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Dear Reader:

What happens when two people struggling in individual marriages decide to seek comfort in each other? Chaos, intrigue, drama, and ultimately, clarity. Sydney is married but not happy. She realizes that she made a mistake and was actually a rebound for her husband after losing the true love of his life. Brandon loves his wife but cannot understand why she has turned away from him—both physically and emotionally. When the two of them join a local gym around the same time and Sydney mistakes Brandon for his twin brother who teaches her daughter, they connect and then start making excuses to be around each other. That never works, especially when there is an instant physical attraction.

The Last Exhale is a novel that many will be able to relate to. When a marriage is on the rocks, some often find it easier to turn to a third party instead of trying to work things out with the people they promised to love throughout eternity. Julia Blues examines how things can fall apart when the realities of life intervene in a seemingly perfect situation. When illness, death, stress, and natural evolution change people. It is a riveting, engaging book that will bring many to the brink of tears in several scenes.

    Thanks for supporting the authors of Strebor Books. As always, we strive to bring you amazing stories from prolific authors. We appreciate the love. You can find me on Facebook and Twitter @AuthorZane, on Instagram @planetzane and you can join our text service to be aware of upcoming titles and events by texting Zane to 51660.

Blessings,
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This book is dedicated to marriage.

This book is also dedicated to Barbara & Gary Williams, Sr. Thirty-nine years of marriage and counting. May you continue to be a walking, talking, living, breathing testament to what marriage is all about.
Thank you, Mom & Dad.
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SYDNEY HOLMES

My hand shakes as I unfold the letter.

I know the words by heart because I wrote them. Wrote them six years ago on the eve of my wedding day. Wrote them to my husband to tell him I wasn’t going to meet him at the altar the next morning.

I made a mistake.

That night, I should have gone to his hotel and slid the letter under his room door like I had planned. Should’ve done that and taken the taxi to the airport, hopped on the flight I purchased a ticket for the night before, and flown to another life where nobody knew my name. Should’ve done all of that, but I didn’t.

“Mommy, are you crying?”

I stuff the letter back in the shoe box, toss a worn pair of shoes on top of it. Shove it under the bed just like I did my heart when I stood in front of family and friends and God and promised to love a man for the rest of my life who I couldn’t even love at that moment.

Before my son can see my face, I grab a tissue off the nightstand. “No, honey. Mommy’s not crying. It’s my allergies.” I blow my nose to emphasize my lie.

I knew the moment the doors opened and I placed my feet on freshly sprinkled rose petals that I was making a mistake. My heart begged me to turn around, save myself before committing to a lifetime of insecurity. But my right foot betrayed me, then my left. Moments later, there was only a breath standing between us. I closed my eyes as his lips touched mine. Deep down, I prayed that when I opened them, it would have all just been a dream. A really bad dream.

It wasn’t.

Almost seven years later, I’m still hoping to wake up and realize I’d been placed in the Guinness Book of World Records for the longest uninterrupted nightmare.

My son stands in front of me, stares me in the face to see if I’m really telling the truth. “Your eyes are red.”

I pick him up and sit him on my lap. “Well, that’s what they do this time of year, EJ. Let’s just pray you don’t grow up to be allergic to everything like your mother.”

He shakes his head so hard it makes me feel like I have a bad case of vertigo, then runs his tiny finger down my nose. “I don’t want to be allergic ’cause it makes you look bad.”

Wow. I don’t know if I should be insulted or laugh at his truth-telling innocence. I catch a glimpse of myself in the full-length mirror in the corner of the room. Bags under my eyes large enough to incur an overweight baggage fee. There’s nothing laughable about my image. I put Eric Jr. down and pat him on the butt. “Go tell Kennedy it’s time for bed. I’ll be in to check on you two in a minute.”

“But I’m not sleepy, Mommy.”

I give him the look of looks, one that lets him know I mean business tonight.

He shuffles out of the room, yelling for his sister to go to sleep before she gets in trouble. Just like him to threaten his sister with his punishment.

Kids.

I go in the bathroom, grab a rag, and saturate it with cold water. Lay it over my eyes until it loses its cool. Rewet it with more cold water. Then I add a few drops of the liquid that promises to take the red out, let it marinate behind my eyelids. I do my best to get rid of any evidence of breakdown. Not that my husband would notice anything is wrong, I’m just not in the mood to tell any more lies. This might be the one night I set the truth free.

“Mom.” This time, my daughter comes barging in the room yelling at the top of her lungs. “EJ just squeezed all my toothpaste in the trash.”

“Kennedy, calm down. I’ve told you, no one can hear you when you yell. Now, what’s the problem?”

Why do these kids insist on working my nerves tonight? Don’t they know I’m near my breaking point? Don’t they know that if either of them so much as sneezes, I will walk out that door and not look back?

My daughter repeats her distress and marches down the hall to their bathroom to show me the evidence. “See.” She points to the trash. Pink gel with a ton of sparkles is splattered all in the trash and on the floor.

“Eric Thomas Holmes, Jr.,” I call out. No response. I look under the cabinet and hand Kennedy a new box of her favorite toothpaste. “Brush your teeth and get in the bed.” That seems to settle all her problems for now.

Heavy footsteps climb up the stairs. “What’s all this noise up here?” the man of the house questions.

I tell him, “Your kids doing what they do best.”

