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Dedication
 
 
To anyone who needs the universe to play a hand.
 
 
Epigraph
 
“What if I forgave myself even though I'd done something I shouldn't have?” 
 
― Cheryl Strayed, Wild: From Lost to Found on the Pacific Crest Trail
 
 
 
 
One
 
 
 
	I couldn’t tell you about much else, except this warmth radiating through my entire body. It felt so inviting, making it easy to just lean into the feeling. If I focused hard enough, I could tell the heat was coming from his lips kissing my left shoulder. But other times I wasn’t so sure, and maybe it was coming from his rough hands gripping my thighs, his touch strong but not forceful. I kept trying to say his name. Ben… Ben, I need more. 
	I just wanted him to keep going, but for some reason it was impossible to speak up. How strange… I couldn’t say anything out loud. There was only silence as I felt the weight of his body. My hands were shaky, roaming his back, feeling his tense muscles under my touch. I was trying my best to enjoy it, even with this lingering sensation that I shouldn’t be here. Actually, where was I? Ok, something was definitely off: I was witnessing all of this from very close but also from far away. It felt a little like a distant memory, but then again, not really…?
	The moment I started questioning the pieces that didn’t make sense, that entire universe instantly faded. It was over. It wasn’t real. Of course, it was a dream. And with that, I was transported back to my own dark bedroom, where there was no kissing, no touching, no tense muscles. Instead, there was me, being uncomfortably sweaty, thirsty, bothered, and suddenly mortified that I’d been talking in my sleep. And of course, there was relief when I heard the steady breaths taking place beside me, confirming that yes, my husband Paul was still asleep and missed my entire unconscious faux pas. Thank God.
	I tried to slow down my racing heart, tried to cool down and regain my self-control. What was even happening? Six months ago I would have been very certain that this — all of it, the secrets, the recklessness, the affair — was something I would never do. Yet here we were. And I couldn’t even pretend there was an off-brand version of myself taking over and pushing me to the backseat. The truth is, I could recognize myself in all of these decisions, because even my descent into madness had to be done on a tight schedule with every single aspect under control.
	Maybe it was naive, or even ambitious, but I was sure I could pull it off. I figured my life could wait for me, intact and perfect, while I went rogue for a limited amount of time. I’d be able to act out within a timeframe, so afterwards I’d just step back into my previous routine and nothing would be lost. See, I wasn’t gonna be one of those people who makes a mess and throws caution to the wind. There would be no throwing. Or at least that’s what I planned.
	And fine, I knew all about the universe being random and vast, and how we are all but a spec of dust, which means of course that plans go awry and nothing really matters. But sometimes I had the impression that things are not so impersonal. What else could explain this sequence of events that set everything in motion? It all seemed disconnected, but these coincidences linked together changed my life. At the time it was impossible to tell, because it started with a lot of chaos, and not any chaos. It was the type of chaos that only being stuck in a cancelled flight could provide. 
 
	The airport was packed with frustrated people doing their best to figure out how to get to where they were supposed to go. There had been some sort of global system shutdown due to a faulty software update. Basically, someone pressed the wrong button and now the world collapsed. A lot of flights had been cancelled, not many were boarding, and even less were taking off. My flight in particular was seriously delayed, with the departure time being pushed back for the fourth time. After that, it wasn’t much of a surprise when the monitor announced yet another delay estimate. Honestly, that was already reason enough to make the sanest of people scoot a little closer to the edge of insanity. 
	Not only that, but I was stuck in this particular airport that somehow always smelled like old carpet, on the opposite side of the country, many time zones away from home. And to make matters worst, a stupid faulty lid had just dumped an entire cup of coffee all over my last clean shirt. So yes, there I was, wearing a bra while leaning over the bathroom sink, trying (in vain) to scrub my (previously) white shirt. But it was no use, aside from a huge coffee stain, my shirt was now also soaking wet. This whole scenario was sending me down some pretty dark spirals.
	I groaned, and in an act of desperation buttoned up my outerwear with no shirt underneath. It was all I could think of, since every other top in my carry-on had been used already, and putting on dirty laundry was just not an option. But a wool coat wasn’t much of a solution either— the air conditioning in this airport was less than stellar. I could only stand about five minutes of this before the heat became unbearable. Still, that gave me just enough time to walk into the nearest gift shop and buy something else to wear. I quickly browsed the racks, noticing how there were only heavy sweaters and no light shirts. The choice selection wasn’t exactly fashionable either, and I ended up having to dig through their sales bin, where I found a single crumpled shirt. It was some kind of sports jersey, but at least it was sleeveless, and in my size. Then I went back to the bathroom, eagerly removed my coat, changed into my new purchase and stared long and hard at my own reflection.
	Impeccable tailored pants, fancy designer shoes, all wasted on being styled with an ugly five dollar jersey from some team I’d never heard of. I couldn’t even be sure of the sport. Was it baseball? Soccer? Who cares. I tied my hair up in a messy bun, a hairstyle I usually considered way too unpolished for anything that might take place outside the comfort of my own home. But considering the dark circles under my eyes (part due to exhaustion, part due to this terrible lighting) I doubt anyone would even notice my hair. And yes, I could’ve made an attempt at looking better if I went through my usual make up routine, but that morning I couldn’t bring myself to do it. That was also a clear sign that I was feeling off. The mirror image staring back at me looked nothing like the successful lawyer who had arrived here only a week ago. 
	That was all before spending sleepless nights going over piles of papers, being overworked and still having my case go sideways at the last minute, resulting in an unexpected court defeat. I knew I’d bounce back, there would be other cases, my reputation as one of the strongest lawyers in the firm would survive this. But right then the loss stung in ways I’d long forgotten after having so many wins. I was good at my job, no doubt, but that did not mean I was immune to failure. It was a sobering moment if there ever was one.
	And now it seems I finally had the time to soak in self-pity and figure out what exactly was going on with this surge of gloomy thoughts. Aside from feeling tired and kind of ugly, there was also something else making me restless. My thirty-sixth birthday was in less than six months. This was all just a full-blown existential crisis. Probably.
	Somehow I was old enough to be somebody’s mom. I couldn’t be spontaneous, I certainly could not be reckless, and I definitely had to be in bed by 9:45 p.m. or else I’d be too sleepy to function the next day. I could no longer afford to be carefree. The most carefree I’d been recently was when I packed only five tops for an entire week. And where did that leave me? Weighing my options between a five dollar jersey and dirty laundry.
	It’s not that I couldn’t feel like a free spirit just today. Even in my early twenties it seemed like those concepts never really agreed with me. I worked hard to make sure the world saw me as formal, level-headed, goal-oriented. That’s how I approached everything in life, from how I dressed (very proper) to how I behaved (very proper), and every other aspect in between. One carefully crafted life, going through the lens of what everyone else expected before even considering what I actually wanted. 
	And this reflected on every major life decisions. No risky career moves: I had landed a good job as a corporate lawyer right out of college. First as an associate, and then slowly progressing in my career until I was made partner last year. Not to mention my love life being mostly uneventful. I did have a few boyfriends here and there, but none made any sort of lasting impression. At twenty-two I met Paul, and from then on his world became my own. Looking back, marrying Paul wasn’t a decision based on feelings. It was more like a convenient arrangement for everyone involved.
	And here I’ll cut myself some slack since at the time it felt like a good decision. He was nearly twenty years my senior, fresh out of a second divorce. Handsome, with a very charming British accent, orderly, charismatic and driven. It all happened so quickly, next thing I knew, I was a wife, helping raise his three-year-old from the previous marriage.
	Today I was very much looking forward to being in my house, to hugging my teenage step-daughter Loretta, showering and having a good night of sleep. But I was not really thrilled about going back to my marriage. The thought was so honest, it caught me off guard. This badly lit bathroom really was powerful stuff.
	Feeling a little spent by all these thoughts, I went back to the gate and settled in a chair that faced the airline counter. I was still hopeful there would be news about whether the flight would board or be cancelled for good. Any news that could at least lift this uncertainty would be very welcome. Alas, nothing seemed to be happening so I just groaned loudly hoping this could replace my urge to scream.
	Bored and annoyed, I purposely tried to block the outside noises and just focus on my breath, hoping this could be a way of regaining control. Breathing in, exhaling out, softened gaze. Right when I seemed to be getting the hang of it, the world outside managed to seep in a little. I heard a voice, and it sounded very much like it was directed at me. But I had no idea why. I blinked a few times letting my eyes focus in my surroundings again before engaging with a stranger “I’m sorry? Did you say something?”
	The man a few seats over repeated himself “I was just asking if you watched the game last night. Because of the jersey.” He motioned to my shirt and I looked down at the cheap polyester hanging from my body. Oh. Yes. I really was wearing this horrible God-forsaken thing and no amount of meditation would be able to change that. “No. I spilled coffee on my shirt, and picked this up at the gift shop. It was in the sales bin.” 
	His face was so amused, as if a complex puzzle had been solved. “Ah. The sales bin makes sense. They’re having a pretty terrible season.” I nodded and smiled politely in agreement, in spite of having no clue what a bad season meant for this unknown team and whatever sport it belonged to. I was just eager to end this exchange and go back to my own thoughts. 
	But then he spoke again “That’s why I was a little confused, you don’t see too many supporters wearing jerseys during a bad season. It’s hard to stay positive when the losses keep coming.” Again I grinned politely, hoping it was properly communicating how much I did not care.
	“You were in the 6 a.m. flight?” Fantastic, he was not at all interested in leaving me alone. I nodded again. He looked around to make sure no one else was listening in before giving me a lifeline. “Look, if you go up to the counter at gate twelve, there should be someone named Madeline. Tell her you’re traveling with Ben, she’ll know who I am, then ask if you can be on the same flight. No guarantees, but there’s a chance it could work.” I’d never heard stranger instructions in my life, but it seemed like a moment where I should put on the life vest first and ask about the circumstances later. Or never.
	
	I pretty much flew to the gate where I could find this Madeleine person to help me. I glanced at her tag and said exactly what the man instructed me to say, trying my best to seem friendly, and as if I knew exactly what I was talking about, instead of just blurting out some secret code. She eyed me, seeming a bit suspicious, but then said she would see what she could do. After checking my documents and asking whether I only had carry-ons (thankfully yes) she seemed to struggle a bit getting her computer to work, but eventually asked whether I’d be willing to give up my business class seat, given she could only place me in coach (sadly, also yes). Finally, I was granted a new boarding pass, and switched my flight to one that might actually take place today.
	The whole ordeal took about twenty minutes, and I wondered if I’d still find the stranger who helped me — and whom I did not even thank. Walking back to the waiting area I spotted him a few rows over, possibly trying to distance himself from the rowdy family that had settled in the place where we had chatted a little while ago. I could see his profile, a bit hunched over in his seat, reading a book. This was the first time I paid attention to him. 
	Probably in his mid-thirties too. From what I could tell, he had a nice build, with strong arms and broad shoulders. He looked good in that white t-shirt, is what I’m trying to say. Longish brown hair that he pushed behind his ear from time to time. He was handsome in a way I had never even registered before. Simple, a little rough around the edges, with way too many tattoos for my own personal taste, covering most of his arms and neck. I made my way back to him in order to at least voice how much I appreciated the help.
	“Hi, excuse me. I just wanted to let you know it worked.” I waved the printed boarding pass “I still don't understand how that happened exactly, but thank you for finding a way to get me on this flight.” He was pretty good-looking, but what stood out to me were his eyes. There was something captivating about them. Maybe it was the way he looked at me with genuine interest before answering “Glad to help. Now let’s hope this flight is the one that isn’t cancelled and actually goes somewhere.”
	I took the seat directly across from him and examined my boarding pass “If it’s not, then hopefully the next one will place me in a better seat. I hate being stuck all the way in the back.” He reached over and touched the piece of paper, pointing to where the aisle and seat information was. The move would have seemed way too bold if it was anyone else, but this guy seemed to carry himself in the world as if everything was familiar, and the thought of his presence being inconvenient was nonexistent. “Look at that, we both have horrible seats, and side by side too.” 
	Ok, so maybe I wasn’t unhappy with that information. Knowing I’d have over six hours in his company didn’t seem like the worst case scenario by a long shot. “Well, at this point I don't care how horrible the flight back is as long as it takes me home.” He nodded in agreement before directing his attention back to his book, and I figured our little short-lived exchange was done. 
	I pulled up my phone and texted the family group updates on my whereabouts. Paul didn’t see the message, but Loretta answered right away, wishing me good luck, and letting me know they’d both be there to pick me up. Then I started writing a text to my best friend Chloe about this sort of interesting guy… whom I sort of mistreated a little at first but now… I gave up mid-sentence and just erased everything. What was there to tell? I discreetly looked at him, blue jeans and a white t-shirt. Traveling light with just a backpack. He seemed so serene in contrast to everyone else, as if all sorts of loud chatting, children crying, and disgruntled people around us didn’t even register. I wondered what his secret was for having such a peaceful aura at the most unhinged of times.
	I suppose I wasn’t being that discreet since he looked up from his book and immediately locked eyes with me. I should’ve looked away and pretended like I wasn’t staring, but somehow I couldn’t. Might have been my lawyer reflex kicking in, but I could hold down a good stare when it was needed. So I just kept staring until he smiled. And what the hell, I smiled back for good measure. It was my good smile, my best smile, the one I save for small children, animals, and people I genuinely like. 
	And right then, he passed my screening. I decided that this person was ok in my book. He broke the silence introducing himself. Like I’d imagined, his name was Ben. I told him mine was Julia. It went unsaid, but we both felt first name basis was plenty to establish an airport friendship. It was enough to not feel like strangers, but also not be intrusive.
	“It‘s very nice to meet you Julia, even under these circumstances.” My name had never sounded so good rolling out of someone’s tongue. And a fleeting thought of how hearing it again, hearing it repeated times, hearing it from much closer, might be a wonderful thing. 
	That little musing was shredded by another, more urgent, pressing thought (so many thoughts today! What was wrong with me?). It seemed I had a little crush. Aw. How cute, and slightly pathetic. If I needed a clear sign of my full-blown existential crisis, this was probably it.
	I sat up, straightening my posture, trying to regain some sense of composure, to feel at least a little in charge of my own feelings. It didn't mean anything. This could probably fall under all those airport pardons, where it’s a drastic situation and nothing really counts. Finding someone charming was such a meaningless and small thing, a good distraction amidst a bad situation. For once in this chaotic day I felt like I was dealt a good hand. So what would be the harm if I spent the next hours talking to this guy? I might as well learn a little more than a name.
 
 
Two
 
 
 
	Turns out Ben had just turned thirty-six, built custom furniture for a living (later on, after a pretty thorough internet stalking session, I learned he specialized in niche, sculptural wooden furniture) and had a rescue dog named Chester. Originally from this region, he was back visiting his grandparents for a few days. He had lived in a lot of different places, always driven by the idea that settling down in one place was something for the future — or maybe not in the cards for him at all. 
	This entire introduction was part of our exchange while we boarded the plane. A little after that, he let me have the aisle seat, instead of the claustrophobic middle seat I was originally assigned to. All the while, the person who had arrived before us was very much settled, tucked in their window seat, sound asleep with their eye mask and gigantic earphones, completely unaware of our existence. 
	Sometime between the final cabin check and the instructional safety video I felt the need to address the little hint of guilt I felt. First for being rude when we first met, and secondly for getting him stuck in the middle of the row. “Look, I realize I’m in debt with you, it seems like all I do is complain — about the flight, about the seat — and then the very next second you find a solution for it. I might not seem grateful enough, but just know that I am.” He shrugged it off completely “I don’t like to see anyone upset, especially if I can fix it, and it’s an easy fix”. It might have sounded corny if the intention was to humble brag, but I could tell it was not the case. He wasn’t trying to impress me, it was just how he was. 
	Every detail he shared about his work and his passions had an underlying sense of community behind it. Every story he told about his life had a backbone in building connections and sharing experiences; very far removed from any idea of being self-centered. I admired him, but at the same time it gave me something to think about. When had I drifted so far away from everyone else? I couldn’t remember the last time I looked outwards and engaged in anything that wasn’t strictly part of my routine — my life was made up of work, keeping the house chores in place, and not much else. 
	What’s worst is that I had been a person with a rich inner world. I was a curious child and an inquisitive teenager. But at some point my own compass was replaced by whatever direction everyone else pointed to. It’s been a very long time, but the person I used to be did not have any trouble being herself… Where did she go?
	Ah, and of course, Ben also had a girlfriend named Natalie. This final piece of information would have been a total bummer if I wasn’t already married. But since I was, it didn’t really matter. Not in the slightest. He only mentioned her a few times, in passing, and yet, for unknown and unrelated reasons, Natalie was quickly climbing the charts as my least favorite name ever. The second this gratuitous feeling of dislike gave me a light pang, I made a point to glance at my shiny wedding ring. There was no skin in the game for me. Whoever Natalie was, she had landed a seemingly great guy. Fantastic. How good for her. 
	Thankfully he didn’t seem to pick up on any of my little internal turmoil, and just kept the conversation light. “Do you have any pets?” he asked. I shook my head no, before adding “But it’s not that I don’t like them, I’ve always had pets when growing up. My parents had so many cats and dogs… even a rabbit at some point. I don’t think my childhood would have been the same without the house being so noisy and full of life. I actually grew up thinking I would be a veterinary, since I just loved taking care of them so much.” 
	Why was I blabbing on about my childhood aspirations? I usually had some very standard subjects for whenever I ran into a situation of small talk with strangers. Those did not include any sort of memories from my formative years, much less vulnerable thoughts or aspirations. I don’t think I’d even told that veterinary stuff to my therapist. Safe to say it was probably the exhaustion and lack of coffee that had me spilling my guts.
	“I can see that, your eyes got all soft just remembering. So why no pets now?” That was a valid question, why didn’t I have any pets? Well, Paul was allergic to animals — not in a medical sense, more in a fur annoys me kind of way. As for me, since I couldn’t have my own without starting a war at home, I tried volunteering with organizations that looked after animals, particularly dog and cat rescues. Over time those efforts diminished and my involvement became mostly monetary. I realized it had been years since I took part in any real actionable. It’s crazy how I slowly walked away from things that made me feel like myself. “They don’t fit in my life at this point.” But of course I wasn’t going to get into all of that just then. 
	In any other conversation that would’ve been the end of it. Ben could have just nodded and moved on, but he kept his firm look, as if he didn’t buy it for a second and was giving me time to backtrack on that phony answer. I tried again “I’m just very busy, there’s no time to take care of them properly”. The corner of his lip curled up in a little smile letting me know he didn’t believe that either as he gently made his point “I might be naive for thinking like this, but we can always make time for what we love. We have to, or else what’s the point?” 
	The point was paying my bills on time, but on essence he was right. What I was trying to pass off as a legitimate reason was nothing more than a lame excuse. And honestly, I never realized how much I missed this part of my life until this stranger started asking questions. The thought hung with me, and my usual reflex for arguing a point to death was suddenly mute. Why bother denying it?
	It must have been my startled look from not having my answer accepted that made him mercifully change the subject. “But hey, what do I know. Listen, all those cats and dogs you grew up with, do you remember their names?” Thank God for small favors.
	I felt myself relax, glad to be given the chance to dwell on some happy memories for a little while “Of course. Gosh, there were so many of them. Most came to us as fosters, but then we never let them go. The dogs were Oatmeal, Pancake, Muffin, Bagel and Waffles. Then the cats were Pudding, Jello, Cake and Sorbet. And the rabbit was Bob.” 
	His laugh when I finally got to Bob made me laugh too, even if the absurd no longer felt out of place to me, but just seeing him find this humorous made me want to laugh along. 
	“Well, good ol’ Bob got away from the theme there.” He managed to get out in-between chuckles. I was so smitten by his earnest responses, his unguarded curiosity. Ben was so good at paying attention and being genuinely interested, as if learning about me was the most important thing he would do that day. I could tell this came easily to him, caring about others, learning about people. He did it without much effort and didn’t seem to curb his answers or gestures. I wondered how much easier it must be not to overthink your every reaction in life.
	“I know… We were doing so well with the breakfast-themed dogs, then my mom decided to go for dessert-themed cats, and then she made the mistake of letting my dad name our rabbit. Dad just took one look at him and declared his name was Bob. No use trying to convince him to stick to the theme, so that was that. Here, let me show you.” I pulled up my phone and quickly found in my ‘Favorites’ folder an old picture of my parents in their yard. Huge dogs, all mutts in different breeds and colors, happily posing with them, while the rabbit stood a little apart but still somewhat close to my dad. 
	“Oh he’s very much a Bob type, I see it.”
	“Isn’t he? I think he wouldn’t like to be named just like everyone else, following any type of trend, he’s his own thing. And hey, I think that’s enough of a deep dive in my childhood. Do you have a picture of Chester? I’d love to see what he looks like.” Ben promptly grabbed his own phone “Only an entire gallery of every single moment of his life. You know, the standard amount.” 
	He handed me the device and let me scroll through a myriad of pictures, narrating the funny circumstance tied to it. Along the way, his pictures introduced me to an exciting life, full of friends, road trips, family, and a lot of Natalie’s presence (she was very beautiful, with a sense of style that very much matched Ben’s. I also couldn't help but notice that she was very young. No doubt she was in her early twenties). 
	It was quite the stark contrast when I thought about the pictures I took, and the moments I kept. Aside from pictures of Loretta, there wasn’t much else going on in my phone gallery. It was mostly screenshots of things I saw on social media and was tempted to buy at some point, along with a few work-related reminders, and lastly, pictures of the leaky faucet I had documented as requested by the plumber who was quoting the damage. 
	I thought about all of this while he went on talking me through the sequence of waterfalls displayed in the photos, and described how beautiful the hike to get there was. It really seemed special “This is incredible, even just looking at the pictures you can tell being there is so peaceful.” His eyes lit up as if the most perfect idea had just occurred to him “You should go there. This is the kind of place that will change your life. It’s tricky to find, and takes a while to get there, but it’s worth it. I can even take you, if you want.” I couldn’t help but smile and imagine myself in that picture. For one second I felt the sun on my skin, felt the cool breeze of being surrounded by nature.
	Then I thought about him there, holding my hand. The second passed, my eyes darted to meet his and study his face, afraid my thoughts were transparent somehow, a bit startled by my own daydreams. I’m pretty sure he mistook my silence for lack of approval and quickly added with a tone of embarrassment “I mean, we could all go, make it a family trip. You could bring your kid and your husband. I’ll bring Natalie, it will be fun.” 
	Now, that was a completely different mental image. What was there to gain by saying that it would never happen? By pointing out that Paul wouldn’t be pried away from the city to go for a hike even if his life depended on it. Or that between Natalie’s and Paul’s age there was an entire lifespan. Or even that Natalie and Loretta were probably attending the same high school at some point. I couldn’t think of a more awkward clash of realities. But there was no reason to bring up any of this now, especially because, deep down, I think he knew it too. 
	It was a wonderful scenario as long as it was self-contained in a hypothetical conversation. The moment it started to consider the logistics of the real world, then it crumbled. Still, I felt there was no harm in pretending for the sake of conversation. So I just smiled and said “That’s a lovely idea. Maybe someday.” 
 
