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  Preface



Sweet Revenge




No one can ever truly understand another person’s turmoil, no matter how much we try. We all walk different paths, shaped by different experiences.

I had once envisioned my future so clearly. A life I had worked tirelessly to build. And yet, in a matter of months, it had all unraveled. Dismantled not by my own choices but by the selfish actions of others. People who never once considered the wreckage they left in their wake.

Now, here I was trudging through the forest for hours, waiting, watching, plotting my revenge.

It’s a strange thing, witnessing someone else’s story unfold before you, especially when you had once imagined a very different ending.

And yet, as fate would have it, my poor sense of direction worked in my favor tonight. And just when my previously calculated plan had felt as if it were being wrecked, something changed it all. 

The moment I heard the agonized screams ahead. I knew my time had come.

The frantic sounds of scuffling feet, rustling leaves, and ragged breathing guided me closer. Just as I neared the scene, I caught sight of her stumbling toward the parking lot, completely unaware that she wasn’t alone.

Her hasty retreat played perfectly into my hands.

I would have my moment alone with Steven. A final chance to look into his eyes and say everything I had been holding inside for so long. A stroke of luck, really.

As her footsteps faded into the night, swallowed by the chorus of crickets and whispering trees, I stepped forward, slipping from the shadows.

Steven was slumped against his backpack, a flashlight clutched in his trembling hand. His face contorted with pain as he struggled to focus.

“Steven,” I said quietly.

His gaze snapped to the left before landing on me. Confusion flickered in his eyes.
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It’s strange how the detachment happens so quietly, like a thread unraveling one stitch at a time. You barely notice it at the moment. Missed calls, curt replies, growing silence filling the spaces where laughter once lived. Then one day, something small and inconsequential shatters the illusion.

It hits like a punch to the chest, leaving you breathless, reeling from the realization that the person who was once woven into the fabric of your life is now a stranger. It’s not the loud, dramatic break that gets you; it’s the soft, silent drift, the way you wake up and realize that what you had is gone, and you can’t pinpoint the exact moment it slipped through your fingers.

“Hello? Heidi, are you there?” Stacy asked, her voice light but tinged with curiosity. “What are you up to tonight?” 

My mind snapped back to reality as I remembered the first time I’d made Steven his favorite meal. A time when I couldn’t cook, and I was trying to impress him after our second date. 

I readjusted the phone, wedging it between my ear and shoulder as I pulled a bag of wide egg noodles from the pantry. “I’m surprising Steven with his favorite meal. But I can’t find the whipping cream. Sorry, I’m going to need to run to the store.”

There was a long exhale on the other end.

“What?” I asked, pausing mid-step, the noodles’ plastic bag crinkling in my hand.

“Are you sure he’s going to be home tonight?”

Her words landed heavier than I wanted to admit, tugging at the anxieties I had carefully tucked away.

“Steven’s just been working overtime,” I said, forcing a casualness into my tone that felt foreign. “We knew taking on this new position would mean longer hours.”

“But not all of his hours, right?” she pressed, her voice firm but not unkind. “Look, I’m not trying to stir the pot. I just want what’s best for you.”

“I know,” I murmured, my gaze drifting over the wide, empty expanse of the open-concept home. The stillness pressed against my chest, louder than I’d ever admit. “I think he’s just overdoing it to prove he deserved the promotion. That’s all.”

Stacy sighed, softer this time. “I just hope he’s home for dinner tonight, Heidi. Maybe you two can talk things through. Wait, didn’t you say you had good news about your job?”

“Yeah, I’ll tell you when I come to visit,” I said, my throat tightening. “Tell Leland I miss him, too. Well, I have to run to the store. Tell everyone I said hi.”

“Will do,” Stacy said. “Leland has been asking to see you. Make sure to stop by soon.”

“I will.”

Quickly tugged on my sneakers, pulled my shoulder-length brown hair into a messy bun, and grabbed my purse. I headed out to the grocery store, Stacy’s words echoing in my mind the entire drive.

