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for Ruth




Chapter 1


Sarah’s gaze traveled to the darkening sky just outside her classroom windows. It was one of those days when the grayness felt suffocating. After nearly ten years in Seattle, she longed for the abundant sunshine of her Southern California hometown. She never imagined she would settle here when she came for college, or that she’d end up teaching high school English, but here she was. Life never turns out as you expect. There are always unexpected turns and detours along the way.


She sighed and glanced at the industrial clock on the wall. Ten seconds until the final bell. Leave it to you, yet again, to be the buzz-kill, the voice in her head admonished. She couldn’t help feeling a bit like the Wicked Witch when it came to assigning homework, especially on the weekend. She looked out at her students as they crammed books and notebooks into their already overflowing backpacks. A few were already done and positioned to bolt out the door. She inhaled deeply before broadcasting her voice over the noisy activity.


“Remember that your essays are due next Friday. If you don’t have a rough draft completed, be sure to finish it before Monday.”


There it is, she thought as several students grimaced and moaned. The audible groan. Never mind that they were supposed to have the draft finished this week! She wasn’t going to be the bad guy in this scenario. Besides, it was supposed to rain all weekend. They’d have plenty of time indoors to work on it.


Sarah’s internal dialogue continued as the bell rang, drowning out the frenetic chatter of her students as they bumped and jostled their way out of class. She hoped the rain would hold off until the morning. Slogging around in a downpour never worked when you needed to look good, and she definitely needed to look good tonight. Things hadn’t been going well with Robert lately. He was distant and irritable and nothing she did seemed to please him. He was always traveling for work and they never had fun together anymore. She had tried to convince herself that maybe it was to be expected after five years of marriage, especially with a kid and busy jobs. But other people managed to do it. Why couldn’t they? You should try harder. You need to do something to rekindle the romance. To make him happy. To get things back to the way they were.


Her thoughts wandered back to the moment she and Robert met. It was the beginning of her senior year of college and she’d been going through a tough time: her boyfriend of two years had graduated the previous semester, and when he did he’d decided they should break up. She was devastated. The school library felt claustrophobic, so she spent her study time at a nearby Starbucks. The constant bustle made her feel less alone and, ironically, helped her concentrate. It kept her mental demons at bay.


The last thing on her mind had been meeting someone new. She smiled now as she remembered picking up her coffee and crashing into Robert as she turned away from the counter. He was incredibly handsome, and old enough to be her father. And he was clearly not happy about the coffee now decorating his crisp white button-down shirt.


Sarah’s immediate reaction had been one of fear, like a child waiting to be smacked. She blabbered an apology and, on the verge of tears, waited for him to yell. But he didn’t. His anger just melted away and he smiled that charming smile of his. He was so charismatic and playful. He made her feel comfortable and at ease. And he made her laugh.


She missed that. She couldn’t remember the last time they’d laughed together. And she was at a loss about what to do to make things better. There must be something you can do. You need to put forth more of an effort. Stop being lazy about it.


She jumped slightly when Maggie bounced through the door, dressed, as always, in an odd assortment of what Sarah considered mismatched clothes. Maggie called it her own unique style. Sarah thought of it as a mix of old hippie and Earth Mother. As a loyal Nordstrom shopper, she thought the “style” part of Maggie’s dress was debatable. But unique? That she couldn’t argue with.


Maggie dramatically threw herself backward across Sarah’s desk. “Thank God! Another week over.”


“Ah, ever the dedicated teacher!” Sarah pushed her back up off the desk.


“Hell yeah! Dedicated to getting out of here.” Maggie motioned toward the door. “Let’s get going. I want to buy you a birthday drink.”


Sarah glanced up at the clock and shook her head. “No time. I need to get Lizzy from day care and pick up my dress for tonight from the cleaners.” Her mind was already spinning with all the things she needed to do before Robert got home.


Maggie frowned. “Your dress? For Luigi’s?” She motioned toward Sarah’s tailored slacks and cashmere sweater. “You’d be fine like that.”


Sarah turned away and busied herself with straightening her desk and packing up her bag. “Change of plans. We’re going to Maxwell’s,” she said without looking up.


“Maxwell’s? Seriously? You hate that stuffy old place.”


