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Mayci

“I’m leaving,” he said, “right now, actually. Well, in about twenty minutes.”

Six years ago Dallas left me without a word.  


We were going to graduate together, and after we threw our caps, I was going to reveal the biggest miracle of our lives - I was pregnant.  



But he packed up and ran from me, taking my heart with him.  

I didn’t tell him about Raya, my precious baby, his baby.

And I decided that I never would.  

But now he’s back in town, and he’s trying to get me back. 

He and my daughter look so much alike.  

Those big, beautiful blue eyes and killer smiles.

There’s no way he can’t tell she is his.

And after six years, I don’t know that I can tell him.

Dallas

When I left her, I was still in love with her. 

She was the person I loved most in the world, and I had hurt her. 

But hopefully not beyond repair. 


It was a rough six years, but now that I’m back, I will stop at nothing to get her  back in my life. 



I don’t care that she has a kid, either. I will love Raya like she’s my own.

I’m going to give them both the life they deserve.

It’s not because I’ve waited for six years and can’t let go. 

It’s not because college was the best four years of my life.

And it’s certainly not because of Raya’s big blue eyes, and how when I look into them I see myself.

It’s because Mayci is the only woman I’ve ever loved.

But after six years, will love be enough?
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Prologue
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“I can’t believe we actually did it,” I said, taking a deep breath as the door to our apartment closed behind us. Dallas didn’t give me time to think before he turned, grabbing my hands and pinning me up against the door. 

“Yeah, I can’t believe it either,” he said, his breath minty and soft against my cheeks. I smiled and closed my eyes as he pressed his body against mine. A giggle escaped my lips when he started kissing my neck, brushing my carefully curled hair out of the way.

I was wearing a yellow summer dress with flowers. I wanted to look my best for my last final, and I knew that Dallas liked it when I wore dresses. I laughed against his lips as he kissed me, happiness glowing in my chest. There wouldn’t be a moment more perfect than this.

The secret I had been keeping for two weeks bubbled to the surface of my thoughts, causing a burst of anxiety. The image of the positive pregnancy test was clear in my mind. I’d been sick in the months leading up to finals and I’d decided it was my birth control. I’d stop taking it, I’d told myself, only until finals were over and I had my diploma in my hand. 

But a couple of months is all it took, and I knew that I would have to tell Dallas. Of course, I was going to tell him, but I had been waiting until after our finals. I told myself that I didn’t want to stress him out, but I think the truth is that I was afraid to tell him, even though I was almost certain he would be happy about it.

But I wasn’t going to tell him now. Right now, he had his hands on me and I didn’t want him to take them off, so I pushed the thoughts from my head and focused on what he was doing. 

“Are you sure you’re up to this?” I asked, jokingly, “I know that final took a lot out of you.”

“Of course I’m up to this,” he said against my lips. “I saved all my energy for this- this is really my last final.”

“Oh, really?” I asked as he slipped his hands over my shoulders, pushing my straps down and revealing more of my cleavage. He took a step back and looked me over. I had always been a curvier girl, and this dress accentuated my features, showing off my cleavage tastefully and outlining my curves. I knew the moment I put it on in the store that he wouldn’t be able to resist me if I wore it. “Does that make me the instructor?”

“Well, what do you think?”

“I think you’d better stop talking and take my clothes off,” I breathed, as he found the zipper on the back of my dress and tugged it down, loosening the top so my breasts flooded out. It had been a bit tight, so I took advantage of the moment and sucked in a sharp breath. Dallas did so as well, but it came out more like a groan.

I buried my hands in his hair as he buried his face in my cleavage, kissing and biting the tops of my breasts. I didn’t want to be standing in our living room anymore, and I didn’t think it was fair that I was well on my way to being naked and he still had his clothes on. 

I started tugging at his jeans and he did the rest of the work for me, letting them drop to the floor and coming right back to me, his hands running up and down my arms, tangling in my hair and gripping my hips tightly. Somehow, even after three years of dating and a year and a half of living together, he still wanted to be with me. I was astounded. 

I didn’t understand how, after a year and a half of rubbing my feet and listening to me complain about classes and my part-time job at the coffee shop, he could still want to touch me and take care of me. But I knew how lucky I was, and I wasn’t complaining. 