It’s just a bump in the road, I told myself, clinging to the mantra like a lifeline. Just a turbulent patch before we both settled into our careers and life found its rhythm again.

When I pulled into the parking lot of Marti’s Grocery Outlet, a prime parking spot near the entrance had just opened up. I took it as a sign that maybe things would finally be turning around. I’d just won a sought-after freelance gig for a high-profile client, and I wanted to tell Steven first.

After all, good things came in small doses, right?

Shutting off the car, I allowed a small smile to creep across my face, bolstered by the warm summer air and the warm sunlight filtering through the trees. Tonight, I’d get the answers I needed. Maybe even the reassurance I craved. And then I could sweeten the pot with my good news.

I glanced across the street at the upscale bistro, debating if I should treat myself to a macchiato. That familiar sweetness would make the evening feel even more promising. With a spark of excitement, I reached for my purse, then froze.

My gaze snagged on the black metal bistro tables outside the café, which were sitting front and center among the surrounding tables.

There, under a wide maroon umbrella, sat Steven.

His arm rested across the table, his hand gently covering the hand of a blonde woman whose smile sparkled in the sunlight. Her golden hair gleamed as she tilted her head, her smile radiant and effortless. Steven’s face mirrored hers, joy so unrestrained it felt unfamiliar to me.

The moment stretched, every detail locking into place like a photograph I’d never be able to forget. The casual intimacy of their body language. The sunlight dappled their faces. The way the world seemed to frame them perfectly as if mocking me with its serenity.

The purse strap slid from my hands, landing in the passenger seat with a muted thud. My heart thundered in my chest, each beat punctuated by the shattering of the fragile hope I’d carried with me into this parking lot.

I froze, the air thick and unbreathable. A part of me withered on the spot, leaving a hollow ache where trust once lived.

Every troubling moment from the past year suddenly aligned, each one snapping into place with a single, devastating explanation.

But the worst part wasn’t the realization itself. It was the way my heart shattered into a hundred irreparable pieces as I stood there, a silent witness to their love story. While I had been bending myself to accommodate the “new version” of my changing, compromising, and sacrificing husband, he had been falling for someone else. Someone who had stolen his time, his energy, and his attention.

Tears blurred my vision as the sacrifices I had made for Steven surfaced like ghosts. The ghostwriting opportunities I’d turned down, the dreams I’d shelved, the writing portfolio I’d put on hold. All so Steven could chase his coveted promotion.

Yes, his promotion had given us a bigger house. Yes, it had filled him with a fleeting sense of accomplishment. And yes, it had delivered him straight into the arms of his true dream girl.

Even as I contemplated confronting him, dread pooled in my stomach. What explanation could he possibly give? Would he even bother to try?

So, I stayed rooted in place, helplessly watching as they finished their meal. I watched as they laughed together, oblivious to my presence. And I watched as they rose, hand in hand, and walked away, leaving me behind, unseen and alone.
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The pounding in my chest reverberated in my ears as I gripped the edge of the kitchen island. Shadows stretched across my once-cheerful home, their edges sharp and unforgiving. The pristine counters and orderly shelves seemed mocking now, a cruel facade over the emptiness that had replaced my joy.

Hot tears burned at the corners of my eyes as I fought to banish the memory of yesterday. Just one glance, one devastating glance to the left, and my entire world shattered like glass, leaving shards I couldn’t piece back together.

It’s one thing to hear it from a friend or to have your spouse tell you that they met someone else, but to see it head-on is a whole other level of hell.

In that instant, everything snapped into focus: the late nights at the office, the unanswered calls, the “urgent” work trips. Each excuse slotted into place, forming a picture I’d refused to see.

Yet, I had remained the ever-understanding wife, knowing how much his career with his building management company meant to him. Knowing how much he had sacrificed to get to the position he was in now, a top branch manager.