 
Three
 
 
 
	My job took me on eventual solo trips, and if there was one thing that I was always very consistent about it was not engaging in any sort of conversation with strangers. Maybe it’s my usual facial expression that discourages idle chat (the popularly known resting bitch face), or my unfriendly posture of keeping headphones always on, but probably both. Not many people tried, but those who did were met with monosyllabic responses and not an ounce of my attention, which quickly put an end to dialog. I just wanted to arrive wherever I had to be. Let’s put it like this, if the point of everything was the friends we made along the journey, then I guess I’d miss out on the point entirely, and that was fine by me.
	During my entire adult life I had been that person. And yet, here I was, being a very unrecognizable version of myself, immersed in conversation learning everything I could about Ben. And what’s even more surprising, letting him learn more about me. Not reaching for my headphones, answering with full sentences, a smile often plastered on my face. This wasn't just unusual, it felt a little alarming. What was happening to me?
	In spite of chatting away excitedly for a large portion of the flight, exhaustion eventually took over and I fell asleep. Nearly an hour later I woke up with a gentle touch to my arm and a voice that felt more soothing and familiar than it should at this point. “Hey. We’re here. We finally made it.” It took a few seconds but then it all came rushing back. I knew where I was and why. I sighed with relief, glad to be brought back to the coast I belonged to.
	While I was still registering the fact that I was no longer asleep he added softly “We’re about to land, I figured I should wake you before the touchdown scared you awake.” I nodded, lifting both my arms and stretching a little, trying to get my back to feel a little less achy and crooked — the joys of getting old, I suppose. “Thank you for waking me, that was thoughtful.” 
	Since I was almost home, I should probably revoke my self-given license to look so disheveled. I could see both Paul and Loretta being extremely concerned if I showed up like this. They both used to tease me, saying that my superpower was being able to keep my make up intact, perfect skin, shiny hair and straight posture regardless of the situation. It didn’t matter if it was a beach vacation, or if I was pressed for time, or even fifteen minutes into the apocalypse, I always made it a priority to present myself as someone who had their life together. If they ever saw me looking like this it would become obvious that… well, that I was going through something. 
	I pulled up my purse from underneath the seat in front of mine, grabbed my make up kit and a mirror in an attempt to recompose myself. My pale face was badly in need of a touch up, so I started with the concealer to hide the dark circles under my eyes, and followed up with some light coverage, evening out my freckles before adding a touch of highlighter in a few selected spots. Up next, it was to time to let some rosy blush lend me a healthy glow. A bit of mascara to make my eyes wider and give the impression that I might be a little more awake than I actually was. Finally, I let my hair down and brushed it, glad to assess that it was still soft, shiny and smelling like my fancy shampoo. 
	I took my time as if this was all a ritual that had to be performed with attention and care, when in reality I was perfectly capable of doing this in under five minutes. But right now I was stretching it out for as long as I could, all because I could tell Ben was watching. Not only that, but for a triumphant moment I felt his eyes linger on my lips as I applied a bit of gloss. It was probably just an impression though. Whatever, it was nice to regain a little bit of control, to see myself in the mirror with the image I was used to projecting. I was aware that this was an armor of some sort, but I was so used to it… in all honesty, it was the only shell I felt comfortable in. 
	Confirming Ben’s hypothesis, the plane didn’t land so much as it was thrown on the ground, but that didn’t matter because the important part was what it meant: I had finally arrived. Still, as much as I felt a wave of relief, I couldn’t shake the feeling that something was different.
	For instance, it now felt a little like I hadn’t been traveling alone. Maybe it was the way he helped me get my bag from the overhead compartment, handing me my belongings, hovering close to me as we made our way through the corridor before politely saying good bye to the flight crew as we exited the plane. It shouldn’t be this comfortable to be accompanied by someone I’d met only a few hours ago, and I would never admit it, but it felt really nice. 
	We walked side-by-side in silence while making our way through the lounge. It was wild noticing for the first time just how loud the airport was, buzzing with so many people rushing from one place to the other. Fine, I was walking a bit slower than usual, and he followed my pace. By comparison we seemed to be moving in slow motion, watching everyone around us run to wherever they needed to be. Was I stalling a little bit? When did I grow this sudden appreciation for being a slow walker? And did I even have an angle here? I supposed this whole maneuver was to delay saying goodbye for a few seconds so I could come up with a plan. A plan for what exactly?
	The arrivals area was within sight now and I still didn’t know what my next move should be. “Well. This is me…” I announced after spotting the sign that would lead to the pick up area. “My family is probably waiting for me out there.” 
	He nodded before motioning to the opposite way “I actually left my car parked here, so I’ll be going that way.” There was a second where we just looked at each other, unsure of what was supposed to happen next.
	Now what? What was fitting here? Was it ok if I wanted to keep in touch? How weird on a scale of this means nothing to this means something would that be? I wouldn’t have to agonize over it if he could just take initiative and ask for my number. Right now would be a great time for him to ask for my number. Please, please, please just ask for my number.
	“It was really great meeting you.” Ok then, maybe he wouldn’t.
	“Same. Thanks for all your help. And especially for your company, it made a very miserable trip a lot more tolerable.” I really meant that, and at least I was able to voice it, so if we never did find each other again, I at least had the courage to be honest about appreciating the fact we met.
	Now, I’d known this man for only a few hours and had no ground to make any assumptions, but right there, he seemed a little nervous. I can’t prove anything, but it was something about the way he shifted his weight from one foot to the other, and looked down at his feet before adding “Absolutely. Listen…”
 
	“Yes?” 
 
	When he faced me again, there was a beat of silence and pondering. He seemed to be tiptoeing around the next words very carefully. “I was just thinking… nothing. I hope you have a wonderful life.” What a weird thing to say. This town isn’t that big, we could certainly run into each other. Sure, we probably didn’t go to the same places or had any overlaps between people we could know mutually, but still. Odds are we could potentially end up being at the same place at the same time; I’m pretty sure stranger things had happened. We could even be at the same place, at the same time, on purpose. We could exchange goddamn phone numbers and just be able to contact each other without ever needing to be subjected to this dumb, awkward goodbye.
	“You too…?” I wasn’t going to be the one suggesting it though. 
	“Yeah. Good bye Julia.” As he said it his lips curled up in a smile. To have this man, so endearing and charming, fully focused on me during those few seconds was enough to shift something in my heart. I couldn’t tell exactly what changed or to what extent, but I wished I could keep that moment so I could reference back to it the next time I was going through a shitty day. What a beautiful rush of dopamine it was being on the receiving end of that smile. 
	“Bye.” I smiled too, and raised my hand in a quick graceless wave (ugh) before walking towards the main exit. Every step felt so heavy, like I was playing out the wrong script and this was not what was supposed to happen. I wanted to look over my shoulder but didn’t. Curiosity was certainly there, but my pride, as always, spoke volumes. And in all honesty, it would break my heart a little bit if I found out he was already gone without a second glance. It would be sad to realize that all of this tension was entirely one-sided and this whole interaction would be just a travel memento by the time he reached his car. Any memory of me would be entirely forgotten by the time he met up with Natalie.
	I was already outside, making my way along the sidewalk, trying to find Paul’s car in the mayhem that is an arrival’s area. Still, I had the feeling that maybe it wasn’t too late. Should I try to go back? I could do that. It was just a matter of making a run for it, look for his silhouette in the crowd. Stop him for a quick second, bluntly ask for his contact information. It didn’t have to be weird or uncomfortable, I could explain myself… what if I had to reach him? It might be a good idea to keep his number. Just in case. In case of what? Get a grip Julia. 
	It didn’t matter if I regretted spending my twenties as such a stern, uptight girl who never took a risk and never took action towards anything. Now I was a full-grown adult woman who was in no position to chase men, and certainly shouldn’t be going around asking for phone numbers. That would have been something appropriate for a young person to do, and no longer my current situation. The thought left a bitter taste in my mouth — this was it, wasn’t it? I was never going to get a do-over.
	But before I had finished battling any more conflicting feelings, I felt someone grab my arm, bringing me to a halt. In any other context this is a woman’s worst nightmare, but it didn’t scare me at all because in a split second I knew what was happening. This was exactly what I wanted — what I was secretly hoping for all along. 
	He came back for me. When was the last time I got exactly the gesture I had wished for, and coming from an attractive man? I would have to get back to you on that.
	While gently letting go of my arm, he explained himself. “Hey… I’m sorry if I scared you, I didn’t mean to. Anyway, I was just wondering if I could have your number? Just in case.” His posture was trying hard to be nonchalant but this didn’t seem to be a natural, easy-going move for him. He eyed me with anticipation, trying to gauge my reaction to his question. I couldn’t help but smile and hopefully set him at ease.
	It was the way he phrased it that made it seem like he was reading my mind just a few seconds ago. But his tone and hesitation made me think that maybe he wasn’t sure if I wanted him to act on it. And while it was true that I didn’t exactly mind exchanging information, I also felt curious enough to probe a little more into his reasoning behind it.
	“Just in case of what?” I questioned as I grabbed one of my business cards from my purse and handed it to him. I felt silly for noticing how our hands brushed slightly as I gave him the piece of paper. He took a quick glance at the card before sliding it into the front pocket of his jacket. Whatever his reasoning was, I knew it wasn’t going to be shared with me. Ben took his time before finally replying “Hm. I’m not sure yet… But just in case.”
 
 
Four
 
 
 
	The following days were a bit of a blur. Life kept on happening as it always had — except for my attention span being held hostage by the phone. As if glancing at the screen every now and then had to do with a busy work week, and not because I was waiting to hear from a very specific someone. I can admit to myself that the situation was keeping me on the edge of my seat, but I put forth my best effort to hide any changes to the outside world. 
	Still, sometimes it was hard not to be betrayed by my thoughts. One Saturday morning I took a little longer pouring my coffee, staring into the mug for a little while before walking back to join my family at the table. At least I thought it was just a little while, but maybe it was longer. Regardless, it was enough for Loretta to pick up on it, and mention how I seemed a bit aloof, how I wasn’t paying attention lately, how my mind was always wandering elsewhere. I kissed the top of her head before sitting, taking my place at her side and making every assurance that everything was fine, I was just tired from the trip back. “But thank you for being concerned.” 
	“It’s what I do Julia, I pay attention and I have concerns.” I had to laugh at how that sounded coming from someone so very young, she sounded like… well, a younger version of me. She was only a toddler when I signed up for being her stepmother, so having been in her life from such an early age, I very much considered Loretta my daughter. But it was still fascinating to see so many of my personality traits — good and bad ones — mirrored in her. “I wish you wouldn’t, I wish you would focus on being happy and seventeen, because that part goes by really fast, and then you really are left with mostly stress and concern.” 
	For all the uncertainties I began to have when it comes to being married to Paul, I still wouldn’t change a thing, only because our paths needed to cross in order for Loretta to be my stepdaughter. From the moment she came into my life we instantly became very close, and ever since day one our dynamics just worked.  She saw me as a mixture of friend, older sister and parent. No doubt, this could get messy if there was any need for disciplinary talks, but there never was. She was a curious and bright child, and I was lucky to watch her become a wonderful teenager; smart, practical and very fair. Loretta got along with her mother and stepfather just as well, and had the emotional maturity that adults would spend their whole life trying to master. Thankfully she knew how to navigate life much better than I did at her age. Possibly better than I do now.
	Paul was having breakfast as well, but I don’t think he registered much of that exchange — his attention was mostly on his cell phone as he announced a new work trip that would take him to an entirely different country for a few days. Loretta rolled her eyes dramatically, to which he replied without looking away from his screen “I didn’t see it but I felt that eye roll. And you can thank my hard work for all those fancy college applications you’re filling out without worrying about tuition money”. I watched as they bickered about absences and money like they so often did, without any hope of them seeing eye to eye. While Paul would never apologize for all the days he spent away from home, and couldn’t be convinced that his around-the-clock dedication to his career was a problem in any capacity, Loretta took every opportunity to remind him of how he was missing out on his family and no money would make up for that. 
	Oddly enough, I felt very much at ease in that moment, watching them argue. Why would I want anything to stir up my feelings? This was so familiar, it was where I belonged. Right here, with Paul and Loretta, in this life that was very carefully built over more than a decade. 
	And yet… the way I felt during those hours in the airplane were so different from anything I had ever felt before. It was like my heart suddenly learned to beat at a different pace, one that poured excitement into my veins, that made the slow comfort of home seem… not enough. This new feeling was a little scary at first, but I was still left wondering if it could be ignited again. You know, just as a curiosity. And for this experiment to play out, all that needed to happen was for Ben to feel the same and try to get a hold of me. Come on phone. Light up. Do something.
	I’ll be honest, it did surprise me a bit how persistent this memory of him was. How I’d catch myself thinking about his hands, or sometimes his shoulders. Other times for no reason at all I’d find myself trying to recall his laugh or his voice. Spending time with someone only for a single day shouldn’t make that much of an impression. It was bound to fade away, and I told myself that as long as this stayed in my head only, it was fine.
	But no, it wasn’t that easy. One weekend night, after Paul and I came back from a fundraising dinner, and were already properly showered and in bed, he proceeded with our scheduled love-making. There wasn’t anything spontaneous or romantic about the way we were intimate, but even if it was bureaucratic, he knew what I liked and how to make me feel good — mostly because he just wanted to be done and go to sleep as soon as possible. 
	Only this time, as he laid on top of me I convinced myself it was ok to close my eyes and embellish my situation a little bit. I imagined something a little different. Ink-stained arms and broad, wide shoulders replacing Paul’s very tall, lanky build. And immediately the desire flared up inside me. Emboldened by my own imagination I thought that if this was Ben on top of me, I’d want to be in charge. I didn’t give much of a warning before switching our position so that I could be on top. With my eyes shut I bounced with might, imagining his body underneath me. 
	Paul began to say my name but I quickly leaned down, covered his mouth with both my hands and kept pushing. I was determined not to let my fantasy fade. I just needed a little more, just needed to imagine it was his body I was straddling, his chest rising and falling. I had to shut Paul up because I needed the silence. In my head I could hear Ben’s voice moaning my name. This all happened so fast. It was probably the fastest I’d ever reached an orgasm.
	As I gasped, and tried my best to breathe, I finally allowed Paul back into my reality. “Not sure what came over you, Love. But next time careful with all the bouncing, my sciatica isn’t what it used to be.” The rule I had established with myself was as long as it was in my head only, but it seems my infatuation had found a way to creep up in the real world too “I’m so sorry, I thought I’d try something a little different.” 
	He smoothed my hair, removing some strands glued to the sweat in my face, making sure whatever parts of me that went wild were properly back in their place. “No worries at all.”
 
	Some worries, for sure. This wasn’t getting better. I had to squish it and let it die. We had met, he never reached out, that was it. No reason to hold on to this story any longer. And anyway, after days rolled into weeks, my expectations quietly transitioned to something else. I even joked to myself about how it felt a little like grief. All five stages of it.
	How ridiculous to allow my feelings to get carried away over a stupid airport crush. After recognizing it for what it was — passing feelings — it became a very linear process to go through. I’m sure we’ve all felt it, that tiny longing for something that could’ve been. It’s a minor ache. I felt it as I ran errands, and went to work, and to the gym, and shopped for groceries at the supermarket, and blow dried my hair after a warm shower. I was not actually wrecked by this like I would have been if this was a real, actual disaster. The way this worked was to allow time for these feelings to fade away in a secondary thread, parallel to everything else that happens during a regular, standard day. So this uncomfortable pang, small and fleeting, would vanish quietly in the background of every day routine. 
	During the first few days I covered most of the denial portion, which is arguably the best stage. This is the period of time when I could still trick myself into believe this is not a grief process, and it’s not a big deal. It’s such a great stage because I could pretend nothing had affected me in any capacity. I was not hopeful and certainly not waiting on a text from a stranger. I would never. That would be crazy. It would be insane to have any expectation.	
	Next, there was a quick bout of anger. Why did he come back and ask for my number if he had no intention of ever reaching out? Why go through the trouble of making it seem like this was something — but was it something? Well, apparently it really wasn’t. So no need being angry over nothing. 
	I avoided bargaining too much since that felt a little undignified, but fine, there was a little bargaining. The kind where I’d ask the universe to move earthly happenings with the help of the Mysterious, the Unknown. Never mind that I only really resorted to this in moments of crisis, treating spirituality like a fairy godmother that might take pity on me (did that ever work, you ask? Well, mixed results). 
	But ok, here I was bargaining just a little, asking whoever might be listening to interfere. And when the universe wasn’t quick to make a move, the next stage settled in with ease, maybe because it was the one that felt most familiar. The stage that we’re going to be calling “depression” just to neatly fit the label of the official grief stages™ was more of a slight sadness. I already knew what real depression did, what it was capable of. And as familiar as being sad was, this was a washed down version of what depression is. Not the real thing, thankfully. 
	Still, sadness isn’t an incredible feeling to carry around, and it usually has a way of dissecting situations, bringing up more questions than any other feeling. Maybe I misread our interaction? Maybe I misunderstood the entire meeting. Maybe I wasn’t attractive or smart or exciting enough for this to be considered a meaningful encounter? And when it started to feel silly to be sad over what was really, just a lot of overthinking, I finally arrived at the very last stage. The one that could finally bring some closure. 
	Accepting that maybe things are what they are. Maybe this was meant to be a story that started and ended on the very same spot. Because airports are weird places, with a set of very specific rules, where the space-time continuum just operates differently than life outside. For instance, I wouldn’t judge someone for wearing sweatpants in a public setting and ordering a large serving of french fries at 10 a.m., because hey, everything goes in airport-world. 
	So maybe this period of time connecting with someone in a very visceral way was just a moment we both shared — self-contained, very fun and not worth thinking about. Ok, maybe thinking about it a little but as a fleeting, curious “what if”, not as something I wanted to pursue. It was better that it ended before it even started, it was the “adult” thing to wish for. Nothing happened and that’s good. 
	I’ll be honest here: I have never been spontaneous when it came to my feelings. My track record was never one of being intense — it just doesn’t agree with who I am. Did I really want to behave like a teenager? Did I even know how to keep a secret? What if word got out, what would everyone else say about this whole ordeal? I kept imagining the way this would be told as humorous gossip around the different groups I knew. Neighbors, co-workers, and oh God the entire PTA board. I would never live down the pathetic story of picking up some random stranger at the airport, and carrying out this ridiculous fantasy, so unlike me in every way. Keeping in touch with him seemed like a sure way to bring disaster to every aspect of my life. I am a lawyer, I am rational and level-headed. It seems logical that by never hearing from Ben ever again I would dodge a bullet. So let’s all toast to that.
	Great job Julia, you have successfully regained the reigns of your heart and mind. My world was spinning on its axis, things were exactly where they should be. It felt good to be in control again. 
 
	I remember the lights being dim in the house, it was the end of a long day and aside from me, no one had made their way back home yet. The silence felt like a gift. My hands ran over the granite counter of my carefully decorated kitchen before reaching for a crystal wine glass and a bottle of my favorite Chardonnay. Every bit of my house reflected the life I was always meant to have. Organized, spotless, steady. I breathed deeply, bringing the glass to my lips and letting that first sip smooth away the parts of my ego that felt a little sore. There, I was over this. This what? Exactly. So over it.
 
	Then the phone buzzed and my heart stopped.
 
 
Five
 
 
 
	“Hey. This is Ben, we met a few weeks ago.” 
 
	The best way to go about it is to check the message in the notifications bar, not opening it right away, so that the sender won’t know you have actually read it. Twenty years ago there was no such thing as navigating seen or unseen messages. But thankfully, having a teenager at home freaking out about texting etiquette taught me a thing or two. I’d never guess this knowledge would ever come in handy, but here we were, trying desperately to gain some extra time.
	I wasn’t quite ready to answer yet, I did not want to be impulsive (or seem overly eager). No, before doing anything hasty I had to read the message again (about a million times) and think of an answer (about a millions drafts) before even considering a response. It had to be fun, light, captivating, but short, and with a hint of encouragement, letting him know that yes, texting me was a good idea and he would not regret doing it. More importantly, it had to be an answer that he would want to write back to. 
	I poured a refill for my glass of wine before grabbing my phone, leaving the kitchen to nestle in the far end of the couch, my favorite thinking spot. What was I saying five minutes ago? That I’d forgotten all about this, that it was better to not pursue it, that I should just leave it alone?
 
	Well I changed my mind. 
 
	Whatever was decided before getting this text did suddenly didn’t matter anymore. What mattered, instead, was coming up with an answer that could keep this going. And that seemed to be a nearly impossible task given how he only sent me one lousy sentence to work with. 
	After much deliberation I convinced myself that sometimes the most obvious response is the fool-proof way to go about it. Which led me to sending back a very uninspired “I remember you. How have you been?”
	I was clearly not on top of my game here. But thankfully a question seemed to be good enough for now. He wrote back immediately.
	“I've been good. Today during Chester’s walk we met a dog named Pancake. Took it as a sign I should reach out.”
	Whatever. There are dogs named Pancake just about everywhere, I called bullshit mentally while writing back in agreement, saying that it’s probably a good idea not to ignore signs from the universe. From then on, we kept texting pretty effortlessly, in what seemed like a conversation that would never die down. Over the next few days we talked about all sorts of subjects. The content was nothing too significant, just small chit-chat about our routines and some light banter. 
	He sent a few live updates of what silly thing Chester was up to. I sent him a picture of a book cover, the most recent one to earn a place on my nightstand. He sent me a link for the Monterey Bay Aquarium live camera so I could watch the sea otters. I made a playlist to help him focus while working on a particularly tricky cabinet made from untreated pine. 
	Slowly, with every topic we covered, our understanding of each other made things fall into a place of ease, bringing us a little closer. With each passing week it felt more and more like we’d been in each other’s lives forever. Still, at this point it was all kept in a very private sphere, in the sense that I never mentioned him to anyone. It didn’t exactly feel like a secret, the messages felt harmless enough, but I did enjoy having something that belonged to a version of me with no title attached to it. I didn’t have to be a lawyer, a wife, a mother, or anything else while chatting with Ben. For once, just being Julia was enough.
	It didn’t strike me as odd that our friendship existed entirely through a phone. And as much as I tried to convince myself that learning more about him wasn’t having any sort of effect, there were obvious signs that would point to the exact opposite. For instance, I was known as the person whose personal cell was always silenced during work hours. And now found myself never silencing a message notification ever again. Did this ruin my concentration from time to time? Absolutely, but the rush of getting a new text seemed to outweigh the damage. 	
	So what, work would suffer a little. It surprised me how much I didn’t really care. Besides, if I had my standard policy in place my phone would not have buzzed when it did at my work desk, and I wouldn’t have caught the text where he let me know he was close by. This was followed by another message, saying he chose my local park for an afternoon walk with Chester. And finally, mentioning how he didn’t know if there was a good coffee place around my neighborhood. 
	Does that count for an invitation? Not specifically, but the fact he’d taken the trip to be somewhere nearby made me think it was as close to an invitation as he was willing to extend. It was a good move, a way to create an opportunity to meet without pressuring me to do it. 
	“Yes, I know a good place. I could meet you guys there.” I wrote back along with an address and immediately looked at the pile of paperwork sitting in front of me. It was the middle of the work day. Technically, I had no business going to a coffee shop to hang out. But I told myself this was not exactly a problem. I could stay after, or I could take some of the work home, or I could make whatever arrangements I had to in order to get forty-five minutes in his presence. 
	Not wanting to waste any more time, I blocked my calendar for the following hour. On my way out, I told my assistant I’d be back soon, grabbing my purse and quickly making my way out of the office building. Those thirty seconds were filled with a lot of hoping and praying that no one would pay attention to my getaway. 
	My heart was pounding while I stood in a crowded elevator, trying hard to go unnoticed among my peers. As I made my way through the main hall I kept my eyes focused on the exit door so I wouldn’t risk making eye contact with anyone. I don’t know why I thought my behavior would be something that might stand out — maybe I was the one feeling judgmental towards myself. As for the outside world, no one seemed to even notice my presence, let alone question anything about it, and soon enough I was clicking my stilettos through the three blocks it took until I reached my destination. 
	One street before arriving I realized I hadn’t touched up my make up, hadn’t checked my hair, and honestly had no idea what I looked like. A complete nightmare scenario for someone as self-conscious as I was. Dreading the worst, I stopped in front of a shop window where I could at least do an outfit check. I looked… lawyer-ish. Power suit, hair pulled back, perfectly pinned in a low bun. This is not how I wanted Ben to see me. I took off my blazer, rolled up the sleeves of my stripped blue shirt and unbuttoned the collar in a way that would show skin while still being decent. All in a desperate attempt to look a little more casual. Quickly removing the bobby pins, I was able to let my hair down, the time spent in a bun giving it nice waves. Thankfully it looked more like I’d styled it that way than something entirely accidental. I liked the end result and the feeling gave my last steps some extra courage.
	When I turned the corner and spotted the coffee place it was impossible to miss the sight of him, seated outside, along with the Australian Cattle Dog I remembered from the pictures. He seemed more tanned and his hair had been combed a little more carefully, but otherwise he looked exactly the way I remembered. Those same broad shoulders that I’d fantasized about, the strong arms and chest that I’d touch in my dreams. This time he was wearing a gray shirt instead of the white one from last time, but it had a similar effect, he looked very handsome. For a split second I wondered how it’d feel to run my hands through his hair, but quickly held back my own thoughts. I felt powerless and stupid, harboring a crush, spinning daydreams before I could even attempt to stop myself. It was ridiculous but also unavoidable.
	We exchanged a quick ‘hello’ and I made sure to give Chester plenty of pets (I swear, just the sweetest, friendliest dog) before joining them at the table. There was a smile on his face, eyes examining me with a newfound curiosity, “Amazing how you look exactly how I remembered you.” I straightened my posture in the chair and placed my elbows on the table leaning forward “Oh? And how did you remember me?” Ben seemed to think about it for a second, as if he didn’t quite have the words to answer my question right away. He gained time by reaching for the pack of cigarettes on the table, pulling one between two fingers in a slick motion “Like someone different from everyone else. Someone special.” 
	Was that enough to disarm me completely? Maybe. I didn’t do so well with compliments that weren’t directly linked to my work or how efficiently I handled something. I liked those types of compliments because they were a nod towards my actions, positive reinforcement that I was on the right track. As for any compliment that hit closer to who I was and not what I was doing, well, for those I could always lean on the years I spent mastering how to deflect a situation. 
	“I’d mostly forgotten what you looked like, but this seems about right. Well, the cigarette is new. Which honestly is an addition I could do without.” The corner of his mouth held a tiny smile as he lit the cigarette between his lips, nodding. “Yeah, I figured. That’s why I brought Chester, so you’d focus on something else and not pick on me.” I smiled and reached beneath the table to give Chester an extra scratch behind the ear. “Unfortunately for you I can do both.” 
	Ben laughed softly in between drags, “You know, it’s ok if you don’t want to let on how much you like me.” There was no snark in his reply, he didn’t even sound amused. Just matter-of-factly, as if it was obvious and transparent that I was infatuated. And here I was, so sure I was doing a decent job at hiding it, thinking it wasn’t that obvious. How unsettling to realize all these feeling were being paraded across my face. 
	What is even supposed to be the follow up to something like that? Backed into a corner, I chose to ignore it completely and was saved by the waiter approaching the table, just in time to get my order for an almond milk latte, and Ben’s request for a double espresso. After the waiter left, I changed the subject tangentially, but was still hoping to give some sort of explanation to how things were looking on my side. “I’ve been confused lately. I don’t know if I can trust how I’m feeling half the time. It worries me that I haven’t been living life in a meaningful way, and it’s making me act strange. I’m sorry if that spilled onto our interactions to some degree.” 
	“Oh, is now the part where we all collectively feel sorry for you? ‘Cause I won’t be doing that. And you shouldn’t either.”
	Our drinks arrived and I took a sip of mine before addressing his accusations “First of all, no, this is not a pity party. That’s not who I am. That being said, my life has been making me restless lately, and I have the right to sulk as much as I want.” I didn’t like the way this conversation was going and very much wished I had not become the center of attention.	
	He didn’t seem fazed by my outburst and simply drank his coffee while watching me rant “You were right about this place, very good espresso. And look, if you wanna live your life differently, then just start. Start tomorrow. Today, even. There’s no one keeping score, you can change your mind about things.” My shoulders sagged a bit, by now I should have known it was not a good move to become defensive around him. There was no reason for it. Ben seemed to get it. He seemed to get me. While I still let his words simmer in my mind, he spoke again, in a softer, more playful tone. “But I hope us talking isn’t one of the things you plan on changing. I like having you in my life.” 
	I wanted to reassure him that there was no risk of that ever happening. At least not on my end. “No, I don’t want to change that. We’re friends. We’ll stay friends.” I could’ve been just imagining it, but something in his eyes gave me the impression that was not exactly what he wanted to hear. In all honesty, I didn’t know if I meant it exactly in those terms either, but it was all I could offer then and there. 
	Thankfully Chester decided now was a great time to shift the mood by sneezing loudly, letting me witness the cutest, most adorable dog sneeze there ever was. Ben and I laughed and went on with our usual small talk, the same type of light conversation that had been taking place over the phone. I couldn’t really pinpoint why talking to him was so effortless, why it was so easy to laugh at everything when I was around him. But I didn’t feel like overanalyzing it either, and for now, having his company was more than enough.
	Unfortunately, the cliche is true and time really does fly when you’re having a good time. “Well, meeting Chester has been the highlight of my day, but I do have to head back to the office.” He nodded and signaled to the waiter that we were done at this table. I pulled out my wallet in order to pay for my drink, but he wouldn’t let me “No, I invited you, let me get the check. And hey, Chester and I can walk you back.” 
	I shook my head “Thank you for the coffee, but you don’t have to join me. You guys can go see the park some more.” He didn’t fight me on it, and quickly got up to say good bye, possibly thinking I would wave and walk away. I can’t say what came over me, but before I could even question my decision-making, I had stepped closer and let my arms wrap around his neck in a hug. I felt Ben tense up briefly before relaxing and hugging me back, fully tightening his arms around me. It was certainly a bold move on my part, but I chose to stay silent, hoping he understood how much I needed that hug without me having to say it.
	Something tells me he did understand. Before letting go, I felt one of his hands stroking my back softly, and with my eyes closed, felt him gently kiss my forehead. This all lasted about five seconds, but it was enough to set the butterflies in my stomach fluttering wildly. Still standing a little too close, I looked up and smiled at him. He smiled back. Every warning bell was going off in my head — I had to leave immediately before I did something stupid. After untangling myself and moving a few steps back I still heard him try for the last time “Are you sure you don’t want me to walk you back?”
	I shook my head again, “I’ll talk to you later Ben.” Maybe I would start caring less about what other people thought; it was sound advice for sure, but today was not going to be the day. As it stood, I would be mortified if anyone happened to see us walking together. And it had nothing to do with Ben — there was nothing embarrassing about being seen with the most handsome, charismatic person you’d ever meet in your life — it had everything to do with me. I couldn’t explain what I was doing outside the office for an hour of leisure in the middle of the day. I couldn’t explain blowing off work when a good chunk of my personality was defined by being a workaholic. I couldn’t explain our friendship, and I certainly couldn’t explain the way I felt drawn to him. Just the idea of being confronted in that sense made my cheeks burn. 
	Of course, I could change things about myself and about how I lead my life. And sure, if I wanted to, I could act differently. I could start right now. But while the thought seemed plausible, and even tempting, the reality of it seemed daunting. Maybe I had outgrown the life I currently had, and maybe I didn’t want it anymore. Maybe I would take the steps toward change someday, but no, it was not going to be today.
 
