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CHAPTER ONE 

The End 

Laila 

Mark walked over to where I was making a salad in my 

fabulous kitchen and picked a cucumber slice out of the bowl, 

popping it in his mouth.  He was looking good, as usual, in 

jeans and a black T-shirt.  His brown hair was cut short, and 

right now those mischievous blue eyes of his were dancing, 

knowing he was irritating me. 

“Don’t,” I said, slapping him with the hand that wasn’t 

holding the knife.   

“What?” he said, flashing me his brilliant smile.  “Or I’ll 

spoil my supper?” 

I stuck out my tongue at him. 

“Do you know how much bacteria is probably on your hands 

right now?” 

He looked at his hands doubtfully. 

“They look clean.  I just washed them when I came into the 

house.  I know how you are about germs.” 

“Hm.” 

“Well, if that’s the reason you don’t want me picking out 

of the salad bowl, then at least I can’t call you an old Italian 

nonna for slapping my fingers like that.  You should be 



grateful,” he said, shrugging.   

“Leave my grandmother out of this,” I said. 

“Your nonna loves me,” he said. 

“Yeah, she does.  She’s crazy,” I said. 

He narrowed his eyes at me and picked another cucumber 

slice out of the bowl. 

“Mark.”  I frowned at him. 

“Laila, you know how we’ve been each other’s date for 

various events in the past?” he said, changing the topic as he 

leaned against the counter. 

“Yeah?”  I lifted the cutting board and scraped the 

tomatoes into the bowl with the knife. 

“Well, I have this writer’s convention that I’m speaking 

at, and there’s a dinner afterwards…” 

“Mark, you know I don’t like going to those kinds of things 

with you because no one knows that we’re just friends, and…” 

“They’ll think we’re together.  Right.  I know.  Okay.  

Forget it.” 

I sighed.  The light atmosphere was gone, replaced with a 

suffocating feeling of despair.  Mark had been hoping I would 

change my mind about being “just friends” for almost two years 

now.  But I couldn’t.  I just couldn’t. 

It was so complicated.  But I really liked him as a friend.  

I mean, really, really liked him as a friend.  It was getting to 



the point where I didn’t know what I would do without him.  But 

I couldn’t cross that line.  And he knew it.  If it wasn’t for 

that, our friendship would be perfect.  Mark saw me as fabulous 

and probably without faults.  But that just wasn't the real me.  

The real me would definitely send him running.  I wouldn't wish 

myself on anyone - and especially not someone on someone as 

wonderful as Mark. 

“You want to go get some cilantro from the sun room?” I 

said.  He nodded and left with a metal bowl and a little knife, 

looking glad of the chance to escape the stifling tension in the 

room.   

The sunroom was just off the kitchen on the south side of 

the house and contained various potted herbs that I used in 

cooking.  My house was my castle.  I had purchased it when I 

first started working after college, and I had just paid it off 

last year.  When I had bought it, it had been your typical 

suburban house without any style at all.  But that had all 

changed when the renovations started.  The money that I had been 

putting into the mortgage, I instead used to redo every part of 

the house from top to bottom.   

Now it was full of character.  The outside was redone in 

brick, completely different from the other houses on the block.  

I had added a porch along the front and planted some well-

established trees.  Inside, I now had the sunken living room of 



my dreams and wall-to-wall book shelves.  Oh, and I had 

completely redone the kitchen  

My amazing kitchen was a gleaming expanse of marble 

counters, oak cabinets, and stainless steel appliances.  

Cecilia, my friend who is a Red Seal chef, almost cries every 

time she comes in here. 

I love my kitchen.  Growing up, food was so important.  I 

came from a very Italian family.  (And if you know a very 

Italian family, you know why you have to use the word “very.”)  

Actually, food wasn’t important — that would be a complete 

understatement — food was everything.  It was nourishment, sure.  