The worst part wasn’t catching them in that moment. It was how long I sat there, paralyzed, watching it unfold from the grocery store parking lot. The way he gently tucked a stray strand of hair behind her ear, how it mimicked numerous times between Steven and me. The animated way he spoke, his hands punctuating the air, no doubt recounting his favorite story about getting locked out of his dorm in college.

She laughed, a deep, contagious laugh, her head tilting back as though he had handed her the funniest moment of her life. I couldn’t look away, even as they rose from the table, fingers intertwining like two halves of a whole, disappearing together into the evening.

I’m unsure how long I remained seated in that spot after they’d left.

The text from Steven didn’t surprise me: another late night, another excuse not to be home for dinner. I didn’t argue. Instead, I ordered takeout, poured a generous glass of the expensive wine we’d saved from his promotion, and cried until my chest ached.

What else could I do? How do you tell the person who means the world to you that he’s broken you in ways you may never recover from?

After all the tears I’d shed the night before, despite my lack of sleep, my next moves were clear as crystal.

This morning, I pretended to sleep as he dressed for work, showered, and pressed a kiss to my forehead. The same routine as always. But as the day stretched on, so did the clarity of my thoughts. And now, standing at the kitchen island just shy of eleven p.m., an eerie calm settled over me.

What Steven and I had was over.

Headlights bathed the living room in harsh, white light as his car rolled into the driveway. I heard his familiar steps on the pavement, the metallic scrape of the key turning in the lock. He stepped inside, a small smile gracing his face as he glanced at his phone. The kind of smile that used to be meant for me.

I stayed where I was, silent and unmoving, watching as he placed his bag by the door, unlaced his polished shoes, and tucked them neatly by the wall. His phone buzzed, and his smile widened as his thumbs danced across the screen. Probably responding to her.

When he finally looked up, his expression shifted from confusion to concern.

“Heidi? What are you doing up?”

“Yeah, just like every other night,” I replied, my voice steady but cold. “As usual, you saunter into the house after I’ve gone to bed, only to be gone before I’ve woken up.”

His brow furrowed. “Is everything okay?”

“It is now.”

I circled the island slowly, my hand trailing along the smooth quartz. “I’m leaving, Steven.”

His eyes widened. “What are you talking about? Where are you going?”

“I’m leaving you, Steven.”

The shock morphed into guilt and then to something almost like desperation. “Why?”

“Next time you want to have an affair, at least do it in the next town over,” I said, my words sharp enough to cut.

I brushed past him, grabbing my purse. His voice softened. “Heidi, I’m sorry. I didn’t expect this to happen.”

I turned to face him, taking in the slumped shoulders and the regret painted across his face. “I loved you, Steven. I really loved you. And you just threw it away.”

Without waiting for a response, I walked out to my car, already packed with what little I needed. The moment I slid into the driver’s seat, a weight I hadn’t realized I’d been carrying lifted from my chest.

As I backed out of the driveway, I pressed the call button for my sister.

“How did it go?” Stacy asked, her voice cautious.

“Not how I expected,” I admitted, “but it’s for the best.”

Her tone softened. “I’ve got the guest room ready. Leland’s going to be thrilled you’re staying with us.”

I managed to smile, albeit a sad one. “He’ll be a good distraction. Thank you for everything.”

“We’re here for you,” she said firmly. “Aaron wanted to come over and knock some sense into him.”

“It wouldn’t be worth it.”

“But you are.”

As I turned onto the expressway, tears blurred my vision, and for the first time, I let them fall. The road stretched ahead, a path I hadn’t planned for but one I was ready to face.
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3 months later




“Heidi,” Stacy said, peeking her head in my bedroom door. “Someone named Angie is here to see you.”

“Uh, okay.”

Following Stacy down the hallway toward the entryway, Stacy paused.

“Didn’t you say Angie worked for Steven?” she asked.