 
Six
 
 
 
	Let’s focus on the evidence. If someone never goes to a certain part of town but decides to make the trip several times, for the past month, it’s not crazy to assume they found a good reason to do it, right? Of course, I shouldn’t assume anything in hopes of seeing what I wanted to see. Here I can only speak for myself, and how my work calendar started to show a few blocked slots sprinkled here and there in the middle of the afternoon. Skipping work to meet Ben was becoming a recurring thing, but one I hoped would still fly under the radar.
	This afternoon he was going to be solo — he no longer went through the trouble of using Chester as an excuse to show up in my part of town. I walked past the coffee place we met that very first time and kept walking a bit further, making my way towards the park. Since now I was having the chance to plan a little more in advance, I could put some extra effort in wearing cuter outfits. Granted, it was still a work day, so my options were limited, but today I had left my blazer at the office, and was wearing a lovely off-white silk blouse matched with a darker pencil skirt. Of course, I opted for practical flats in order to make the walk in the park easier, and made sure to leave my hair down (just because I had a hunch he liked it better this way).
	Sure enough, Ben was standing by the main entrance, waiting. The second he saw me the cigarette went out, and he greeted me with such a wonderful smile that I couldn’t help but immediately smile back. How silly that such a tiny gesture was all it took to make me feel at ease. Well, it also didn’t hurt that the weather was perfect, with the most beautiful blue sky. The soft breeze and chilly air was a perfect match paired with the warmth of the sun. I was taken aback by the realization that the world could be this nice while I was perpetually inside an office building under fluorescent lights, always rushing to the next task.
	We walked together deep in conversation until we reached the ice cream stand. He chose chocolate, and teased me over my very practical choice of vanilla, but I had a perfectly valid reason. “I’d much rather sacrifice flavor and not take any chances when it comes to getting a huge stain on my blouse.” He playfully groaned “You don’t mean that, come on. Subpar ice cream just because you don’t want to risk ruining a shirt? I’ll bet you have twenty of those.” I grabbed another spoonful of ice cream before answering “That’s not the point, I’d have to walk around with a sloppy stained top until the end of the day. I can’t live like that.” 
	Shaking his head he added softly “You’d never look sloppy. There’s no scenario you wouldn’t look like royalty and it has nothing to do with your expensive clothes.” These comments always caught me off guard, but I did my best to keep a straight face “That’s flattering, but I still won’t take my chances.” Unlike mine, his smiles were never restrained “I mean it. You don't need all that effort, you're at your best when you let your guard down. I just can’t figure out why you’re so uncomfortable with that idea.” 
	I looked down, focusing on my hands, on my ice cream, on my shoes as if looking down was the most intriguing thing in the world. Anything to avoid his eyes right now. I couldn’t explain why but I knew I was this close to crying, go figure. When did my emotions get so out of whack? Still, I managed to answer in a small but steady voice “Well, I’m not guarded or uncomfortable with you. That has to be a start, right?” He laughed softly “Yes. It’s definitely a start…” before leaning in, whispering in my ear "And lucky me. I get to know the real you.”
	I could never tell if I loved or hated the way he could make me feel nervous and excited and confused all at the same time, but I was quick to dismiss all of those feelings “Whatever, I know this is all a ploy to get me to buy your expensive furniture.” I said it while taking my spoon to his chocolate ice cream, stealing a taste. I sounded serious but it was meant to be playful, and by his answer I could tell he found it amusing “Hopefully it’s working, I have bills to pay.” Damn it, he was right, this chocolate ice cream was infinite times better. 
	“Sorry, you're just wasting your time, my entire house got redone last summer”. He shrugged pretending to be disappointed “Off to the next beautiful corporate lawyer, I guess.” I pretended not to hear his compliment while I tried very hard to find my own sad ice cream good enough again.
 
	We walked in comfortable silence for a few minutes before I noticed the group of teenagers sprawled across the grass, a few feet away from us. They looked so young, so carefree, so… familiar? I knew some of those kids, they were Loretta’s classmates. How sad that she was spending the afternoon at home, studying alone. She was always too strict with her responsibilities, always demanded so much of herself. I wished she could see how much more valuable it would be to be outside enjoying the sun. But it was useless trying to convince her to make time for things beyond her academic aspirations. 
	Whenever I suggested she should take a break or spend more time with her friends Loretta would quickly shrug it off and reinforce how committed she was to being valedictorian. How all that mattered right now was having the best grades, always coming up in first place. The poor kid put so much pressure on herself, and I knew odds were she would only become more focused once she made the transition to college. 
	But all those lovely thoughts of compassion for my stepchild quickly went out the window the second I recognized a silhouette, seemingly hiding behind a tree. “I can’t believe this. That’s Loretta. She is actively trying to hide from me.” I called out her name and kept staring knowing she would have to acknowledge me. Eventually she caved, returned my stare with a sheepish and apologetic look. Slowly and dragging her feet, she started to make her way over to us, trying to shake off the fact she was hiding behind a tree just five seconds ago. 
	Ben didn’t seem to find anything uncomfortable about the situation “That’s nice, I’m glad I get to meet your kid.” Bless his heart, this man was beyond clueless. “No, not nice. She lied to me about being at home studying. And I can’t explain why I’m here in the middle of the afternoon with you.” He kept eating ice cream as if nothing was going on “It’s fine, I’ll just say we’re friends” I sighed a little annoyed “She knows I only have one friend.” I noticed his raised eyebrow, as if I’d just said something completely outrageous. And before I could even elaborate on that, she was standing in front of us. I could tell she was embarrassed for being caught, but was just now realizing there was something off about me being here. Her curious eyes were now ready to shift focus entirely.
	“Hey Julia, I didn’t think I’d find you here, shouldn’t you be at work?” She crossed her arms so pleased with herself, as if I was the one caught doing something wrong, and not her. Whatever, I was just going to make up some story and hope Ben would go along with it. “Loretta, this is Mr…” Before I could even finish my sentence he interrupted me and stuck his hand out, cutting me off mid-sentence “I’m Ben, a friend of your stepmom’s. It’s so nice to meet you”. Ok, innocent of me to think he would know when to shut up.
	Loretta shook his hand reluctantly while her face turned into a frown “Weird, Julia only has one friend. I already know them, and it’s not you.” Again, poor clueless Ben. “Got it. Well, it’s more of a client-lawyer sort of friendship” Loretta crossed her arms again and I knew her well enough to recognize the enjoyment in making this stranger squirm. Completely inappropriate timing for this line of thought, but she’d make a fantastic lawyer if she was so inclined. “No offense but you don’t look like you can afford my stepmother's legal council.” She turned to me again before blabbing out her absurd question “Are you being blackmailed?” 
	Where did she get this attitude from? Right. Probably from watching me act suspicious and guarded in every interaction I’d ever had. I suppose there was some amount of karma attached to this whole scenario. I sighed, trying to be patient, knowing the more my response came across as reactive, the bigger deal this would become. The bottom line was, I wasn’t doing anything wrong, I wasn’t hiding anything, there was no reason to let myself be anything other than cool and collected. 
	“Loretta, that’s enough. If I was being blackmailed, which I'm not, I wouldn’t need a teenager to come to my rescue. But I am a little interested in learning what you’re doing here.” The smug expression left her face and a first attempt at answering was made “I was just…” Since she had pissed me off a little, I wanted to keep pressing, enough to make her understand she really was in trouble “Just what? This morning you told me all about how you needed an entire afternoon to focus on your studies. How much time did you actually spend studying?” She didn’t face me when her answer came through “…not a lot.” 
	I nodded before continuing to question her “Help me understand, you were so focused. What changed?” She shrugged, and before she could take another swing at it, I decided to drop it. I didn’t want her to tell me another lie. “We can talk about this later, as soon as we are both home.” Still a little flustered, she mumbled an apology and hardly even said good bye before quickly making her way back, catching up with the group of teenagers as they all left. 
	Ben let out the breath I didn’t realize he was holding “Well, she’s very much your kid. Up to five minutes ago I didn’t think it was possible to mess up an introduction, but that felt like a test. And it sounds like I failed.” 
	I shrugged, determined not to make a big deal out of this, or let it ruin our time together. “That’s ok, I can fix this. She’s not supposed to be here either, so I’m not the only one who has some explaining to do.” He went silent for a while and I could tell he was muling over a question “Any reason why you haven’t mentioned me to your family?” Several, but my first impulse was to not dwell on any of them. “Does anyone in your life know about me? Does Natalie?” I was very sure the answer here would be no, and I was right.
	He seemed a little deflated, as if only now it occurred to him that he was also doing whatever he accused me of doing first “I just didn’t want to make a big deal out of it, Natalie has a big imagination.” I finished my ice cream and didn’t face him as I voiced the stinging remark I’ve been meaning to make for a while now “I guess that’s how it goes when you date much younger women.” 
	He didn’t take it super well. “Isn’t your husband a million years older than you?” What was a polite way of saying that I was mature in my twenties, while Natalie was very obviously a toddler? “That's not the same thing. It’s completely different.” Guess there really wasn’t a nice way of saying it, so I chose not to say it. 
	“How is it different? And based on how comfortable you feel judging me, I’m assuming Paul knows all about me.” Fair enough. I had no way to counter that, coming to terms with the fact that we were both keeping each other a secret. At first it made sense, but it’s been a couple of months since we began chatting on a daily basis, so why not let others know? There was nothing going on, objectively nothing that should be hidden. But maybe that was a matter of time. Maybe we were both hoping there was room for more. And if things evolved, then the more far removed we were from our real lives, the easier it would be keep things separate.
	I sighed and tried my best to rationalize my end “I guess… there’s just so little that is mine alone, I like having a friendship that isn’t tied to my work or my family, or anything else.” He nodded. “Yeah, I have a hard time wrapping my head around it too.” Which was a subtle way of letting me know he could see right through my bogus answer.
	Even if I didn’t have clarity of the situation at this point, I knew my chat with Loretta had to lift any sort of confusion on her end. After I said goodbye to Ben at the park and made my way back to my afternoon meetings, I did my best to not let anxiety take over. I just wanted to be done with my work and get home, eager to set the record straight when it came to the surprise of seeing Loretta — and her seeing me — at the park. It was impossible not to worry about the reason why she had lied to me. This was a first, I thought. 
	Well, I hoped.
	As soon as I arrived home I made my way to the kitchen where I found her leaning on the counter having a snack and scrolling her phone. “Hi Lottie, I’m so glad we finally get to chat.” I approached her and kissed the top of her head, the way I usually did as a sign of affection. She let me without any hesitation, which I took as a good sign. “That was pretty awkward, running into each other at the park.” 
	Loretta didn’t seem too concerned, she was still chewing on her sandwich and only nodded, as if waiting for whatever I had to say. I placed both hands on the counter, letting my head hang low and took a deep breath, in what I hoped came across as a gesture of good will. “Loretta, if there’s one thing you can be sure of is that I will never lie to you. Not now, not ever. Ask away.” I meant it. Having my stepdaughter’s trust had always been a priority and I wasn’t about to ruin that. For all my faults, I was going to be brutally honest and expected the same from her.
	“Who is that guy?” Ok, easy enough.
	“His name is Ben, and he really is a friend. I mean, at least I don’t think anyone gets ice cream with their blackmailer. He owns a fancy furniture design studio, so not a criminal of any sort. I don’t know where you got the idea that there was something off about him.”
	She shrugged “I don't know, you’ve never mentioned him before. Also, he’s so different from you.” 
	“Different how?” I was honestly curious to hear some outside perspective, what did it look like to the everyone else who caught a glimpse of us together? I was always a bit scared of being seen with him, in part because I didn’t want there to be any assumptions but also because I feared the very same judgement that was always in the back of my mind. Would people agree with my most critical thoughts? Did everyone else think I looked ridiculous, all impeccable and squared, feeling so absolutely old next to a guy who was only months older, but seemed younger, so charismatic and disheveled in just the right ways to be perceived as charming? A guy who looked so much better next to the twenty-something year old he actually dated?
	“Just different. Very different. Like you’re not even inhabiting the same planet.” I wasn’t sure what to make of that, so I said nothing. At times I could grasp what she meant. It did feel like Ben and I were different, but I always saw that that in a good light. I liked seeing things from his point of view, and I’d like to think our talks had given him a different perspective as well. Being different wasn’t necessarily a bad thing. Especially because other times I felt like I knew him so well, like there was no effort needed to meet him halfway, it was just easy to understand and be understood. 
	For her next question Loretta made sure to look me in the eye, trying to gauge my reactions and make sure there would be an honest response. “Why was he looking at you like that?” 
	I had no idea what she meant “Like what?”
	She put her sandwich on the plate and took a sip of orange juice, as if trying to gain time before answering my question. “Like you’re his entire world.” I was a little taken back by this, and had no desire to dig into why Loretta had this takeaway from a three-minute encounter.
	“I still don’t know what that means. But since I’m not the one giving any looks, you’d have to ask Ben about that.” She thought about my answer for a little bit before going into her next question. 
	“Are you ok?”
	“I’m perfectly fine.” And I was surprised at how much I meant it.
	“Ok, that’s all.” She took another bite out of her sandwich as if this whole exchange was a mere formality, and not like anything felt weird or off. I really thought this would have been a longer conversation.
	“Are you sure? I want you to ask me whatever you want so that we can put this behind us. I don’t want you wondering about anything and coming up with wild theories, ok?” 
	“I know. It's just that anything beyond what you told me is your own business. Yours and my dad’s. You guys have a relationship, you sort it out. I don’t have to know, it changes nothing for me. I just had to know you were safe, and not in need of any help”. I already knew Loretta was grown up and brilliant, but it still shocked me just how much. And of course, I also remembered we weren’t fully done with this conversation “Well, my turn. Why did you say you’d be home studying?” 
	She sighed “It’s so stupid… I just didn’t want to disappoint you.” I scrunched up my face “That’s impossible, you could never disappoint me.” She rolled her eyes “Exactly. You, my mom, my dad… you’re all so successful, and hard-working people, and good at everything you do. I guess I just want you all to think I’m like that too.” 
	I was still having trouble following her train of thought “But you are. Your grades are perfect, you excel in a million different extra-curricular activities. Hell, you’re the most accomplished high schooler there is.” She shook her head “I know, but it’s not about the end result, it’s how I want you guys to see me. I want you to think that I’m always focused, and always have my head in the game. I don't want you to think I'm slacking off, or wasting time with my friends. Which is definitely what I was doing this afternoon.” She looked down at her feet and I could tell she was about to cry. Before her lip even began to quiver I had already reached out to hold her hand, desperate to comfort her and set this very misguided vision straight. “Lottie, come on. We just want you to be happy, and part of that is having a good time with your friends on a sunny afternoon. Nobody thinks less of you or your efforts because of that.” 		I knew she hated crying as much as I did and was doing her best to blink back the tears “I told you it was stupid.”
	“No, it’s not stupid. And I’m so sorry you felt so pressured, I should’ve seen that happening and put a stop to it. Lottie, you’re a kid. You have every right to behave like one.” She squeezed my hand back a little “Can this stay between us? I don’t think my dad would get it.” I nodded, of course it was fine. 
	I just hoped she wouldn’t be so hard on herself moving forward. I knew all about the crushing guilt of not doing what you thought you were supposed to. My God it’s exhausting to live perpetually under a microscope, and I wouldn’t wish that on anyone. Especially not on my favorite person. Maybe we were all reaching our breaking point. Maybe it was time to step away from the pressure.
 
 
Seven
 
 
 