We stumbled together, past the sofa we had picked out - our first ever furniture purchase together - and the side table I insisted on dragging in off the curb when our neighbor was getting rid of it. I said I could see the beauty in the thing even though Dallas was convinced it would bring termites into our home.

He kissed me, his tongue dipping into my mouth, as I reached for the doorknob and opened the door to our bedroom at the end of the hall. His hands slipped around my back, tugging my dress down, so I was in nothing but my lacy black panties. It was possible I knew exactly what we were going to do when we got home. 

“How long do I have for this exam?” He asked, before he lowered his head and took one of my nipples into his mouth. 

Pleasure shot through me and my knees weakened. He walked me back so the backs of my knees were against the bed, then he surfaced, kissing my face and my cheeks and nibbling on my ear. His thumbs hooked around my panties and I moved my hips so he could slide them down. I was already pulsing wet, and he slipped a hand between my legs, groaning and biting my neck at the feel of me.

He played with my clit, making my knees go even weaker, so I had to hold on to him to keep from crumbling to the floor. He continued kissing my breasts, sucking and biting and drawing little gasps from me. 

“Well?” He asked, between kisses as he worked his way back up my chest and to my neck. I swallowed, hard, as his fingers continued to work on my clit, and heat was compounding, building, my muscles tightening with the anticipation of the release. 

“What?” I asked, unable to focus on anything other than his fingers, moving away from my clit and to my opening, prodding and circling, making me want him even more. 

He laughed, and I met his eyes, startled and distracted for a moment by how blue they were. I didn’t normally notice eye color, but his eyes were truly unique, something I had only ever seen on him. He leaned closer to me, kissing my neck, making me drop my head back. He gently bit my earlobe before repeating himself breathily.

“How long do I have?”

“As long as you want,” I said, finally understanding what he was asking. “Take your time.”

He pulled his hand out from between my legs and watched me as he popped one of the fingers into his mouth, tasting. I shivered at the thought of it, leaning back. He took advantage of this and pushed me back onto the bed. I watched him as he quickly disposed of his boxers. He crawled up my body, bracing his arms on either side of my head. 

“Well, in that case, I’d better do some studying first.”

He ran his tongue between my breasts and up to my neck, the softest stubble growing on his chin scraping my skin and forcing a shudder down my back. He ran his hands up my sides and down my arms, finding my hands and pinning them above my head. 

I pressed into him, the heat building in my stomach and spreading through my body. Dallas liked to play with me, he liked to tease me, and I both hated and loved it. I pressed my hips into him, hoping I might entice him into getting right down to the good stuff. 

“I’m not going to go for it, Mayc,” he said, “you told me I could take my time. That’s what I’m doing.”

I groaned and bit his shoulder before he slid down my body, kissing and gently biting. He ran his hands down the insides of my thighs, then squeezed the soft part. I giggled a little, and he knew that it tickled, but the giggle died in my throat when he buried his face between my thighs, pressing his tongue into my clit. 

“Oh, fuck,” I hissed, arching my back and tugging on his hair. I had not been expecting this from him. Usually, he would tease me until I was dripping and begging for him, but now the pleasure pulsing through me blinded me from my thoughts. He worked his tongue in a slow circle, the way I liked it, and suddenly I was thinking about the first time we had sex.

It had been late, and we’d been at a bonfire after homecoming. 

My first college dorm was a rundown brick building, hot and mildewy, and we lived on the same floor. I could still remember the way my heart leapt the first time I’d seen him.

He was softer looking then, with short dark hair, but the eyes had been the same. I, as an artist, hated when people would dwell on the color of eyes. Personally, I found other characteristics to be much more important. His eyes were almond-shaped under thick eyebrows that gave him a serious look. I remembered thinking he looked like a boy who wrote poetry and talked about politics. And I remembered thinking his eyes were unreal. 

They were a shade of blue I had never seen before. They sat somewhere between cornflower and electric blue, bright enough to pop but not distracting. I remembered catching them in the hallways and not being able to look away. 

We’d gotten to know each other through a common love of a television show about crime - he was obsessed with it because rather than being a poetry major, as I’d thought, he was a criminology major.

We had started getting breakfast together, then lunch and dinner, and soon we were spending all our time together. The story of how and why we ended up on a blanket back behind the old church was long and complicated, what happened at the bonfire was not. Dallas had been asked who he would choose to kiss of all the people sitting around the fire. 

