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      Chris drummed his fingers on the steering wheel as he waited for the standstill traffic to come back up to a slow crawl. After a grueling day at work, he was eager to get home to his fiancé. He imagined she had dinner prepared for him, as she usually did. As a professional chef, she graced him daily with her decadent, expert meals.

      When he finally pulled around the corner into his driveway and stepped through the front door, he found an empty living room. He smelled nothing cooking from the kitchen, and when he wandered in there, he found it empty.

      “Leah?” he called out.

      He heard the shuffling of rushed footsteps on the stairs and glanced through the living room to find her panting at the bottom of the steps.

      “Chris,” she said. “You’re home early.”

      Bewilderment knit his brows together. He glanced down at his wristwatch.

      “No, I’m not,” he said. “I’m ten minutes late.”

      Leah stared at him expectantly, like he was supposed to say something else. There was a strange contortion on her features, something frazzled and flustered.

      “Are you alright?” he pressed, treading through the living room to peer closer at her face. He sensed something amiss.

      She nodded and backed away from him as he reached towards her face.

      “I’m fine,” she said, her words hurried and slurred together. “I’m sorry I lost track of time. Let me get dinner going for you.”

      She darted around him and slipped into the kitchen. Chris was left standing in the living room alone, listening to the rattling sound of pots and pans in the kitchen. He heard the gas click on the stove and frowned.

      Chris had known Leah since they were only fourteen. He knew her well and could tell that something was not right. Concerned, he followed her into the kitchen and came to stand behind her at the stove. His hands fell to her hips, like they had so many times before.

      But instead of leaning back into his touch like she usually did, Leah slipped out of the circle of his arms and moved to the kitchen sink.

      “Leah, is something bothering you?” he asked, watching her flit around the kitchen like a bee, wielding knives, stirring pots, and washing vegetables.

      She refused to look at him as she bustled around, keeping her head low to her chest. Chris began to feel a sickening, burbling dread sloshing around in his stomach.

      “I told you I’m fine, Chris,” she insisted.

      He gave her a disbelieving look that she did not catch. She continued to ignore him as she cooked, and Chris got the hint that she wanted to be left alone.

      It wasn’t that peculiar that she occasionally had a mood. They have had their difficulties in the decade that they’d known each other, but they were in a good place now. A happy place. Leah was the light of his life. Without her, he never would have made it through his computer science degree. He never would have survived his father’s funeral or the financial struggles they found themselves in throughout college.

      She was his steady rock, but he was aware that sometimes people needed a break from each other. Though they had hardly spent much time together since she started her new job at the five-star restaurant downtown, Chris understood why she might need some alone time. He’d never worked in a restaurant before, but he could imagine the stress.

      “Alright, I’m just going to head upstairs and change,” he said, giving her a sidelong glance as he made his way to the stairs.

      He saw her whip around to look at him for the first time since she went into the kitchen. Her eyes were wide, and her lips were pressed in a tight line. She said nothing, but he was not blind to the worry on her face.

      The dread sluicing through his stomach began to boil over. He thought he might vomit when he heard a thudding noise coming from the bedroom. Panic seized his chest. He rushed into the bedroom, just in time to see a nude man leaping from the second story window.

      Chris ran to the windowsill and watched the man scurry across the grass.

      “Hey!” he called after the man, but it was too late. Chris watched him scamper to a car parked a few houses down.

      Trembling with fury and disbelief, Chris stumbled his way back to the kitchen. Leah was standing at the stove, her head down over the pot she was simmering.

      “Leah,” he snapped. “Who was that upstairs?”

      When she turned to face him, there were already tears streaming down her face. He saw the quiver of her lower lip, and he moved around the table to look into her eyes. He needed to see her clearly when he demanded the truth from her.

      “I’m sorry, Chris,” she whispered.

      She fiddled with the engagement ring on her fingers, twisting it up and down her knuckle. His gaze was drawn to the meager diamond he had saved up for so long to afford for her, the best symbol of his love that he had to offer.

      “You’re cheating on me,” he said in disbelief, feeling his eyes growing hot.

      “Chris, you know things have been rocky between us for a while,” she said with a trembling voice. Somewhere beneath her quivering girlishness, he sensed her frustration.

      “They have?” he asked dryly. “I wasn’t aware.”

      “Please,” she begged. “We never see each other anymore, and… I don’t know. I just feel like we’ve both changed so much. I know I’m not the girl I was when I was fourteen. My world had always been so small, and when I’m with—”

      She cut herself off and averted her gaze. Her arms were crossed in a tight knot over her chest as she drew herself as small as she could against the stove.

      “With who?” he asked. “Who was he? What’s his name? I want to know.”

      Leah sniffled and reached behind her to turn off the stove. He gave her a moment to collect herself, seeing the trepidation evident on her face. But as she chewed her lower lip, he realized she had no intention of telling him.

      “Do you love this guy, Leah?” he demanded, the hot prickling in his eyes starting to form tears that pooled beneath his lids without falling.

      She wiped at the tears on her cheeks with her sleeve and then fixed him with a stern look that brooked no room for argument.

      “I think we should break up,” she finally said. “I’m so sorry to have hurt you, Chris. I do care about you, I really do. I just want to experience more of what’s out there. We’re still so young, and I just don’t think I’m ready for marriage.”

      Chris blinked at her, the realization still sinking in.

      “You’re the love of my life, Leah,” he said. “I want to make this work. That other guy? We can forget about that. Let’s not throw our relationship away because of one mistake.”

      “It wasn’t a mistake.”

      Chris recoiled as if he’d been bitten. An unearthly silence settled over the kitchen. The pot on the stove was spewing up its last simmering bubbles. It was so quiet that Chris could hear the tick of his wristwatch and the low rattle of Leah’s breathing.

      “Not a mistake to cheat on me?” he asked, finally breaking the tense silence.

      Leah shook her head, her brown eyes glimmering with a fresh wave of tears.

      “That’s not what I meant,” she explained with a watery voice. “It was wrong of me. I know that, but I don’t think breaking up with you is a mistake. I really think this is for the best.”

      Chris swallowed the lump in his throat and sucked in a deep breath for composure. Their lives were so deeply intertwined that he couldn’t even entertain the idea of a breakup.

      “You’re not thinking straight, Leah,” he said. “Let’s sleep on it. We can discuss this again in the morning when you’ve got a clear head.”

      “I’ve got a clear head now, Chris,” she snapped. “Listen to what I’m telling you. This is over between us. I hate to hurt you like this, but it’s really over.”

      She reached again for the engagement ring on her finger and twisted it over her knuckle. Chris shook his head while she stared at the ring in her open palm. He saw the hesitancy on her face, the window of opportunity.

      “Do not give me the ring back, Leah,” he commanded. “We can fix this.”

      With a sob, she pressed the ring into his hand. She closed her palms around his and leaned up to press a chaste kiss on his mouth. He felt the tremble of her lips against his and drew in a shaky breath. His breath felt tight in his chest, like he could not fill his lungs up with the right amount of air.

      “I’m sorry, Chris.”
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