But it was also how you showed love.  It was the glue that stuck 

the family together.  It was a reason to assemble and visit.  It 

was a gift.  Sometimes, it could be a burden. 

Lately, it had been more of a cross to bear than a joy to 

me because all this love of food had led me to…  Where you ask?  

Being overweight, of course. 

Okay, I was fat.  I know, the word makes people flinch.  

But I had to tell it like it is — at one time, it wasn’t an 

insult but an adjective, you know.  I wasn’t obese or anything.  

But I had big hips and a big butt and big breasts and rolls.  I 

know, I know, the politically correct term is love handles, but 

we all know what they really are. 

I suppose my face might be called pretty.  And I had long 



wavy, chestnut-brown hair, which I considered my only redeeming 

feature.  Mark complimented me all the time, but I thought he 

was probably just being kind.  He was a really nice guy.  He 

wasn’t going to tell me I was gross to my face, no matter what 

he thought behind closed doors. 

I finished the salad — it just needed the cilantro — and 

set two places at the counter.  Mark came back, handing me the 

strong-smelling herb that I love, and I chopped it.  He looked 

better, like he’d got over his disappointment. 

We ate in silence mostly, but it wasn’t uncomfortable.  

Mark and I can be silent together.  My friend, Cecilia, says 

that’s how you can tell if you’re truly friends with someone.  I 

don’t know.   

I watched him eating as I popped another delicious bite of 

baked penne into my mouth. 

“Is it okay?” I said. 

“Yeah, it’s really good, like always, Laila.”  He smiled 

but it didn’t reach his eyes, and I wondered what was wrong. 

“You want some more garlic toast?  I can get us…” 

“No, I’m good.  Thanks.  I have to go soon anyway.” 

I nodded, trying not to feel disappointed.  I thought we 

might watch a movie or play cards, like we sometimes did. 

After he finished, I walked him to the door.  He put on his 

spring coat, which looked amazing on him, falling just so and 



making him look stylish without it seeming like a fashion 

statement.  It didn’t matter what Mark wore, he always looked 

fantastic. 

He was tall, but not too tall.  Most of the time he had 

some stubble on his face.  He was lean and strong from all the 

running and working out he did.  And he dressed really well. 

Oh, who am I kidding?  He looks good in sweats and a ripped 

T-shirt.  He was just one of those gorgeous people that can’t 

look bad if they try.  But he wasn’t arrogant or big headed 

because of it.  Not at all.  Like I said, he was a nice guy.  He 

was well liked.  Everybody wanted to be his friend.  People just 

wanted to hang around Mark because he was such a great person. 

“I’ll see you around,” he said.  Then he gave me a kiss on 

the cheek.  It had such a sad, final feeling to it that I had a 

flash of worry. 

“Of course.” 

He looked at me like he was trying to memorize me almost, 

gave me a tiny smile, then turned and went out the door. 

“Mark?” 

He looked back at me, his eyes desolate. 

“We’re still friends, right?” 

“This doesn’t feel like friendship anymore, Laila,” he 

said, his voice heavy.  Then he turned and went down the walk. 

 



*** 

 

“Laila, Laila, Laila, calm down.  What are you going on 

about?” Miranda said, sounding completely unconcerned. 

“It just seemed really final.  Okay, it sounds stupid when 

I saw it out loud.” 

“Hm.  Let me play Laila,” she said, sounding like she was 

going to enjoy this.  “So, let me get this straight.  You don’t 

want to date Mark, correct?” 

“Yes.” 

“Okay, and you’re not dating him, right?” 

“Right.” 

“And he came for supper?” 

“Yes.” 

“And then he left.” 

“Yes, Miranda,” I said, getting annoyed.  Is this what she 

felt like when I did this to her? 

“And he gave you a peck on the cheek.” 

“Uh huh.”  I bit my lip. 

“And you felt that this kiss on the cheek felt… final.” 

“Yes, exactly.” 