“Yeah,” I said. “I better see what she wants.”

“You sure about that?” she asked.

“Might as well,” I grumbled before looking around the living room. “Wait, where is she?”

Stacy’s gaze moved to the front door. “I told her to wait outside.”

“Interesting,” I said, a smile playing on my lips.

“What?” Stacy replied. “I didn’t know who she was exactly, and I’m not about to let a stranger into the house.”

“Uh-huh,” I replied, shooing her away with my hands.

Taking a deep breath, I opened the door to see Angie. As she turned, I took in her appearance from her dress slacks to her purple blouse to the long brown hair that cascaded over her shoulder.

“Heidi,” Angie greeted me with a small, sad smile as I stepped onto the porch.

“What’s going on, Angie?” I asked.

“Steven asked me to drop by and ask if you could return his calls,” Angie replied quietly, her gaze moving to the concrete porch stoop. “He said he has something important to talk to you about.”

“So, he sent someone he works with?” I stammered with disgust. “Wait, Angie. I’m sorry. This is between Steven and me. I just don’t want him dragging other people into it.”

Angie’s gaze moved back to my own, an apologetic smile appearing. “I get it. It’s just…he’s not himself. He said he doesn’t feel himself without you.”

“Well, he made his choice. Now it’s time to face the consequences,” I said quietly. “Look, I’m sorry he made you come out here. I’ll talk to him.”

“It’s not a problem,” Angie replied. “Steven has been nothing but nice to me. And so have you.”

“Thanks,” I replied.

Without another word, Angie turned and walked back to her car.

“Are you serious?” Stacy said, opening the door a crack. “Is she gone?”

“Yes,” I said. “Why are you snooping?”

“We have a door camera, you know,” Stacy scoffed. “I can’t believe he sent someone else to do his bidding.”

“It wasn’t like I was answering the door for him,” I admitted.

“Well, I made some coffee,” Stacy explained, walking toward the kitchen. “Why don’t you take a break and come chat?”

I nodded before walking back to my bedroom to shut down my computer.

“She doesn’t want to see you,” Aaron said over the phone. “Just leave her alone, Steven. You’re making this more difficult than it needs to be.”

Hearing Aaron’s voice, I quickly returned to the kitchen to find his back to me.

Deep down, I knew my brother-in-law wanted nothing more than to protect me. He’d become the big brother I never knew I needed. And best of all, he made my sister the happiest I’d ever seen her.

“Yes, your work friend just came by,” Aaron explained. “But at some point, you have to stop pestering Heidi. If she doesn’t want to talk, you have to accept that.”

Scooting to the corner of the counter where the coffee maker was, I silently fixed myself a cup of coffee before taking it onto the tidy brick-laden back porch. I smiled at my nephew Leland as he played with his toy dump truck in the sandbox that sat just a few feet away from the porch. Stacy sat in a rocking chair, her legs tucked underneath her.

“Steven again?” she asked.

I nodded, taking a seat across from her as I cradled my warm mug in my hands.

“How does he think things can just go back to normal after everything he did?”

I shrugged, thinking the same thing myself.

Three months had passed since I left Steven, and at first, I thought the silence between us would hold. But then the calls started. I ignored them, convinced that the divorce could be handled through lawyers, with no need for drawn-out conversations.

But Steven wasn’t one to give up easily.

Soon, gifts began appearing on Stacy and Aaron’s doorstep. Bouquets of flowers in every color imaginable. Boxes of chocolates tied with ribbons. Stuffed animals too large to ignore. Each one came with a note; the words were always the same: I made a mistake. Please, let me fix this.

“My best guess is guilt,” I said finally. “That he’d thrown away a good thing and that he’d gotten caught doing it.”

“How are you doing with it all?”

“I…don’t know. Part of me thinks I should just talk to him and make it absolutely clear I’m not reconciling with him. Maybe then he will stop calling me and harassing you all,” I said.