He pulls a smaller version of himself from behind his back. “This one was hiding under the dining room table.”

I point to EJ’s room door. “Bed. Now.”

He scurries to his room like a dog with his tail tucked between its legs in its moment of chastisement.

“I’ll have them asleep by the time you get downstairs.” My husband kisses me on the forehead, tells me, “The dishes are done and I left the DVR up so you can catch up on your shows.”

I stare at him momentarily. Do my best to convince my conscience that I did the right thing six years ago by not giving him that letter. And for a moment, it works.

I wink at him. “I’ll be up shortly.”
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SYDNEY

Downstairs, I stare at a blank TV screen. Can’t bring myself to scroll through the list of recorded shows. I’m so overwhelmed with my life, overwhelmed with the decisions I’ve made that have brought me here. It was my choice to keep dating Eric when I knew something was missing. I’m the one who chose to say yes when he proposed. And now I’m here, with two kids added to the equation.

In a way, it pisses me off that he can’t see how unhappy I am. How can he claim to love me and not feel my pull in another direction?

Movement in my peripheral draws me from my thoughts, puts my attention on Forrester, our tabby cat, as he rolls over in front of the fireplace. He’s so big, rolling seems to be all he can do. I watch him as he stretches his paws from the Atlantic to the Pacific, looks up at me, and lets out an exasperated yawn as if he’s overworked and underpaid. He gets up, turns around, plops back down, shuffles until he finds the perfect position to drift back into the wonderful world of chasing birds and squirrels, and probably indulging in steroid-filled Thanksgiving turkeys at will. The vet says he’s severely obese, but if Forrester could talk, he’d have a different story to tell.

Watching him makes me think about my own life. Forty is a few blocks away, and I have no idea the last time I’ve had a genuine smile cross my face. This is not the life or marriage I imagined for myself. I always saw myself married to a man I’d travel the world with and create so many beautiful memories to share with our children and our children’s children. Now, all I want to share with Kennedy and EJ is not to get married.

This is the bed I committed to when I agreed to take Eric’s hand in marriage.

And this is the bed I have to lie in.

•  •  •

Long after the shows have gone off and my tears have dried, I make my way back upstairs.

I look in on Kennedy and EJ before heading to my room. Both of them are knocked out. When the kids are asleep or sick, I swear they’re perfect angels. When they’re awake, well…

As I open the door to the master bedroom, Eric staggers out of the bathroom. He says, “I was just about to come down and get you,” his voice groggy.

“Why? You know how my insomnia can get.”

He looks at the clock on his nightstand. “And you know how you don’t like to get up in the mornings.”

It’s a few minutes after one a.m. In less than five hours, my world of wife and motherhood begins again. Sleep is the only time I feel like it’s just me. I always dream I’m someone else, married to someone else, living somewhere else. Anyone but me, and anywhere but here. Sometimes, I swear sleep knows this, which is why it hides from me.

I go to the bathroom to empty my bladder before hopping into bed. I lean over and give Eric a goodnight kiss. His lips linger a little longer than mine. I pull away. “I don’t like to get up in the mornings, remember?”

He rubs a hand up my thigh, suddenly wide awake. “What’s a few more minutes?”

What’s the point of avoiding this? Eric’s manhood will spend the next few hours throbbing against my backside anyway. I shrug and let him kiss me again, let his tongue dance around mine until I feel the familiar tingle traveling down south. Eric’s always been a good kisser. Had he not kissed me the way he did on our first date, I might not have gone out with him again.

My gown is lifted over my head and my breasts are sucked to erection. I rub my hands along a broad, muscular back, try to massage away the roughness of his skin. “We’ve got to get you some more exfoliant,” I say.

“Mmm hmm,” he mumbles with my nipples in his mouth.

The teasing way he licks my nipples makes me forget about exfoliating his back and focus on the wetness accumulating between my thighs. I let my legs ease open as his pelvis inches closer to mine. He eagerly slides into my womanly haven. His penetration has always sent my arousal to the umpteenth notch. I rock my hips to his rhythm, feel the groove he creates. Just as my eyes begin to roll their way to the back of my head, I feel warm liquid dripping down my thigh.

A few minutes indeed.

Luckily, I didn’t marry Eric for earth-shattering bedroom skills. He does just enough to get my fire started, get me into it, but quickly douses my flames the moment he gets his jollies.

I turn on my side. He makes sure his alarm is set before scooting up behind me. He plants a tender kiss on my shoulder. “Love you, Syd.”

Tonight, I can’t form my lips to say it back.
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BRANDON CARTER

I’m lying in bed.

The sound of water dripping from a recently shut off shower draws my attention to the woman I married nearly a decade ago.

I watch her through the cracked bathroom door. Her movements are calculated, methodical. So matter-of-fact. She gathers drenched jet-black coils, squeezes as much water out as she can, smoothes them into a ponytail with her hands. Braids up twelve inches of frizz, wraps it around itself until it can’t wrap anymore. Forms a knot at the back of her head.

My warm feet find their way from under the covers and hit a cold floor. I wince at the change in temperature as I move to the space to join the love of my life.

I wrap my arms around her waist, lips touch her naked shoulder. I whisper, “Morning, love.”

She moves away from my embrace.