“What precisely do you mean by final?” she said, sounding 

confused. 

“Like something was over,” I said, my voice small.  “Then 



he told me that our relationship doesn’t feel like friendship 

anymore.” 

“But he didn’t say you weren’t friends?” 

“No.” 

 “Well, I wouldn’t worry about it then.  And what do you 

mean it felt like something was over?  What is there to be over, 

Laila?  There’s nothing there, right?” she said, her voice full 

of meaning.  She wanted me to admit that I cared about him as 

more than a friend, but I wouldn’t.   

“Right,” I said softly. 

She sighed, knowing that I wasn’t telling the truth. 

“Laila…” 

“I know, I know.  I can see it now.  I’m overreacting to 

nothing.  I’m sorry I called.” 

“Laila, don’t be sorry.” 

“Thanks, Miranda.” 

“No, Laila, wait…” 

I was silent — impatient to hang up. 

“What, Miranda?” I said when she didn’t speak. 

“I just really am sorry, that’s all.” 

I held back the tears that wanted to fall. 

“Bye, Mira.” 

“Bye.” 

I tapped the phone to hang up and stared at it, not seeing 



the screen but Mark’s eyes when he had left today. 

She was right.  There was nothing there to lose. 

So why did I feel like something had slipped away from me 

today?  Something precious and irreplaceable. 

A tear dropped without my permission as I went into the 

kitchen and got out a mixing bowl, wooden spoon, and the 

ingredients I would need. 

I didn’t use a recipe but mixed the banana bread from 

memory.  I had made this desert so many times, I knew it by 

heart.  I used honey and gluten-free flour, but I didn’t kid 

myself that it was somehow healthy. 

I had to fill this empty feeling inside me somehow, though.  

And carbs were my default response.  I sat and stared out the 

window at the moon while I waited for it to bake.   

My beautiful house felt empty and slightly unreal tonight.  

The windows were big and bare.  The spaciousness just seemed 

hollow in the moonlight  reflecting the void in my heart where 

love ought to be.  The rooms, instead of seeming sophisticated, 

were simply vacant.  They ought to have been filled with 

children.  I ought to have been feeding a husband and tucking in 

little ones right now.  But that was not in the cards for 

someone like me. 

Usually, I enjoyed living alone.  I liked the space and not 

having to share anything with anyone.  I liked having everything 



exactly the way I like it.  But tonight, the house seemed to be 

laughing at me — mocking my loneliness. 

When I could smell the mouth-watering aroma, I opened the 

oven and stuck a butter knife in the middle.  It came out clean, 

and I shut off the oven.  I pulled on my oven mitts and took the 

pan out. 

Leaving the oven open to warm up the kitchen with the 

leftover heat, I set the pan of banana bread out on the porch to 

cool.  In the meantime, I went upstairs to take a shower and get 

ready for bed.  I checked the doors before I went up, to make 

sure they were locked. 

I didn’t turn on the light in the bathroom.  The full moon 

was shining in the window and illuminated everything.  Besides, 

I didn’t want to see myself anyway. 

I took off my clothes and dropped them in a pile on the 

floor and stepped into the shower.  The hot water was soothing, 

and I stood there for a long time just letting it wash over me. 

Then out of nowhere, a sob rose up.  And another.  And then 

I was crying in the dark by myself.  Because I was in the dark, 

by myself, and I couldn’t have what I so desperately wanted. 

Mark. 

I felt as though my heart would break.  I cried and cried 

until I had no more tears and the water was turning cold.  Then 

I got out of the shower.  Feeling empty, cold, and hopeless. 



I turned on the harsh overhead light and looked at myself 

ruthlessly in the mirror. 

Disgusting. 

Huge, sloppy breasts.  A big flabby stomach.  Hips so wide, 

I could hardly see them all in the full-length mirror on the 

wall.  I turned to see my butt.  Even worse than all the others 

— it jiggled obscenely. 

