coffee maker’s blue light glows faintly when I press the button. The machine sputters awake, and the first thin thread of steam curls upward. I stand there longer than I need to, staring at the counter—crumbs from last night, a bowl beside the sink, a smear of jelly near the toaster. Nothing dramatic. Just the residue of living.

My mind is already moving ahead: lunches to pack, emails to answer, laundry that needs folding, the permission slip I forgot to sign, the birthday gift I still haven’t ordered. The list forms without effort. It always does. It tightens around me gently, the way a fitted sheet snaps into place.

The bread is dry at the corners when I take it out of the bag. I press it into the toaster anyway. My oldest appears first, hair tangled from sleep, eyes half-open. She lingers in the doorway, still deciding whether to step fully into the morning. “Morning,” I say softly. She nods and slides into her chair. I set a cup in front of her. She wraps both hands around it, leaning forward as if the warmth is something she can absorb directly into her chest.

A minute later, the little one pads in, barefoot, already asking questions. Where’s my shirt? Can I have pancakes? Why can’t I watch TV? Her words tumble over one another. I answer automatically, moving between refrigerator and sink, cabinet and counter. I wipe, pour, slice, rinse. I keep track of who has brushed their teeth and who hasn’t. I braid hair while thinking about a meeting later in the afternoon. I scrape a darker piece of toast until the burnt edges flake away and scatter across the counter like soot.

I eat standing up. Two bites. I don’t taste them.

“Mom.” The word pulls me instantly. My body responds before thought does.

A zipper sticks. A sock is missing. A notebook has vanished. I kneel on the floor to tie my shoes, my knees protesting against the tile. For a second, as I lean forward, my back tight and my hands working laces, something in me gives way—not loudly, not dramatically. Just a sudden hollowing. A small, disorienting sense that if I stayed in this position too long, I might not stand back up as the same woman.

The feeling passes. There isn’t time for it.

By the time the kids are ready, the kitchen looks as though a wind has moved through it. I stack dishes in the dishwasher without precision, wipe the counter again, and grab my bag. Andy walks in then, hair slightly mussed, moving with that unhurried confidence of someone who trusts the morning will arrange itself.

He leans down and kisses my cheek. “You good?”

His voice is gentle. Not dismissive. Just casual.

For a split second, I imagine telling him the truth. That I feel scraped thin. That I sometimes stand in our bathroom and stare at my reflection, trying to locate the part of me that used to feel electric. That I am tired in a way sleep does not fix.

Instead, I nod. “I’m good.”

He studies my face for a moment, like he might say something else. Then he squeezes my shoulder and reaches for his coffee. There’s affection in the gesture. Familiarity. A shared history. I don’t doubt that he loves me.

I drive the kids to school. I remind them about backpacks and jackets. I watch them disappear through the doors. I sit in the car a few seconds longer than necessary, hands resting on the steering wheel. The world outside the windshield moves steadily—other parents, buses, crossing guards. Inside the car, it is very quiet.

I wait for something to surface. A thought. A feeling. A protest.

Nothing rises.

Work fills the day with manageable tasks. Conversations. Decisions. I move through them with practiced competence. My coworkers tease me sometimes, call me “superwoman” when I juggle three things at once. I smile because it is easier than explaining that the cape feels heavy lately.

By the time I return home, the house is already asking things of me. Shoes were scattered near the door. Backpacks slumped against the wall. The kitchen reclaims me. I chop onions while listening to one child describe her day, and the other asks for help with math homework. The air smells of garlic and detergent. My hands move. My mouth answers. My thoughts drift ahead to tomorrow.

When I finally lie down with the girls at bedtime, one of them curls her hand around the hem of my shirt as if anchoring me there. I brush hair from her forehead and watch her breathing settle into rhythm. For a moment, I allow myself to feel the weight of her trust. It presses against my chest in an almost unbearable way. Love is heavy when you are the one holding it up.

Later, in the bathroom, steam clouds the mirror until my reflection blurs. I wipe a small circle clear with my palm. The woman who looks back at me is familiar and not. Fine lines at the corners of her eyes. Shoulders slightly rounded. I press my fingertips to my collarbone as if checking for a pulse.

Andy is in bed when I return, scrolling through his phone. He looks up and smiles. There is still warmth in his eyes when they meet mine. He sets the phone aside.

He comes up behind me while I’m adjusting my hair, his hands settling at my waist. His mouth brushes the side of my neck. His touch is not careless. It is known. He knows where to place his hands. He knows how I used to respond.

I wait for that response.

I close my eyes and try to follow the path his fingers trace across my skin. I try to meet him halfway. But my body remains distant, as though there is a pane of glass between sensation and reaction. He turns me gently toward him. His kiss is familiar. Predictable. Efficient.

He is not cruel. He does not rush. But he moves with a quiet assumption—that I will open the way I always have.

Somewhere in the back of my mind, I am cataloging the unfinished laundry, the message from the teacher I still haven’t answered, and the early meeting tomorrow. I resent the intrusion of those thoughts. I resent myself for not being able to silence them.

He guides me to the bed. I let him. I tell myself to relax into it. To remember. To try.

For a brief second, when his hand presses more firmly at my hip, something flickers. A spark small enough to miss. I hold my breath, hoping it will grow. It fades before it has shape. He finishes with a soft exhale, his body slackening beside mine. He kisses my shoulder, murmurs something about being tired, and rolls onto his back. Within minutes, his breathing evens out.

I remain awake. The ceiling fan turns in slow circles above us. Its steady rotation fills the silence. I lie there and feel the weight of my own body against the mattress. My skin feels cool. Unlit. There is no anger in me. No dramatic grief. Just a quiet sense of something withheld.

I used to believe that maybe this was age. That desire simply receded after enough years. That this thinning was natural. I blamed hormones. Stress. The demands of motherhood. But lying there in the dark, I know the difference between something that has died and something that has been left unattended.

Fire does not vanish on its own. It starves. A vibration against the nightstand breaks the quiet. My phone screen glows faintly in the dark. I reach for it, careful not to wake Andy. A group message.

Stace: “Jamaica.”

Jenny: "A few days. Just us.”

Stace: “Sun. Music. No schedules.”

Jenny: “Come with us, Elise.”

Their words scroll upward, one after another, bright against the dim room. I stare at the screen longer than necessary. My chest tightens—not from anxiety exactly, but from recognition. The idea of warmth. Of air that smells like salt instead of detergent. Of being somewhere my name is not followed by a request.

My first instinct is to decline. I can feel the shape of the refusal forming. Too much to do. Bad timing. The kids. Andy. Responsibilities.

I type, “I can’t.”

I erase it.

I type, “I don’t know.”

Erase that too. My thumb hovers above the keyboard. Beneath the layers of practicality, something else moves. A subtle heat, almost forgotten. It is not reckless. It is not wild. It is simply alive.
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