“Mommy, are you talking about Uncle Steven?” Leland’s cute little voice asked.

Stacy and I froze, our eyes meeting momentarily before Stacy spoke. “Yes, honey. Uncle Steven made some mistakes, and now he’s sad about them.”

“Like when I drew with a marker on my bedroom wall?” Leland asked.

Stacy’s face turned a little pink, and she let out a soft chuckle. “Yes, kind of. Except he hurt Aunt Heidi’s heart, and that’s why he isn’t around.”

Leland looked at me, his three-year-old little eyes seeing the world in such a different way than we did. “Aunt Heidi, do you need a Band-Aid? Mommy has some big puppy ones for me. I can share them with you.”

Tears threatened to spill as his words sank in. “That’s so nice of you, Leland, but I have my own band-aids. How about we go to the park today? I’ll take you to the one with the big dinosaurs.”

Leland’s face lit up with glee as he looked at Stacy. “Mommy, can I?”

“Sure, buddy. I think that would be good for you and Aunt Heidi.”

Aaron appeared in the doorway, his tall frame nearly covering the space completely, nodding his head at me with a wry smile.

“I’m sorry, Aaron. I think it’s time I talked to him and told him to stop bothering us,” I said. 

“I tried to tell him to just give up, but he can’t get the hint,” Aaron said, running a hand through his shaggy brown hair. “Do you want me to go with you? Be your muscle?”

I laughed, waving him off. “Nah, I can handle it. You guys have had to put up with enough.”

“Aunt Heidi, I’m ready to go to the park,” Leland said with a wide grin, his short brown hair bright in the sunlight.

“Take it easy on Aunt Heidi, okay, Buddy,” Aaron said, bending down to meet Leland at his level.

“I will,” Leland said firmly, his little mouth forming a straight line.

“All right,” I said. “Let me get my shoes on.”
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My heart hammered in my chest, my palms slick as I sat on the cold metal bench, waiting for Steven.

After taking Leland to the park, I’d finally caved and texted him, agreeing to meet him in person at the park in the middle of town.  A place public enough to avoid a scene and open enough for me to leave without hesitation if things went south.

Three months apart felt like both a lifetime and a blink. Enough time to clear my head, to begin unraveling the tangled threads of what I wanted for myself. But not nearly enough to erase the sting of betrayal.

Had I expected Steven to call me after a month? Not in the slightest. Yet his persistence had worn me down. Endless calls, texts, gifts. And now this meeting.

The texts he sent had been maddeningly vague, offering no hint of what he really wanted. Perhaps this was about damage control for his carefully curated reputation, tarnished by his careless affair. Or maybe it was something more.

I shifted on the bench, glancing down the tree-lined path, watching for his familiar stride. Part of me dreaded his arrival. The other part needed answers. 

So here I sat, scared to death about what he had to say and what he wanted me to do. Yet, somewhere in the back of my mind, I knew that through all of this, I had the upper hand. I had been tried and true. Faithful until the very end.

Stacy had perched at the edge of the guest bedroom bed, tossing out ideas for what I should wear to meet Steven. “You need to make a statement,” she insisted, rifling through my small suitcase. But I shook my head.

“The only statement I need to make,” I replied, “is that it’s time for him to move on.”

Now, sitting on the park bench, her words echoed faintly in my mind as I scanned the tree-lined path. A male jogger caught my eye, his oversized headphones bouncing slightly with each step as he passed. Then, just behind him, I saw Steven.

As Angie had previously implied. He looked… different.

Unshaven and with hair that was slightly too long, he walked with a deliberate, heavy gait. It wasn’t the polished, composed Steven I’d spent seven years with. As he drew closer, the dark circles under his eyes came into sharper focus, stark against his pale skin.

Seven years of memories flooded my mind unbidden. Our first date, when he pretended to be lost to keep talking to me. The day we moved in together, his wide-eyed disbelief at how much I owned, packed into a tiny car. And our wedding day, when he gave the kind of speech that made every guest cry.