“I know,” Sarah said, trying to sound upbeat and nonchalant. “Normally it wouldn’t be my first choice. But Robert made a big deal about wanting to go to a nice restaurant for my birthday. And I think he’s right. I want it to be a nice night.”


Maggie frowned, then shrugged and slumped down into a chair. “If you say so.” Her disappointment filled the room like a dark cloud. Sarah was always amazed at how quickly her friend’s mood could change. And she couldn’t deal with it today. She was stressed enough on her own. She needed to fix this.


“How about I take a rain check for next week? You can buy me a beer then.”


Maggie didn’t respond and Sarah knew what her silence meant: she was planning her next argument. She’d never give up without a fight. She was one of the most persistent people Sarah had ever met. And she always managed to get her way. So, when she brightened and sat up in her chair, Sarah braced herself. Be strong, Sarah. You know you shouldn’t go today.


Maggie motioned toward the clock. “You know, we still have time. One quick drink and then I promise to have you on your way by four fifteen. That’ll give you plenty of time to get to the cleaners.”


“I’m sorry, Mags, but I really can’t. I need to get some food for the sitter and—”


“You can do that after the cleaners,” Maggie said, jumping up from her chair.


“I don’t know . . .” The voice in Sarah’s head was shouting. This is a terrible idea. Don’t encourage her. You can’t be late or the cleaners will close. You have to have that dress. You know Robert wants you to wear it. You can’t start the night off with him in a bad mood.


Maggie dropped to her knees, hands folded prayer-like, in front of Sarah. “Please. Please. Don’t make me drink alone. I need you! Please don’t abandon me. I would never abandon you. Just one drink. That’s all I ask.”


Sarah rolled her eyes. “You’re seriously pathetic. Get up . . .”


Maggie jumped up, bouncing and pumping her arms like a cheerleader. “Say you’ll go! Say you’ll go! Say you’ll go!”


Sarah looked nervously at the door. Someone is going to hear her. This is really embarrassing. You need to get her to stop. She’s doing this on purpose. She totally knows how to mess with you. “You’re crazy, you know that? Now stop!” she said in barely more than a whisper as she glanced toward the door again.


Maggie stopped, slumped down onto the top of a desk, and feigned a pout. “What? You don’t like my cheerleader routine?”


“Cheer-bully, more like.”


Maggie shrugged. “Whatever works. So, you’ll go?”


“Okay, but only one quick drink.” Sarah had a nagging feeling she was going to regret this, but she pushed it away. Maggie was right. She was her best friend; she shouldn’t let her down. “I mean, I can’t miss celebrating with my BFF!”


“Damn straight!” Maggie grinned and linked her arm through Sarah’s. “Rusty Hub, here we come!”
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A cold wind and light rain hit Sarah’s face when they stepped out the front door of the school. She frowned when she looked up at the dark sky and unhooked her arm from Maggie’s so she could get her umbrella out of her bag.


“This is not good,” she said more to herself than to Maggie. She prayed that it wouldn’t rain any harder—that the real storm would at least hold off until after she and Robert got home from dinner.


“Oh, come on! It’s just a little rain. Chill out and enjoy,” Maggie said and then burst into a booming, “I’m singin’ in the rain, just singin’ in the rain,” twirling around a street sign, a mailbox, and a fire hydrant as she sang.


Sarah looked around nervously to see if anyone was watching. She hated it when Maggie acted like this. It always made her question how they’d ever become friends in the first place. A classic case of opposites attract, she decided.


“Please stop. You’re embarrassing me.”


Maggie laughed, linking her arm back through Sarah’s. “I know. That’s what makes it so much fun. You really need to lighten up a little. And I’m the one to help you do it. That’s my gift to you, my dear Sarah. Happy birthday!”


Sarah raised her eyebrows. “I thought you were buying me a beer for my birthday.”


Maggie reached out to open the door of the Rusty Hub. “That too!”


Sarah closed her umbrella and stepped inside as Maggie held the door. It was a little busier than usual. There were only a few seats left at the long mahogany bar, and most of the booths were full. Probably the weather. It was a good place to escape the cold and rain.


Maggie pushed past Sarah, who had stopped to put her umbrella in the bin by the door. “I’m going to grab those stools,” she said, nodding toward the only two adjacent seats still left at the bar.