I felt such hatred rise up that I couldn’t stand to look at 

myself anymore.  I dried off quickly and pulled on my big comfy 

jammies that made me forget how revolting I am. 

I was going to enjoy this banana bread since it was the 

last I would have for a while.  I was giving it up for Lent.  I 

wasn’t really crazy about my religion, but I had been raised to 

be a good Catholic girl, and I guessed it was working for me — 

for now.   

During Lent, we have to give up something for those forty 

days until Easter.  I figured banana bread would be appropriate 

because I was really going to miss it — it’s not really giving 

something up unless you don’t want to give it up — and it made 

sense because I ate way too much of it anyway. 

I went down and sliced the loaf into twelve chunky slices.  

I buttered every one thickly and began to eat.  At first, it was 

enjoyable — the first taste was heaven, but then I was just 

eating because I couldn’t — or wouldn’t — stop.  I left two 



slices on the plate.   

I felt sick, not from what I had eaten, but because of the 

reason I was eating, which was to fill the emptiness inside of 

me.  I knew that this kind of food would just make me fatter — 

especially eating it right before bed.  I knew all of that.  But 

I couldn’t stop doing it. 

I didn’t know what was wrong with me.  But I hated myself 

for it.  I hated that I was so ugly.  I hated that I was so fat.  

And I especially hated that I couldn’t stop doing the things 

that made me ugly and fat. 

And that was why I couldn’t go out with Mark.  I was ugly.  

And fat.  And broken.  And I wouldn’t wish me on anyone.  I 

didn’t deserve him. 

I got in bed and turned out the light, pulling the covers 

up to my chin.  Tears fell from my eyes as I curled up in the 

fetal position, trying to hold all the pain that was inside of 

me.   

Mark was everything that was wonderful… and I was the exact 

opposite.  I had no idea what he saw in me that he had stuck 

around — hoping — for so long.   

I thought about everything he had done for me in the time I 

had known him.  How he had been there for me when I had lost my 

nonno.  My grandfather and I were so close that it had almost 

killed me.  But he had come every day and made me get dressed 



and drove me to work.  And he was so talented as a writer.  He 

had won an award for his third novel.  I loved the way he was so 

committed to his health.  He ran and worked out all the time.  

And he ate healthy, too.  On a good day, I knew I must have some 

good qualities, too, but tonight I couldn't see them at all. 

And the stupid thing was that I wanted him. 

I wanted him with my whole heart and soul — and my 

wretched, hideous body wanted him too.  If Mark wasn’t the 

sexiest man on Earth, I didn’t know who was.   

It was only on my darkest nights that I admitted as much to 

myself.  The rest of the time I lied because it made life more 

bearable.  But at night when I was feeling like this, I couldn’t 

lie.   

And something had changed between us today.  I knew it, no 

matter what Miranda said.  I didn’t know what it was, though.   

All I knew for sure was that I wanted Mark so much that my 

heart felt as though it would break. 

But I couldn’t have him. 

And I was pretty sure I never, ever would. 

 

  



 

CHAPTER TWO 

Open Heart Surgery 

Mark 

“It’s over, Jake.  I’m giving up on her,” I said, as we 

ran.  We were on the path that followed the river.  Pretty soon, 

we would go by Jake’s studio.  It was our favorite run — and the 

easiest.  That was probably good, since I felt like I couldn’t 

handle anything difficult today. 

Jake actually stopped.  He put his hands on his knees, 

breathing hard and looked up at me.  He’s in shape.  We work out 

together all the time.  He wasn’t running often enough if this 

easy jog had him puffing. 

“What are you talking about?”  

“Laila.  I’m not waiting for her anymore.” 

Jake looked like he didn’t believe me. 

“Explain,” he said. 

“Yesterday, I went to her house for supper, and I asked her 

to come to an event with me and dinner afterwards.  You know how 

we do that sometimes?  I’ll be her date if she needs someone, 

and she’ll be mine?” 