	Putting off work caught up with me eventually, and I was in for a few tumultuous weeks, when I had no choice but to focus on my tasks without any distractions. I had to tone it down with those meetings in the middle of the afternoon, at least until things were back to normal and sufficiently back on track.
	I realized the only way I would be able to catch up was to… well, go back to living my life the way I used to before meeting Ben. It was a pretty stark contrast. Having something to compare it to made me realize how boring every piece of that routine was. And sure, he and I would still exchange messages here and there, but it wasn’t the same as actually hanging out and spending time together. It did wonders for my productivity though: I wanted to do things fast, perfectly and ahead of schedule, just so I could have enough room in my agenda to bring back what I was craving for. 
	Eventually I did manage to get things under control. In fact, the day finally came when I could leave work on time and make it to the yoga studio. Catching my reflection in the mirror, I was pleased to see what appeared to be someone who takes their exercise routine seriously. The outfit was on point, my hair gathered in an immaculate ponytail. From the outside, I would look like a person who has their life together, who’s able to color coordinate gym outfits down to the color of the hair band, and who’s not fighting any sort of internal demons. Not at all going through any sort of crisis. Nor making bad decisions. Namaste.
	After leaving my things in the locker I headed to the dimly lit room where my nightly yoga class took place. The class I meant to take every night of the week after work, as part of my wellness routine. It’s true, my attendance did suffer from overworking. And from all those other days when I skipped it and went straight home to a glass of wine and whatever block of cheese was left in the fridge. That actually happened more often than I would like to admit. Whatever, I went that day. 
	And I had no intention of skipping this particular session, given that I was going to meet Ben after class. My friend Ben. The friend no one knew about, and that according to my stepdaughter seemed more believable as a scammer than my friend. The friend who was secretly my friend, and even more secretly my embarrassing and impossible crush. 
	It would be just one drink. As much as I was starting to feel comfortable making excuses for my inexcusable behavior, I couldn’t really justify going out at night for an unlimited amount of time. If I ended up staying out too late I’d have to explain why, and I didn't want to do that. I kept telling myself that I was not hiding him. No, it was more that I didn’t want to talk about him with anyone. True, it had been nearly four months since we met at the airport, and a little less since we had been talking, but I had done nothing wrong. Not yet anyhow. 
	At this point we’d already exchanged a million messages, had a few phone calls here and there, and all those many meetings at the coffee shop and at the park. But there was something about seeing each other tonight that felt a little different. I knew this was definitely 100% a friendship outing — he was a friend! Loretta met him, and I had been honest with her. Still… meeting someone at night gave it more nuanced contours. Because I wanted to make it less so, I suggested we meet up after I was done exercising, to just walk around for a bit, grab something to drink. Since I was wearing workout clothes I could stay on-brand and go for a smoothie or detox juice. I won’t dwell on how my nerves were all over the place and I would do next to anything for a shot of hard liquor. 
	But what was even the point of going through all of this? I couldn’t really answer. For now, I just knew that I liked being around him. Even if one hour and a glass of green juice was all I could have, I was still looking forward to it. There was no doubt this was about to be the best part of my day. I mean, as soon as I survived the longest yoga class ever ministered in the history of Earth. God, would this ever end? How much stretching and breathing does one need? Apparently way more than I was willing to engage in. I really should come to these classes more often.
	Thankfully he was already waiting outside, and after a quick hug and an initial awkward ‘hey’, Ben was already teasing me and setting us both at ease. “How come you’re not even a little bit sweaty? You know what, never mind, it was pretty dumb of me to think you would not be looking pristine.” As a reflex my hands shot up to my hair to make sure there were no flyaway hairs “I don’t always look pristine. When we met I was pure chaos.” 
	He fumbled a bit with his pockets before pulling out a cigarette pack and a lighter “I think chaos suits you better than you realize.” What was that supposed to mean? I worked so hard to come across as… well, damn near perfect. There were parts of me that I kept in check for a reason — I didn’t like facing them. But every time he kept pointing out what might be underneath, digging out all these pieces of me that were restless and wanted to change… the more awake they felt. And the harder it became to pretend I was happy with the way things were. So here I was, trying to regain composure. Again. “You really shouldn’t smoke. That’s not good for you.” 
	He nodded in agreement “Noted. Which is why I didn’t offer you one. Where are we going?” I walked quickly and defiantly “We are going to drink healthy smoothies and hopefully undo some of the damage you’re doing.” His face scrunched up “I don’t think so, I can’t even imagine how disgusting that would taste after a cigarette. Or before for that matter.” 
	I kept walking and trying to make a case for myself “Well, we’re about to find out.” Three more steps and he grabbed both my shoulders stopping me in place “How about we try that some other time, and instead we cross the street, and order something more laid back at that lovely establishment?” He pointed to a bar and all the people enjoying cold drinks outside, who seemed to be having a great time. This usually wouldn’t be the end of the argument for me, but on such a warm summer night it was enough to sway me. “So instead of undoing your damage we’re going to undo the benefits of my exercising, is that it?” He nodded and nudged me towards the bar “Attagirl. I’m glad we agree.” 
	I wish I could say it was the drink, but I was stupid enough to choose something without any alcohol in it. So it turns out the joy of being at that bar, enjoying his company was genuine. There was nothing to blame for the unrelenting thought of leaning in and kissing him, it was all me. Honestly, if he had pressed me I’d probably gone for the beer. But he didn’t question anything, didn’t make any jokes about non-alcoholic drinks not being real drinks or anything silly like that. I’m not sure what I was expecting, but I should have known that he would never be judgmental or pushy, that’s just not how he was.
	And every small gesture of his, letting me do what I felt was right for me, only added to these thoughts. Thoughts that I was having a hard time controlling. There was no stopping my mind from wandering and secretly entertaining the idea of kissing him before the night was over. As he told me the story about how he picked up carpentry from his grandfather and fell in love with it at an early age, I split my focus between his words and my secret musings.
	What would happen if we did kiss? Would the world as we know it just crumble? Would time stop? Would it change anything? Or would life — most likely — go on as it always had? Hell, it was something so small, just a kiss. A minor curiosity to know the weight of his lips on mine. No, I couldn’t. I was not going to blow up my entire life over a trivial gesture. Then again, maybe I could be a little indulgent and act on this tiny bit of attraction, and be able to leave it at that. 
	His story was very endearing, and it made me admire his devotion to his work. When he threw the question back at me — why I became a lawyer — I knew I couldn’t really give my canned response of how I loved law and was deeply moved by my profession. Because it really wasn’t true, and the idea of lying to him was starting to seem more trouble than what it was worth. Besides, he was really good at calling me out on my bullshit “I became a lawyer only and exclusively because it sounded impressive. But I don’t give a shit about my job.” He leaned back on his chair, crossed his arms, trying to chew on my answer “Had you ever even said that out loud? And just as a side note, I never thought I’d hear you cuss in this lifetime.” 
	I screened my memory “I don’t think so. But I have a very beautiful rehearsed answer, if you'd like to hear that one instead.” He smiled at me, raising his glass “Nah. Here’s a toast to no rehearsed answers.” I raised my glass as well and took a large sip, trying to gulp down this strange knot in my throat. It was always so uncomfortable being honest with myself.
	After he picked up the check, we made our way to the parking lot where we would each go our separate ways. This meeting was almost over and I was this close to patting myself on the back for being on my very best behavior. For treating this entire night as just a regular time with a regular friend. Definite proof that I could do it. I could be friends with Ben. I could keep him in my life and enjoy these moments for what they were. I could let him go back to his girlfriend, and I could go home to my own family. Not confuse things. Not mess it all up.
	That is, until he softly touched my arm, asking for my attention and stepping a bit closer to me. “There’s something I need to tell you.” A clear oversight on my part, how I wasn’t counting on him to ruin everything instead. Oh no.
	“It’s just…I think it started when first saw you — all angry and mopey at that airport. Honestly, I couldn’t stop looking at you.” Flattering, but hard to believe considering he first saw me in my most insane and disheveled version ever. 
	One of his hands made its way to my hip, while the other gently rested on the curve of my waist. He had a way of touching me ever so lightly that didn’t feel forceful or imposing. I could certainly break contact any second, if that's what I wanted, but I did not. I just kept watching him and waiting to see how this would unfold.
	“Look, I know we can’t be more than friends, but I also really wanna know what’s it’s like to kiss you. If I do it, then I don’t have to be curious about it anymore.” He said it as if it was the most sound logic in the world. As if this started and ended within itself, an action completely self-contained, that wouldn’t have any lingering consequences.
	I cleared my throat, unsure of what to say. Don’t get me wrong, it was really nice to hear all of this coming from the current object of my affection. But there was still a part of me that was not sure which lines I was willing to cross today. It’s one thing to think about a kiss entirely fueled by my own imagination, it’s another to share such a vulnerable musing, or worst, to hear someone else’s. I was afraid of my own response, afraid of overstepping my boundaries. “You have a lot of friends, do you kiss all of them out of curiosity?” He seemed to think about it for a second “Just the ones I like a little too much.” 
	“Well it’s too bad you like me a little too much.” I did my best to sound dismissive. As if I wasn’t affected by his closeness or his words. 
	“I guess this means it’s entirely one-sided?” He asked while lowering his face to the base of my neck, hovering over the exposed skin of my shoulder. That was on me for wearing a yoga top that left my arms and shoulders mostly bare. Every alarm should start blaring, the time to walk away was now.
	“Yes, it’s one-sided. I have no idea what you mean.” I breathed in a little deeper, breathed out a bit slower, trying to steady my rapidly beating heart. I’m sure they taught this in some yoga class I probably missed.
	“So you have never thought about me that way?” His lips ended the question brushing against my skin very lightly, just enough that it felt imagined. A gesture that still wasn’t really a touch. This was probably my last chance, the moment to re-center, to consider outside factors, to say look at the time and bolt.
	“Not that way. Not in any way. I haven’t thought about you at all.” It was hard to plan a getaway when I didn’t trust my body to move in the right direction. At the moment, my efforts went into keeping steady and resisting the urge to touch him.
	“And you never wondered what it’d be like, being this close to me?” Now he planted a warm kiss on the side of my neck and my eyes closed in sheer delight. It was definitely too late for me.
	“Why would I? We're just friends. There’s no reason for me to think about you like that.” He took one more step closing in on whatever space was still left, his hands lightly pulling me towards his body, finally leaving no room between us. If at first I touched his chest in an effort to create space, I forgot about it right away and just let my hands roam there, enjoying the feel of it a little too much. 
	“Sounds like I’m not making much of an impression.” He ended his observation lightly biting my neck and my breath hitched in a very undignified way. “Nope, you’re very forgettable.” 
	He finally let go of my neck and moved his attention to my face, examining it carefully, pleased to realize I was already beyond gone and absolutely drunk on desire. It didn’t matter what I said, there was no way my expression wasn’t betraying me. If my last hope was arguing my way out of this, then it was a lost cause. I could barely string a coherent thought by now.
	“That’s good, if you don’t think about me… then no harm done.” I didn’t even have time to answer before his lips were on mine. Warm, perfect, wild and passionate without any semblance of hesitation. It’s a rare thing when you go through moments in life that you can tell are perfect as they’re happening, but this was certainly one of them. The kiss to measure every other kiss by.	When it was over, we remained exactly as we were, standing close, breathing hard, neither of us really sure what to do next. I had gotten that one kiss I’d been thinking about for so long. I found out what it was like kissing this man — pretty great — and my curiosity had been tended to. 
	This was the part where we were supposed to let go of each other. Except he merely adjusted his grip on me and kissed me again, making me think that maybe this moment could just go on forever. Sadly enough, that’s not how time works. And the second my phone made a noise inside my gym bag I knew exactly who it was, and where I was, and the reality of it all sunk in. 
	I pushed him away as gently as I could, and reached for my bag on the floor, grabbing my phone only to confirm what I already knew. It was Loretta. I answered as Ben watched me try to sound calm and collected “Hi Lottie. Yes, I’m sorry I’m running late but I’m on my way. Yes, I can grab some on the way back, absolutely. I’ll see you in a little while.” I threw the phone back into the bag and finally faced him. “Loretta. She wants me to get ice cream on the way home. I have to go.” 
	He nodded in understanding “Yes. I remember her, smart kid. I’ll see you? Or not. Whatever you want.” I was already a few steps away, keys in hand and desperate to reach my car. I wouldn’t be able to think so long as I stood next to him. “Yes. No. I don’t know.” He nodded and started moving away as well, but I didn't want the night to end this way. It wasn’t fair to let some veil of shame and regret drape over the time we spent together. The truth is, I liked it. All of it. “Hey, Ben. Thank you for tonight, it was great.” He smiled and I felt myself melt again, which was just too bad because I still had to walk away and definitely had to leave.
	On the drive back, I didn’t even bother turning on the radio. Every memory of the night flashing back loudly inside my head. Thankfully the GPS took me to a convenience store in no time. I picked up the ice cream carton for Loretta and subpar wine for myself. I knew sleep wouldn’t come easy tonight, so might as well lean on some alcohol to smooth my nerves and try to make sense of everything that had happened. 
	How would I even begin to process this? How do you come back from having your world shaken to the core? Could I pretend nothing happened? I felt like the worst person in the world. I felt the happiest I’d ever been. Shit.
 
 
Eight
 
 
 
	The next morning I opened my eyes to a splitting headache, a world that would not stop spinning and an alarm resonating inside my skull. In hopes of stopping the noise, I stretched out my hand, knocking down whatever was on the way in my nightstand before finding my phone. 
	This was very unlike me. I usually would have one very controlled glass of wine. Fine, maybe two on a bad day. But drinking an entire bottle of gas station wine was an entirely different experience. And it probably didn’t help that I got through it fast, too. I drank the first two glasses while watching television with Loretta, but after she went to bed I chugged the rest of the bottle while wrestling with my thoughts. The end result was passing out in bed before Paul was even back from a dinner meeting with clients.
	Opening my eyes to see the screen was not kind on my hangover, so I just used the voice assistance to dial directly to my secretary’s table. Trying not to sound any different than I do on a regular day, I asked her to clear my schedule, because I would not be coming in today. And yes, I was sure. Yes, I knew there was the partners’ meeting this afternoon, but I would just have to miss it. Unfortunate, for sure. Yes, I couldn’t remember the last time I called in sick either. Nope, not a 911 type of situation, I was fine, everyone was fine, I just needed the day.
	When I hung up, Paul turned to me with a surprised expression “Am I still sleeping or did you just blow off work?” Right. He was there. Because he was my husband, and we shared a bed, a bathroom counter, a savings account, a daughter and a life. I instantly felt embarrassment wash over me while I tried my best not to make a big deal out of this “I’m not feeling well today”. Thankfully, he just closed his eyes again, trying not to interrupt the extra hour of sleep his schedule allowed every morning. Although I did hear him mumble “That never stopped you before” right before he was out again. 
	He was right, it was the first time I turned my back on my job and it surprised me how little it seemed to matter. Why had I never done this before? Even when I had emergencies, I figured something out, I never canceled a meeting or missed a hearing. And now… my priority was getting over a week-day hangover and dissecting what happened. What should I do? Where would I go from here? Remembering the previous night was exciting, but also made me a little queasy. It was hard picking apart my feelings, which parts felt happy and hopeful, and which parts felt shame and guilt. All parts felt equally hungover. I needed space to think.
	But no matter how I framed it, the only conclusion was that I wanted to go back in time so I could be standing in that parking lot. Maybe by “space” I actually meant the opposite: I had to see him again. Who knows, there’s a chance I wouldn’t feel anything, or more realistically I’d just let myself be kissed again. Maybe it was the residual alcohol running through my body that made me send a text saying “Could we meet later today?” without even thinking about it.
	The second I hit ‘send’ I also decided not to obsess over his answer, whatever that might be, and whenever it might show up on my phone (assuming that it would). Instead, I showered, wrapped myself in my coziest robe and made my way to the kitchen, where I was hopeful to get my hands on the warm mug of black coffee that would bring my soul back to my body. 
	After having breakfast with Loretta and seeing her off, I went back upstairs and started to browse for an outfit that was a little more laid back than my usual picks. I wanted to steer clear from my stern looks: no hard fabrics, no dark colors, no stilettos, no matching sets. I dug up a soft dress in off-white silk organza, I held the fabric, running my fingers through it for a few seconds. Then I decided not to wear it, tossing it back inside the drawer. Who was I kidding, I was not laid back and easy going. I was neurotic and extremely uptight. Tailored pants and a structured poplin blouse it was.
	By now Paul was already showered, fully dressed in his office attire, looking impeccable. While I had made being in control the work of my life, to Paul it was just an effortless state of being. He truly never even gave it a second thought. Being successful and looking successful were just the way he truly perceived himself. Everyone believed we were perfect for each other because of how in control of our lives we both were. But honestly, I was always hoping to learn what his secret was, because deep down, he was different from me. He didn’t have to think about any of this, while my existence was a veneer for the self-doubt and the facade that was always one crack away from crumbling down. I figured marrying Paul would be a good path to learn about his ways, but to my dismay there was nothing to teach and our marriage just became another place where I had to pretend.
	As he fixed his tie I noticed the way he looked at me with a bit of curiosity, but mostly holding his tongue not to crack a joke. “Come on Paul, you can say whatever it is you’d like to say.” I knew him well enough to see what was coming. Might as well give him permission since he would let me know what was on his mind anyway. “Well, I’m afraid I can’t. I’m speechless. Pretty sure this is my first time seeing you at home during office hours. I’m just concerned you’re having a stroke.” I began working on my make up, trying to not validate any of his concerns “I told you, I just wasn’t feeling very well earlier, but I’m better now. And since I skipped work already, I’ll go over to Chloe’s. I feel guilty for not seeing her in such a long time. I should really make myself useful and go over to help her with the baby.” He approached me, seemingly content with my explanation “That’s good, send Chloe and Lewis my love”, kissing my cheek and leaving to start his own day.
	I hadn’t planned on seeing Chloe at all, but that excuse actually felt like a good idea. If there was anyone in the world I could share my dilemmas with, it was Chloe. We had been friends during college, and later reconnected when she joined the very same law firm I worked for. Through the entire time we knew each other, we performed the unoriginal sketch of opposites attracting. Chloe was warm and impulsive, she often spoke without a filter and was passionate about her work as a lawyer, pouring the same dedication and care she had for the people in her life. And I was… well, not quite like that. I had focus, drive, and a pretty sharp mind. I wanted good results and I got them, but my work ethic came from a very different source than hers.
	I texted on the way, so there would be a heads up at least. Showing up practically unannounced is something I’d never do if it was anyone else, but I knew Chloe wouldn’t mind. Or at least it didn’t seem like she minded when I knocked on her door and was greeted by her cheerful self. “Hey! Here, have a baby, my arms are so tired and he’ll start screaming if no one’s holding him. Also why aren’t you at work?” She hugged me while simultaneously handing me baby Elliott. 
	“Is Lewis home?” I held the little guy close and made my way inside her home, looking for a spot in her living room couch amongst the pile of baby toys and blankets and just… stuff. Chloe had never been very organized or neat, so it made sense that adding a baby to the mix just made everything a little more chaotic. I made a mental note to come over before the end of the week to put things in order while she and the baby rested. My friend could use the help and would never ask for it. It was up to me to take notice and actually be helpful.
	She shook her head reassuringly, sitting down cross-legged across from me. “No, it’s just us. Dish, it feels like I haven’t been out of the house ever since this little loaf showed up. I need news from the outside world. What’s going on at the office? Anyone involved in any juicy gossip?” She asked in a playful tone, and I knew she had thrown the question in as a joke. It wasn’t her intention but it felt like a good opportunity to open that can of worms. 
	“Yes, actually. Me. But it’s not exactly office related.” Her expression changed immediately and her mouth hung open for a few seconds before being able to formulate a response. “Ok… I wasn’t expecting you to be the main course, but I’ll take it. What’s going on?”
	I cradled baby Elliott while trying to explain everything to Chloe, saying it out loud for the very first time. “Something happened yesterday. It’s confusing, and I’m not sure what to think of it yet.” I noticed her leaning forward slightly, curious for what I would say next, like someone watching a suspense scene unfold during a movie. “A man kissed me. A man, who is not Paul, kissed me.”
	“Oh my. Who is he?” She seemed more amused than scandalized and the question was followed by pulling up her phone with an urgency I wasn't really expecting. "I need a visual, what’s his handle?”
	Where was the part where my best friend scowled and scolded me for being unfaithful? For having faulty morals and not respecting the sanctity of marriage? I guess we skipped that part altogether because judging my bad behavior didn’t seem to be among Chloe’s priorities at the moment.
	“Uh… I don’t follow him and his account is locked. But if you search his name there’s a picture from an event at the studio he works. He’s the one in the navy shirt.” My hands were busy but I gave her instructions to get the exact same search result I had while furiously stalking his low-profile self. Not my proudest moment, but are you even remotely interested in someone if you don’t scrape the Internet for any and all information on them? 
	Chloe laid back on her couch, pushing all the baby stuff onto the floor to make enough room. After making herself comfortable, she carefully zoomed in the picture and analyzed every pixel. “Oooh, he’s delicious.” Her verdict was out and came with detailed descriptions of the evidence “Great smile. The arms are pretty good also, I’ll bet he knows it and wears these types of shirt just to show off. Which I guess is fair game. I didn’t think he’d be your type, honestly, with the messy hair and the tattoos, but I guess a hunk is a hunk.” I suddenly felt very self-conscious and wished I could take it all back. It was too late to change the subject and I worried anything else I said might become another hole I dug for myself.
	“Is he a good kisser? Based on looks alone I’m guessing he’d be fantastic at it.” She put the phone down and looked at me eagerly as if she was expecting me to report on the event. I felt myself begin to sweat, uncomfortable with her reaction. “Chloe for the love of God…” Maybe I secretly wished she’d be the one to talk some sense into me. That she’d remind me of what was on the line, shake me by the shoulders, wake me up before it was too late. “Julia, you can’t just show me a picture and then not give me every single detail. Come on, I gave you a chubby-cheeked godchild, you owe me.” If I wanted some sign of disapproval I wasn’t going to find it here.
	I sighed, defeated, and started from the beginning, telling Chloe about the meeting at the airport and how we became friends. “That meeting is very rom-com material,” she had said, “except for the part where you’re married, and he has a girlfriend… ok, I take that back”. I pleaded my case to the best of my ability, with a detailed timeline, showing her some of our messages. Sharing the ways in which he was funny, smart, caring. I was hoping my attempt at explaining could shed some light into what I could hardly understand. By every rational standpoint, I knew I shouldn’t be allowing myself to get tangled in this — whatever this was. But there was nothing rational about this feeling that kept longing for more of his time and attention.
	Chloe listened mostly in silence, only adding a few questions and comments here and there, which was a first for her. When I was done going over the entirety of our time together, I braced myself for whatever she had to say. Now aware of the full context, she could finally give me an objective and informed opinion. 
	“Well, I think it’s great.” she said with a shrug. It was times like these when I regretted having only one close friend. Maybe if there was someone else I could talk to, I would have someone to be a moral compass. Apparently Chloe wasn’t going to be it. “That’s not what you’re supposed to say. You’re supposed to stop me. Somebody has to.” The baby started to get fussy and I made sure to hand him back before igniting any crying. He seemed content with the change and settled down again with his mother. Maybe I would be the one crying instead. 
	She got up, lightly bouncing Elliott, while coming up with her more elaborate response. Completely unrelated, but I loved watching her move with the same ease and confidence she did in court, only now holding the most adorable baby while she did it. “Look, it was a kiss, who cares. And those messages don’t even have any romantic undertone. You two are so dorky all you talk about are books and dogs.” She slowed down in order to bring her point home in closing remarks “In all seriousness, you can still shut it down. But if this means something, then you owe it to yourself to find out more. And for what it’s worth, I always felt you deserved more than whatever boring thing you have going on right now. Paul is lovely but you have to agree with me, old British men are very dull.” 
	I don’t have to tell you Paul was never Chloe’s favorite person. Feeling a bit relieved for having shared my secret, I thanked Chloe before leaving, letting her know I would be back later in the week. 
 
	It was only when I stepped into my car that I noticed Ben’s answer to my text. Right, I had asked him to meet up again in a bout of spontaneity that wasn’t seen since twenty years prior when I thought cutting my own bangs would be a good idea. 
	He was on his way to the contemporary museum downtown, where an exciting new artist was holding an exhibition. Ben figured the middle of the afternoon would be the perfect time to go see it, since it would probably be empty and way more enjoyable than with a huge weekend crowd. I texted back, letting him know I was on my way. I guess I had a fun afternoon of friendly cultural enlightenment to look forward to. It would be fun.
	Our first hour in the museum really was focused on the pieces. Of course Ben was already fully versed on the themes and techniques, and shared everything with me, having more information and enthusiasm than even a hired tour guide might offer. It was fascinating, not just because of the selected pieces, but also because his knowledge and energy were contagious. After we were done going through the regular gallery portion, all that was left was a video installation, set up in a separate room.
	The installation would run for twelve minutes, and for the entire duration no one else was allowed in — apparently opening the door and letting the light in halfway through would ruin the experience. We were the only ones in there at the time, so it felt more like an intimate, private show than a public display. Once the door was shut there was only pitch black darkness, and a few colorful projections began popping up along with a music score juxtaposed with narration. It was very interesting but I had a hard time paying attention to anything when his hand found mine. I interlaced our fingers and stood still for a few moments, trying to decide whether I should enjoy the gentle touch, drop his hand and step away, or…there was a third, more reckless option.
	Ah fuck it. I could be reckless for twelve minutes I thought as a way to give myself permission as I lightly pulled his hand, motioning for him to walk backwards with me so our backs would touch the wall, away from the projecting lights and completely engulfed by the dark. He understood immediately and as soon as my back came flush against the wall I felt him moving in front of me, his left hand resting on my hip, his right hand on my chin tilting it up just enough so he could reach me with ease, but in the end I was the one who ended up closing the distance between our lips. 
	It was just as good as the previous night. No, somehow it was better. His mouth so warm, with no sense of hurry in each slow, deep kiss. Right hand now nested in my hair, gently holding my head in place. Left hand now under my shirt, touching the small of my back. Firm, strong, pulling me towards him as if our skin touching was a lifeline. He would stop from time to time, find my eyes in the darkness, breathe me in, and then kiss me again. 
	I was completely lost in the moment, with every sense heightened, when he mumbled against my lips. “I can’t think when I’m around you.” He was holding me close enough that his voice managed to get through the noisy background. He squeezed me closer in a tight hug, nuzzling my hair.
	I closed my eyes and tried my best to answer him “That’s fine. We don’t have to think. I don’t want to think when I’m around you” He nibbled on my neck, layering kisses all the way to my collar bone. But it seemed that even if he couldn’t think, he could certainly still talk. “We can’t do this. Look at us, hiding in a dark corner, what is this?” It was his first time recognizing that yes, this was wrong and we owed more to our respective partners. And of course I knew reality would catch up eventually, I just didn’t want it to be while I could feel him breathing, with his body pressed against mine. I didn’t reply, so he tried again “When do you want to talk about this?”
	I groaned in frustration, desperate to end this conversation quickly. My time alone with him was about to run out and I wanted to enjoy whatever was left of those twelve minutes “I don’t want to talk about it. At all. Ever.”
	“Then what do you want?” He sounded a little exasperated. Here was Ben, actively trying to steer away from wrong-doing while I kept ruining his every attempt. His body told a different story though, muscles clenched, arms keeping their strong grip around my body. In between asking questions Ben kept showering me with more kisses, endless touching that in no way seemed to be asking us to stop and talk about every uncomfortable nuance our secret relationship held.
	“More. I want more of this.” And way less of anything else.
 
 
Nine
 
 
 
	By the time his message came through I’d already been asleep for hours. I only caught it in the morning, still in a sleepy haze after reaching for my phone and turning off the alarm. The time stamp was exactly 12:01 a.m. 
 
	Happy birthday! I wanted to be the first one to say it. 
 
	Oh, right. The afternoon we spent together at the airport felt distant. So much had happened since then, but it seems he was able to focus on details that day way more than I did. Sometime in the middle of the excitement and daze of our first conversation I had let that piece of information slip out. And somehow he remembered it. At the time, I’d mentioned my upcoming birthday, told him the exact date, but only because a little earlier I had been thinking about it. How could I have ever guessed that I’d still be talking to him by the time the date rolled by? It felt like harmless information at the time, and now here we were. 
	What I failed to mention was that I hated my birthday, and absolutely forbade anyone close to me from even mentioning it. Every single person in my life was aware that I refused gifts, celebrations, phone calls or anything that might disrupt my conscious effort of not thinking about it. All I asked was to just let it be a regular day. But of course, Ben didn’t know. And even if the words ‘happy birthday’ were enough to make my skin crawl, I couldn’t help but smile reading his message. Not because it had anything to do with my birthday, but because when it came to our interactions nothing about me went by unnoticed. I was still in bed, trying to think what would be the best way to answer. Regardless of how I felt about this day, it was still a sweet gesture. 
	I wrote back “You were the first. And you’ll possibly be the only one. I don’t do birthdays.” As expected, he quickly replied with a lot of exclamation points, and wrote a long string of messages trying to make me change my mind. It was all about how it’s important to have milestones, how growing older is a huge privilege, how I’m missing out on having everyone celebrate me on my special day. My own personal new year.
	I just replied “ I don’t do birthdays” again and finally got up.
 