Sarah looked around as she followed Maggie across the room. She always felt nervous that she might see someone who knew Robert, but in all the time they’d been coming here, it had never happened. This really wasn’t the kind of place Robert’s acquaintances would frequent. She told herself to relax and scooted up onto the barstool next to Maggie.


“Hey there, stranger,” Maggie said to Alex, the bartender, who was stacking some clean beer glasses behind the bar. He looked up and smiled.


“Well if it isn’t the Dynamic Duo! What can I get you today? The usual?”


Sarah nodded as Maggie interjected, “And the wings platter. In honor of the birthday girl!”


“No—” Sarah started to object but then stopped herself. Why bother? The strongest linebacker in the NFL couldn’t stop Maggie once she’d made up her mind about something. Might as well just go with it.


“Well, happy birthday!” Alex said.


Sarah smiled. “Thanks.”


Alex called out the order for the wings as he pulled the tap to fill two glasses. He tossed a couple of coasters onto the bar and sat their beers down in front of them. “Enjoy!”


Maggie raised her glass to Sarah as Alex moved to greet an attractive man who had just taken a single seat at the other end of the bar. Sarah noticed her checking him out. She grinned. “Like what you see, huh?”


Maggie sighed deeply. “A girl can dream.”


“Whatever happened with your date from last weekend?” Sarah asked—and then immediately scolded herself. You idiot. You should have asked her on Monday. How could you have forgotten that!? You really are a lousy friend sometimes.


“Total bust.” Maggie sipped her beer. “I need to take a break from the online stuff. It’s just too weird to me. It’s like shopping for shoes. Lots look good until you try them on.”


Sarah followed Maggie’s gaze back to the dream guy, who was now talking to the equally attractive woman sitting next to him.


“Do you think he knows her?” Maggie asked. “Or did they just meet? Do people ever really meet someone decent in a bar? I certainly never have.”


Sarah didn’t answer. She knew the questions were rhetorical.


Maggie turned back to Sarah. “I’m officially on a break. Time to focus on me for a while. I was thinking of trying that yoga class you told me about.”


“That would be great,” Sarah said, and then stopped to consider what to say next. She needed to be careful. Talking to Maggie about her luck with guys was dangerous territory. The flypaper of her fun, crazy persona tended to catch the equally fun but non-committing types. And she inevitably got swallowed up by a black hole when she talked about it. Sarah couldn’t go there today. She needed this to be a quick drink. Better to shift gears to safer territory. Something that would provide a distraction.


“Could you believe Jessica in the staff meeting this morning?” she said, shaking her head.


Maggie loved to dissect colleagues, especially when they acted in ways she found offensive or suspect. Sarah watched her guilt creep in. She felt like a terrible person when she gossiped, but her anxiety about her evening with Robert was eating away at her and she was feeling desperate. This was an emergency, she rationalized. She couldn’t deal with Maggie in a puddle today.


“Oh, my God!” Maggie said, taking the bait. “She is such a lame suck-up. She totally said the complete opposite thing to me last week. She’s just trying to impress McCarthy. I know she has her eye on the department chair position. It’s total bullshit. I have half a mind to . . .”


And we’re off, Sarah thought as her mind raced forward into the evening ahead. She had to get Lizzy, pick up her dress, and then make a quick stop for some food. Something the babysitter could heat up easily. Then she’d get Lizzy into the bath so she could change and put her hair up. Oh, and she couldn’t forget to check the house to make sure everything was tidy the way Robert liked it . . .




Chapter 2


It had taken longer than Sarah anticipated to pick Lizzy up and now she was running late for the cleaners. If she didn’t get that dress, Robert would be disappointed and the evening would be ruined. Serves you right. You are so stupid. You knew the Rusty Hub was a bad idea. Why do you let Maggie talk you into things so easily? You’ll never learn.


She slammed on her brakes, nearly rear-ending the car in front of her, when the driver hesitated at the four-way stop. The traffic was ridiculous. Why do drivers turn into morons when it rains? She glanced down at the clock and pounded on the steering wheel. “Oh, come on!” She winced and rubbed her chest before plunging her hand into her purse on the seat beside her, searching for her TUMS. You seriously need to clean out your purse. It’s a mess. No wonder you can never find anything.