He had, without hesitation, said my name. 

I was shocked - deliriously so. I had always been bigger, and I automatically excluded myself from the group of girls that a boy like Dallas would be interested in. Everyone around the fire had glanced at me, to see my reaction, and it had dawned on me that it was all a big joke, that Dallas was using me to get a laugh out of everyone. 

I’d stood, grabbing my blanket and taking off, walking through the lawns of several sorority and fraternity houses, my embarrassment and anger blinding me with tears. I couldn’t believe that I had, at least for a moment, considered that he actually liked me. 

I had ended up by the old church somehow, and I stood, my blanket wrapped around me, staring out at the city. The old church had once been a focal point on campus, but a newer one had been built on the other side of town and praying just wasn’t as important as it used to be. The building crumbled and decayed while sitting up on a hill above the rest of the campus. I could see my dorm building from where I was, and I wondered why I hadn’t just walked there instead. 

Dallas saying my name scared me, and I’d jumped, sure I was going to be robbed or murdered. He’d been standing with his hands up, illuminated by the moonlight, his eyes shining with concern. 

“Hey,” he said, “I’m sorry.”

I’d turned away from him, conflicting emotions raging in my chest. I wasn’t sure if he was being serious- if he actually thought I was going to accept an apology from him. I was tired of being a joke. 

“Mayci,” he said, “listen, I know you don’t like me back, and I’m okay with that. I know I shouldn’t have said it in front of everyone that was unfair. I shouldn’t have put you on the spot like that.”

“Wait,” I’d said, turning around and seeing his eyes turning to liquid in the moonlight. “You weren’t making a joke?”

“Of course not,” he said, shaking his head and stepping toward me. “I’m crazy about you... I thought you saw that. I thought it was obvious.”

I had been so baffled I didn’t know what to say to that, but he finished up the moment nicely by stepping forward again, taking me in his arms, and kissing me. After that, he asked me, very quietly, if I would be his girlfriend. 

After that, we sat on the blanket, holding hands, talking, and looking out on campus. Every once in a while he would squeeze my hand like he wanted to make sure I was still there, and I would squeeze back. 

“Mayci,” he said, after a while, “are you a virgin?”

I had been so shocked by the question he had his answer, and I’d blushed furiously. Of course, I kissed boys in high school, but I never liked any of them enough to go much further than that. 

“I don’t know,” I’d said, desperately trying to maintain my dignity. “Are you?”

“Yes,” he said.

The moment dragged on for too long as we looked at each other, digesting what, exactly, that meant. The moonlight shone down on us as we looked into each other’s eyes and as soon as he said that, I knew exactly what I wanted. 

I’d kissed him and eventually pushed him down onto the blanket.

And now, he was pressing his face even further into me, grabbing my ass and holding me close, increasing the pressure and doubling the pleasure. I grabbed at his head, moaning his name and begging him not to stop. He surfaced moments later, when I had finished, grinning at me.

“Was it as good as the first time?” He asked, laughing when I covered my face and looked away from him. He crawled next to me, wiping his mouth on the sheet even though he knew I hated when he did that. I nestled into him and breathed, letting the waves of exhaustion work through me. 

“You know nothing will ever be as good as the first time,” I joked, before propping myself up on my elbow and kissing his chin and his chest. He let his head fall back, and I ran my lips over the stubble there, feeling the hard ridges of his Adam’s apple. 

“Mayci.”

“I’m doing you now,” I said, ignoring him as I slid down his body, kissing his chest and making my way down. “So be quiet.”

“Mayci, wait,” he said, sitting up and catching me before I got too low. I paused, watching him, confused. He sat up, grabbing the sheet and pulling it over his lap. I stayed where I was, perched around his knees. He cleared his throat and looked away from me. “I have something I need to tell you.”

“Okay,” I said, confused as to why he wanted to talk about important things now. “Then I have something to tell you, too.”

Excitement and anxiety rose up in my chest at the thought of telling him. He was going to be a dad, and his reaction would determine the rest of our relationship. He tried to get me to go first, but I shook my head and told him to go ahead.

“Okay,” he said, his head dropping, and I knew right away that the news was not going to be good. He had a habit of avoiding my eyes when telling me bad news like he couldn’t bear to see me in pain. I wondered if he knew he failed an exam, or worse, maybe someone passed away.