Jake nodded, stood up, and began to run again.  I joined 

him and continued explaining. 

“And she looked so good, man.  Her hair was braided over 



her shoulder with little curls popping out all over — you know 

how she wears it — and she was wearing this top that showed some 

cleavage.  Oh God.  And her eyes…  She slapped my hand for 

taking cucumber slices out of the salad, just as if we were a 

couple, you know?” 

“How is this you giving up on her?”  Jake said, looking at 

me with pity. 

I shook my head.  Right.  I was letting her go. 

“Yeah, well, what was I saying?” 

“About how you’re sometimes each other’s dates.” 

“Right, well, she said no.” 

“Why?” 

“Because,” I turned my head to meet his eye, “people will 

think that we’re…” 

“Together,” he said, finishing my sentence for me.  “Of 

course.” 

I kept running. 

“And?  So what?” he said.  “She’s always worried about 

that.” 

“Exactly.  Do you know what today is, Jake?” 

“No idea.” 

“It’s two years ago today that I met her.” 

“Of course you know that,” he said, shaking his head. 

“Okay, you are not going to bug me about that, when you 



knew to the day when Marsha had left you.” 

He held his hands in the air. 

“You got me there.  Okay, so what?” 

“So, I’ve had enough.  It’s been two years, and we’re still 

just friends with no sign of it ever becoming more.” 

“And?” he said, making a gesture for me to get to the 

point. 

“And I’m done waiting.” 

Jake was silent. 

“What?” I said, turning and running backward so I could see 

his face.  “Why aren’t you saying anything?” 

“You know how your mother told you if you didn’t have 

anything nice to say…?” 

I narrowed my eyes at him. 

“Forgive me if I don’t jump for joy or offer my 

condolences, Mark.  I’ve heard this a few times before when 

you’re fed up.  What makes this time different?” 

“Because I’m different,” I said.  I was annoyed that he 

didn’t believe me, but he had a point when he said that he’d 

heard me say this before.  He was right.  What made this time 

different?  Because I was serious.  “And I’m serious about 

giving up on her.” 

“What exactly does that mean?”  Jake said.  “And stop 

showing off.” 



I laughed and turned around, running forward beside him 

again. 

“What does it mean?  Well, I’m done waiting around for 

her.” 

“And how is your life going to be different?” 

“What do you mean, Jake?  Stop asking questions, and just 

tell me what you think.” 

“Well, if you say that you’re done with her but your life 

goes on exactly the same way as before...  How has anything 

changed?” 

“What do you think I need to change?” 

“I have to rest,” he said, dropping to a walk and then 

sitting down on a bench facing the river. 

“What’s going on, you’re so out of breath today?” I said. 

He patted his stomach that I knew had a six-pack as flat as 

mine — we certainly did enough crunches to have earned them. 

“I ate before I came.  Mistake.” 

“Ah.” 

He sat, breathing heavy while I waited for him to speak. 

“Well?” I said, impatient to know his thoughts.  We had 

been friends for years, though, and I knew Jake got to the point 

when he wanted to get to the point. 

“I don’t think you should hang out with her anymore,” he 

said, watching me for my reaction. 



I froze for a moment.  But, of course, he was right again.  

If I was done with her, I shouldn’t see her anymore. 

“She’ll think I’m angry with her.” 

“Only if you don’t explain yourself.  You call her, and you 

tell her that you can’t be friends with her anymore.  She’ll 

understand.  She knows the situation.” 

I frowned.  Somehow, I didn’t think that Laila would 

understand.  But I agreed with him completely.  The thought of 

not seeing her on a regular basis anymore made me a little sick 

to my stomach but would have to be done. 

“Okay.  Stop seeing Laila, check.  Got it.  What else?” 

“You should start seeing someone else.” 

If I felt nauseated thinking about not seeing Laila, the 

thought of seeing someone else was like a kick to my guts. 