	My family was already used to my quirks and peculiarities so they didn’t even try. Just like every other day, I had breakfast with Loretta before she left for school, I said good bye to Paul and headed to work as he was getting ready for his day. I didn’t have any reminders at the office, and I was grateful for that. Most people who knew about my disdain for today thought I had some trauma related to my birthday, and honestly if that’s what it took to be left alone, then fine, they’re all free to keep thinking that. But the truth is, there was no single event, I just didn’t like it, never had. 
	The worst part was all the attention, but honestly everything about birthdays felt awkward and uncomfortable. Even my mother knew better than trying to reach me today. Tomorrow, maybe. But she usually waited a few days so that it was even less of a subject matter. And yes, she probably had a VHS tape stashed somewhere with footage of little Julia crying her eyes out while everyone sang “Happy Birthday” around a pink frosted cake. 
	I didn’t like birthdays then, I don’t like birthdays now. Plus, if throughout the years I’d done everything in my power to avoid any and all thoughts about getting older, this year it was even more crucial that I ignored it entirely. What was there to reflect on the past year? My dermatologist cranking up my routine procedures? My liver handling alcohol worse than the year before? Or perhaps the fact that more than a few times I met up with a guy who was not my husband and made out like a teenager? No, there was nothing about me and my questionable behavior that was worth celebrating.
 
	When I told Ben that it would be a busy day at work and I didn’t have time to see him, he suggested everything from stopping at the office during my lunch break (“No”) to meeting somewhere closer to my house at night (“Absolutely not”). Finally I caved when he offered to drive by after I was done with work. He promised it would be quick, just long enough so I could get in his car for a ten minute chat. Usually I’d be afraid someone might see us, but that evening the rain was coming down hard. I doubt anyone would pay attention to me — whoever was unlucky enough to be outside was too busy looking for shelter. 
	A little after sundown I was one of the few people braving the rain, waiting under an umbrella for his car. It didn’t take too long before I saw his jeep pull up in front of the office building and I quickly got in, dropping the soaked umbrella to the floor. Before he could even say anything, I directed him to a parking building nearby where he looked for a discreet spot on the very last floor. I was familiar with this place, and like I’d guessed, at this time it was completely deserted.
	When he finally turned off the car I could tell he was excited, his voice beaming “I brought you something.”
	My shoulders sagged, defeated. He really wasn’t going to let today slide, was he? “Ben… what did I say about today?”
	“What! I don’t know what you’re talking about, this is for no reason whatsoever.” He reached for something in the backseat “See? It’s not even gift wrapped.”
	He handed me a small tote bag, and inside it was a tiny little rabbit carved out of wood. Right underneath it, the inscription read ‘Bob’. Even I wasn’t expecting my reaction: I squealed and covered my mouth embarrassed by the spontaneous bout of delight. He started laughing “Did you just squeal? Is that a good sign or did I break something in you?”  
	I couldn’t believe how thoughtful this was. “It’s Bob, my Bob! Thank you.”
	“You’re welcome. I made it. It was a nice little side-project.” He explained how he went about it, and how it was challenging getting Bob’s impassive expression just right, especially since he only had a memory to go by. He really nailed it though. 
	“You really didn’t have to.” I kept noticing all the little details that perfectly matched the picture I’d shown him all those months ago.
	“But I did.” He smiled, seemingly pleased with himself. How did I happen to find this guy again? What are the chances of just randomly running into someone and a little while later have this person take up such a huge chunk of your heart? Slim chances, next to none, I’m guessing. Ben was my lottery.
	I wanted to kiss him but wasn’t entirely sure this parking lot was a good place for that. There were probably cameras. It was way too close to my office, someone could recognize me. “This is the best gift.” I said with what I hoped was a grateful look on my face.
	“Well, from what I understood it’s also the only one you’re getting.” He was trying to downplay his gesture, turn this into a joke. But I really wanted him to see how much it meant to me.
	“True, but that doesn’t matter. It’s perfect. It reminds me of everything I loved while growing up. And I’ll remember you every time I see it.” Even after we are over. I couldn’t bring myself to say it, but I liked the idea of having a memento for when we inevitably went our separate ways.
	“I’m glad to hear it. You’d never guess, but this was all a plan to make you think about me…” I hugged the little rabbit to my chest one last time before storing him safely in my purse while he kept talking. “…and hey, if you’re ok with it, I could carve out one of your pets every year on this same day. For no reason at all.”
	I had to laugh “That is such a sneaky way of making this into a thing.”
	His left hand landed on my thigh when he turned his body sideways to face me. His right hand cupped my cheek. He looked intently at me.  “Well, it’s not just today, I think you should have a lot more reminders of how incredible you are.” I almost wished he wouldn’t say things like that. We had fun together, but too often it shifted into something that was a little too close to… more. And letting things take on that tone wouldn’t help anyone.
	“Jeez…” I looked side-ways avoiding his eyes, ready to protest, but he didn’t let me get away with it, his thumb lightly grazing my cheek, eyes focused on me. 
	“I mean it. You’re incredible.”
	I ‘tsked’ but no longer looked away, finally meeting his gaze. He was inching closer. “Do I at least get to kiss the birthday girl?”
	It was only fair, he’d driven across town during a rainstorm and would probably be stuck in traffic for a while when making his way back. So I nodded, still a little cautious of the possibility of being watched, but already a little anxious to have him touch me. He closed the distance leaning forward, his lips meeting mine with tenderness at first, but steadily making the kisses grow deeper. 
	I could feel him breathing faster, his hands touching me with a little more urgency. It had been only a few weeks since our meetings went from just hanging out to kissing, but the more we spent time together, the more I could feel him struggling to hold back. He would sneak a hand underneath my shirt, gripping at my waist, fingers climbing up to my ribs, but then retreating as if remembering that everything about this was already way out of line. I didn’t encourage him but secretly ached to feel his hands everywhere.
	What was I saying about this parking lot maybe having cameras? Or worst, active surveillance? Seems like all of those concerns vanished as I threw my restraint out the window and moved to straddle him in the driver’s seat. Mentally I thanked past me for choosing to wear pants today, since a skirt would’ve probably made this maneuver a whole lot harder and possibly more indecent. 
	His hands moved quickly in order to hold my waist, while my arms hung loosely around his neck. I was still supported by my knees, propped up a little higher, so I wouldn’t fully be seated on his lap. He looked up and a grin unfolded, suddenly making me a little self-conscious.
	“What?” 
	“I’m just appreciating the view.” He said it while letting his hands lightly travel down the back of my thighs, then up all the way to my back, leaving a trace of shivers everywhere he touched.
	I realized how eager this must have looked and instantly felt like an idiot. “I’m sorry for climbing on top of you, this was dumb.” I tried to move back to the passenger seat but he wouldn’t let me, holding me in place.
	“Hey, no no. Don’t, this is nice.” I think he regretted the initial joke and tried to be serious again. But by now my embarrassment kept escalating, I was mortified, and couldn’t believe I’d made such a bold move. I must have looked eager and desperate. Shaking my head I tried again “You know what, I should go.”
	“You should stay.” He said it in a serious tone, while pulling me down so that I would finally sit on his lap, our bodies closer than I had originally intended.
	It felt nice, being here, like this, but I still felt a bit embarrassed and chose to look away and remain quiet. A few seconds went by where time stood still, but in the end, it didn’t take much convincing for me to go along with it. I’d already made a fool of myself, it would be worst to pretend I didn’t want to be on top of him since I obviously wanted it, very much. 
	He tucked a strand of hair behind my ear and voiced a low, mumbled request “Just… let me enjoy this a little more, ok?” Then he kissed me again, this time slower, as if we had all the time in the world to just bask in each other’s company. When the kiss was over he nuzzled my cheek while saying in a breathless confession “The more I touch you, the more I want to touch you.” I still didn’t say anything, unsure of what should happen next. He trailed light kisses from my face to my neck, where he started laying hot, open-mouthed kisses.
	My eyes closed and I sighed, amazed at how nothing had ever felt this good. And not just the touching, which don’t get me wrong, was very nice, but I meant the way he paid attention to me. Ben made an effort to understand who I was and what I liked. He went out of his way to do things that would make me happy. I’d never felt so seen, so taken care of. But the nature of our situation was a constant reminder that no matter how great having him in my life was, it wouldn’t last. Soon this would all be behind me, as if it never happened, and then my life would go back to the way it had always been. Just as I tried telling myself that not having this would be fine, he gently bit my neck while I instantly gripped his shoulders a little harder. Ok, it would not be fine. It would be disappointing, and any and all affection being shared with anyone else would be nothing but a complete letdown.
	I knew I shouldn’t grow attached to something that was so clearly temporary but it didn’t help how he was all these wonderful things wrapped into one. Handsome, thoughtful, funny, smart, talented, sweet, gentle, strong… Not forgetting, of course, the physical pull we shared and the undeniable chemistry. The way I reacted to his lips and hands were enough to rewrite my entire concept of how I liked being touched.
	 I made a mental note to do a better job curbing my stupid heart in the near future. But for now, I figured there was no harm in — like he said — enjoying this a little. So happy birthday to me, I suppose.
 
 
Ten
 
 
 
	Ever since we exchanged the first bits of information about our lives it was pretty clear nothing could ever happen between us. Not only because we already had other people in our lives, but because Ben was not that kind of guy. And I was not that kind of woman. Whatever that meant. The more I tried to gather my understanding of who I was, the more confusing it got. I’m not the kind of woman who purposely hurts others, sure. But I am most definitely the kind of woman who is unhappy, and tired of pretending like I’m not. Still, we chose to disregard everything and somehow got tangled into this weird situation of being secret friends who kiss. I can’t tell you about the mental gymnastics it took to not think about all the messiness. This was all very far from ideal, but there was no other way. Carrying around this secret was the price we paid.
	But it seems Ben and I were not on the same page. I could already guess why he wanted to talk that day, and why he started the conversation the way he did. All serious, avoiding me, distancing himself. For the first time, I was going to him, making the trip to his part of town, visiting the studio where he worked. That was a clue he meant for this to go his way, unlike our many other meetings so far, where I’d felt more in charge of the situation. His message had been matter-of-factly, missing any jokes or light bantering. I was supposed to meet him in the back, skipping reception, not announcing myself or being seen by anyone else. This was a change of pace, alright. This was a plan set in motion to get rid of me.
	It wasn’t very subtle. Ever since I joined him in that back alley his voice sounded a bit nervous, trying hard to be more stern and detached, so different from how he usually talked to me. He said we had to stop seeing each other, and I swear, I could see where he was coming from, but I couldn’t hold it together. I had to laugh.
	“Why are you laughing? I’m serious. This is serious.” I tried to catch my breath, tried straightening my face “I’m sorry, I know you’re serious but…come on. You’re the one who keeps chasing me, driving over to my work, and to my neighborhood. If you want this to stop, then stop it.” Truth be told, I was bluffing. I only said it because I didn’t think he meant it.
	Of course I knew this little fling couldn't go on forever. It was part of the excuses I gave myself: it was under control, because this infatuation was going to fizzle out. There was going to be a day when it would just stop being fun. He clearly wasn’t the kind to get attached. I didn’t know much about his dating history and made a point not to learn about Natalie, but the general impression is that it wasn’t that serious. Before her there must’ve been a similar girl, and after her there would be another one. The pattern here being the fact he would get bored and move on. He never said it using these words, but what I gathered from his comments was that these relationships didn’t carry a lot of weight or meaning.
	Not great news for his girlfriends, but great news for me. Because it would make things easier when the novelty eventually wore off. And when it did, I could file this whole chapter of my life under ‘temporary insanity’ somewhere in the back of my mind and get back on track. So far, I was getting what I wanted out of it. The thrill, acting reckless, being impulsive, discovering things about me that I didn’t know before. It was great, and it also wasn’t meant to be more than that. But being sent away like this, after only a few make out sessions? That was not how I imagined this to go. 
	He sighed and seemed to chew on my words, maybe realizing that he had a big chunk for responsibility for our current situation “I know. I will. But it wouldn’t be fair to just disappear, I want you to understand why.” I’m guessing there was some sort of rehearsed speech that went along with this whole thing, and fine, I would hear it, just because I knew he put some effort into memorizing all of this. 
	He went on “I don’t like being in a situation where things are messy and complicated… And I don’t know what came over me. I don’t know why I acted on it or why you let me.” There was a pause before he dropped all pretense that he didn’t want this either. “At first it just felt nice having someone to talk to, but then it escalated… and I knew it shouldn’t, but it made me so… happy.” So far this felt more like a confession than a plea to break the whole thing off. This little subject detour made him forget that the goal here was to push me away — a proper execution of this idea would be to zoom in on the bad part. The part where this was wrong and it needed to end. But I was going to keep the feedback to myself.
	“I can’t keep sneaking around. I have a girl, and you’re married…” he trailed off thinking this was the strongest reason he could bring up, but I just kept watching him quietly. If there’s something to be said about us, is that the silence was never uncomfortable, not even now. There was no rush to fill the long pause while Ben dug around his front pocket for his emotional support cigarette and lighter while adding a final thought. “Also, I’m a terrible liar. I haven’t exactly lied yet, but that’s neither here nor there, it’s just a matter of time. I’m bad at hiding things. It’s gonna get pretty obvious and it’s gonna end badly…” he took a quick drag and let the smoke out upwards and away from me, knowing I was not a fan. “Anyway, it’s not for me. That’s where I stand. And I know it’s harder for you to understand. You’re a lawyer, shady shit doesn’t faze you as much.” I absolutely made a face here but his tiny smile let me know he was just teasing. I still felt the need to defend my honor “I’ll have you know I’m a terrific lawyer.”	
	He let out a laugh. “Oh man, I love how you don’t even try pretending you’re not a liar.” I laughed too and when we both stopped he added with tenderness “Julia, this is not my style, and I don’t think it’s yours either.”
	When he started his speech I really didn’t think much of it, but now that he listed all his reasons, I began to think that maybe I was wrong. Maybe he really did mean it, and we were about to go our separate ways. I crossed my arms, looked down at my feet, and tried to make sense of my feelings. Did I want to cry? Did I want to start a fight? Not necessarily. Maybe this was what the ending was supposed to look like. Maybe I wasn’t done, but he was. Maybe I was the only one still counting down the minutes to spend time together, and this was his polite way of saying he no longer felt like indulging me. I figured I should ask “Are you bored?”
	He shook his head, sounding serious again “Come on. You know that’s not it. If there was no one else, if it was just us, then we wouldn’t be having this conversation. But things are what they are. If you decide to change something about your relationship status, it shouldn’t have anything to do with me. It has to be your decision.” That was a huge relief, I had no desire to be on the receiving end of ultimatums. It was good to see that I hadn’t misread Ben, he wouldn’t put me on the spot like that. “Julia, I have no idea what your life is like, what works or doesn’t. Those decisions are yours only.”
	In the end he always knew the right words — that perfect delivery of honesty without ever sounding condescending. It was so new to me being around a man who didn’t require anyone catering to his emotional needs. Ben would never try to dissuade me from my marriage just so he could feel chosen, he would never turn this into a competition. After a few seconds, he said what became my personal mantra: “When it comes to your future, you should do whatever you feel is right.” 
	It was that last bit, about doing what I felt was right. That’s what made my breath hitch. Everything in my life so far had been about doing the right thing. The right thing according to others. And this so called right thing always came filled with obligations. Always looked a lot like a chore. And often was very far removed from what I actually wanted to do. It was the only way I knew how to operate. Or so I thought. 
	This was the moment where I should have agreed politely, apologized for the portion of the mess that most definitely could be traced back to me, and walked away. It surprised me as much as him when instead I just stepped closer. No words were needed, I’m petite but defiant, invading his space, eyes locked, challenging his gaze. Ben threw out his cigarette and watched me inching closer without giving too much away in terms of what his thoughts were. 
	Of course, his concerns were absolutely valid. There was still time for everyone to retreat to their lives, to pretend like nothing happened. All I needed to do was respect his boundaries. He had done the most difficult part, setting limits and forcing me to acknowledge our actions. Judging by his tense jawline, his hands now buried in his pockets, his hard breathing — this was taking every ounce of his strength. 
	It irked me a little seeing him like this, especially when every interaction we had up to now was so spontaneous and transparent. It was part of the reason I liked being around him, there was no need to pretend. We could just be ourselves, without having to match any kind of expectation, without having to plan ahead or worry about how we’d come across. Our walls were always down. 
	Suddenly I wanted nothing more than to draw some sort of reaction, to bring back the earnest nature of our dynamics. His reasoning was based on social norms and rational thinking. But I needed to know that we were still able to act on our feelings, like we had every moment up to now. I stepped as close as I could without touching him. What now? In my head he would immediately hug me to his chest, compliment my great smelling shampoo and tell me not to go. He hardly moved and just said “Goodbye, Julia.” 
	I raised my head, stood on my tiptoes and kissed his cheek. A little cheap trick to make it seem like a last gesture of affection, when in reality I wanted to see if I could get a rise out of him. He kept focusing on some spot ahead in the horizon and trying his best to ignore me. Ok. Well played. 
	But if this was going to be our last time being close enough to touch, it made sense to at least make it into a good memory. Feeling bold, I let my hands lightly graze his jacket, traveling up all the way to his neck. I ran my fingers through his hair and watched him closely, looking for some sign of acknowledgment. Now his eyes were closed, he let out a sigh and whispered “Please.“ What was he pleading for? For me stop? To keep going? Inconclusive. But I decided to test the waters and plant a kiss on the side of his neck, where I could reach without much effort. 
	Now we were getting somewhere. He was breathing a little harder, as if holding back whatever reflex my lips on his skin was trying to bring out. Whatever internal struggle or battle of wills that was going on at the moment, it didn’t last, and finally he moved. His head lowering and his lips brushing against mine softly, carefully. “Is this what you wanted?” He whispered against my lips, in between kisses. And before there was time for me to answer he kissed me again, this time more thoroughly, with a passion I had never felt before. 
	So yeah, I guess it was. The world melted away, and all that existed in the universe was a string of kisses shared on some hidden back alley. Every second igniting this longing, stirring every pent-up feeling, making me certain I wanted to see this through. 
	In a few easy motions he had me pinned against the wall, one of my legs wrapped around his torso, trying to get our bodies as close as possible. Funny how I spent my entire life so worried about what everyone else would think, and now here I was. Exchanging all sorts of affection with a man who was not my husband, in broad daylight, on the back streets of a distant neighborhood.
	There were no eyes on us, but no indication that there wouldn’t be either. Anyone could walk by, or one of his colleagues could step out back looking for him any second now. This was about a million miles away from appropriate. 
	And these are all things I might have cared about if I wasn’t so entranced by his kisses and his touch. There I was, for once, doing exactly what felt right to me. Until apparently Ben had some thoughts about what felt right to him. 
	“Listen, I want to…” he pressed his body against mine so that even through our clothes his hard-on was impossible to miss. The bulge against the inside of my thigh making me anticipate what would happen. Making me hang on to his every move. Making it even more difficult when his next words were such a huge let down. 
	“But it can’t be here.” He slowly eased the pressure of his grip letting my leg untangle from his body and reach the floor again. Good thing he did not let go entirely, at least then I had enough time to steady myself. Rejoin planet Earth. Hello, has all of this been here all along? The floor, the wall, the noises coming from the nearest street. 
	It was very grim, being pulled from a cloud of excitement to… this. Taking a few erratic breaths I still felt dizzy, what had just happened? “That’s nice Ben, it’s so lovely how you keep making all of these decisions completely on your own about what is and isn’t going to happen, and when, and where.” I complained while pulling my blouse down, removing his hands from my waist and rib. I was frustrated, to put it mildly. In my place you would have been frustrated too.
	But before having a chance to slip out of his embrace entirely, he pressed against me slightly again, lowered his head to my neck planting a small kiss there. It was so chaste and endearing that it seemed dissonant from what he had to say next.
	“If we’re going to fuck, it needs to be done right. With nice sheets, on a bed, with time and patience.” To prove his point, he raised my chin and kissed me again, his other hand making its way back to rest on my waist, a light touch as if this was the most natural of motions, something he’d done a million times before. “This is nice. But it’s not how I want it to go. You deserve more. I want you to have more.” I wish I could have said something clever and witty then. Something that made me come across as sexy and self-confident. A woman in charge of her life, completely self-assured. Maybe I would have an opportunity for that some other time. For now, all I managed to answer with a small and shaky voice was “When?”
 
 
Eleven
 
 
 
	For the entire drive I kept a strong grip at the wheel, my shoulders tense, with a growing sense of impending doom. Every highway exit sign seemed like an invitation to turn round and head back home. The thought was there, but it led to no action, and I kept going. I had already cleared my agenda for the afternoon, scheduled a good chunk of time to get away from my work and still be back in time for dinner. This all had been deliberate, it was a solid plan and it was already in motion.
	 My destination was a short-term rental about an hour away, a place with self check-in, hidden in a forest setting. After exiting the highway and making a few more confusing turns here and there, the road started to get narrow. High trees with large canopies were a good indicator that you were no longer near a city and the chance to find someone else here — on foot or not — seemed very slim. 
	I was the one who picked the location after spending a long time going through every option there was. Felt like these websites should have a filter for “secluded” making it easier to find the perfect spot for either a romantic getaway or burying a body. Depending on what your current needs were.
	When I arrived, I couldn’t bring myself to actually leave the car and just sat there contemplating the house. His car was already here, parked closer to the entrance, and I could see through the front window that the living room lights were on. Now I just had to walk in there and finish what I started over six months ago, chit-chatting at that airport gate.
	But maybe it didn’t have to be just yet and I could stay here a while longer. 
	
	Just five more minutes.
	