“I’m leaving.”

“What are you talking about?” I laughed, leaning forward to kiss him. He tilted his head away, denying the kiss, and something in my chest tightened. 

“I’m leaving,” he said, “right now, actually. Well, in about twenty minutes.”

The words hit me so hard I actually reared back from him, suddenly feeling stupid and vulnerable without clothes on. I shook my head, still not quite understanding what was happening. 

“What does that mean, you’re leaving?” I asked, swallowing and clearing my throat and trying to loosen the panic in my heart. It gripped my chest, forcing the air out and pricking tears at the corners of my eyes. 

“I have to leave,” he said, getting out of the bed and pulling his boxers back on. My news for him sat in my chest like a bomb. I didn’t know what was happening - everything up to this moment had been normal, and now my life was blowing up in front of me. 

“Why? Why are you leaving? Where are you going? Are you coming back?”

“I can’t tell you,” he said, still avoiding my eyes, pulling on all of his clothes. I wrapped the sheet around me and went to him, confused and frustrated, angry enough that I barely got my words out. 

“Dallas, what’s going on? You can’t just tell me you’re leaving without any reason! Just talk to me, tell me what’s going on. Are you feeling okay?”

He straightened up and looked me in the eye, his face more serious than I had ever seen it. I took a sharp breath, and already the tears forming a ball in my throat. Nothing was making any sense, and it was clear that I wasn’t going to get anything out of him.

“I can’t tell you, Mayci,” he said, and I followed him to the hallway where he picked up a bag I just noticed for the first time. It was already packed, and he made his way to the door. 

“Dallas,” I said, my voice now shrill, near screaming. “Dallas, you can’t just walk out! You have to talk to me! I don’t even understand what’s going on!”

He ignored me, walking to the door, and though my dignity was telling me not to chase after him, I had loved him too long to believe he could do something like this. I had to believe that he was sick even though the look in his eyes told me he was perfectly fine. 

“I’m coming with you,” I said, grabbing my dress from the floor and yanking it on quickly, following after him still. As I said this, he whirled around, staring me down. I never saw him look at me like that before. Like he didn’t recognize me. 

“No,” he said, his voice steel. “You’re not. You’re going to stay here.”

“Dallas-”

“I don’t want you to come with me, okay? I don’t want you.”

I gasped, stepping away from him, the drive to go after him suddenly gone. I took a deep, shuddering breath and looked away from him. I was stuck in a strange place, somewhere between loving him and complete betrayal. 

The door slammed shut and I stood there for a moment, one strap of my dress hanging off. I did not like to cry, but I was, renegade tears sneaking out and dropping to the tile below me. The first sob ripped through me, and my chest felt like a vacuum, like an empty pocket of space.

I found my phone in the bottom of my bag and called Delilah, my best friend, who finished her last final the day before and was packing her things to move home. I couldn’t talk, I could barely breathe, and she told me that she was on her way over. I hung up the phone and slid down to the floor, trying to breathe and finding it hard.

I knew that raising a child was hard work with two people, but with just a single person, would it even be possible?  My hands were shaking as I thought about the fact that not only was my only form of employment a part-time job at a coffee shop, but I just graduated with a degree in Art and Design. It would take months to get a job, and years to be credible enough to make good money. 

I was thinking through all this, my anxiety and panic growing, when Delilah showed up, and, not seeing Dallas, seemed to connect the dots rather quickly. She helped me up off the floor and started to tell me that everything was going to be okay. 

“Delilah,” I sobbed, “I’m... pregnant.”

She paused, the expression dropping from her face for a moment, then she went right back into mother-mode, taking my arm and leading me from my apartment. 

“You are staying with me tonight, and we are going to talk about what happened, and you are going to take another pregnancy test because those things can be wrong, honey. It’s all going to be okay, you’ll see.”
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Mayci 

“Felicity, did you order those canvases for the class next week?”

The young girl in question startled and whirled around, meeting my eyes. She was standing behind the counter, something hidden in her hand out of my view. She began to fiddle with her long black braids. I watched as the question fully registered with her, then she nodded, clearing her throat and glancing down at the order sheet, no doubt to make sure. 