“I can’t start seeing someone else,” I said. 

“Why not?” 

“Because…” 

My brain frantically searched for a good reason — other 

than the truth, which was that the idea freaked me out. 

“Because…” 

“Yes?” 

“Because it’s too soon,” I said in a triumphant tone of 

voice. 

“You’re scared, Mark.  I get it.  I once got called a 



pussy, too, for being scared to get back in the game and talk to 

a girl I liked,” he said, with a sly grin on his face. 

Bastard.  I punched him in the shoulder. 

“You would bring that up.  You were being a pussy, and you 

needed to be told to ask Miranda out.” 

“Just like now you need to be told that if you’re serious 

about letting go of Laila, then you need to get out there and 

start dating again.  You’re not going to get over her by sitting 

around at home, thinking about her.  And you know that’s what 

you’d be doing.” 

“I guess that’s true,” I said, staring at the river.  There 

was a stick floating by, turning in lazy circles in the frigid 

water.   

Spring had just begun, and the snow was barely off the 

ground.  Jake and I were dressed fairly warm still since it was 

only just above freezing. 

“I feel like I’m a quitter or something,” I said, quietly.  

“Like I’ve failed somehow.” 

He was silent.  Finally, he spoke. 

“There’s a difference between persevering to get something 

you really ought to go after and clinging to something that you 

really should let go of, Mark.” 

My writer’s brain noted that the sentence was awkwardly 

constructed, but the weight of his words hung in the fresh 



spring air.   

Is that what I had been doing?  I had thought that I had 

been patient.  I had thought that I had been steadfast.  I had 

thought that I had been true.   

Instead, it turned out that I had only been clinging to 

something that should have been let go of long ago.  Shit.  I 

was an idiot. 

“I’m an idiot, aren’t I?”  I leaned forward, putting my 

elbows on my knees and watching across the water as the breeze 

moved the bare trees.  The sun was setting, and it made me feel 

even bleaker. 

“You’re not an idiot, Mark,” he said.  “Or, if you are, 

you’re an idiot like the all rest of us.  Me and Will, we’re 

pretty stupid when it comes to Miranda and Cecilia.” 

“Yeah, but the difference is they love you back,” I said, a 

heavy feeling in my heart. 

“Mark, do you love her?” he said, quietly. 

“Yeah, Jake.  I do.  It is stupid, isn’t it?” 

“Are you sure you’re ready to give up on her then?” 

I sighed. 

“Yeah, I really think I am.  All this time, she’s never 

given me any encouragement.  She’s told me over and over that 

she doesn’t want to date me.  I kept thinking that there was 

something there.  You know?” 



He nodded.  We got up and walked to where we had left our 

cars. 

“Sometimes, the looks she gives me.  Or if our hands brush.  

Or our eyes meet.  I thought…  But I guess I was wrong.  There’s 

nothing there.  It’s just one sided.  And I’m tired of it.” 

“Okay, good.  What are you going to do?  Prove it,” he 

said, a challenge in his eyes.  “You know the definition of 

insanity, right?” 

“Yeah, yeah, doing the same thing over and over and 

expecting a different result.  I think I told you that 

definition,” I said. 

“Of course you did.  You’re the writer.  How’s the book 

coming, by the way?” 

“Almost done, I’m starting revising next week.  If I get 

finished with the first draft this weekend.” 

I was working on a new series - it was one of those sci-fi 

apocalypse ones, where the world as we know it has ended.  The 

main characters — a guy and a girl suspiciously similar to Laila 

and me — have to flee the city where they live.  They find 

safety in the wilderness, but as you might imagine their life is 

full of adventures and surprises.  Of course, the fate of the 

world’s recovery hangs in the balance and whatnot.  And the guy 

gets a happy ending, too, with his girl — not like me. 