I cut the faucet on, rinse my mouth out with water, then reach for my toothbrush. My eyes watch my wife through the mirror as she brushes down resistant frizz. She sees me looking at her, but deliberately keeps her eyes from making contact. I swish water and toothpaste around in my mouth while debating if I should tell her about our reservations for the night. Maybe things will be different.

She grabs her body oil, heads into the room. Leaves me in this space alone. Reminds me of how I’ve been feeling in this marriage as of late. Every morning, I awake with the hope things will be different. And every morning, I’m hit with the reality that nothing has changed.

I cut the shower on, put my mental anguish on hold. Step under the water headfirst, let the hotness beat against my bald head until I feel my scalp burn.

Rene’s shadow reenters the bathroom before she does. Her presence makes the water feel Antarctic.

I can’t take this anymore. The shower door swings open. I find myself standing on the outside, dripping wet, standing in front of my wife. “What’s happened to you? What’s happened to us?”

Still avoiding eye contact, she looks down at the bath rug.

“Enough with the silence, Rene.”

Her stance is defiant, eyes on mine.

More silence.

We stand.

We stare.

“Nothing, Rene? You have nothing to say?”

Her eyes travel down from mine, give their attention to the area below my chest. She blinks, walks out of the bathroom with not so much as one word, but her look of disgust tells me everything.

All of a sudden, I become self-conscious. Grab a towel, wrap it around my expanding waistline. I follow behind her. “It’s my weight, isn’t it? I’ve gained a few pounds, I get it. But that doesn’t deserve this.”

Rene’s lips part, a heavy sigh thrusts out. “Don’t put words in my mouth, Brandon.” She shakes her head and walks down the stairs to the kitchen.

My footsteps continue to mirror hers. “You haven’t said much at all lately, so I fill in the blanks where I see fit.”

She walks over to the sink, looks back at me, stares at me while she rinses out a glass. A lot is written across her face, but I can’t read anything. Can’t break the code. Need Robert Langdon to come in and read her like he did The Da Vinci Code.

“Tell me something, Rene. Tell me my breath stinks. Tell me I’ve gained weight. Tell me you’re no longer happy. Just tell me something.”

She just stands there, looks through me.

Inside the refrigerator is her lunch. I pull out the container of Caesar salad with garlic shrimp on top I made for her last night. Put it in her bag. Do that to gather my thoughts before I lose it and say some things to my wife I’ll never be able to take back. I push her packed lunch to the side and stare at my wife. “What happened to us, Rene?”

Lips I haven’t kissed for too long to remember tell me, “Nothing.”

Her response isn’t enough for me. “Do you still love me?” If she says yes, I’ll fight to make this marriage work. If she says no, I’ll give her hell. Either way, I have work to do.

She grabs her lunch, says, “Thank you,” and heads for the garage.

Still wrapped in nothing but a towel, I watch her get in the car. She lets her eyes dance with mine long enough for me to see a glimpse of light behind them, a hint of a twinkle. It gives me hope for the future.

For now, my questioning is sufficed.

•  •  •

The security alarm chirps, signals I’m no longer home alone. Keys hit the countertop with a deafening thud.

“How was your day?” My warm lips try to give life to hers.

She takes off her shoes, carries them upstairs with her. Not in the house a good two minutes and her silence has already spoiled the atmosphere.

“Your bath water should still be warm. I’ll get your wine,” I yell up after her.

Sometimes, I wonder who’s the wife in this marriage. Running bath water, fixing lunch, sending out holiday cards, doing the grocery shopping, washing clothes, changing the linen, paying the bills. The list goes on and includes working a full-time job. It hasn’t always been like this. Three out of nine years of marriage is long enough, though.

Not only is the bathroom door closed, it’s locked.

I lightly tap on the door, put my ear against it.

Nothing.

I tap again.

“I’ll be out in a minute,” she says in an exasperated tone.

“You don’t want your wine?”

“Said I’ll be out in a minute.”

Throwing the glass of red wine against the door is very tempting. Very. I take it back downstairs and pour it down the drain instead.

While I wait on her to come back down, I go ahead and empty out her lunch bag. Put the dishes in the sink. According to the clock on the microwave, we have less than an hour to make our reservations. Doubt we’ll make it. Wish I hadn’t made them after all. No need in trying to prove my love and devotion to the woman whose finger I put a ring on and stood before God and pledged forever to.

She comes into the kitchen wearing a robe with frayed edges and a hole underneath the arm. An obvious romance killer. Her deep-set brown eyes search for her nightly drink.

I tell her, “Poured it out.”

“Told you I was coming right out.” She reaches up and grabs another glass from the cabinet, pulls the bottle from the fridge and pours her own drink. Takes a sip with closed eyes. “How was your day?” She shows a little interest in my life.

“Could’ve been better.”

Time keeps ticking. No time for small talk. I go ahead and tell her about the reservations. I already know she’s not going to want to go, her stiff shoulders tell me so.

“Why didn’t you say something earlier?”

I shake my head. “Oh, no. Don’t try that. You know I’ve been trying to talk to you all day to no avail.”

“You still could’ve said something.” She takes a smooth sip of her wine, displays her level of control.

Obviously, I’m the only one losing my cool at the moment. “Okay, you want to play that game.” I rub a hand across my forehead, wipe away the beads of sweat that have formed in this cold room. “Plus, I wanted to surprise you. But you’re too detached—Hell, I don’t know what you’re detached from. Me? This marriage? Life? I just don’t know anymore.”