“Yes, Ms. Reid, I ordered them yesterday.”

“Okay, good,” I said, checking it off of my list and turning around. Over my shoulder, I said, “Oh, and Felicity?”

“Yes, Ms. Reid?”

“Please try to stay off of your phone while you’re here.”

I could almost feel the warmth of the girl’s blush even with my back turned, and I shook my head. Felicity was one of the many interns I hired. At the end of the school year, one of them would be awarded a full-ride scholarship to the college of their choice. It was crazy to me that someone might waste an opportunity like that on a text.

I took a moment to pause and clear my head. I closed my eyes and took a deep breath, filling myself with familiar smells. The gallery always smelled the same - the fresh finish on the old barn wood, mixed with different art supplies. At this given moment, I could smell oil pastels, colored pencils, and the new red clay we just ordered for a pottery class.

When I opened my eyes again, I tipped my head up and looked at the ceiling of the barn, something I had done a lot as a kid, hanging out with my grandma and rolling around in the hayloft. Now, instead of the pale wood that was once there, the rafters were re-stained and laden with fairy lights, filling the area with a glowing and warm atmosphere. 

I wanted our customers and clients to be enchanted when they came in, and I smiled, knowing my grandmother would have been proud of what I had done with the place. 

I turned the corner and peeked in on the gallery where a lovely older couple was purchasing a piece. When the woman saw me, she came hurrying over, and though I didn’t exactly have the time for a chat, I straightened my shoulders and smiled as she approached. 

“You must be Mayci Reid!  Why, my husband and I just love your work!  This is our second piece but I’m sure we’ll be back for a third. Would you mind me asking you something?”

“No,” I said, smiling, “go ahead.”

“I was just wondering where you get your inspiration,” she said, “and where you learned to paint like that. I’ve been trying to learn to paint for years now, and it’s just never quite stuck with me. I couldn’t tell you why.”

“Well,” I said, tucking my clipboard to my chest and making eye contact with her husband, who didn’t seem as enthralled to be buying local art as she was. “I actually majored in art in college, but I really think the only way to learn to paint is by doing. My grandmother taught me to paint in this building, actually. This used to be her studio, so I draw a lot of inspiration from it. And, if you are looking to learn, we actually have classes several times a week for all different skill levels. You and your husband should definitely give it a try.”

I gave the old man a wink, and he wrinkled his nose, apparently not liking the idea of doing a painting class with his wife, but I could tell that once he got going, he would enjoy it. 

“Thank you,” the woman said as her husband beckoned for her to leave. “I will be sure to check it out. Have a good day, Mrs. Reid.”

I flinched but bid the old woman farewell. I knew it wasn’t strange for older people to assume I was married, but it still stung. I wasn’t married, and I didn’t know that I ever wanted to be. 

As soon as I had the thought, the door to the building burst open and Raya came running in, her backpack thudding on her back. I set my clipboard down hastily and bent down. She ran into my open arms and I picked her up, twirling her around and kissing her on the forehead. She was getting big quickly, and it was getting more and more difficult to hold her up, but I wasn’t about to let her know that.

“How was your day, sweetie?”  I asked, and she pulled back from me. Immediately I saw those eyes, the same color of in-between blue that haunted me for almost six years. Before she was born I knew she would remind me of him, but I hadn’t expected her eyes to be exactly like his. I glanced past her to see my mother waving from her car, her signal that she saw I had Raya. I waved back to her and watched her car pull out of the drive.

“It was good,” she said, grinning, her little cheeks rosy and bright. “I made two new friends today and we learned about things we get to do this year.”

“Oh yeah?”  I asked, straightening up and walking with her back into the main lobby area of the studio. “Like what?”

Delilah came out of the storeroom at that exact moment and Raya squealed, running toward her and jumping into her arms though she just saw her that morning, just before I took her to school. Delilah wrapped her up, squeezing her and laughing with her. 

Delilah, as usual, wore a very professional suit with a pencil skirt, and, as always, picking Raya up and twirling her around did nothing to affect the integrity of that skirt. I shook my head - if I ironed my clothes for days they would still wrinkle as soon as I shifted positions.

“Aunt Delilah,” Raya said, once Delilah let go of her. Raya took her hand and looked up at her, no doubt shocking Delilah with those eyes. “I get to do a lot of fun things this year like I get to go on field trips and see animals and my teacher is bringing a real pig!  And chickens. And we get to have a Halloween party and a dance.”