	It’s not that I didn’t want to go forward with this, or that I had changed my mind. I knew the second we were together every moment would be perfect. What scared me was everything that was going to happen after today. If some other moment had felt like the point of no return, that was a false alarm. This one, however, felt very much like the point of no return. I liked attaching myself to the narrative that I could have a fling for a little while, that is was harmless and easily hidden. But this felt different. This would put me way past “harmless fling” and fully into “full-blown affair”.
	After about thirty minutes of not moving my phone buzzed and jolted me back to reality. It was Ben calling. I answered, while still feeling a little uneasy “Hi. I’ll be there in a second.” 
	“Are you sure? I can see you sitting there, staring off into space. It’s been at least half an hour.” Busted.
	“I just… needed a moment.” 
	“Look, take all the time you need. If this doesn’t feel like something you want, it’s ok to turn around. I won’t hold it against you.” Hearing it from him made me certain of what I should do, even if I couldn’t bring myself to say anything. The silence hung heavy and it was hard to tell if he was disappointed in my hesitation or not. I finally heard his voice come through in a gentle tone “I will take a shower. So the door is open if you decide to let yourself in.” 
	“Ok.” I hung up and focused on taking a few deep breaths before finally stepping out of the car. I had come too far to back away now. I was going to walk through that door and do everything I’ve been wanting to do ever since I started lusting over that man. I needed this. Just this once, then it would all be over. Never again. 
	Not too long ago I was wondering when I would know if my affair had ran its course, but now I figured this had to be it. I would do this one thing for myself, and then I’d walk out of here and back to my regular life. Afterwards, I could send a quick message, something along the lines of “I can’t do this anymore, please don’t contact me”, right before blocking his number. It was a good plan. Bur right now, I was going to be indulgent, for once. You never had the guts to choose anything Julia, but you could have this, even if it’s not meant to be forever. Even if it’s just this afternoon. I could give myself quite the convincing pep-talk.
	Although it seemed a bit eerie from the outside, from the inside the small cottage was really nice. I took off my shoes and coat, and wandered around a bit, noticing his backpack on the floor. There was the sound of the running water coming from the bathroom, but I decided to map out the space and feel a little more at ease before rushing to where he was. Aside from our belongings, everything else seemed like something out of a magazine. The kitchen was immaculate and so was the living room.
	Stepping further inside, there was a small bedroom with a door leading to the bathroom, and that was it. A pretty, tiny, cozy space. I could definitely work with this. Feeling a bit more confident, I decided it was time to make this happen. I cracked the door open, but stood outside of the bathroom, listening to the water for a few seconds.
	“In or out? I’m not a fan of the cold air” he protested, a bit muffled by the noise. Still in silence, I stepped in, closed the door behind me, and leaned against the wall watching him through the glass panel. It didn’t feel like a big deal that he was naked. It felt natural, like this was not anything new. Like seeing his body was an everyday event. I’m not sure whether he felt that way too, but my being there didn’t seem to make him falter in any way. Eventually he shut down the water and grabbed a towel, first drying his face, hair, arms and chest, before wrapping it around his wast. He stepped out of the shower and stood in front of me. I tried not to ogle, failing to remember the last time a strong, handsome man stood bare-chested in front of me.
	His hands, still warm from the shower, reached for my face. He stroked my cheek with his thumb. Slowly, as if announcing his moves, his other hand travelled to my hair, taking the hairpin away and letting my hair cascade to my shoulders. He pushed some strands out of the way before leaning in and finally kissing me. He felt so warm, I just wanted to close my eyes and nestle in his arms forever.
	“You’re here.” he said in a low whisper while his presence comforted me and made the rest of the world fade away. 
	“I’m here.” I replied letting this be all the reassurance he needed. 
	His hands moved on to slowly undo every button of my silky blouse. Once he was done, he pushed the fabric out of the way, letting it slide from my shoulders and fall, crumpling to the floor. 
	I was sporting my lacy black bra which had been carefully chosen over my daily, very practical, skin-colored bralette. He ran his fingers along the lace muttering something that might have been “nice” or “sexy”, I didn’t care which because the approval was already there. He kissed my shoulder and collarbone, letting his lips linger on my skin while his hands were busy with the bra clasp. It took him a few frustrated tugs but before I could intervene he managed to unclasp it, and that also fell to the floor. 
	One of his hands moved to my breast, holding it lightly, massaging it carefully, while his other hand pulled at my skirt. Here, I helped speed things along and impatiently pushed the waistband down along with my panties until they joined my other pieces of clothing on the ground. “Easy there, no need to rush.” Ben said it against my lips, and in a second he was kissing me again, one of his hands smoothing over my thigh, motioning for me to straddle him, while one of his hands supported my lower back. 
	Message received, in one swift move both my legs wrapped around his midsection (mental note to keep up the yoga practice). He carried me from the bathroom to the bedroom, on the way losing his towel to the floor. He carefully laid me down on the bed and let his body rest on top of me. I loved the feel of his strong shoulders and let my hands roam over his arms, eager to touch him more, to feel every part of him.
	My body temperature must have skyrocketed as he ran his tongue over my nipples, and there was little I could do to control my breath or hold back from moaning. If at first I could let my fingers softly entwine in his hair, soon I needed to hold on to him, gripping his back. It felt too good, but this heat kept escalating, and he could tell I needed more and soon. Ben shifted his weight to his left elbow, leaving his right arm free to slowly wander downward. With his hand nestled between my legs, he watched my face closely for his next queues. 
	And here he took his time. His experienced hands softly worked their way, adjusting speed and pressure based on my body’s feedback. When my leg twitched he’d know it was a good spot, when my breathing became erratic, he knew the intensity was perfect. When I started desperately trying to press against his hand he knew it was time to let one finger slide inside, being awarded a satisfying gasp from me. I could see him smile a little before moving his attention to my neck, kissing every inch, while slowly starting to finger me, paying close attention to the motion and how his touch made me react. 
	“Why are you so hung up on control? Your body is so good at this.” 
	“This what?” I managed to answer with a throaty voice, doing my best to follow a conversation given my current state.
	“Being free.” 
	I closed my eyes trying to not dwell on how I must have looked, or what he must be thinking or any of the million other things that I’d love to control that exact second, but couldn’t. “Please don’t make me think right now. I really need to enjoy this and not think” his finger made just the right pressure inside me before sliding out and in again and I couldn’t help but follow my plea with a moan. “Fair enough, just know that I love seeing you like this.” 
	He continued to take his time building me up, never letting me go too fast, never letting me take charge, until it became clear that even if his focus was solely on making me feel good, there was still something else I needed. He reached for the condom on the bedside table, and those seconds where he stopped touching me were a taste of how awful it was to be apart. And then he was back on top of me, the focused look on his face letting me know that he had no intention of speeding this up, that he wanted to make every second last. I spread my legs a little more, trying to raise my hips and press his erection against me. His lip curled up as he pressed my body down with his own, not letting me gain one inch. 
	“Slow down, we have time…” he kissed me again and simultaneously started to make way, sliding inside me. He went slowly, stopping halfway through to break our kiss and mutter against my lips “Fuck…” Finally, a moment had caught him off guard, if I wanted to make a move now was the time. 
	I bent my right knee adjusting the angle of my hips, opening up more, and easing more of him inside me. One of his hands flew to my hip trying to stop the movement, but I knew I had him then, right when I muttered “Please. Just a little more, please.” I could feel how tense his body was, and knew I had won. He groaned as he finally pushed all the way in and I gasped, completely overwhelmed by this feeling, unsure of where to go from here. Oh. How could anything else ever feel better than this? How would I go back to my life knowing this is what it felt like having him inside me? It seemed like after tonight, once I walked away for good, my life was about to get much less interesting.
	If I thought it couldn’t get any better, I was proven wrong the exact next second as he slowly pulled out before making way inside again. A slow enough rhythm that let my body fully appreciate the fullness, the pressure, and his restraint to not give into reckless abandon.
	I felt my muscles clench, it felt so close, and yet I didn’t seem to know how to get there. He kept his rhythm and long strokes, every kiss and every gesture filled with attention and care. At one point I bit hard on my lower lip, hellbent on not letting any more undignified moans make their way out of my mouth. He’d take it as a challenge, pushing deeper into me, muttering “Don’t hold back”. How could he even speak by then? All I could answer with was a frustrated groan.
	He started moving a little faster, and even if it was for his own benefit it seemed to push me closer to the edge, especially when he looked me in the eye and pleaded “Julia, I need you to let go”. The way he said it while holding my hip in place, his fingers digging into my skin with an extra grip. I was about to throw myself into the unknown, in more ways than one. 
	And then I was done resisting. A combination of his thrusting, his grip and his words were enough to finally break me and let my orgasm roll over my body in waves. While my every muscle was tense for one last moment, I felt him deliver one final stroke, burying himself inside as deeply as he could, letting out a low groan and a string of cuss words as he also found his release. 
	It took every ounce of strength to resist the urge to scream, his name, God’s name and whatever else came to mind. Instead I just shut my eyes and rode it out for what felt like forever. I came back to Earth just in time to hear him mutter, his lips close to my ear. “Fuck. This was… you are…” for a few moments everything felt still, and I focused on the way his body felt pressed against me; how he ran his hands through my hair and gently touched my face before moving off of me, taking his place by my side while facing the ceiling. 
	“I bet you say that to all the girls.” It was meant as a joke, but when he turned sideways in order to look at me, his face displaying such a hurt expression, I regretted it immediately. I didn’t know if I made him think of Natalie, but it served as a reminder that no, what we were doing wasn’t harmless. “I’m sorry, that was a dumb joke. I’m not usually this bad with words, I don’t know what’s wrong with me” 
	“Nothing is wrong with you. But if you think this didn’t mean anything…” He stopped and shook his head, adding “…look, I just need you to know you’re important to me.”  I wasn’t sure whether I believed him or not, but it didn’t really matter. Whatever his reasons were to go through with this were fine by me, so I just pulled him closer, trading words for a slow satiated kiss. It felt good knowing my body could do this, that touching me could be something fun and enjoyable instead of an obligation. That my body could ignite hunger and desire in this man. I wasn’t ready to focus on anything else, wasn’t ready to stop being selfish.
	He broke our kiss and sighed “Just give me one more second, I’m not sure I can move yet.” I smiled letting him know he could take all the time he needed, fully aware of this tingling sensation that remained, a lingering reminder of everything our bodies experienced. 
	I turned sideways, with my back towards him so he could hug me from behind. Delighted to feel his kisses on my shoulder and neck, I tried my best to hold on to every detail in this moment. He took a few deep breaths before adding that this had been great, but if it was up to him, it was just getting started. “How ambitious” I teased, letting my fingers trace the lines on his hands and his arms. “How long did it take you? To have all of these.” 
	It took him a few seconds to realize I was talking about his tattoos. “Oh, I’m not sure. I got my first at sixteen and then kept getting them for various reasons, with various people. How badly do you hate them?” I interlaced my fingers in his, taking notice in the contrast of his scribbled hand against my bare one. “Not at all. I like that it’s you, and I like how your skin looks next to mine.” He held me a little tighter and whispered in my ear “I was so sure I was going to find some tiny, hidden tattoo, somewhere in that perfect skin of yours…” I giggled feeling a little triumphant “Nope. Sorry to disappoint you.” 
	He kissed my shoulder lovingly “Nothing about you could ever disappoint me.” It was a sweet line. But it overlooked a lot of what it took to get me here. His girlfriend and my husband, casualties in the process. All the lies that would follow. There was plenty to be disappointed about when it came to me.
	“I can’t be here for much longer. I need to go.” I said the words while still letting my fingers travel over his warm skin. He breathed in my hair for a few seconds, and I had the impression he was holding back on whatever he had to say before only replying “Ok”. 
	But I never moved, and just let the words hang empty, without any action attached to them. Instead of getting up, I turned again, now facing him, and felt his arms tighten their grip around me just a little. It felt so peaceful, feeling his chest rise and fall evenly, observing his face closely. His eyes were closed, his breathing steady, and I could tell he was almost asleep. “I really do have to go.” I tried convincing myself time had ran out, and this — all of this — had to be over. But again I did not move, my only motion was to kiss his neck before pressing my body even closer. There was no one else to blame, I knew fully well that I shouldn’t be doing this, that losing myself in his presence was ultimately only making things worst. 
	Lately everything became a tug of war between my reasons and emotions.  I had planned and thought this through, I knew what the next step was. I knew the subsequent actions that I should take to cut him off, end this, and go back to my regular life. But any rational thought would always be on the losing end while Ben held on to me. Who was I kidding, I just didn’t want to go. And I remember thinking, just before dozing off, that it was fine to stay a little longer because it was going to be just this one time. I would walk out of here in a little while and never see him again. Never do this again. Nope, never again.
 
 
Twelve
 
 
 
	It took me much longer than I had anticipated, but I did manage to untangle myself without disrupting Ben. The smart part in overstaying my welcome was that I made myself so incredibly late, all I could focus on was leaving. There was not enough time to face myself in the mirror, to think about what I’d done, to feel terrible about it. Nope, there was only what I had to do right then and there. I had to leave. 
	But I never texted him on the way home, like I had originally planned. I’d reach for the phone at every red light, but couldn’t find the courage to write the message and just kept putting it off. Convincing myself it was ok to wait just a little longer — I would get to it soon enough. As soon as I stopped the car. As soon as I got home. As soon as the day ended. I kept putting it off long enough to throw that idea in some mental drawer and conveniently just… forget to break off my affair.
	Embarrassingly enough, the argument that allowed me to make that first drive to the cabin, didn’t hold up for very long. Remember how I said it was only going to happen that once? That it would never happen again? Well. Forget it. These outings, sneaking around in hidden places, became more and more frequent in the following months. What I found out was that having an affair was a ton of work: having to find the exact time frames, choose unsuspecting locations, not raise any suspicion. Sometimes I’d question myself while booking a room for a thirty-minute getaway in the middle of the afternoon, whether it was even worth it. But there was no denying that even when it wasn’t much, it was still the best part of my day. 
	Throughout everything, I still had at least the illusion of control, I was still doing a decent job juggling the pieces of my life that could not overlap. I was convinced I could walk away before anyone got hurt. I knew what I was doing, sort of. The original plan, the one I’d go back to as a soothing thought whenever I started to panic, still seemed pretty sound. We would do this for a little while longer, fully aware that it would end, because really, what other option was there?
	No, seriously. What exactly held this together? He liked the chase and got bored fast. I was going through some sort of mid-life crises and craved the transgression. That’s all there was to it — not really a solid base for anything meaningful, and that was what made it fool-proof. As long as I stuck to the plan. Except sometimes my iron-clad grip on my feelings just…slipped. And I did things I had a hard time explaining.
 
	In my defense, I could still pin this one on sheer exhaustion. I was leading a large group on a very important case — possibly the most important I’d ever handled. Most of the team was based on a different office, in a satellite city, about an hour and a half away from home. It was not unusual for me to stay late while working from there, and instead of making the drive back I’d just sleep at a hotel nearby. It was on company dime so I could pick up from where I left off the next day, without wasting time with commute. That was already the case this morning, when I let my family know I’d be swamped with work, and wouldn’t make it back home until the evening of the following day. There was some thinking ahead involved, like picking up dry cleaning on the way there, so I’d have good options for my outfit on the next day, and getting mostly everything I’d need to survive a night away from home.
	As expected, the day was busy and heavy with a lot of details to go over, but it was the kind of complex case that benefited most from my clinical eye — it would be won by being thorough, with a lot of the arguments built on technicality. Even if I didn’t like my job and wasn’t crazy about the end goal of my effort (it usually meant making obscene amounts of money for corporations that were already rich) I did enjoy zooming in on a problem and finding ways to make it work. In short, I liked winning and I liked being right. This allowed me to do both. When I got into that state it was electrifying, a real buzz that made me forget about everything else that was going on. Unfortunately it didn’t last for long, and when I was back within myself things would immediately go back to feeling messy again.
	It was only when my laptop shut down that I realized the entire floor was silent, only the humming of the air conditioning keeping me company. I was the last person on the team to call it a night. ‘Worn out’ doesn’t even begin to describe it, and I groaned out loud when glancing at the clock and realizing that in less than twelve hours I had to be right back at this desk. What I needed right now was sleep and rest, and if possible just shutting down my brain, like I’d just done to my overheated computer. But the idea of staying in a hotel seemed daunting. The unfamiliar room and the loneliness of an empty bed sounded like a terrible combo, far away from any idea of rest and recharge. Then I began to entertain a different idea: my house was over an hour away, but Ben’s apartment was only a twenty minute drive — maybe less due to the lack of traffic. 
	Not willing to overthink this, I wrote the most honest message I could think of, asking if I could spend the night. I was upfront about my reasons, stating clearly that nothing would happen — I was really tired and just needed to sleep. He immediately texted back the address and nothing else. Odd, but I took it as a ‘yes’ and shared my drive there to let him know when I’d be arriving. Soon enough I was knocking on his door, immediately comforted by his smile and energy. A quick thought crossed my mind about how he couldn’t help it, he was always this bright, shiny presence. “Come in, I’m so glad you’re here.” My next thought was recognizing how, in contrast to Ben, I was a black hole that inevitably made every shred of light a little dimmer.
	I took a few reluctant steps in as he added jokingly “It was a little weird to think of you crashing on my couch. Is this you trying new things?” Chester also seemed glad to see me, and I gave him a quick pet while making my way inside.
	Maybe it was the exhaustion, but I wasn’t really in the mood to joke around, especially now that this was seeming more and more like a bad idea “No, I just had to work late nearby and I couldn’t bear the thought of going to a hotel. But maybe I should, I don’t think I’ll get much rest on a couch.” This had nothing to do with the prospect of sleeping uncomfortably and everything to do with this looming thought that I shouldn’t be there. I tried to take a few steps back, getting closer to the door, trying to gauge whether I could still backtrack on this. 
	But before I could get away he reached out for me, releasing my bags from my grip. He placed them on the floor before holding both my hands, a gentle gesture to stop me. “Don’t be silly, there’s a nice bed ready for you. Come on… please stay with me.” It was such a tender request. At the same time that it warmed my heart, it also terrified me. “No, this was a mistake, it’s unfair to you. What I need tonight was never part of our deal.” 
	He gently tugged me towards his chest into a hug, arms wrapped around my shoulders and back, holding me in place. His lips were close to my forehead when I felt and heard him say “Hey, hey. Let’s just breathe for a second, ok?” I inhaled deeply and closed my eyes, reveling on the hug while also wishing I had the good sense to not confuse things. Because right now this didn’t feel like something I could walk away from. It certainly didn’t feel like some disposable affair.
	Ben kept trying to reassure me “We don’t have a deal. But if we did, our deal is that I’m here for you. Whatever you need, you can have it. Now, are you hungry?” He stepped back, still not letting go entirely.
	Our deal was that I could have whatever I needed. The words stuck with me. I guess it was supposed to make me happy, but I was a little afraid of how much I would end up taking. “I had lunch.” Staying in the moment was all I could do for now.
	“Cool, but that was nearly nine hours ago. How about you shower, and I’ll make you something to eat. How does that sound?” His hands were running up and down my arms in a soothing notion. I couldn’t leave now, who was I kidding, I was always helpless when he was this close.
	“Sounds good. Do you have a shirt I can sleep in? I just remembered I didn’t pack any sleepwear.” His face lit up, “Yes I do, you can borrow my favorite one, it’s this old rag of a t-shirt…” He disappeared into his room for a few seconds before coming back with a soft, clearly very worn promotional shirt for a hardware store that probably closed sometime in the nineties. I took it from him with what might have been a skeptical look, since he felt the need to defend his enthusiasm “I know it doesn’t look like much, but it’s so soft. And before you get any ideas, no you can’t take it with you.”
	Sure, I knew it would sound awfully snotty, and I should have kept my mouth shut, especially because he was being kind and taking me in. But, alas, I couldn’t help it “I don’t need to take it, I sleep in silk pajamas.” The smirk on his face as he said “Of course you do” was both infuriating and charming. I couldn’t decide which, but I grabbed my bags and headed towards the bathroom before I landed on ‘charming’.
 
	After I was done showering and going through my extensive nightly round of skin care and moisturizers, I faced myself in the mirror trying to gather some courage before stepping out of the bathroom. Who was this person staring back at me? My hair was only towel dried, splayed down my shoulders. I’d hoped the t-shirt would be big enough to work as a camisole, but the length wasn’t even enough to reach the middle of my thigh. It was comically wide though, with the collar slipping off one of my shoulders at all times, no matter how I fixed it. Underneath, all I was wearing were some very practical white cotton underpants. 
	This should be mortifying, but it wasn’t. It didn’t bother me that he would see me like this. Not only that, but I liked that he would see me like this, not put together, a little raw. Like I wouldn’t let anyone else see me. This entire night was starting to feel like a fever dream fueled by my every secret whim.
	I approached the kitchen counter just as he was setting a plate with two halves of a grilled cheese in front of me. We both sat down on the stools, and he watched me grab one of the halves with a napkin. I thanked him, and he smiled before reaching over and laying a quick kiss on my naked shoulder.
	The grilled cheese tasted incredible, possibly because the last time I had white bread and mayo Loretta was still a toddler. It was a stern reminder that yes, no matter how spontaneous I decided to act, in the end I was still me. Still neurotic and controlling about most things, including food. “You can have the other half, this is enough for me.”
	He reached for it without bothering with the napkin. Before taking a bite he asked “So, I’m assuming you had a long day.” I sighed while answering “The longest.” He nods before asking jokingly “And during your busy day you still had time to think about me.” I tried not to smile, he was always so silly. “Actually, I texted you by mistake, I meant to sleep over at another Ben’s house. Ben…from accounting.” He nodded, a playful smile on his lips “That makes sense.” I kept teasing him “But I’m so tired, I didn’t realize my mishap until you opened the door. Then it was too late.”
	Another bite and he chewed thoroughly before speaking up again “Well, I’m sorry you got this Ben instead.” I smiled at him and shrugged “That’s ok. I guess I’ll have to make do.”
 
	When we were done eating he placed the dishes in the washer while I went ahead and began getting ready for bed. Brushing my teeth, I discreetly watched him take off his shirt and jeans, putting on a soft pair of pants. I’d never miss a chance to glance at his body, doing my best to commit any and all detail to memory. Then he started brushing his teeth as well, and we shared the sink. I didn’t want to meet his eyes in the mirror, but I could tell he was watching me. I washed and dabbed my mouth before finally asking “What is it?” He spat in the sink. “Nothing. It’s just funny how familiar it feels having you here, and at the same time, it doesn’t feel real, more like a dream.”
	I raised an eyebrow and joked as he finished up brushing “You mean a nightmare?” But he shook his head, not willing to humor me “No, I mean a dream. Something I’d hoped for but didn’t think would ever happen.” He said it so seriously, I desperately wanted to lighten up the mood “You want me to believe you dreamed of me, damp hair and no makeup, stealing your shirt and taking up space?” He hugged me from behind, eyes locked with mine through the mirror “Yes. It’s all I dream about. You, in my life.” I felt my stomach drop. He couldn’t possibly mean it. We were just tired.
	I let my left hand reach upwards to touch his hair, letting my fingers gently comb through. “It’s late. Let’s go to bed.” He nodded and let go of me, following me into the bedroom.
	When I finally crawl into bed the sheets feel cool and soothing against my skin. As much as I hate to admit it, he was right about the shirt, the softness of the worn fabric along with the loose fit felt like a gentle hug. This was almost perfect, it was just missing one detail, but I knew exactly what it was. In the dark, I searched for him, scooting closer. My eyes were already closed, but I let one of my hands run over his naked chest. He understands my cue and fully takes my body in an embrace. His strong arms pulling me into a hug, his legs interlacing mine, every part of us touching. I can feel him breathing, and hear him sigh as he nuzzles my hair. “I think I needed this”, he whispers close to my ear.
	I’m already half asleep but I can’t help it, I raise my head to find his lips and kiss him gently. He kisses me back on the same note, everything about our touches is slow and warm. I’m nestled in him, and finally my body relaxed in what feels like forever. Before drifting off I still hear him whisper again “You can’t say this doesn’t feel right” but I only mumble something about how it would feel even more right if he would let me sleep.
	I felt his chest move from the chuckle, then a kiss to my forehead, his hand gently stroking my arm. “I will, I promise. I just like having you in my bed.” I nod into his chest, eyes still closed and feeling entirely at peace. I don’t say anything else, but yes, I feel the same. I like being in his bed. More than that, I like feeling like this is all there is to life, and there’s nothing else to factor in. Everything starts and ends on this soft mattress, between newly changed sheets, faintly smelling of fabric softener. Nothing else exists beyond this place where his warmth surrounds me and I can be at ease for once.
	I ignore the other questions that my brain decides to come up with. Doing my best to scatter any thoughts, and push away any complicated feelings, I finally let myself fall asleep. It’s all I can do at the moment. There’s no sense in wondering how come I can’t find peace if I’m not in his arms.
 