She drinks the rest of her wine. “I’m going to bed.”

I grab her by the arm when she passes me. “See, this is what I’m talking about. We’re falling apart here and you’re going to bed?”

Rene slides her arm from my grasp, moves a few feet away.

I raise my hands in apology. “Didn’t mean to do that.” I’ve got to get myself together. Mentally and physically, I’ve got to get control.

“What do you want from me?” Her arms folded.

Wait, was that a hint of emotion in her voice? Maybe all hope is not lost. Maybe she can still feel my love for her.

“I want my wife.” I move close to her, pull her close to me. Feel her slowly thawing in my embrace. Doesn’t last longer than a second before she turns back into ice.

She pulls away, heads back upstairs.

That’s it. I’ve had enough. Every time I think she’s relenting, she shuts me right back out. I grab my keys off the countertop. “Happy Anniversary,” I yell and slam the door behind me.
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BRANDON

The chime of a soon-to-be empty gas tank transports me back to the present. I look for the next gas exit. When I grab the receipt, it tells me I’m in Montgomery, AL. Been driving for nearly three hours with Anthony Hamilton’s The Point of It All CD on repeat. My thoughts were so caught up in what my marriage has become I hadn’t realized I was in another state. I put the car in drive and get back on I-85 headed back north.

Just as the night prepares to clock off and switch shifts with the dawn of a new day, my truck pulls into the garage next to Rene’s car.

Home.

The last place I want to be, but it’s where I lay my head at night.

I’m dazed. Wondering what is the point of it all. This is not the way I planned to spend nine years of marital bliss. Maybe because it hasn’t been that blissful. I take that back. The first six were great. Rene and I shared so much love.

We lived.

We loved.

We were one.

I knew what she was thinking before her thoughts could even form. She always knew what I wanted before I even knew. We were in harmony, in sync. Every day felt like the first day. We were amazed with each other, discovering parts of one another we had never discovered. Every day was like that.

Then, one day it all changed.

I remember the day like it was last night. We had just finished making love. Her head was on my chest and she was twirling the only five pieces of chest hair I had around her fingers. Her breathing was different. It was out of sync with mine for the first time. I noticed it almost immediately. She inhaled short and hesitant, exhaled hard and long, did that like she was on the verge of her last exhale.

“You okay?” I asked while rubbing her short-cropped hair.

“Just thinking.”

“About?”

“Life. Love.”

She talked freely. Didn’t think about it. Just talked. Her breathing was still different, second-guessing itself.

“Okay, what about it?” I kept rubbing my fingers through her hair.

She continued playing in my chest hairs. “Do you love me?”

“Of course I do.” My lips touched her forehead. “Why would you ask me something like that?”

“Just thinking.”

Since she put it out there, I had to ask, “Do you love me?”

Her fingers released my hair. She lay there motionless. Only her lips moved. She said, “Nothing ever lasts. No matter what you do or say, nothing ever lasts.”

The love of my life was starting to scare me. “Talk to me, babe. What’s going on? Where is all of this coming from?”

Her head moved up off my chest, legs untangled from mine. She got out of the bed and went into the bathroom. Closed the door behind her.

I wanted to go after her, get to the bottom of her sudden despondence. I stayed in the bed, figured she needed a few minutes to herself to get her thoughts together. She would be out shortly and we would talk then.

A few minutes turned into twenty.

Twenty turned into an hour.

Moist sheets from our lovemaking were frozen underneath me. A chill ran through my body. I got up to close the window, knocked on the bathroom door. “Rene?”

Nothing.

I knocked again. “Rene,” my voice louder. “You okay in there?”

Still nothing.

As I put my hand up to the knob to make sure it wasn’t locked, the door flew open. She reached up and pulled my face to hers. Did it so fast I didn’t have the chance to search her eyes for answers. Her lips touched mine with such a force it demanded me to kiss her back. I felt warm tears roll down my skin. I wanted to pull her away, separate my lips from hers and get to the bottom of what was bothering her. Her hunger for assurance in that moment kept me from pressing the matter.

We kissed.

She moaned.

She cried.

Hasn’t been the same since.

•  •  •

The house is quiet when I make it inside.

Upstairs in our room, my wife sleeps as though our marriage isn’t in trouble. She doesn’t move when I walk in and sit down on the bed next to her. Doesn’t flinch, not one bit.

My head falls into cupped hands. I just don’t get it. I’m a good husband. Never cheated; never had the desire to. Never hit her, pushed her, disrespected her; never had a reason to. I’ve been here whenever she needed me, even when she didn’t. None of this makes sense. My wife has lost sight of me and I don’t know how to get it back.

I turn and observe her. Eyes closed effortlessly like all she had to do was lay her head down for sleep to pull her in the way an ocean’s current pulls in an inexperienced swimmer. Her face denies worrying of my whereabouts.

I get up, grab my pillow off the bed. No point in sleeping in an empty bed even though there’s another warm body lying there. Slowly close the door on my way out, watching her until I can barely see what’s left of the moon’s glow painting her skin a luminous shade of blue.

Her leg moves.

The door pushes open slightly.

My eyes peer back in on her, waiting for more movement. When hope fails me, the door closes.