“What’s the matter, Mommy?” Lizzy asked from the backseat. Sarah glanced in the rearview mirror at her daughter, who’d been narrating a gossip session between two Barbie dolls about which girls liked which boys at school. What five-year-old thinks like that? Sarah certainly hadn’t when she was five.


“Nothing. Just lots of traffic.”


Lizzy became more animated. “We made bird feeders at school today!”


“That’s nice,” Sarah said, fighting the urge to scream. Sometimes Lizzy’s precociousness was more than she could handle.


“Mrs. Johnson said they have to dry, but we can bring them home next week.”


“Great,” Sarah said as she finally made it through the intersection. She glanced back in the rearview mirror and noticed Lizzy looking around, confused.


“Mommy, this is the wrong way.”


Sarah pressed on the gas pedal and navigated a quick left turn in front of traffic into the strip mall. “I have to stop at the cleaners.”


“What for?”


“A dress.”


“What for?”


“I need it for dinner tonight with Daddy. Now, stop with the questions,” she said, barely containing her urge to yell and cry all at the same time. She glanced at the clock as she pulled into a parking spot in front of the cleaners. 5:02. She grabbed her purse and turned back to Lizzy.


“Let’s go.”


“I don’t want to.”


“Lizzy, please. I’m in a hurry.”


Lizzy crossed her arms. “No. You can’t make me.”


Sarah felt her body tense. She was not in the mood for this today. “We have to go! Right now!” She got out of the car, slammed her door, and pulled Lizzy’s door open forcefully. Lizzy was getting too big to carry, but if she was going to be a total brat then Sarah had no other choice. She unbuckled Lizzy and pulled her out of the car.


Lizzy started kicking and screaming. “No. I don’t want to go. I don’t want to get my dress wet.”


Sarah looked around. People are going to think you’re a terrible mother. And it’s true. You can’t even get your own kid to behave.


She held Lizzy tight to her body as she pushed the car door closed with her back and ran up under the awning. She reached the door of the cleaners just as a young man was turning the OPEN sign to CLOSED. She put Lizzy down and motioned to him to open the door. He pointed to the sign and turned away. Sarah shook her head and pounded on the door. “Please, open the door!” She had to get that dress. She couldn’t take no for an answer.


The store clerk turned around, noticeably frustrated, and opened the door slightly. “Lady, we’re closed.”


“I just have to get one dress,” she said, holding up her receipt. “I need it for tonight.”


He shook his head. “I can’t. I’ve already closed out the register.”


“I can pay cash and you can reconcile it tomorrow.”


He shook his head again. “Sorry.”


He’s not going to give it to you. Robert will not be happy. And it’s your fault. You never should have gone out with Maggie. How are you going to explain that to him? You know how he feels about your friendship with Maggie. He’ll be furious. You are such a fuckup!


She burst into tears and frantically pushed on the door. “You don’t understand. I have to have it. Please!”


Lizzy looked up at Sarah and grabbed for her hand. “Mommy, what’s wrong?”


Sarah pulled away from Lizzy, holding up the receipt as she pleaded with the employee. “Please! I really have to have this dress.”


He looked down at Lizzy and then back to Sarah. “What a day for the boss to leave early,” he said, shaking his head. He opened the door. “Okay. But we need to make it quick.”


Sarah rushed in. “Thank you. Thank you so much. This really means a lot to me. You’re a lifesaver!” Stop gushing. You sound like an idiot. What is wrong with you?


The clerk turned away. “Yeah, whatever.” He disappeared into the back to retrieve her dress.


He thinks you’re a total nutcase. He’s probably right. Something is seriously wrong with you. Sarah felt shaky. She took a deep breath and tried unsuccessfully to choke back her tears. She felt like a dam had burst open; she couldn’t stop crying.


Lizzy reached for Sarah’s hand. “It’s okay, Mommy. He’s getting your dress. Everything’s okay, right Mommy?”


Sarah looked down at her daughter and nodded, smiling weakly but unable to speak. She took a deep breath and told herself that everything was okay. It was going to work out. She just needed to let this be a lesson and not ever do it again. She took another deep breath and started to feel more composed. She wiped her face just as the clerk returned with her dress.


“It’ll be $9.50,” he said as he hung the dress on the rack next to the cash register. Sarah opened her wallet and gave him a $10.00 bill.