 
Thirteen
 
 
 
	The night I slept at Ben’s was the most restful one I had in years. I didn’t even know I was able to sleep that well, which was an interesting discovery, but also a bit disappointing considering it definitely couldn’t happen again. As nice as it was to share a bed with him, it had all felt a little too comfortable, a little too homely. And Ben kept saying those things…about having me in his life. Whispering how he liked having me in his bed, how it felt right. The whole night had felt a little delusional, so it was understandable if he got a little carried away. But now that it was over, we went right back to our previous dynamics.
	We met for a few hours, and then I left. No more slip ups, no more opportunities to act as if this was more than it actually was: an affair carefully arranged in my calendar, usually meant to blend with the end of my workday. 
	Arriving home a few hours later wasn’t that noteworthy and easily explained by a heavy workload or by a yoga class I was supposed to take. What was harder was pretending I still felt comfortable walking back into my life. And yes, that life I sometimes buried in some corner of my mind was still happening, even if I didn’t want to acknowledge it. 
	Careful as I was, there was always some part of my transgression that ended up having consequences in my real life. This time it was a “missed call” notification, a call that I should have most definitely picked up. The number was from my assistant’s desk, who was kind enough to leave a voicemail getting me up to speed on everything I had ignored during the hours I spent with Ben. Aside from some new information on the case I'd been exclusively focused on the last few months, and a few messages other coworkers left at her desk, there was also someone who had called twice and didn’t want to leave any messages, only a phone number and a request for a return call. 	
	Even if the last name didn’t ring any bells, just hearing the first one was enough to place it and figure out exactly who it was: Natalie. Ben’s Natalie. I felt nauseous, but at the same time didn’t have the energy to come up with theories for what this could mean. It wasn’t a hard decision to just ignore it altogether. It would be insane to call her back. I was just not going to engage at all.
	In all honesty, it didn’t take much effort to forget all about her — I had just spent the last few hours completely immersed in him. Of all the things I had going on at the moment, the one I cared for the least was Natalie trying to reach me. In hindsight, I probably should have prepared a little better for the possibility of a confrontation, but it never crossed my mind that it could happen so soon. My mistake.
	A few days later I was going through the motions of another work day, surviving the meetings I had to lead, remembering the lines I had to deliver. I was doing my best to keep my head in the game, with all the elements that made me look like me perfectly in place. My steady walk in high heels, the impeccable pencil skirt and blazer fresh out of the dry cleaner, my neat ponytail, my pertinent questions, my intelligent comments — they all came together as a display of professionalism and seriousness. Having my secret life bleed into my professional universe never even crossed my mind.
	But it seems I had misjudged the lengths Natalie was willing to go to talk to me. I paid for that mistake the moment I stepped out of the office elevator on my way to meet a client for lunch. It caught me by surprise when I heard someone shouting my name and waving in my direction. 
	Her hair was a little lighter than what I remembered seeing in the pictures, and she was shorter than what I had imagined, but it was definitely her, running towards me with a worried semblance. Shit. I had no choice but to bring out my ruthless lawyer stance “Yes, may I help you?” 
	“I don’t know, you might.” She went on to identify her ex-boyfriend (first and last name), describe his appearance, explain in detail how he broke up with her a couple of months ago, and how she could not process it. I cut her off making my best confused face “I’m very sorry to hear that, but I don’t understand what this has to do with me, or how you even know my name.” 
	She nodded and kept going, blurting everything out, without so much as a breath in between each word “I don’t know either, but once I went through his drawers…” I gave her a very stern look to communicate how she was coming across as absolutely insane “…and I’ve been trying to piece it all together. Anyway, I found your card. The cell number was crossed out, and I tried calling your office number but couldn’t get through. I looked you up online, and I realize you’re important and busy, so I decided to just come over and wait. It seemed like that was my best chance to speak with you.”
	Of course she did all of those things. I could tell the girl was in distress, but the way she approached me was an indicator that she was still on the fence as to what exactly she was suspicious of. She kept watching me closely, trying to figure out if she had caught a substantial piece of information or if this was just another dead end. 
	Thankfully I was a phenomenal liar. “I don’t know who your ex-boyfriend is” Liar “and I’m not sure how he has gotten hold of my card” Liar “…but he might be a client here at the firm, in which case I really can’t disclose any sort of information.” The way I said it, so detached and mechanical, as if none of this was important enough to waste my time, seemed to be good enough to convince her. Still, Natalie seemed so defeated, so distraught, I couldn’t help but feel a little… a lot guilty. She was also so painfully young. Give a few more years and this could have been Loretta, crying over some guy who no longer felt like indulging her.
	My tone immediately softened “Listen, I didn’t catch your name?” Such a liar “Natalie” she answered with quivering lips. “Natalie. I can tell you have a huge heart and you care a lot. And I see you’re beautiful and smart. Anyone who calls himself your boyfriend should be thrilled to be by your side. I don’t have details on your situation…” Liar “…but if you have to play detective, spend your afternoon in agony trying to find answers, then it really isn’t worth it.” Ok, that piece I truly meant. 
	“You’re right. I just didn’t know what else to do. He started drifting away… I kept asking what was wrong, and it was always ‘nothing’, and suddenly he never had time to meet, and then we were over.” She was very pretty, even with the tears freely streaming down her face “I love him. And he always felt so far away from me, no matter what I did. I don’t understand it… Anyway this is so embarrassing, I’m sorry for wasting your time.” She looked away, wiping her tears in the back of her hand. Come on Ben, why did you fumble this so badly? There was probably some reserved section in hell for men who trampled young hearts. And for the women who helped them do it.
	“It’s completely fine. Take care.” I answered still displaying a certain degree of compassion while simultaneously looking at my phone, placing a work call before walking out of the office lobby. I was very skilled at shifting focus and was already fully discussing legal matters with a paralegal before Natalie was even out of sight. I had to be good at it. The alternative would be to actually think about the consequences of my actions, and what that meant to the people who were hurt in the process. 
	If I thought about any of it, I’d spiral. So I chose not to. And it was a good thing I was getting the hang of this — forcing myself to keep my attention on whatever the priority at hand was. This meant I could get things done that day without being tormented over Natalie’s visit. It also meant I didn’t get side-tracked watching the clock until I was free to go meet Ben in a neutral neighborhood where we weren’t at risk of being seen by familiar faces.
	In my defense, I did plan on addressing the Natalie issue right away, but the second I opened the door to the hotel room and saw him standing there, waiting for me… Well, any other subject was just gonna have to wait.
	I couldn’t get to him fast enough. With time and familiarity our kisses had lost all veneer of restraint, there was only hunger and need. The kind of wanting that I’d never felt before. There it was, just like in my dreams, the fire taking over my body, already knowing what was on the other side of all this affection and desperately wanting to go back to that place.
	Our clothes quickly came off while we were still standing in that same spot. His shirt thrown to the side, my own clothes and underwear trampled on the floor. He still grabbed a condom from his pocket before removing his pants entirely, and in a few moments he was ready and nudging my body towards the wall. I hardly had time to lay my hands flat against the cold concrete, noticing the stark contrast to the heat I felt as he hovered behind me. 
	His warm hands smoothing over my shoulders, running down my back. His left hand settled on my waist, while the right one spread my legs a little apart, testing the position. “You’re so wet already“ he mumbled against my ear while inspecting me with a gentle touch. I felt his chest press against my back. The anticipation only lasted a few seconds before I could feel him pressing, sliding, making way inside me. I stood on my tiptoes, gaining a bit of height to adjust our angle. I wanted to feel him as deeply as he would go. 
	In a heartbeat my body knew instantly what would be the best way to go about it, and I began pushing against him, letting myself lean forward, sliding into a bend. I stuck out my arms, leaning on the wall, and forced my back to adjust so he could keep taking me from behind. He held my hips and focused on speed and strength, hitting the most delicious spot with every thrust. 
	“Tell me what you like” he groaned from behind me.
	“I like this” not very inspired and not too descriptive but here was a situation where I couldn’t really concentrate on chasing an orgasm and come up with full sentences at the same time.
	I felt him grip my hips harder “What else?”
	“Deep. I like to feel you deep inside me” to which he muttered something I didn’t quite catch and made a point to push further than before. The fullness made me squeeze my eyes shut, fighting to not let my pleasure be over just yet. He slowed down his rhythm a bit, possibly trying to drag this out for a while longer as well. 
	“I like your body… and how it feels like you were made for me. The way we fit is unreal” he said it while slowly sliding in and out as if trying to illustrate a point. I let out a sigh when I felt him withdraw, only to anticipate the next second, when he began sliding in again. He was so hard, stretching me with every thrust, driving me closer and closer. The rhythm was slow and steady when I felt his left hand leave my waist, going up the small of my back, all the way up my spine, until he finally held on to my ponytail, gently but firmly. 
	Ben tugged a little, adjusting my body so my back would arch more. I felt my hardened nipples ache, excited by the position and his hold of me.
“I waited all day, just thinking about taking you against the wall, fucking you from behind.” I didn’t care much for all the talking, but what made me lose it was more the way he said it, in a hoarse whisper, than what he was saying. I moaned, immediately matching his every motion, pushing harder against him, letting my muscles tighten around him. That awarded me a gasp on his part, and a tighter grip of the hand on my hip, squeezing hard. 
	He pulled my hair a little more while leaning over my back, bringing his lips closer to my ear “I want to watch you come first”. I wasn’t about to challenge this, and took his words as encouragement. I felt him increase his rhythm again, thrusting faster, pushing as far as he would go. 
	My body caught on to what I had to do, and I forced myself to relax just a little, relieve a bit of the tension, and surrender. Giving myself time to focus on his hand gripping my hair, his even breathing, and of course, his cock. Hard, the heat filling me up, rubbing inside me, drawing out this feeling of being completely full, of total ecstasy. And in those seconds of relaxing I could feel it all until it was finally too much. I felt my orgasm ripping from inside, the spasm clenching first those same muscles that welcomed his cock, now gripping him as he started thrusting faster. I closed my eyes and couldn’t hold the loud moan that made its way past my lips, as the waves of pleasure roamed through my pelvis, my belly, my limbs. When it felt like the shaking would subside, like I’d regain control of my body, I was able to feel Ben reaching his breaking point. 
	The way his body now tensioned around me, only to deliver one final definite thrust. It took a few moments, with him buried deep inside me, until his climax subsided. I felt him shuttering and he was silent for once, which is how I could tell this had been a powerful one. Finally, he let go of my hair and his grip slacked around my waist. His breathing erratic as he finally pulled out, turning me around to face him and kissing me deeply. I still couldn’t bring myself to say anything, still hadn’t worn off this earth shattering orgasm. 
	But I knew Ben would never run out of words, even if every ounce of energy was drained, you could count on him to do all the talking “Slowly I’m learning my way around your body”. He rubbed his nose affectionately against my cheek, muttering “I… want you. All the time. Just… all of you.”
	It was a cute sentiment, but one I couldn’t quite reciprocate for many reasons. I hugged him tightly and kissed his chest, hoping the gesture could be a way of meeting him halfway, but knowing fully well that what came next was our reality sinking in. Now, I’d have to take a quick shower, pull myself together as if nothing happened, and leave alone. Drive about 45 minutes and walk right back to my life. My real life. The one where I previously had a close run with his girlfriend (or from what I understood, it seemed she was now his ex?). 
	I waited until I was done showering, drying my hair and doing my make up before bringing it up. “There’s something you should know, and I should’ve mentioned it sooner, but I was… distracted. Natalie showed up at my job. She had my card, the one I gave you at the airport. I’m not sure what she thought she knew, but it was a pretty close call. I didn’t like it.”
	He was now stepping out of the shower, drying himself. It was such a great sight, his skin still wet, every movement highlighting muscles that by now I could map from memory. 
	“Jesus, I’m so sorry. I guess it’s been tough on her. I’m not great at break ups, usually it’s the other way around — they break up with me and I don’t really have to do anything.” He blurted it out while rubbing his head with the towel, without giving it too much thought. For all the great things that could be said about his personality and thoughtfulness, handling romantic relationships was not his forte. This wasn’t exactly news to me, but I was suddenly curious to know more “What was your longest relationship?” 
	He threw the towel on the laundry basket and reached for his t-shirt and jeans, taking a second to think about it before finally trying to dodge the question “Why is that important?” It’s not a great idea to throw a question as an answer to a lawyer. I crossed my arms, leaning on the bathroom counter and shrugged “It just is.”
	“I was with someone in my early twenties for almost four years.” I nodded still trying to string together the pieces of information “Ok, what happened there, why didn't it work out?” 
	He sighed and thought about it before answering “We wanted different things. She wanted to get married and start a family, and I didn’t.” That's fair, there’s nothing glaring about not feeling ready to get married in your twenties. I couldn’t really judge, being on the other end of that spectrum. I was absolutely set on getting married and checking that item off the list not too long after I was legally allowed to drink. “And after that, what was your second longest relationship?” This answer seemed to come much faster "It was the year and a half with Natalie.” 
	This progression made me worry about my follow up question. “And the next?” His face took on a bit of a troubled look, as if he was embarrassed of his answer “I think that would be… us. These past eight months.” I shook my head in disbelief “This isn’t a relationship, Ben. This is an affair.” We both fell silent, suddenly crushed by the weight of our situation.
	He was done getting dressed and made his way back into the bedroom, sitting down on the bed. I noticed his knee was shaking and he seemed to be on the edge. “That’s not fair, that’s not all we are. I know that’s not all we are.” I decided not to say anything else, and let this whole exchange stop right there. What was even the point of arguing.	
	This bit of insight into the way Ben dated was just confirmation of what I had already guessed. He wasn’t willing or interested in committing to relationships the same way he committed to his job or his friends. In a way it was a good thing that he moved on so quickly. He didn’t get involved — and wasn’t that a pre-requisite for this affair to run its course? I should’ve stopped at that, but still felt like hearing a little more about how exactly these relationships ended.
	“And these other, shorter flings. Why do they break up with you?” He ran his fingers through his hair, like he usually did when he was feeling anxious and away from a pack of cigarettes. “I don’t know. Starting is fun, staying is harder… after a while it gets old. At some point I just hope they’ll get bored, and when they do it’s always a relief. I have no idea why Natalie stuck around for as long as she did. And she’s a perfectly nice person, but I wish she could've walked away months ago and spared us all.” 
	I walked back into the bedroom and carefully considered my next words, not sure how much I wanted to pry into it. “She seemed really hurt and lost. Like she didn’t get much closure.”
	“I didn’t know what to tell her, I figured the less she knew, the better. But yeah… I had already noticed she had a jealous streak, and I had the feeling she went through my things sometimes. After I saved your number on my phone I wanted to throw out your card, but I couldn’t. I figured if I crossed out your number she wouldn’t have the impulse to look for you… And I guess I was wrong.”
	“Look, next time just don’t ghost whatever poor girl is on the other end of the mess.” His head hung low, I could tell he felt terrible and I instantly regretted it. Very rich of me to single out his mistakes when I’d been at fault just as much — if not more. 
	Still, he answered in an apologetic tone. “I know I handled it all wrong. But sneaking around to see you was killing me, I just wanted to be with you without feeling so damn guilty all the time.” Maybe he wasn’t the best at being invested in relationships, but it wasn’t fair to assume this dynamic was easy on him. The nervousness, the shaking knee… he was a wreck. The emotional strain of being with me was ruining his life. Several times he had tried setting boundaries, defined what his limits were in terms of his values and morals, and I had completely disregarded everything, pushing past those boundaries time and time again. I hated seeing him like this, and for the first time I could see the damage this whole situation was causing. The damage I was causing.
	I started getting my things together — time was up and I had to leave soon. Being someone who is eager to take action, I was determined to make us both snap out of it, leave this bedroom and move on from this entire conversation. Except… maybe that was it, the sign I’d been waiting for. Maybe the end wasn’t going to be with us growing bored, but with us growing weary. There was no more denying, this was exhausting, and it was wearing us down. But as I was standing there, seeing the look in his eyes, I finally understood what Loretta had asked about all those months ago. Why did he look at me like that? Being on the receiving end of that look made me halt. I finally realized how stupid my plan was. 
	I’d never be able to go back to my previous life, would never be able to put the past eight months behind me. Because everything was based on the assumption that Ben didn’t get involved. But now here he was, looking at me as if he was in love. And that made everything way more complicated. It was one thing if I was the only one having to move on and bury my feelings, but it never occurred to me that he would have to do the same. That in the end, I couldn’t have my secret adventure without leaving a trail of heartache.
	I felt terrible. And couldn’t really voice any of the concerns I had, so I did the next best thing. I walked up to him and settled on his lap, straddling him, wrapping my arms around his neck and kissing him softly. He held me back tentatively before pausing for a second “Julia, I know I could have done things differently, but I don’t regret any of this. I can’t.” I thought about our months together as I ran my fingers through his hair. I watched his eyes close, as he tried hard to focus on my gentle touch. Ben was so handsome, so warm and full of life. I loved the way I felt when I touched him, loved who I was when I was with him. How could this be anything but a good thing?
	“Great. I don’t either.” He smiled as if relieved to hear my reply, and quickly added “If you tell me to stay away I’ll respect it, but God help me, I’m crazy about you.” I knew he meant it, and I could feel it in the way he held me, with just a hint of urgency, as if afraid to let go.
	We stayed that way, and I couldn’t find it in me to untangle myself from him. I should’ve been out of this room fifteen minutes ago, but there wasn’t much I cared about while his face was resting between my neck and my shoulder. His voice was a little muffled, as if he wasn’t sure now was a good time for words “Julia… tell me what you’re thinking, please.” 
	I shifted a little, so that I could look at him before I answered. “I’m worried about you. And I’m sorry I let this whole situation become such a heavy burden.” Ben was quick to reassure me “I’m fine, I promise.” But I didn’t know whether he meant it or if he was just acting tough so I wouldn’t pull the plug on the whole thing. I kept on running my fingers through his hair, watching him closely, paying attention to every detail in case soon this all became just a memory. “Ben, this was supposed to be phasing out… It’s been long enough, you’re supposed to get sick of me.” His eyes were closed, head slightly leaned back, finally a bit more relaxed. He didn’t even have to think before answering me “Well, I’m not. And I won’t.”
	I sighed, unsure of what to make of his words. In all my careful planning I never once considered the possibility of this happening. I still thought he should have handled Natalie’s feelings a little better, but things were already messy from the start. There wasn’t much else that could be done at this point. And who knows, maybe his way of dealing with this by breaking up with her had been the best approach — for all effects, now he was a single man, and I was the one being unfaithful.
	As it stood, we were hiding in this hotel room because my lies were still going on, not his. And why? I no longer had a good answer. All this time I kept telling myself this was a secret I could keep. Something that would have an expiration date and never put a dent in my perfect life. The same ‘perfect life’ I wasn’t even sure I wanted to go back to anymore. Keeping all these secrets suddenly seemed not only exhausting but pointless. I was the one who kept this narrative going, and I was the one who would have to put a stop to it. I had to fix it.
 
 
Fourteen
 
 
 
	We read all these books and we watch all these movies where fictional characters are tangled up in all sorts of affairs, but I only just noticed how it’s not very relatable when you’re in a similar situation. I don’t think I’ve ever seen anyone address how time-consuming the whole situation becomes. The part where people lie and sneak around is never really the focus of these stories. How did anyone carry out a hidden relationship for years? Wasn’t it a painful burden having to haul all of this guilt around? Did these people even feel guilty? And more importantly, how did this not become a logistic nightmare? How did anyone walk around snowballing these huge, life-sized lies? I did my very best to not think about it, to not let the guilt consume me, but I couldn’t imagine feeling this uncomfortable for much longer. 
	Ben and I meeting took place almost a year ago, I could argue that the actual undeniable, no-gray-area, cheating had been going on for way less than that. Not sure if anyone cares about that argument though. 
	His tolerance level to sneaking around was way lower than mine. Before there was too much for him to hide, he had managed to untangle himself from his relationship, while I was still fooling myself into thinking I would never need to own up to my lies. I’d been living as if my life could be stored in a drawer somewhere for a few hours while I acted out a fantasy, pretending that my story and my baggage wasn’t mine. On the same day, I had to go from being the backbone of my family, to being a shark at work, to finally handing the reigns and letting myself be vulnerable as someone’s lover. That mental gymnastics takes a toll, and it was becoming harder to keep my stories straight. Regardless of who I was (or wasn’t) with, I kept going back to the same question, what was I doing? 
	It was convenient that Loretta had a full agenda with her graduation drawing close, her time being split between several social gatherings and a lot of time with her mom (who, understandably, was having big feelings with the moving date being almost here). And since Paul was away so often, it wasn’t that hard to not raise any suspicion. Lately I’d go to bed before he arrived and get up before he was awake, and our exchanges had been no more than a few seconds long before one of us had to be somewhere else, and for that I was a little grateful.
	 For all this time I held onto the idea of just keeping everything a secret forever. Tempting as it sounded, the only problem was that I did not want to forget. The even bigger problem was that I was happy it happened. The part that bugged me was the lie, the infidelity, the broken promise, but not much else. And even if I was not looking forward to facing the consequences of my actions, I knew the moment it was no longer a secret, I’d feel the weight of the world slide off my back. I was hopeful, thinking that when I decided to come clean I would have a clean slate and a clean conscience. Well, that day was finally here.
	I waited for Paul to come back from work and caught his surprised look as he walked into the living room to find me still there. “You’re not usually up this late, what’s going on?” I stood up from the couch and did my best to stay collected, my arms crossed in front of my chest in an attempt to stop my hands from shaking. 
	“Paul, we need to talk” his right hand shot up and he pressed his temples between his forefinger and thumb with a sigh, as if I had immediately given him a headache. It was not the first time I’d made him react this way and I wondered when exactly I had become just another trigger for migraines. 
	“Does it have to be tonight? I’m tired, today was a very long day, if this could wait until tomorrow…” I cut him off “It can’t, I’m really sorry but it’s important”. I could tell this was not the response he wanted or expected. With a heavy sigh he sat down on his favorite designer chair. Making it clear that everything about this moment was upsetting him, he reached for his shoes, taking them off. Next, he placed his feet in the foot rest in front of him. Finally, he leaned back and closed his eyes. The whole ordeal took seemingly forever and I noticed my every breath while waiting, giving him enough time to prepare for the conversation. 
	“Fine, what is it?” 
	How could I even begin to explain myself? I should have rehearsed before attempting to do this. Even if I was so used to delivering statements and knowing how to string together evidence and arguments, it was a little naive to trust the right words would come to me at the right moment. The way my mouth just hung open with nothing to say was a clear indicator that it didn’t work like that. 
	Should I start by saying I had been unfaithful? That was only a piece of the story and had little to do with the bigger picture. Maybe I could start by saying I met someone. From there I could start from the beginning and tell him about how this wasn’t really anything, but kept evolving until it became something. Things had escalated, enough that they became a secret. But that wasn’t the whole story either. Maybe I could go back even further and start by letting him know how deeply unhappy I had been for the past few years without even realizing it, and how that ultimately ended up in an affair. 
	There was a right way to convey my message without making this into a story about cheating. Maybe it never would have happened if I hadn’t met Ben, but I couldn’t blame him for any of my choices. He never forced me into any situation I didn’t want to partake, never issued any ultimatums. The fact he was in my life now was just a small part of what this was really about. 
	The real story here was about how my heart was calling the shots and how it startled me to realize that I shouldn’t ignore it. What I meant to explain to Paul had much more to do with the things I learned and the questions I answered along the way. I wanted him to understand that I had stepped into a different universe. I wanted him to know that what happened had everything to do with me and my feelings, and zero to do with him. Whether he’d find that comforting or insulting remained to be seen.
	All these conclusions kept circling around my head at the same time, trying to arrange in a way that would make sense out in the world. His annoyed look was getting more annoyed by the second and I finally forced myself to speak out loud:
 
	“I want a divorce.”
 
	The startled look on his face must have matched my own. It turns out I did know what I wanted and did know how to say it after all. There was silence on both ends. I sat down again, steading myself on the couch now that I felt every bit of tension evaporate and leave my body behind. He finally spoke “I see. That makes sense. Is it someone I know?” I couldn’t tell if he had noticed something or if he was just trying to take an educated guess but I didn’t feel like going into any more detail than what he was specifically asking. 
	“No, not even close.”
	“Does anybody else know about this?”
	“No one.”
	The relief and the way his shoulders relaxed were unmistakeable. He didn’t really care, he just worried about what this would look like once the word was out.
	“I ask you for a divorce and your first reflex is not to stop me, or try to work on us. Instead, you’re concerned about what other people think. I’m pretty sure that’s a strong indicator you’re not happy either.”
	He closed his eyes again, head hanging a bit low “This is not my first rodeo Julia. I know what the end looks like. There’s nothing to save here.” It was never my intention to keep probing the subject, but if he could understand our position so clearly, it made me curious to see it from his angle as well.
	“Has it looked like the end for a long time?” Paul had a lot of flaws, but he was always a very practical man with little attachment to anger or resentment. The way he looked at me was filled with sadness, but also serenity, he didn’t seem to be crushed or in turmoil, and he certainly didn’t look at me with anything resembling hatred. 
	“It’s not something that happens overnight, it’s just the small ways where our feelings and our dynamics just become something different. I still love you Julia, I think the world of you, but if it’s time to move on… then that’s what we’ll do.” 
	I didn’t know what to say, and it seemed the reality of it all was only now catching up to me. Over a decade of marriage, dissolved slowly over the years, but officially ended in under fifteen minutes. Everything was changing, and even if this is what I wanted and it was an important step, it was still scary. Somehow, the only action that seemed to make sense then and there was to cry. So I let the tears stream down my face and tried my best not to let this turn into uncontrollable ugly sobbing, which I knew Paul hated very much. As expected, he didn’t make any attempts at consoling me, which was fine, and only did the most on-brand thing I could possibly expect from him. He started organizing what our separate lives would look like. 
	“I’ll probably sell this house. We can see about the other properties, but if it’s ok with you I’d like to keep the London apartment. And of course, we can look into this in more detail with our lawyers in the upcoming days.” 
	I nodded, ready to agree to whatever conditions he asked for. Worrying about a messy divorce was the least of my concerns — none of Paul’s divorces had ended on a bad note, there was no reason why that would be different now. I was just ready to end this conversation. “Listen Paul, nothing needs to happen tonight, it’s pretty late. I’ll take the guest room, you can stay in our… your room.” He nodded as he got up and started to make his way upstairs, stopping half-way through to add one last thought “I suppose I should thank you for waiting until Loretta was about to go away to college. It would have been pretty embarrassing to have her choose to stay with you. It would happen for sure, I just know it.” 
	It wouldn’t come to that, but the thought made me smile anyway. If this had happened sooner she would have moved out with me. But Loretta would be leaving soon, and along with every other change, I’d have to adjust to having my step-daughter living in another state. What would my life even look like after so many changes? I had no idea, but thinking about the future was starting to make me more excited than apprehensive.
	After I showered and made my way to the unfamiliar guest bed, the heavy feeling of mourning my marriage had already left me. With every new breath I felt calm and collected. This past year I had been so worried about running out of time, but now this all seemed so silly. This was my opportunity to go after things I have always wanted to try. I didn’t need anyone’s permission to be honest with myself and my feelings. Suddenly I could be the woman who had her own wishes, and not the one who was always hoping to honor the wishes of others. It wasn’t exactly a do-over, but it was close enough in the sense that I could move forward with more intention. From here, the future looked so full of possibilities. 
	And then there was Ben. Meeting him made me realize how unhappy I was, but most of all, how happy I could still be. Being together felt like I was escaping a void and rejoining a life that was interesting and joyful. It made me realize I could be loved. 
	I’d be forever grateful, but I knew he was not ready for a relationship.  Even if he had not grown tired of us, I had my doubts that our thing would hold up after it was no longer a secret. I especially doubted he wouldn’t go back to his usual pattern of charming pretty young girls. What would happen now was his choice entirely. I did hope he would be interested in growing up a little. And maybe our story was what needed to happen so that we could both move forward. 
	As exhaustion took over and I drifted off, I remember thinking I couldn’t wait to wake up. The next morning I would greet this new chapter of my life with an open heart. How many people can say that? Many, I hope.
 