If I weren’t in my right mind, I’d swear I heard her exhale.
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SYDNEY

I’ve got on my little black dress and red belt to indent my waistline. I step into leopard-print stilettos. Spritz just enough peppered-violets in all the right places to make sure my scent is memorable. Take out the pins in my hair, fluff sandy-brown curls to perfection. As I grab my keys, I catch a glimpse of myself in the mirror. Despite the few pounds recently added to the scale, I must say, I’m looking good, and actually feeling even better. Feel almost like a single woman on the prowl. The sparkle on my left hand reminds me that I’m not. I blow my reflection a matte-red kiss anyway.

I’m meeting my girls at a lounge not too far from the house. It’s Katrina’s birthday. She’s single and ready to mingle. Rachel’s happily married and not ashamed to let the world know it. I’m stuck somewhere in between.

Eric pulled an extra shift for the night, so I thought it was the perfect opportunity to leave the kids with their grandmother. EJ and Kennedy will be just what she needs to keep loneliness from her pillow, while getting a break from all of them will hopefully keep regret from mine.

Surprisingly, there are quite a few people in the lounge. Unlike in my early years when no one came out until close to midnight. For it to be a few minutes to ten, I’m very pleased. These are the hours grown folks party, those of us with kids and real responsibilities.

Katrina sashays in shortly after ten. I wave her over to the bar where I’ve been standing long enough for me to no longer feel my toes.

“I was beginning to think I was getting stood up tonight,” I say after we part from a hug.

“Forgot you’re on borrowed time.” She chuckles, but quickly stops when she sees the straight look on my face. “Rachel here yet?”

I shake my head. “Thought you two were riding together.”

“We were, but she called thirty minutes ago to tell me she’d just meet me here. Said something about the zipper in her dress getting stuck and Michael helping her with it.”

I look at Katrina and she looks at me. We burst into naughty giggles. “She’s not coming,” we agree in unison.

“If I play my cards right, I may be getting a little action tonight myself.” She clinks her glass with mine. “Best way to celebrate this celebration.”

A twinge of jealousy clogs my throat. I flush it down with pineapple-flavored tequila. I’m slightly jealous of both of my friends. One has the freedom to come and go as she pleases and the other doesn’t want to come and go because she has a man she’s madly in love with at home. I’d never let them know it, though.

I survey the room. Ask Katrina, “Anyone catch your eye yet?”

She shakes her head. “But I definitely see some eyes on you.”

Two men sitting a few tables behind the bar raise their glasses in our direction. One of the men winks my way. I blush, but make sure I lift my glass with my left hand. Gold and platinum flash from their left hands. I quickly turn to Katrina. “Girl, they’re married.”

“A little flirting never hurt a soul,” she says.

“I’m sure that’s what someone was telling the woman who stole your husband.”

My friend’s eyes glaze over with hatred. The space between us grows hot. Feels like I’m standing face to face with the younger, fire-starting Drew Barrymore.

I grab her hand. “You know I didn’t mean it like that.”

She waves the bartender over, orders a shot of something clear. Downs it before he can sit it on the counter. “A girl only turns twenty-five once in her life. I’m not going to let you ruin my celebration.” Then saunters off in the direction of salivating men.

Katrina hasn’t seen her twenties in a decade. Every year, she celebrates the same age because she said that was the best year of her life. It was the year before she got pregnant and three years before her baby’s father finally put a ring on her finger. Not a year into their marriage, she caught him in bed with their neighbor.

If twenty-five was the best year of her life, twenty-eight would have to be the age we’d celebrate for me. I met Eric two weeks before my twenty-ninth birthday. The rest is a blur.

The two married guys take their courage up a notch and ask us if we want to dance. Katrina tells Mr. Goldfinger, “Thought you’d never ask.”

Mr. Platinum stands and waits for either a nod or a head shake from me. I toss back the rest of my drink. “What the hell,” I say and take his extended hand.

•  •  •

My cell phone rings in my purse. “It’s a great day to purchase a new home with Evans Realty. This is Sydney Holmes.”

“You sound so different when you’re in professional mode.”

“Rachel?”

“Since the day I was born.”

“Why are you calling my work number?”

“Because you’re not answering your main phone.”

I dig through my purse and see I have three missed calls and an unread text on my personal cell. It’s on silent mode. I tell Rachel to hold on while I check out at the register of the sporting goods store I’m in. Two new pairs of running shoes, a few packs of sports beans, sports bra and a water bottle with a Velcro snap to put on my running belt. It’s time for me to get the extra fluff off me I’ve packed on in moments of discontentment. Not that I’m an emotional-eater or anything.

“Sydney, you there?”

“I’m here.” I put the items in the trunk. “What’s so important that has you calling like I won the Mega Millions?”

“If that were the case, I wouldn’t be trying to reach you by phone. I’d be camped out on your doorstep.”

“Tell me about it,” I say and start the car so I can feel the air. The rising temperature tells us spring went on vacation and skipped straight from winter to summer.

She wastes no time digging into my business. “So, I heard you ladies had a blast the other night without me, you especially.”

“I was just trying to make sure Katrina enjoyed her birthday. As much as she tries to act like she’s not, I can tell she’s lonely since the divorce.”

“That was her decision. I mean, she knew he was cheating before they got married and married him anyway.”