“I don’t have change,” he said, taking the bill. “Remember, I told you I already closed out the register.”


She waved her hand, avoiding eye contact. “Don’t worry about it.” She grabbed the dress from the rack and pushed Lizzy toward the door. “Thanks again for your help. I really appreciate it.” She rushed out of the store without looking back.


[image: Images]


The rain had slowed to a drizzle by the time they reached home. Sarah turned into the driveway and pushed the remote for the garage door, ticking through a mental list of all the things she needed to do before Robert got home. She pulled forward into the garage and turned off the car.


Lizzy jumped out of the car, Barbies in hand, and pushed open the door to the kitchen. “Daddy, Daddy, we’re home!”


Sarah grabbed her purse, dry cleaning, book bag, and grocery bag and leaned her back into the car door to close it, struggling to not drop everything. “I don’t think Daddy’s home yet sweetie, but he will be soon.” She still felt a little shaky after her breakdown at the cleaners, and she was determined to be more composed. You need to get back in control. Stop being such a baby. You can’t let Robert see you like this. He hates it when you’re needy. You need to be strong. And you need to get Lizzy settled. You know he’ll be upset if she’s cranky when he gets home.


She maneuvered through the door into the kitchen and lifted her bags onto the counter. “Let me put all this away and then we’ll get you into the bathtub.”


Lizzy frowned. “I don’t want to take a bath yet. I want Daddy to see my new dress.”


Sarah took a deep breath and blew it back out forcefully. She couldn’t deal with Lizzy’s obstinacy today. Why couldn’t she just behave? She quickly glanced into the dining room. Good, nothing to clean up in there. She glanced at the clock and felt a sense of dread. She’d never be ready in time. Why had she agreed to go out with Maggie? Stupid, Sarah. Really stupid. You’ll never learn, will you?


She turned her attention back to Lizzy. “He can see it later. You need to take your bath before Amy gets here. And you know better than to drop your Barbies on the floor. Now pick them up and let’s get going.”


Lizzy clenched her fists and stomped her feet on the hardwood floor. “No! I don’t wanna wait ‘til later. I want Daddy to see my dress now!” She turned and ran out of the room, heading for the den.


Sarah took a deep breath, trying to calm the urge to scream. She knew from past experience that yelling would only make Lizzy dig her heels in more. She forced herself to take a couple more breaths before picking up the dolls and following her into the den.


Lizzy had crawled up onto the sofa and was sitting with her arms crossed defiantly, an extremely exaggerated pout on her face. If Sarah hadn’t been so angry, it probably would have made her laugh.


“Lizzy, I have a lot to do before Daddy gets home and I need you to be good.” She handed the dolls to her daughter. “So, take these to your room and get ready for your bath.”


Lizzy took the dolls but glared at Sarah. “No!”


Sarah felt the anger building in her body. Why couldn’t she just cooperate? She silently repeated the mantra she’d learned at a parenting class. Focus. Stay calm. Don’t yell. Be firm.


“Lizzy, I need you to do as I say. Now go to your room right now and get undressed.”


“No! I’m staying right here until Daddy comes home.”


Something snapped inside Sarah. “The hell you are. You’re going to your room right now and getting undressed or I’ll do it for you!” Get a grip. What is with the swearing and yelling? You are such a terrible mother.


Lizzy started to cry. “No!” she screamed, her volume increasing. “You can’t make me! Daddy would want to see my dress.” She threw the Barbies at Sarah as she jumped up off the couch and ran out of the room.


“Fine! Be that way!” Sarah loudly stomped back to the kitchen. What is wrong with you? You’re as bad as she is. Sarah tried to breathe some more, remembering the parenting experts’ advice. Take a time out. Calm yourself before going back to Lizzy. Give her some space to calm down.


“Fuck the experts,” Sarah said aloud. “They don’t know Lizzy. They talk about the ‘terrible twos,’ but what about the terrible threes, fours, and fives? She throws a fit any time she doesn’t get her way. I’m so tired of it.” She stopped for a moment, leaning with both hands on the counter. She was on the verge of tears again.


She straightened up and put the food for Lizzy and the sitter in the refrigerator before carrying the rest of her things to her room. She put her book bag neatly beside her desk and hung her dress up in the large walk-in closet before steeling herself to go to Lizzy’s room. She could do this. Lizzy was a child and she was the adult. She needed to start acting like one. Just keep breathing and stay calm.