The man walking toward me now was a ghost of that Steven. And as I took in his disheveled appearance and the quiet weight he carried, it was clear he wasn’t here to salvage his reputation. The shame and regret radiating from him said it all.

I stayed seated, unwilling to make the first move, letting him cross the final distance on his own. When he reached me, he hesitated briefly before lowering himself onto the bench beside me.

“Heidi,” Steven greeted, his voice thick with emotion. “You look good. Really good.”

I remained silent, unsure I could trust my voice as so many emotions came flooding back.

“I know you don’t want to talk to me, but I want you to at least hear me out,” Steven began. “I ended things with Jessica right away. You have every right to be mad at me, and what I did is unforgivable.”

Hearing his words, I tried my best to put up the armor walls around my fractured heart. To keep anything from seeping inside and making me soften to his pleas.

“I don’t know how I ruined the amazing thing we had,” he said.

“By thinking with your dick.”

We both went silent in the aftermath my words brought.

“That’s fair,” Steven said quietly. “But I want you back.”

“Not going to happen,” I said flatly, my eyes focused on a small, untrimmed hedge directly across from the bench.

“But I have been working on myself, I swear. I have been going to therapy and trying to make amends.”

“To whom? The blonde woman you’ve been fucking?” I asked. My words came out more vicious than I had anticipated. “Not sure she needed amends, but I guess I was wrong.”

“Heidi,” Steven pleaded. “Please give me another chance. I swear I’m different. And if you’re willing, I want us to go to couples counseling. Maybe that can help us heal from my mistakes.”

“Why would I do that?”

Steven was the quiet one now, for so long, in fact, that I glanced over to see if he’d left.

“Because I don’t want to throw away seven years of marriage over this. I want to work through it and come out on the other side. Better than before.”

“Steven,” I began. “This wasn’t just an ‘I was drunk at a party and slept with someone’ mistake; this was a deliberate and ongoing affair. Full of secrets, lies, and hiding. How do you expect us to heal from this?”

“You’re right,” Steven admitted. “I don’t know if we can, but I’d at least like to try.”

We both sat in silence. Me, unsure of what to say. Steven, waiting to see if I’d say anything.

“I see you’re still wearing your ring,” he whispered.

My heart picked up its pace at the realization that I’d never taken it off. How wearing it and being with Steven had become such a part of who I was that I’d forgotten it was there.

“So I am,” I said, reaching down and sliding the ring off my finger slowly. “You can have it back.”

Rising to my feet, I placed the bronze wedding band on the now vacant bench space. I gazed forward at the ducks swimming in the pond in front of us. “Please stop calling Aaron and Stacy. Please stop sending gifts to the door. It’s not only hard on me and them, but it’s harder on Leland. You know how much he loves you.”

Unable to listen to anything else coming out of his mouth, I walked away, leaving him to stew in the mess he’d made alone.
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“He wants to go to couples therapy?” asked Stacy incredulously, her features more accentuated by her long brown hair pulled back into a bun.

“Yup. And the worst part is, he thinks we can just move through this and come out stronger,” I said.

“Unbelievable.”

Pulling my knees up to my chest on the couch, my mind wandered to a life with Steven beyond this. Could I even trust him again?

“You’re not thinking about doing it, are you?” Stacy asked, leaning forward.

“I don’t want to get back with him because I don’t think I can trust him again. But I wonder if I should do the couples therapy with him.”

“What the hell?!” Stacy said, her eyebrows pinched inward, anger evident. “Why?”

“I think I need to know more about what happened. How it happened. I think if I have that, then I can heal from this,” I admitted.

“You’re serious? You want to pay to sit in a room with the man who hurt you and let him do it some more?”

“I think I am.”

Stacy leaned back on the sofa, crossing her arms over her chest, displeasure evident by her pinched eyebrows and frown.