“Yeah, that’s true.” I married Eric knowing what I was getting into. I know I can’t be the only woman who’s done so. My friend is proof of that. But still, to marry a known cheater and be okay with it is a different situation. “Now that you mention it, I can’t see her divorcing him for that reason. Do you think something else happened that we don’t know about?”

“Anything’s possible, but she might not be the only person divorced if you keep dancing with random men like you’re trying to make money to pay your mortgage.”

I sigh. “It was a dance, Rachel. Why are you making it such a big deal?”

“I’m not. The guy you were dancing with is. He said you have some loose hips.”

“How would—Did Katrina tell you that?” I parted ways with my friend after a few dances and drinks. I had a family to get home to. I was on borrowed time as she said. No telling what she did or better yet, who she did once I left. As liberated as she’s been between the legs as of late, she might’ve taken both guys home to celebrate her birthday in style.

“I haven’t talked to Kat.” She lets that tidbit of information settle in before adding, “The guy you were dancing with is actually the supervisor over the fugitive unit Michael and Eric are in. You did know that, right?”

“How was I supposed to know that?” The one night I get out of the house and let my hair down, the whole world finds out. Such is my luck.

“Yeah, I guess you wouldn’t, seeing as you never come to any of their get-togethers. We’ve played cards at his house a few times and he’s been at the past two cookouts we’ve had over here. Now that I think about it, the last time you’ve been to any functions was at your house for EJ’s first birthday. What’s up with that?”

I pull out of the parking lot and get stuck waiting on a slow-moving train to pass. The temptation to roll down the window and toss my phone at the train to end this conversation grows the more Rachel grills me. “Enough about me. Why weren’t you out celebrating with us?”

The smile in her voice can be heard on the moon. “Michael came home in one of those moods. Started the second he walked through the door, pinching me on the butt and nibbling on my ear. When I asked him to help me zip up my dress, he zipped it down instead. My dress ended up on the floor and we fell right on top of it.”

“Ohhhh, spare me the details.”

“You asked.” She chuckles. “I know you two didn’t miss me at all.”

I can picture her sitting in a chair, head held back, mouth wide open, having a good laugh all by herself. “Still would’ve been nice to have you there.”

“Let’s plan something else soon.”

The train finally passes and the light turns green. “Well, I’m around the corner from the office. Got a client coming in in about twenty minutes. Let me know when you ladies want to get together.”

“Sure will. And I’ll be sure not to plan it someplace where you won’t be dry humping our husbands’ boss.”

“No, it will be a random guy next time,” I say and quickly end the call.

•  •  •

Eric doesn’t make a big deal of the dance when he gets in from work.

“Rachel made it seem like I was some stripper in a thong and pasties on my nipples.”

“You know she likes to exaggerate. Don’t take it personal, babe. It’s not a big deal.”

I rinse the cabbage and add it to the pan with chopped bell peppers and onions and olive oil. Add seasoning, give it a good stir before putting the lid on top to seal in the steam.

Eric says, “Next time you’re feeling frisky, though, save it for me,” then gives me a kiss.

I salute my husband. “Yes, sir.”

He stops at the table where Kennedy is doing her homework and EJ is getting on her nerves. I’ll be so glad when he starts kindergarten in the fall.

“Daddy, I’m glad you’re home so he can bother you and leave me alone,” Kennedy says.

“Be nice to your brother,” he tells her.

“Can I hold your gun, Daddy?” Eric Jr. asks.

My husband looks back in the kitchen at me.

“That’s your son,” I say.

Eric Sr. puts a pencil in his hand. “Why don’t you worry about holding this for now.”

“Aw, Dad.”

“Aw, nothing. Guns aren’t for play, and they definitely aren’t for little boys.”

“Yes, sir.”

I yell from the kitchen, “Get out of your uniform. Dinner will be ready in a few.”

Kennedy brings a paper to me with clocks on it and the times she scribbled underneath. “I finished it.”

I set the paper on the counter while I stir up the cabbage, unplug the rice cooker.

“Mommy, can I have a cookie?” she asks.

I hand the paper back to her instead. “One of these is wrong. Figure it out, then you can have a cookie.”

EJ walks into the kitchen asking for a cookie next.

I shake my head. “After dinner for you, sir.”

“No fair.”

“Your sister gets a cookie before dinner, you get one after. You both get a cookie. That’s very fair.”

He huffs back to the table.

“Go upstairs and tell your dad dinner’s ready.”

He stomps up the stairs as if his feet are made of concrete.

Kennedy brings back her paper three times, figuring out which one she got wrong and making the correction. I give her the cookie as promised. “Great job, Kennedy.”

I fix the kids’ plates and set them on the table. Eric fixes mine and his while I pour us all a glass of lemonade. We grab hands as the head of this household blesses our food.

The dinner table is very quiet. It’s so quiet I can hear Eric Sr. smacking on his food. I’ve never been able to understand why he feels the need to chew with his mouth open. While we were dating, I’d always try to find something to converse about, because his smacking would drive me crazy. He ate like he had no teeth. I told him about it once or twice and he’d stop, only to go back to it a few weeks later. Nothing seemed to work. Now, he has our son thinking it’s a normal way to eat.

EJ fiddles around with his food.

I look across the table at him. “Cookie.”

That one word straightens him right up. He smacks on the rice and chicken, does his best to work my nerves just like his father. The cabbage sits on his plate as he toys at it with his fork.