Lizzy was face-down on her bed, crying, when Sarah opened her door. Sarah sat down on the bed and tried to gently put her hand on her back, but she jerked away.


“I hate you,” she said, her voice muffled by the blanket underneath it. “You just don’t want Daddy to see my new dress.”


“That’s not true,” Sarah said, struggling to manage the irritation in her voice. “There just isn’t enough time. Amy will be here soon and Daddy and I need to leave for dinner.”


Lizzy curled up on her side and scooted even farther away from Sarah. The time-out clearly hadn’t done the trick. Robert would be home soon and she needed Lizzy to be calm. And she still had to get dressed. She knew the tough approach never worked. It was time to play nice. She hated giving in to Lizzy—she knew it only made things worse in the long run and it made her feel like a terrible mother—but she was at the end of her rope. She couldn’t do it anymore. She needed a break. And she needed to get Lizzy out of her dress and ready for the sitter.


“Hey, I have a great idea,” she said, hoping Lizzy would buy it. “You can put your dress back on tomorrow morning and surprise Daddy. You know how stressed he can be when he gets home from work. In the morning he’s always happier, right?”


Lizzy continued to lie silently on the bed. Sarah reached out slowly and gently touched Lizzy’s back. Lizzy didn’t pull away this time. Sarah took that as a good sign. She was making progress.


“But we should hang it up now so it doesn’t get wrinkled. And if you take your bath quickly, you can have a special treat. How about a Tootsie Pop and a video until Daddy gets home?”


Sarah pushed away the voice that started to criticize her for bribing Lizzy. She had to stay focused on not upsetting Robert. That was the most important thing right now. And that meant getting Lizzy in a good mood.


Lizzy sat up slowly, still pouting. “Okay.”


Sarah breathed a sigh of relief. Her body relaxed slightly and she put her arm around Lizzy.


“Good girl. Now you get undressed and I’ll go start the bath.”
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With Lizzy bathed and settled in to watch a video, Sarah began straightening the den and cleaning up the kitchen. Tidiness wasn’t her strong suit. She was comfortable with clutter. It made a house feel lived in to her. But not so with Robert. He liked everything in its place, and Sarah had learned that nothing triggered Robert more quickly than having the house out of order. Although he never offered to help. He’d wanted to hire a live-in maid and nanny when Lizzy was born, but Sarah had been uncomfortable with the idea, so he had reluctantly compromised on a weekly cleaning service. But he had been clear that any additional cleaning needs—and childcare needs, for that matter—were her responsibility.


She heard the front door open and quickly tossed the plastic take-out bag in the trash just as Robert walked in. Her body immediately tensed. She’d perfected the skill of sensing his moods within a few seconds, and she could tell that today was not a good day.


He dumped his briefcase and keys on the counter and began to take off his overcoat. “I need a drink.” He tossed his coat over the back of a chair.


Sarah caught her breath. She knew she needed to tread lightly. Be good. Be supportive. Not say anything to upset him more.


“Rough day?” she asked, trying to calm the quiver in her voice as he walked around the center island and opened a cupboard.


“Something like that,” he said as he grabbed a glass. He continued to fix his drink, getting ice from the refrigerator and vodka from the liquor cabinet, without looking at Sarah.


“Want to talk about it?”


“Nope.” Robert poured the vodka over the ice.


Sarah searched for something to say. Being supportive wasn’t working. Maybe a distraction would help. “Lizzy’s been asking for you. She wanted to see you when you got home.”


“I need some downtime and a shower.” He picked up his drink and kissed Sarah quickly on the forehead as he passed. “Be a dear and put a video on for her. I’ll see her in the morning.” He strode out of the room, drink in hand.


Sarah slumped back against the counter and slid to the floor, cradling her head in her hands and fighting back the tears. She felt so alone. Again. She knew it was probably stupid to keep expecting something to change, but she was really tired of feeling like a single parent. She tried to do everything she could think of to make him happy, but it never seemed to work. He was so distracted and irritated all the time. Where was the fun, charismatic man she had married? She wanted to try to talk to him, but that always seemed to backfire. It always turned into her fault somehow. How was it possible to be married and feel so lonely?