“What?” I asked.

“I can’t see him break you into pieces again.”

“I’m clearly a whole person, Stacy. And I think I can handle it.”

“You don’t have to put on a strong face for me,” Stacy said sternly. “I heard you crying at night. I remember the call I received after you first found out. I won’t let him do that to you again.”

“I know it’s hard to understand, but this is something I need to move on,” I reiterated.

Stacy nodded, looking unhappy but clearly able to accept my decision. Even if she did so begrudgingly.

“I just…since we lost Mom and Dad, I finally thought our lives were in good places, and then something like this went and happened,” Stacy explained. “And with Steven of all people.”

“What do you mean?” I asked.

“Steven asked me if he could marry you before he asked,” Stacy’s voice came out quietly. “He knew how important we were to each other after Mom and Dad died. So, he went the extra mile to honor that, and it stuck with me. He always seemed like the perfect fit for you.”

In the aftermath of her statement, we both sat in silence, allowing our miscalculations to wash over us.

“Where are Aaron and Leland?” I finally asked.

“At his mom’s today,” Stacy said.

She let out a soft chuckle, her eyes meeting mine.

“What?” I asked.

“If you think I’m not happy about you going to therapy with Steven, just wait until Aaron finds out. He’s going to pop a blood vessel.”

“Oh God.”
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When Steven heard I was open to couples counseling, he sounded over the moon. No doubt he thought this was his chance to pull me back toward giving our marriage another try. I didn’t bother correcting him. I had my own reasons for agreeing. I needed closure. Answers. No matter how painful they might be, I needed them to make sense of it all.

After he had sent me the address of his therapist, I did my homework.

Steven had gone all out, hiring the best therapist in the area. Dr. Amy Hodges, a name I quickly recognized from a New York Times feature on modern relationships. Her website showcased glowing testimonials, a list of impressive credentials, and rates so high it made my stomach churn. But Steven’s salary could handle it.

This morning, I buried myself in my freelance editing job, clinging to the familiar rhythm of work to steady my nerves. But as the clock ticked closer to the session, the unease grew.

What does one wear to face the unraveling of one’s life? To demand the kind of truths that could shatter you while also offering a chance at healing.

Stacy let me raid her closet, and I settled on a sleek sleeveless romper with long, flowing pants. It struck the perfect balance: elegant, confident, and just detached enough to hide how exposed I felt inside.

When I pulled into the parking lot of the therapist’s office, my breath hitched. The building loomed, modern and pristine, dressed in gray board-and-batten siding and framed by perfectly manicured hedges. A sandy path led to the entrance, where a golden Buddha statue greeted visitors, as serene as the building was intimidating.

Steven was already there, leaning against his shiny black sedan a few spaces away. His sunglasses concealed his eyes, but his rigid posture spoke volumes.

I sat in my car for a moment, gripping the steering wheel as if it could anchor me. Then, with a deep, shaky breath, I stepped out of my Honda Accord and into the next chapter of this unraveling story.

“Wow, Heidi, you look amazing,” Steven said, his lips curving into a smile.

“Am I late?” I asked, glancing at my wristwatch.

“No, just on time. Like always.”

Steven nodded his head toward the door and began slowly walking toward it, trying to match my pace unsuccessfully.

“You’ll like Dr. Hodges. She has been so helpful,” Steven prattled on nervously, trying to fill the silence.

The large door swung open inward as Steven pushed the long gray handle, and I stepped into the front reception area, instinctively pushing my sunglasses up to rest atop my light brown hair. The air inside was cool, and the lighting low, casting soft shadows across the sleek, modern decor. A string quartet played quietly in the background, its delicate notes weaving through the space like a whisper.

As I walked further into the building, the faint sound of trickling water began to reach me, soft and steady. It seemed to pulse through the air, adding to the serene atmosphere and making everything feel just a bit too perfect.