“Oh, that’s so cool, Raya,” Delilah said, glancing up at me and shaking her head. I laughed, covering my mouth so Raya wouldn’t hear it. Raya had a tendency to over share when it came to Delilah, but she was used to it after years of working with me and seeing Raya almost every day. 

“Yeah,” Raya said, “except the dance is a Daddy-Daughter dance, so I probably can’t go.”

My heart stopped in my chest and I met Delilah’s eyes. She was looking to me for guidance, for some sort of clue as to how she should meet Raya’s statement, but I was suddenly paralyzed. I had known that Raya would get curious as she got older, but I had never thought it would be after her first week of Kindergarten. 

“Sure you can go,” Delilah said, bending down and looking Raya in the eyes. “You know what I say about problems?”

“Women can solve them,” Raya said, holding her chin up and nodding at Delilah, who grinned proudly and patted Raya on the shoulder.

“Now, don’t you have some finger painting to finish in the back?  We can’t have the gallery opening next week without it!”  Raya jumped and squealed, agreeing with Delilah about her art’s importance. Delilah told Felicity to help Raya get her paints down in the back and came over to me.

“Hey,” she said, “are you good?”

“Yeah,” I said, clearing my throat and shaking my head, “I just hoped it wouldn’t come up so soon. I’ll have to figure something out... maybe Dad can go with her.”

After a moment, we both snorted at the idea of my father going to a dance where a bunch of little girls would be running around and making noise. He adored Raya, but I was sure he wouldn’t be able to handle any more than her. 

“Okay,” Delilah laughed, “but we will figure something out. I’m sure we have some time.”

I nodded and was about to ask her something regarding a visiting artist coming in the next week, but I was cut off by the shrill sound of my ringtone. I fished my phone from my pocket and held a hand up to Delilah to let her know I would be back. 

I walked to the door and stepped outside the building, leaning against the wall and looking around. The sun was low in the sky, casting the other buildings around the area into a golden hue. After my grandmother left me the old barn, and I had started my business up, I invited other small businesses in town to build their places on the land. Delilah thought it would bring in more money, and the bakery right across from our building made it smell amazing. 

“Hello?”  I said, answering the phone. It wasn’t a number I recognized, but I answered it anyway. Since I started the business, my private number had been used numerous times to contact me, though Delilah emphasized to our partners that we had a professional line. 

“Ms. Reid?”  A woman’s voice came through the line and I tried to remember if I had been expecting a call from somebody. 

“This is her.”

“Good afternoon!  I am calling with the Downtown Art Project, and I just wanted to tell you that your pitch for the mural on the main street bridge was our winner!”

“Oh,” I said, remembering suddenly and laughing with the happiness that flooded into my chest. I gripped the phone tighter and turned, still leaning on the building. “That’s great!”

“Yes, it is!”  She said. “Would you happen to be available to come down to the site tomorrow morning?  I know it’s short notice, but we’d like to get started with this project as soon as possible.”

“Yes, of course,” I said, not thinking for a second of turning down the opportunity. I had been trying for months to get in on the city’s revitalization projects, and I couldn’t believe my pitch was accepted. “That will work just fine for me.”

“Excellent,” she said, “so I will see you then and there.”

I said goodbye and hurried inside, finding Delilah looking over one of Raya’s finger paintings. She was holding it up to the light like she was trying to tell if it was a fake and Raya was giggling, her hand over her mouth like she knew the answer and she wasn’t going to tell Delilah. 

“Hey,” I said, coming into the room. I was sure the smile on my face gave away the kind of news I just received, so I told her without asking her to guess. “I just got a call from that mural project. I’m in!”

Delilah quickly told Raya her picture was definitely a counterfeit Rembrandt and came over to me, enveloping me in a hug. 

“That’s amazing, Mayci!  I’m so happy for you!”  She hugged me tighter, and we jumped around for a moment, holding onto each other until a pair of tiny hands pried us apart and demanded to be in the middle of our happy sandwich. 

“Good job, Mommy,” Raya said, hugging my thigh and smiling up at me.

“Thanks, honey,” I said. “Did grandma make sure to grab all of your things so you can stay at Elizabeth’s tonight?”