The doorbell startled her and she jumped up from the floor and headed for the door. Amy was early. Maybe that was a good thing. Lizzy wouldn’t be so focused on seeing Robert before they left. She opened the door, welcomed Amy, and distractedly went through the motions of showing her the food in the refrigerator and letting her know where they were going and how late they would be. As she started up the stairs she heard Lizzy’s squeal of excitement. She was glad Lizzy liked Amy. That hadn’t always been the case with Lizzy and babysitters. The fact that she really clicked with Amy made everything so much easier.


Robert was still in the shower when Sarah walked into their large master suite. She quickly went into the walk-in closet. She wanted to put her dress on to surprise Robert when he came out of the shower; maybe it would help shift his mood. She took the plastic off the dress and slipped it over her head, tugging slightly to get it over her body. It was tighter than she remembered. Could it have shrunk? Had she gained weight? You haven’t been good about weighing yourself every day. You should be more careful. She tugged the zipper up and heard the fabric rip just as the shower stopped running.


“Shit!” she said under her breath as she quickly pulled the dress off and stuffed it and the plastic cover into a drawer. You idiot! How could you be so careless? Robert’s already stressed out. You don’t need this tonight. She quickly grabbed another dress and pulled it over her head just as Robert came out of the bathroom with a towel wrapped around his waist. He was using a second towel to dry his full head of hair. He was still toned and fit despite the beginning of some recent greying at his temples. Sarah tentatively came out of the closet and turned to have him zip up her dress.


Robert frowned. “I told you I wanted you to wear your black dress.”


“I know. I rushed to get to the cleaners after I picked Lizzy up, but the traffic was awful because of the rain.” A white lie. Really not that bad, she told herself, if it kept the peace.


“Too bad. I love that dress on you.” Robert moved into the closet to begin dressing. “I closed another deal today.” His voice was distant and distracted, as if he was talking to no one in particular. “I need to go back to LA on Sunday. I’ll be there for a few weeks to oversee the installation.”


“But you just got home.” Sarah heard the whine come out of her mouth before she could stop it. She plopped down onto the bed, pouting. “Sometimes I think we should just move to LA.”


Robert frowned as he came out of the closet. “Don’t be ridiculous. This is our home. Your job and your friends are here. My family is here. And right now, I’m here too.” He walked over to Sarah, reached out, and gently pulled her up from the bed to look into her eyes. “And you look beautiful and it’s your special day. So, let’s forget it for now and take you out for a wonderful dinner, okay?”


Sarah nodded and smiled meekly, her body relaxing.


“Good girl,” he said. He kissed her forehead and went back into the closet to finish dressing.


Sarah sat down to freshen her makeup and put up her hair, glad that Robert seemed to be in a better mood. She shouldn’t be mad when he was being so sweet. Maybe it would be a good night after all. As long as you can keep your stupid mouth shut.




Chapter 3


Sarah was quiet on the drive to the restaurant. She was aware of some lingering frustration and disappointment and knew she needed to keep herself in check. She didn’t want to do anything that might upset Robert. He was lost in his own thoughts, as he often was, and that was where she wanted him to stay. Silence was always better than the alternative. She’d been worried when he came home that it might be one of their bad nights, so she was grateful that his mood had improved. Maybe all the work she’d done tidying and making sure Lizzy was distracted when he got home had helped.


The vodka likely had something to do with it too.


But he was still going back to LA and she was upset about that. Being alone with Lizzy all the time was wearing her thin. She needed him home more. She wished there was some way to make him understand. But trying to find the right thing to say and the right time to say it was always tricky with him.


Robert pulled up in front of the restaurant and handed the keys to the valet before walking around the car to open Sarah’s door. Sarah stifled a snicker. He never opened her car door. Except when they came here. Such a performance!


Stop it, she quickly cautioned herself. Thoughts like that might make her say something she’d regret. She needed to be positive. He was being nice right now. She should enjoy it. She tugged at the hem of her mini-dress, attempting to adjust it inconspicuously as she stepped out of the car. Robert took her arm and led her into the restaurant.


Sarah knew the routine and the part she was expected to play. She smiled sweetly as they were greeted immediately by the maître d’.


“Good evening Mr. Jenkins. Mrs. Jenkins. You both look wonderful, as always.”