“Hello, Mr. Easton. I’ll let Dr. Hodges know you’re here,” greeted a woman with a navy pleated dress and her blonde hair pulled back at the sides. “Please take a seat.”

Steven muttered a quiet “thanks” before leading me to the seating area. A small coffee table sat in front of us, its surface neatly arranged with a sandboard and tiny rake as if meant to soothe the soul rather than serve a purpose.

I interlaced my fingers tightly, using the motion to focus on anything other than Steven. The scent of his soap and cologne, familiar yet now tainted, hung in the air, pulling me back to moments I’d rather forget.

The time we went to a late baseball game in the summer, forgotten where we’d parked and gotten stuck in a thunderstorm, causing us to run through giant puddles laughing all the way. Or the time when Steven tried to fix the sink but ended up spraying the entire kitchen with water, and ended up calling a plumber who eyed us curiously when he saw all our bathroom towels decorating the floors and cabinets.

So many happy memories that were too painful to remember now.

My gaze wandered around the waiting room, trying to lose myself in its sterile calm. Earthy brown tones covered the walls, while polished cement flooring gave the space an industrial feel. The pops of green from carefully placed plants provided the only hint of warmth. As I took in the surroundings, I couldn’t help but notice how perfectly it all fit. No wonder Dr. Hodges commanded such high fees.            

“Heidi, I…” Steven began.

“Mr. and Mrs. Easton. Dr Hodges will see you now,” the receptionist softly called out.

Steven stood first, his movements slow, deliberate. He led the way past the receptionist’s desk and down a short hallway that ended with a solid wooden door, its brass plaque reading Dr. Amy Hodges.

He pushed the door open gently, revealing a room bathed in muted natural light from skylights above. The light cast soft shadows on the walls, creating an almost ethereal glow that felt out of place, given the weight of the situation.

Large and small ferns were scattered throughout the room, their lush green fronds adding a touch of life to the otherwise serene space. At the center of the office, the floor dipped two steps down to an area with a low, inviting couch and a separate chair where Dr. Hodges sat.

The setup was peaceful, almost too peaceful. An atmosphere meant to comfort, but for me, it only highlighted the growing tension between Steven and me.          

“Steven, welcome,” Dr. Hodges greeted warmly, standing as we walked closer. “It’s a pleasure to meet you, Mrs. Easton.”

“Please don’t call me that. Heidi is just fine,” I corrected.

“Very well,” Dr. Hodges said with a smile. “Please, Heidi, come have a seat.”

Following Dr. Hodges’ instructions, Steven and I walked toward the low, plum-colored sofa. He settled near the center while I chose the far end, deliberately placing as much space between us as possible.

As Dr. Hodges took her seat across from us, I couldn’t help but notice the way her brown maxi dress brushed softly against her bare feet as she lowered herself into her chair. The motion was fluid and effortless. Despite the weight of the situation, her face remained calm, her smile gentle and reassuring.

With a quiet rustle, she pulled out her notepad, then lifted her reading glasses from the chain dangling around her neck and slid them onto the bridge of her nose. Her presence felt almost soothing, an anchor amid the storm brewing between Steven and me.        

“Heidi, I am so glad you agreed to come to couples counseling,” Dr. Hodges said. “I hope that we can unpack some of the troubling events that have plagued your relationship and move you both forward.”

Interlacing my fingers again, I placed my hands on my lap, waiting quietly for what was to come next.

“I’m sure Steven has told you that he has been seeing me for a few months now,” Dr. Hodges continued. “And he expressed wanting to see if you would be willing to try couples counseling in the light of recent events.”

“Him having an affair for a year of our marriage?” I asked.

Dr. Hodge’s smile widened in response. “Yes. Exactly that. So, Heidi, your body language tells me you are feeling distraught and uncomfortable. Is that because of seeing Steven again or from being here?”

“Both,” I responded honestly.

“I see,” Dr. Hodges said. “May I ask why you agreed to come then?”
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