“I’ll go look,” Raya said, running from the room. As soon as she was out of earshot, Delilah put her hand on my arm.

“We should go out tonight,” she said, grinning, “to celebrate. Just the two of us, just some fun.”

“I don’t know...” I said, “I have to be at the bridge early tomorrow to get started.”

“Okay,” Delilah said, “we won’t stay out that long then. Just a few drinks and maybe a game of pool, then you’re back in your bed sleeping soundly. And if Raya is already going to Elizabeth’s tonight, it’s perfect!”

“I suppose...” I said, biting my lip. I didn’t like to go out because I always felt like Raya was going to need me, but I had known Elizabeth’s mother for a long time and I knew that she would take good care of her. “But I have to go grab some watercolors that Felicity forgot to order from that art supply store. They are going to charge me an arm and a leg for it, but I can use it to talk to Raya about the Daddy-Daughter dance.”

“That’s a good idea,” Delilah said, “and then you can drop her off at Elizabeth’s, we can meet back here and Uber over to that place downtown?”

“Sure,” I said, laughing, “if that’s what you want to do. You can call the shots, I don’t really feel like planning.”

“You got it,” Delilah said, as I called after Raya, “I’ll make sure we have a moderately good time.”
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Chapter Two
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Dallas

I thought that things would be different. I thought that when I came back things on the square would be different, but all the same things were there. The old Chinese restaurant was still where it once was, with the cheap nail salon situated right next to it. I remembered walking with Mayci on the square the first time she’d brought me to her hometown, and she’d told me about how each of the stores would forever be ingrained in her mind.

I thought that something would change, God knows I did. I touched my chest, the scar on my right peck, and remembered all the things that happened since I left Mayci. The company I worked for had not been kind to me, and now it had spit me back out into the real world. 

I knew Mayci was in the city somewhere, all I needed to do was find her. That was my mission - that was why I moved into an apartment downtown. Everything I had done, I had done for her. The six years I spent in hell, sacrificing my life and sacrificing my future, I did for Mayci, knowing when those six years were up we would be set for the rest of our life. 

But I was stupid, and I’d left her in a bad place. The company made it very clear that if I told anybody about my offer or acceptance, or even of their existence, the deal would be off and I should watch over my shoulder for them. I shuddered and tried to focus on the real-life things around me. It was far too easy to get sucked into thinking about what my life had been for the past six years.

The sun was just beginning to set, and the square was full of people rushing around, trying to finish their errands before supper. The street between the sidewalks was busy, and every few seconds a truck would rush past me, the wind whipping my clothes around. Casper was an old-fashioned mid-western town, and they took their meals very seriously. To miss a supper in Casper was like missing a party in LA.

I was on my way to the little grocery place. I just finished unpacking my few boxes into my apartment and needed food for the weekend. Then, I told myself, I would begin my search for Mayci on Monday. Justin, my best friend, and former colleague insisted we begin right away, that opportunities would present themselves, but I was not interested in that.

“What’s the point in being here if we don’t start right away?”  Justin asked, clapping his hands together and looking around my newly acquired and blank apartment. He was a tall guy with shoulder-length, wavy blonde hair. When the round of recruits had shown up at the company, everyone had been sure he was going to crack and go home. But he was smart and witty and tough as hell. “We’ve got a mission, my man, and you know how I am about missions.”

I did know- Justin had been my partner for all six years of my time at the company, and we were the dream team. We finished all the tests before anyone else, we ran through demos like it was nothing, and to us, drills were like play. The other duos were jealous of us, and the company wanted us to stay, but I knew I had to get back to Mayci. And Justin didn’t want to stay without me, so he quit and came with me for, as he put it, “our next mission.”

I knew to get Mayci back I was going to have to work slow and steady. I was going to have to play my cards right and show her that I never wanted to leave her, that I only wanted to make a future for us that I thought we might never have otherwise. Without me accepting the job, I would have likely joined the force, and Mayci would have been stuck selling her art out in front of museums and in flea markets. That would have been a slow and miserable death, but now, we could do whatever we wanted with my pension money.

I knew that she didn’t exactly want to be found. Her parents moved, and she had moved several times, jumping from spot to spot around the city. She left a messy and hard to follow trail - she rarely even posted a thing on social media.