Kennedy pushes her empty plate in front of her. “Mom, can we go to the mall tomorrow? I want a pair of pink leggings.”

My husband glances up at me, smiles, and shoves another bite of food in his mouth. He eats until his belly is full, without a single compliment to how the food tastes. Sometimes, I wonder if it’s too much for him to let me know that the food is good. He could tell me it’s bad and it wouldn’t bother me as much as not saying anything at all. He’s always been that way. He’ll eat whatever I cook, as if an empty plate should say enough.

And this is how it goes every evening.

So routine.

There has to be more to life than this.
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BRANDON

Days have gone by since my failed attempt at celebrating nine years of marriage with my wife. Things are still the same. No talking. No lovemaking. Barely a touch in passing. Strangers sleeping on the same stale sheets.

Driving home from work, I decide to stop by the gym between the two places I spend most of my time. It caught my eye months ago, but I had no reason to go in and get in shape. Maybe this is what my marriage needs to get back to the way it used to be.

“Welcome to Pick Your Fit,” a woman in jeans and a T-shirt bearing the gym’s logo greets. “What brings you in today?”

“It’s been awhile since I’ve seen the inside of a gym. Just wanted to see what you have to offer.”

“Well, you’ve taken the first step. We have a lot to offer here. First of all, we’re open twenty-four hours, seven days a week.”

As she goes into the spiel that she goes over with every new person who walks through the doors, I can’t help but feel like she sees my insecurity. Maybe it’s part of her job description to read people, see who’s serious about making a healthier life change and who’s not. Then again, maybe it’s just me being insecure, thinking everybody can see the same misery I see when I look in the mirror.

I ask, “Where do I sign?”

We step into her office, where she goes over the contract with me. I pull out my Visa, charge the full-year membership upfront. Get a full access passkey, T-shirt, water bottle, and an extra month out of the deal.

“See, now that wasn’t so hard, was it?”

“Not at all,” I tell her.

“If you have any questions or concerns about your experience here, my door is always open. This gym is all of ours.” She reaches out, gives me a firm handshake.

“Glad to know that.”

Since I had been eyeing the fitness center for a little while now, I knew today was the day to make the change. I packed a bag before I left for work this morning. I go back out to my ride, grab my bag and prepare to start a new life.

•  •  •

Time slipped away from me in the gym. I failed to notice day had turned to night. The manager’s office light is out. I’m in here alone. I look up at the clock, see it’s well after nine. I cut my MP3 player off, wipe the sweat off my face and neck. Refill my water bottle with fresh water, take a few gulps. Its metallic taste reminds me to get some fitness water tomorrow.

In the car, I pop in The Foreign Exchange. They’re telling me to leave it all behind. That’s exactly what I plan to do as I ride home with the windows down. Feel the warming breeze of seasons changing against my skin.

To my surprise, the aroma of basil, tomatoes, olive oil, garlic, and cheese permeate the room as soon as I open the garage door. I walk straight into the kitchen.

There’s a single plate of lasagna and garlic bread at the table with a glass of wine. I notice a note next to the salad.

Sorry about the other night. Come upstairs when you’re done.

I wash my hands, then touch the top of my food with my finger. It’s still warm. I sit, say my blessings and dig in. Working out has given me quite an appetite.

Anxiousness almost causes me to choke as I toss the food into my mouth. Use the wine to wash barely chewed food down my throat. I put the empty dishes in the sink, wash them, and place them in the dishwasher to dry. Skip the stairs two at a time. Push open our bedroom door slowly. The wife’s note in my hand.

“Rene?”

She’s not in the room. I go in the bathroom, no Rene.

I check the office. No sight of her in there.

“In here,” she directs me.

The guest bedroom. Trepidation creeps in.

I smell her.

Jasmine, amber, sandalwood, and wild berries with a touch of her own sensuality filters through my nostrils and swells my lungs. The scent teases me, plays with my emotions. I breathe her in, push open the door, find her leaning against the windowsill. A black negligee dancing with her curves in all the right places. Desire makes my manhood throb. I look down at my dank gym shorts. Don’t want to enter my wife smelling like I’ve been wrestling camels.

Rene notices my disposition. Tells me, “I’ll wait.”

In a rush to get to the shower, I trip over my untied shoelaces and stumble on my way out of the room. “Damn.” I find my composure before becoming twice the fool.

The water hits my skin, causes me to swim in my thoughts. As much as I want to—no—as much as I need to make love to my wife right now, I can’t help but wonder what sparked her change of heart. Just the other day, she refused to acknowledge our anniversary, and now she’s standing in the guest bedroom a fabric away from naked. I’ve been wanting this for a while now, but the thought slows my pace. Can’t help it. It’s the analyzer in me. It’s what I get paid to do for a living.

I hop out of the shower in record speed, slather on a little lotion. Just enough to where I won’t feel my skin cracking at the slightest movement. Throw on some boxers and look in the mirror on my way out the room. I backtrack, look again. Decide to remove the boxers.

Rene is in the bed when I push the door back open. Lying on her side facing the open window. She twirls a curl around her index finger.

I climb in the bed behind her, place my hand on her hip. Kiss the back of her neck.

She backs into me slowly, almost as if she’s having second thoughts.