“Thank you, Joseph.” Robert smiled warmly and turned toward Sarah. “We are celebrating Mrs. Jenkins’s birthday today.”


The maître d’ nodded politely. “Happy birthday, Mrs. Jenkins.”


Sarah smiled demurely. “Thank you.” She felt self-conscious and uncomfortable whenever they came here. It represented Robert’s world of old money and prestige. A world she knew she didn’t belong in. And Robert’s mother, she reminded herself, would be the first to agree. She hadn’t approved of Sarah from the start, and she still related to her more as hired help than family.


The maître d’ turned back to Robert. “I have your regular table reserved as you requested, Mr. Jenkins.” He motioned for them to follow and seated them at a private booth. Robert discreetly slipped him a tip as they sat down. The maître d’ nodded and handed them their menus and the wine list as a waiter approached.


As the waiter placed their napkins in their laps and poured water in their glasses, Robert handed the wine list back to the maître d’. “We’ll just have our usual cabernet.”


The maître d’ nodded. “We had the pleasure of having your parents in last night,” he said to Robert.


Robert smiled and nodded knowingly. “For their standing Thursday night date.”


“Yes, sir,” the maître d’ said, bowing slightly. As he and the waiter turned to leave, his eyes met Sarah’s, and she caught a slight smirk on his face. She smiled slightly. They had their own little inside joke—their shared opinion that you could say a lot of things about Robert’s parents, but “a pleasure” wasn’t one of them. Entitled, snobbish, arrogant? Yes. But a pleasure, definitely not.


Sarah watched Robert quietly read his menu, wondering what was going through his mind and chastising herself for what was running through hers. You’re being a bitch again. What is wrong with you tonight? Do you want to blow it yet again? This is your night. You’re in an exclusive restaurant with your handsome, charming husband. Get a grip. You need a major attitude adjustment. Now!


She tried to focus and read the menu, but her stomach was churning. Nothing looked appetizing to her. The waiter returned with the wine and poured a small amount in Robert’s glass. Robert swirled, smelled, and tasted the wine before nodding to the waiter, who returned the nod and poured them each a glass.


Sarah didn’t really like red wine; she would have preferred a beer. But she would never say that to Robert. She remembered back to their first dinner out together. He had actually said that no woman of his would ever drink beer. So she had learned to tolerate wine. And she saved her beer drinking for Maggie at the Rusty Hub on Fridays after school. It was one of those secrets married couples have. It seemed innocuous enough to her.


“I’ll be back in a few minutes to go over our specials for this evening,” the waiter said when he’d finished pouring the wine.


As he left the table, Robert raised his wine glass. “Happy birthday to my beautiful wife,” he said with a warm, relaxed smile on his face. He tapped the rim of Sarah’s glass and returned to perusing his menu as he sipped the wine.


Sarah studied him, trying to see him as others might in his obviously tailored and expensive suit, exuding power and having dinner with his much younger wife. He was definitely charismatic. She’d give him that. And handsome and sexy. She knew she was the envy of many women. She was sure there were women in the restaurant tonight, and probably men as well, who had noticed them. She lifted her wine glass and took a large chug, checking to be sure Robert wasn’t watching. She knew he wouldn’t approve. Wine was to be sipped and savored. But she still felt shaky from this afternoon and she was angry at Robert about Lizzy.


She thought the alcohol would take the edge off her anger and help her keep her mouth shut, but instead it seemed to weaken her resolve. The words rose up in her throat like a dormant volcano finally being released. She couldn’t hold them back.


“Lizzy really wanted to talk to you tonight.”


“I’m sorry. I was beat,” Robert said without looking up from his menu.


“It’s hard for her having you gone so much.” Sarah knew she was pressing it.


“Sarah, please,” he said, still focused on his menu. “Not tonight.”


He’s warning you, Sarah. Loud and clear. Stop now. Don’t do this. You know you will just piss him off. And that always gets ugly. Just keep your mouth shut. But she couldn’t stop the flood of emotion coursing through her. She pushed the voice in her head aside. “But she really misses you.”


Robert looked up from his menu, scowling, his voice low and stern. “How many times do we have to have this conversation? You knew my priorities when you decided to keep the pregnancy. I didn’t want kids. I agreed because you wanted it so badly.”
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