 
Fifteen
 
 
 
	After asking for a divorce, I let Ben know I needed time. Yes, he seemed a little disappointed when I made the case for not seeing each other and not being together. But ultimately I think he understood how it wouldn’t make sense to keep what we had going — whatever that was — while both of us still had things to work on. Important things, that would probably be ignored if we had each other as a distraction. 
	There was so much I still needed to understand about myself before I could even consider another relationship. Everything had changed, and I had to decide what I wanted to do next. I also wanted to be more forgiving and less controlling — especially when it came to myself. That would be a good start. And Ben, wonderful as he was, needed to figure out how to stop dating teenagers. Ok, that’s an oversimplification. He needed to learn how to let someone be a part of his life, and his future. I didn’t trust him to know how to be in an actual relationship. This was something I badly wanted him to get straightened out, for his own happiness. Even if ultimately, I ended up not being the one he decided to build his future with.
	That is not to say we stopped talking entirely. Even if we agreed to end any previous entanglement and move forward separately, we still called each other a few times over the past year, our criteria being when there’s good news we want to share. Last semester I called Ben when I finally left the firm and was accepted for a Masters in animal rights. I was so happy with the career switch, and knew he would be happy for me as well. 
	Similarly, I got a call when he was featured in a pretty major publication, his work listed among some of the “designers you can't miss". The article went into detail about how his pieces were highly sought after, being commissioned and sold for a small fortune due to their bold craftsmanship. He had planned this call entirely around reading the article to me, but I had already bought the magazine the second it hit the stands. I was so proud of him and this recognition of his work. 
	After my many tries to convince myself these feelings had faded over time, all it took was a tiny headshot in a magazine to make me realize how wrong I was. The truth is, I missed him a lot. Way more than my stubborn self was willing to admit.
	“You know, you having read the whole thing already kind of ruins the surprise. How did you find out about this?” He had questioned me over the phone.
	“I happen to follow news about interior design.” I didn’t need to see it to know there was a smile on the other end of the line as he asked “You follow news about interior design…just in case?” I bit my lip, angry at myself for the misstep. I didn’t want him to think I was keeping tabs on him (which I absolutely was but that’s besides the point). “Yeah… just in case.” The callback to where we began was probably not a good way to keep the conversation going. It was time to shut it down. “And hey, this magazine is going to stay on my coffee table so I can tell everyone I have a famous designer friend.” He let a laugh come through as an answer, but I could tell calling him a “friend” was a bit of a let down. 
	A couple months later, when he called again, it was to share a bit of gossip. I was surprised when he told me about Natalie’s big wedding, to which he received a very warm invitation. It would be held in Paris, since the groom was a soccer player currently playing the French league. She was very happy now, Ben said. 
	They had met for coffee that morning so he could say ‘thank you’ for the invite, and to let her know he would not be attending. Regardless, Natalie had kind words to say, looking back fondly on their time together, and also being appreciative of Ben, for letting her see very early on what she did not want out of a relationship. 
	“She asked if I was cheating on her, it was something that she wondered about.” I let the silence hang for a few seconds before asking “What did you tell her?”
	“I told her the truth. It had nothing to do with cheating. I fell in love with this lawyer who handed me a business card.” It was the first time I heard Ben talk about being in love. I already knew it, but it was entirely too complicated and I would much rather ignore it. Then and now. 
	“Was she mad?” 
	“No, she said you were great. That you gave her important advice, and that you were very beautiful.” I took another sip from the wine I had rushed to open the second I realized who was calling me. The best I could offer then was “I’m glad everything worked out for her.” 
	“Yeah, me too.”
	Then we were silent. I was terrified of what would happen next. I knew that this conversation had gone on for too long and it was time to hang up. I opened my mouth to say I had to go. The words were right there, come on Julia. But then he spoke first.
 
	“Please have a drink with me. As friends.”
 
	I didn’t know if it had been enough time, or worst, if we would ever be ready to look at our relationship as something that could thrive in the real world. This free-spirited man who was bad at meaningful relationships. This control-freak of a woman who was just now starting over. My greatest fear was finding out that we only worked in hidden hotel rooms, and that our lives were not compatible when other variables were introduced. In short, I still didn’t know if we, as a couple, made any sense. And I was so scared of that answer, scared of the thought of trying, everything going wrong and in the aftermath no longer having Ben in my life. It felt like a much safer bet to just keep this distance, knowing there was still some version of love and care from both sides. He had been the driving force behind the major changes in my life. Good changes, happy changes, for which I would be forever grateful.
	And maybe that’s what I could establish during this meeting over drinks. That things were fine and easier the way they were. At least that’s what I had in mind while I workshopped my lines and got ready to meet him. I didn’t want to put any effort into how I looked, wanted to make this a casual moment between friends, leaving no space for this to be misconstrued as a date. I wore a very soft sweater, with the sleeves rolled up, along with somewhat baggy jeans and a pair of high top sneakers. And sure, maybe I should’ve put my hair up, but in the end I couldn’t bring myself to do it. I knew how much he liked it when it was down, and besides, I wanted him to see how much longer it had gotten, way past my shoulder blades. Overall, I was looking about as low maintenance as I ever would when stepping into the bar he had picked.
	I didn’t see him right away, so I went ahead and sat down, ordering a Martini in hopes that would soothe my nerves. He sent a text apologizing for the delay over traffic, but sure enough, after about twenty minutes he was walking in my direction. 
	It was then I knew that no matter how much time went by, the sight of him alone was enough to make my world turn upside down. I stood up to greet him, and as we faced each other, both smiling, I could tell we felt a little unsure of how to proceed. And then it was like my body decided on its own, just like it had in that coffee place, a long time ago, when I also wrapped my arms around his neck. He hugged me back immediately, lowering his face into my neck and breathing deeply. A gesture so intimate — so him — that someone from the outside looking in could mistake us for a couple. Turns out nothing had really changed, and his strong arms around me was all I needed to feel safe and relaxed. I closed my eyes and wished this hug could go on forever. 
	While still embracing me he spoke near my ear “Your hair. It’s gotten so long.” I reluctantly let go, suddenly self-conscious over how much time had passed while I had been clinging to him. “Yes, I’m growing it out. I think I like it better this way. It’s good to see you, Ben.” 
	“It’s so good to see you, Julia.” He wouldn’t stop smiling and I had to look away, sit down, and take a big sip of my drink in order to resist the urge to kiss him. By the time his Old Fashioned arrived I was well into my second Martini and we were already caught up in the main changes we hadn’t yet covered over the phone. 
	Loretta was excited to declare Engineering as her major. Ben had done a trip through the desert with a group of friends. My friend Chloe was made partner at the firm, shortly after I left. Chester was still lovely as ever. If everything worked out, I would have a job lined up for next semester, where I’d work directly with organizations that cared for endangered species. 
	We covered all topics. Except for one. 
	“So, how’s your dating life?” I didn’t think I’d be the one bringing it up, but the drink was making me reckless. He seemed surprised by my question and his answer held a bit of a smile on his lips “It’s fine. It’s… more age appropriate. How about yours? This is ok to ask, right? Friends talk about this stuff.”
	I nodded a little too enthusiastically “Of course. Friends talk about anything and everything.” And then I took another large sip. 
	“Sure. But you never answered.”
	I felt my cheeks burn, suddenly realizing I was getting drunker than I had intended to and how that might be a problem “Right. Well. Not much to report on my end. I’ve been out on a few dates. But it’s all been very uneventful on that front. Are you seeing anyone special?” My brain just threw out every question I rehearsed and went completely off the grid, ignoring the polite small talk and desperate to dig into the questions I really wanted to ask.
	“I was, for a while. She works in fashion, has her own up-and-coming brand, very career-driven and serious. I think you two would hit it off.” In a very natural, very chill response, I suddenly wanted to die. I could feel my stomach churn as if I had been thrown off the ledge of a building for a free fall. A beautiful stylist, creative and bright. That makes sense. She makes sense with Ben. Not an old graduate student who bulldozed a corporate career and now wore sneakers to bars because thirty-seven years of uncomfortable shoes was pretty much all I could take. “Oh, great.”
	He narrowed his eyes as if trying to read my thoughts “What is going on in there? What’s with these questions?” When the waiter asked if anyone wanted more drinks I switched to water “Nothing going on. Just normal friendly curiosity.” Ben seemed worried about me, eyeing me carefully while I gulped down the equivalent of a small pond, in hopes it would help me sober up. He touched my arm across the table, a gentle unassuming touch, the kind only he could deliver.
	“Julia, I wanted to see you, but I didn’t want to make you feel uncomfortable.” The way he said it, so caring even after all these months where I actively tried to keep him out of my life, was enough to make me tear up but I couldn’t even pinpoint why. Maybe the drink hit wrong, maybe the idea of watching Ben get it together with someone else was enough to send me spiraling. Maybe both. “I’m great. Don’t worry, this was great, seeing you was… great.” He hadn’t moved his hand from my arm yet and I felt him squeeze it a little harder “Please stop saying ‘great’ for everything.” I lightly moved my arm out of his grip “It’s getting late. I have classes tomorrow morning.”
	 “I’ll give you a ride” he said while signaling for the check. I shook my head “There’s no need, I live very close by, and I could really use the walk home.” He paid for my drinks and stood by my side “Even better. I’ll walk with you.” I didn’t put up a fight it since I knew it would be a short walk, which we went through in silence. When we arrived at my building, we walked across the main hall and he didn’t stop there, possibly wanting to make sure I made it safely to the apartment. I reached for the keys inside my purse and quickly unlocked the door. “Well, this is me. Thank you for the company.” He kept looking at me, very serious, a determined look on his face. “Ask me in”. 
	The request caught me by surprise and I couldn’t help but let out a laugh before answering “Absolutely not”. 
	He wasn’t amused “I think we’re not done talking”. Here I scoffed “You don’t want to come in to talk”. Ben sighed frustrated “Fine, you wanna do this outside? You’re the one who was never willing to talk, and I tried so many times. All I ever wanted was to stop fucking behind people’s backs.” Jesus Christ, the neighbors could certainly hear him. I shouldn’t care about what anyone else thinks, but old habits die hard. “Not here.” I said while quickly pulling him inside and out of the hallway.
	I closed the door behind me and in spite of him looking so angry, the first thing that came to mind was the fact he had never been to my house before. It was a bit strange, but also a little satisfying to see him standing in my living room. “Let me show you my new home. Shoes off please.” I couldn’t help it, I knew he was furious, but I also really wanted to give a tour of the house. It was a small apartment but I’d poured a lot of thought into it, decorated with care, and was very proud of it. There were so many times I had to fight the urge to reach out and ask for his opinion, or share part of the process with him. At least I was getting a chance to show the final result.
	He seemed to like my picks for furniture and decor, his previous rage dissipating quickly. “It’s a beautiful apartment. You did a really good job with it.” But I knew he was still upset when he took a deep breath before speaking again “My God. You are so weird… and infuriating. You have no idea what this last year was like. How badly I wanted to forget you.” Above all else, he sounded defeated. I looked at my hands, suddenly ashamed of my own behavior. 
	Our entire time together was tainted with sneaking around, mostly because I refused to address our situation. And when that was over, I created a self-imposed exile, which I now realized also took a toll on us. I created these messed up dynamics without ever considering I wasn’t the only one living in agony over these decisions. “I’m so sorry Ben. I truly am, for everything. Especially for my reaction today, I’m happy you're serious about the woman you’re seeing, the stylist, she sounds perfect. I just want you to be happy. I don’t know why I reacted so badly.” 
	He took a few steps in my direction, close enough that he could tangle one of his hands softly in my hair, while his other arm pulled my body closer to his “What are you talking about? I’m not even with her anymore. I realized I didn't want it to be serious with her. Or with anyone else…” he nuzzled my cheek in the same affectionate manner he used to in what felt like a past life. “…because it’s you I want. Ever since that day at the airport. Why can’t I make you see that? I wasn’t ready before, but I’m ready now.” 
	This should have been it, our ending right here. What else could I want? But then and there something held me back, not letting me respond in any way, a looming feeling that this was not a good idea. He noticed the hesitation and let go of me, understandably frustrated and sad. I was bad at this, I hated talking about my feelings, and I hated myself for being so guarded — here I was repeating the same mistakes, not taking risks, not following my heart. 
	I couldn’t let it end this way. I had to sort it out right now. He was completely heartbroken, on his way out the door, and it really did seem like all those fears of losing Ben for good were about to become a reality. And what’s worst, not even because we weren’t a good match, but just because I wasn’t willing to try.
	“Wait, wait, don’t go.” I pleaded grabbing at his coat, trying my best to stop him. “I can’t do this anymore Julia. You said you needed time, and I understood. But it’s been a year, I’m done waiting. I just don’t think you feel what I feel.” How could he even say that? And what the hell was my problem that I couldn’t put it into words? Talking and making myself understood was supposed to be the thing I was good at. This was it, I was going to lose him forever, and that realization instilled a sense of urgency. I had to fix this, now.
	“Ben, you wanted to talk, the least you could do is hear me out.” I could tell he struggled, deciding whether he had enough. But ultimately he turned around and leaned against the door, giving me this one last chance. 
	Your move Julia, get it together. “I… damn it.” Terrific start, very eloquent “I’m scared. If this goes up in flames and I end up losing you forever… that’s a loss I couldn’t take. So it just feels safer not to get involved.” His posture was unchanged, he kept focused on me as if saying ‘go on’ and it was clear I would have to do a better job explaining myself. “I thought I could force myself to see you as a friend, like that would be the answer. But… I can’t. I just spent the entire evening holding myself back, when all I wanted was to touch you, it was maddening. And I don’t know why I even try acting like I can watch you be with someone else. Well, I can’t, I felt nauseous just hearing about it.” 
	Here I noticed the stern look leave his face. I was finally getting my point across and all it took was spilling out my guts “…I don’t know if I can be yours. Or anyone else’s, really. I didn’t do such a great job my last time around, but I want to try, I have to try. Please let me try.”
	His face wasn’t giving much away as he approached me slowly, still considering everything I said. But as his hands softly reached for my face, placing a few strands of hair behind my ear, I already knew he believed me.  His expression shifted, eyes focused on me with such intensity, as if I was precious, as if any sudden movement would make me disappear. I knew how to recognize this look for what it was now. It was true, Ben looked at me as if I was his entire world. 
	I kissed the inside of his palm and looked up at him, anticipation running through my veins. It had been such a long year. I missed him so much. Still a little hesitant, he lowered his face close to mine. He softly kissed my cheek, softly kissed the corner of my mouth, asking for permission in a low whisper “Is this ok?” I kept my eyes closed and just nodded. It was more than ok, it was everything I wanted. His lips met my own, moving slowly in a kiss that held a feeling of reverence. “I missed you” he whispered, mirroring my thoughts before kissing me one more time.
	At this point my hands were already tugging at his coat, undressing him. I couldn’t wait to feel the heat of his body, couldn’t rest before I was as close to him as I could possibly be. During the past year there were so many nights when I had to rely only on memories of our time together because nothing else seemed to stir any sort of desire in me. And I swear, I tried going on other dates, tried not being so bored with other men, so uninterested in everyone else. It didn’t work, and only left a bitter aftertaste that maybe I’d already found what I wanted, but was stupid enough to toss it out. The fact that we had somehow found our way back to each other was more than I could ever have hoped for.
	He held the lower hem of my sweater and pulled it upwards, leaving the bra to me, knowing I could unhook it faster on my own. Then he removed his own shirt while I desperately unclasped his belt. He took over the task since my nervous fingers were clearly fumbling, and I focused on getting rid of my own pants and panties. We should’ve moved to the bedroom but my rush didn’t even allow that. I pushed his naked body, motioning for him to sit down on my couch. He did, both his hands at my naked waist, letting me lead for once. Letting me decide how I wanted this to unfold. 
	I moved to straddle him, one leg on each side, one hand on his shoulder and the other one touching his chest. Everywhere I touched him felt warm. I looked into his eyes, so grateful to recognize the same expression of adoration I’d seen many time before. I finally moved my face closer to his and kissed him. He let one hand rest on my back while the other one held my hair away from our faces.
	We took it slow, and I was giving it my all so that every kiss came across as an apology. His every touch held so much care, every move felt light, airy, ethereal. I ran my hands over his arms, loving how familiar his body was, how I remembered every muscle, like a familiar route I was used to taking and could map out by memory. My lips trailed kisses along his shoulder, and I couldn’t resist biting lightly into the skin of his neck. He shuttered, which I took as a good sign. Emboldened by his response, I let my right hand travel between our bodies, finding his hard cock and stroking it, contemplating his face and the ways my touch was making his breathing that much faster. My other hand was on his chest and I could feel his heart pounding right underneath my fingertips.
	The next step was just a natural progression, it was just what we both wanted and were more than ready for. I guided him inside me, moving my hips slowly. This inescapable heat between us was being fueled with every move. 
	He was still trying to show restraint, letting me guide the motions, and I appreciated it, especially since I could tell it was hard for him not to take charge. We locked eyes and he said without faltering “I love you, I love everything about you” I couldn’t explain what my hang up was, but the words made me feel a little guilty. I already knew he loved me. I’d known for a while, and I hurt him anyway. Maybe I could show him how sorry I was, and even if he didn’t hold any grudges, hopefully I could forgive myself eventually. Nodding in acknowledgment I whispered “I know” and followed up with a kiss, hoping we could just focus on the gestures, and not really talk anymore.
	But it was clear he needed something more. One of his arms pulled me closer, squeezing me. He kissed me deeply before looking into my eyes again and murmuring “Tell me you love me” I kissed him, grinding our bodies together with something close to desperation. “No” he groaned “I need to hear you say it”. 
	Was he serious? I suppose this was as good a time as any. He kept staring at my face, my parted lips, as if any and all salvation was going to come from my voice. “I love you, Ben.” The second I said it he gripped me harder, thrusting his hips upward, making me gasp with the unexpected jolt, surrendering to this feeling. Both his hands now held my face close to his, kissing me while I did my best to keep the motion in my hips, grinding against him, feeling him hard inside me. 
	I whispered a second time “I love you. I thought you knew that.” while keeping our eye contact steady. He went back to moving, letting go of my face and instead holding my hips in place. Every deep thrust felt like electricity running through my body, I was getting closer to a climax, ready for this inevitable conclusion while also wanting him to feel the same. Above all, I was determined to watch him. I wanted to take note of what it was like, feeling a bit proud that even after all this time my body didn’t forget how to make him feel this way.
	He tried holding me in place, but I wasn’t having it. I kept riding him, letting the hard friction of him entering me escalate every sensation. Wrapping my arms around his shoulder I was able to brace myself for more support, forcing my hips up and down faster. He groaned, another clear sign that he could no longer hold anything back. And that’s when I lowered my lips close to his ear, and said it for the third time “I love you. I want this. I want you.” It was enough to push him over the edge. 
	His arms held on firmly to my body in a tight embrace. I gasped as the heat from his orgasm spilled inside me, his strained hips burying his cock as deeply as it would go. These combined feelings were enough for me as well and I finally let my own orgasm unfold. Gasping for air, squeezing my eyes shut, amazed that I had survived such a surreal experience. We were both sweaty and spent, hardly moving in the aftermath of our most powerful encounter yet.
	I felt his warm fingers softly up and down my back. I hung loosely in place, with no courage to move, still entwined in his body. With my eyes closed, I felt him kiss my neck, licking the sweat, biting softly on my warm skin. “Now what?” I asked in a small voice, my body completely devoid of energy.
	He sighed, seemingly content, lazily running his hands over my legs, my back, my arms, in a soothing motion that seemed to certify I was in fact, here. I hadn’t faded away, hadn’t disappeared. “Now you’re mine. And I’m yours.” He held on to me and I felt happy, loved, and beyond exhausted. What would happen next suddenly didn’t feel that important, but it was comforting to know I no longer had to figure it out on my own. There was no guarantee we could make this work, but at least now we had the rest of our lives to try.
 
 
Epilogue
 
 
 
	There was one day when I knew for sure that we would last. We had started this little tradition of working on puzzles after dinner. It was a way of staying in the moment, of having some time to unwind, and not reach for screens before bedtime. And it had been a successful little project at home, when we’d leave pieces unfinished in our living room table, so we could pick up from where we left off the following night. But maybe it wouldn't quite work right now, as we were having a pretty significant change in setup. Space wasn’t as easy in the RV we had rented and decided to live out of for the following month. We had taken this time together to go on a series of adventures, traveling through a few different states. 
	I was having the chance to meet some of Ben’s friends, and being introduced to some of his favorite national parks. It was the perfect timing, right after he had turned in pieces for a new collection, right before I started my new role as director for an animals right organization I admired very much. 
	So far we had already made it through some pretty wonderful places, and after a full day we had decided to stop for the night. Tomorrow was going to be the day to see the main attraction of this trip. This is the place I was looking forward to the most. We would finally hike the trail and see the waterfalls I only knew from pictures, ones I’d seen a long time ago. 
	That night, after dinner, I suggested we tried working on a puzzle, just like we did at home. I had remembered to bring one, even if the chances of us getting to it seemed pretty slim. Still, it felt like a good time to give it a try and we had been working diligently for the past half-hour. 
	“I like this” Ben said unprompted while trying to find more blue pieces.
	“Puzzles? Yeah, this is is fun.” 
	He smiled “Yes, but I meant I like being with you, having a routine with you.” I smiled back. This — having a routine — had been one of my greatest concerns when we first moved in together. Would life together bore him? Would it just become an endless string of chores and extra work? I had no reason to be concerned. The only surprise was how quickly we both adjusted to sharing our lives “Yeah, I’d say it’s been going pretty well.” 
	We kept finding puzzle pieces that went together while we chatted about all sorts of things, but at some point he assessed how much we still had left and sighed “There’s no way we’ll finish this tonight, and there’s not enough space to just leave it for tomorrow.” I shrugged “That’s ok, we can clean up today and start over some other day. We’ll play for speed, see how far we can get in one hour.” He agreed with my plan and we worked silently for a few more minutes. But I could tell he wasn’t committed to the task anymore when he reached across the table and gave me a kiss. I smiled and watched him get up and stretch before taking both my hands and pulling me upwards. 
	Ok, I got the hint, the ludic activity ended here, now we were moving on to something else entirely. We kissed, still standing in place as his hands started to undo the knot of my silky night robe. He pushed me a little motioning for me to sit on the table, to which I protested “Wait, we’re gonna mess up the puzzle. We’ll lose pieces for sure” He kissed me again “I’ll get you a new one. I’ll get you ten different puzzles. Sorry, I’m already on a different track, I can’t care about that right now”. I giggled and made a mental note to not let it slide and ask for the new puzzles he promised, eventually. For now, I sat on the table and opened my legs, accommodating him standing between them, the height of the table proving to be just right. I was about to benefit from a really good bargain.
	Suddenly, a memory made its way to me, and it felt like I had solved a puzzle of my own. It was a wonder I could still think of something important to say while he kissed me, his hands all over my body. “Ben, you know what? You were right.” He kissed my shoulder, then rested his forehead on my collar bone in what I could only read as a hopeful gesture that I would stop interrupting his handy work “Hmm what about?” His warm hands still circling around my thighs, slowly traveling between them.
	I tried to make my point before his touch made every word disappear from my mind “You told me this trail was life-changing.” He responded by planting a hot kiss on my neck “Yes. But you haven’t seen it yet to know if I was right or not.” It didn’t matter how many times he had kissed me this way before, it always felt brand new. I sighed in delight, trying hard not to let my thoughts vanish “It doesn’t matter. What you said back then still stands. Ben…” 
	I placed my hands on top of his, making sure he stopped moving and paid attention to me. He looked into my eyes, suddenly aware I was no longer talking about the trail. “…it was tricky to get here, and it took me a while to find it. But I did. And it was so worth it.”
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