I rub her shoulder, plant kisses on it, try to get her to relax. It’s been awhile since we’ve been this close. It’s a little tense for both of us. Yet, not tense enough for me to let this moment pass, though. “Your skin’s so soft.”

She turns to face me. “No talking.”

There’s a lot I want to say at this moment. So much I want to ask. My hormones win as my wife straddles me. Her womanly part rests on my abdomen, my hands on her waist. Her eyes are on me, but she fails to look at me. Fails to look her husband in the eye as she lets me slip inside of her.

“Rene—”

“No. Talking.”

I raise her off me, my manhood no longer inside her dry cave. This isn’t about making love to her husband or about calming the seas in our marriage. I see that now. She couldn’t even get wet for me. Who’s the fool here?

She rolls over to an empty corner of the bed. Turns her face away from me. “Close the door on your way out.”

“What’s going on here?” I know she won’t answer. She hasn’t answered in the past few years I’ve asked.

“Not tonight, Brandon.”

“When, Rene? If not tonight, when?”

Her shoulders raise as a mountain of frustration flows from her lips. “I just want to be alone right now. Can you give me that?”

“No, I can’t. I’m tired of this.”

My wife gets out of the bed, paces the floor. Pulls her hair over her shoulder, folds her arms across her chest.

I’m in the bed on my knees, watching her. I want to grab her and shake her until she loves me again, until the woman I married shows back up in this room. Feel like I’ve exhausted all possibilities. Don’t know what else to say or do. Tired of having conversations with her silence. Tired of hoping, praying, wanting, wishing. What’s the point of this? “I can’t do this anymore,” I hear myself say.

Her back and forth footsteps refuse to miss a beat as I climb out the bed and walk out of the room.

Something tells me her heart will do the same as I walk out of this marriage.
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BRANDON

Andrew pulls up to the pool hall not long after me. He’s on his cell when he gets out of his car.

I wait for him to finish before I get out of mine.

He taps my hood.

We embrace.

My twin brother. Been connected since conception. No bond like it.

“Ready to pay up?” he says.

“Do I ever?”

He smirks. “You will tonight.”

We head inside. Order a couple Heinekens. Wait on a table to come open.

“How’s Mel?” I ask.

He takes a big gulp of beer. I already know his answer. I’d respond the same way if he asked about Rene.

I move the questioning to one of his favorite subjects. “The school year been good to you?”

His face lights up. Totally different from the expression he gave at the mention of his wife’s name. “Been real good. Hate that it’s about to come to an end.”

I sip my beer. “That’s how you know when you love what you do.”

“Can’t imagine doing anything else.”

“Yeah, you’ve always been good with kids.”

Neither of us say anything for a minute. Both of us take a gulp of brew.

A table clears in the back. We grab our beers and pool sticks, head on over.

“You haven’t said much about Rene. Everything cool?”

I hit the white ball so hard you’d think gunshots were being fired as balls roll around the table in a frenzy.

“Sorry I asked,” he says.

We play in silence for a few.

To clear the air, Andrew asks, “You wanna talk about it?”

“Eight ball, right side pocket.”

He gives me space. Puts a twenty on the table when I sink the game ball.

I sit on the barstool, sip on a fresh beer as he racks up the next game.

My brother, born fourteen minutes and some change before me, sits down next to me. Grabs his second beer. Tries to down it in one gulp. He drinks how I feel. One egg split in two.

“I’m leaving her,” I finally say.

He feels my bitterness without me even having to say much. Nods. Gives me a moment to let reality sink in.

“You sure that’s what you want to do?”

I put my beer down. “At this point, there’s no other choice. Something’s not right, and no matter how hard I try, she’s not talking.”

My twin chalks up his pool stick. When I look at him, swear I’m looking in the mirror. “Maybe you just need a little time apart. You know how women can get.”

“It’s more than that, Drew. We’ve fallen apart.”

He brushes some of the blue dust off his khakis. “Melissa and I aren’t doing too good either.”

“Figured as much. Is it the baby business?”

Andrew nods. Says, “I thought things would be a lot different, you know. Thought we’d have kids by now and be living life on a whole different level.”

“Tell me about it.”

I feel his eyes peering at me as I break the balls and get the next game underway. Tells me, “I’m sorry, man. I didn’t mean to—”

I put my pool stick in the air, shake my head. Continue sinking solids in pockets. His frustration over not being able to be a father causes him to forget I’m no longer a father. It’s not the first time. And until he has a child, I’m sure it won’t be the last.

“For real, Brandon. I’m sorry about that.”

“Your turn,” I say. Grab my beer, guzzle down the remnants.

It’s not really his turn. I’m just tired of playing.

Another twenty lands on the table. He’s tired of playing too. Either that or he’s lost his energy. Talking about lack and loss will do that to you.

My brother sits down next to me. “It’s still hard to talk about, huh?”

I lean my head back against the wall. “Feels like it was yesterday.”

Three years ago, my son passed away. He was only five. Wasn’t sick. I could count the times he had been sick since birth on one hand. He went to sleep one night and never woke up. The doctors had no explanation. None at all. “We’re sorry,” was all they had to offer.

Andrew flags down a waitress. Orders us a couple more beers.

“There are days I want to forget. Want to forget holding his stiff, cold body in my arms. Want to forget the pain in Rene’s scream when she found him.” My throat becomes dry. Wonder what’s taking our drinks so long to arrive.
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