I was thinking about her, and about how stupid and insensitive I had been the day I left, when, she appeared in front of me. I saw her walking along the other side of the street holding the hand of a little girl. 

Mayci looked exactly the same. Seeing her, longing welled in my chest and I wanted to rush across the street and throw myself at her feet, explaining myself and begging her to take me back, but something, maybe dignity or common sense, held me back.

Instead, I watched her. I watched her hair bounce as she walked, and I watched the confident way she looked at the things and the people around her. I wished I could be at her side. She was carrying a plastic bag with the name of an art supply store on it, and I wanted to take it from her and carry it instead. 

I wondered if she would glance over and see me as they got close. I heard them talking, the little girl’s voice high pitched and excited.

“Mommy,” she said, her honey blonde hair bouncing behind her as she walked, “can I make one of these?  It’s so pretty.”

“Of course you can, sweetie,” Mayci said, smiling down at her. “You can make anything you want.”

The blood in my body ran to my feet. Of course she had a daughter - I don’t know what I had expected. Of course she would move on, it’s not like I gave her any reason to wait for me. I wondered if she had a husband and, if so, what he was like. Did he love her as much as I did?

I saw what the little girl held in her hand. It was a small purple ball, filled with glitter and sparkles, the liquid inside colored and mesmerizing. She turned it in her hand a few times as they came flush with me, and I almost expected Mayci to look over and meet my eyes. 

Instead, a biker whizzed down the street, not paying any attention to where he was going. He zipped right past Mayci, who stepped to the side, gripping tightly to the little girl, her purse tumbling to the ground. I watched as Mayci sighed and knelt down to pick up her purse and the things that fell out of it.

When she moved, the little girl dropped her ball, and now I watched it bounce across the road toward me. I looked up and saw the little girl stepping out into the road after it.

It was a busy traffic day and I heard Mayci scream after her, starting to run into the street, but I had already moved. I raced toward her, my heart pounding in my chest. I couldn’t bear the thought of the little girl getting hurt, so I scooped her up, bounding to the other side of the street.

“Raya, oh God, Raya.”

Mayci said the little girl’s name as soon as she was safe, and pain opened up in my chest at the thought that Mayci had started a new family without me, but I was glad the little girl was alright. I put her down and watched as Mayci dropped to her knees, taking the little girl in her hands and crying into her hair. She kissed her head and held her face in her hands.

“Never, never scare me like that again, okay?”

The little girl was crying too, the realization of what could have happened apparently sinking in. I stepped away from them, wanting to give them their space when Mayci sniffled and looked over at me. 

“Oh, I’m sorry, I didn’t even thank-”

She stopped when she saw me, and I stood, paralyzed by her gaze. I didn’t know what to do or say, and that was a first for me. Usually, my brain gave me a very clear order of operations, but today I was inoperative. 

“Dallas.”  She said, a statement and not a question, and I knew nothing was forgiven between us.  In her eyes, I saw coldness. There was fresh pain over what had happened and the years apart hadn’t fixed it. I saw that she tried to move on and forget me, but I had to hope that there was still a part of me that she wanted.
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Chapter Three
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Mayci

My heart had forgotten how to properly function - I was sure of it. The cars continued to race by on the street, and people were pushing past us, but I was stuck in place.

Looking at Dallas, a flood of emotions hit me like a tidal wave, and I was suddenly struggling to breathe. My heart was still pounding, thudding in my chest at the almost losing Raya, at the fear of seeing her bolt out into the street as she did. Now it wasn’t sure what else to do, beating erratically in my chest like a trapped animal.

Suddenly I was eighteen years old, moving into the dorm for the first time. I was catching a glimpse of him in the hallway, I was talking to him on the elevator, I was blushing and unbelieving when he invited me to a bonfire with him and some of his friends.

I was just meeting Delilah, I was holding his hand for the first time, I was experiencing my first kiss and his cool hands were running over my warm skin, taking my bra off for the first time. I felt new and exposed and vulnerable, and I couldn’t tell if it that was good or not. 

In moments, the years we spent together came rushing back through me, and I wanted to stand up and wrap him in my arms. I wanted to pull him close and inhale to find out if he still smelled the same as he used to, like that primal smell that everyone has. A scent unique to each person. I imagined it was what he smelled like as a baby.
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