It was a cool story, if I do say so myself, and a nice 



break from my usual futuristic sci-fi books that had launched my 

career as a full-time writer.  There were no spaceships or 

aliens in this one, just the end of the world as we know it.  I 

was secure enough now to branch out into something different, 

and I was loving it. 

“Great.  I can’t wait to read it,” he said, wandering over 

to the bulletin board that stood near the river. 

“Mark, come here,” he said, beckoning me. 

“I want to go home, Jake.  I have some serious drinking to 

do.” 

“Hey, you’re not getting drunk without me,” he said.  “Now, 

get your ass over here, and check this out.” 

I walked slowly over and looked at what he was pointing at. 

“A running group?  Why do I need to see this?  I already 

have you and Will to run with.  Why do I need a group?” 

“Because the group is, of course, mixed — you know, males 

and females?” 

“And?”  I was completely clueless at this point as to where 

he was going with this. 

“And remember you’re going to start dating again?” 

“Yes?”  I still had no idea what the connection was between 

a running group and dating. 

“For Christ’s sake, Mark.  You’re into running.  There’ll 

be chicks in this group who are into running too.  Maybe one of 



them will be hot.  You can ask her out.” 

I stared at him. 

“You’re crazy.” 

“Sure I am,” he said, tearing off one of the papers that 

gave the time and location of the group’s next run.  Then he 

made a weird face and did a funny voice.  “Crazy like a fox.” 

“Jake, I don’t think this is a good idea,” I said, walking 

back to my car. 

“Just take it,” he said, catching up to me and trying to 

shove it into my hand.  “You can meet women anywhere, but at 

least in a running group you’ll have something in common to 

start with.” 

“Yeah, I can be friends with her first to get to know her 

because that’s worked out so well for me in the past,” I said, 

sarcastic.  No, I wasn’t bitter at all. 

“Hell no.  No friends,” he said forcefully.  Then he 

quieted down because the couple that was tying their shoes and 

stretching on the grass looked at us funny.  I smiled at them.   

“Unless you actually want to be friends with the woman,” he 

went on.  “If you want to go out with her, date her, have sex 

with her, then say it up front.  Okay, maybe not the having sex 

part. If she isn’t interested, you’re going to walk away.  You 

don’t want Laila to be replaced by a… well, a Laila clone.” 

“This sounds crazy.” 



“Translation: I’m scared at having to put myself out 

there,” he said.  Why did I hang out with this guy again?  “Of 

course you are.  But it has to be done.  Laila has to be 

removed, like a… like a wart.  And sure, the operation will be 

painful, but you’ll be better off without her.” 

I guess it was so I could listen to his awful comparisons. 

“Can you please not use similes when you’re explaining 

stuff to me?  Especially when you’re comparing the woman I love 

to a disgusting viral infection?” 

“I was thinking off the top of my head.  It was all I could 

come up with.”  He shrugged.  “I think it’s not bad for a 

photographer.” 

I laughed.  He tried again. 

“How about she’s like gangrene, and we have to amputate?”   

“That is not an improvement.” 

“You’re dying inside and need open heart surgery?”   

“Now that sounds accurate,” I said. 

“Okay, Operation Open Heart Surgery has begun,” Jake said.  

“Let the ladies beware: Mark’s on the prowl.” 

“Shut up.  And where’s that running group information?”  I 

said, holding out my hand. 

 

*** 

 



As I walked into my apartment, I threw my stuff in the 

closet and went to take a shower.  I pulled my phone out of my 

pocket and checked for texts.  Jake had already sent me one. 

 

Hey, Mark. 

Thought of this song — one of Will’s recommendations — 

called "Let Her Go" by Passenger.  After our talk today, it 

seemed appropriate.  Check it out. 

Jake 

 

I pulled up the video on my phone and watched it all the 

way through.  I sighed and wondered if I was making the right 

decision.   

Of course I am.  That song totally describes my situation 

exactly.  The song said - never to touch.  Well, I sure wasn’t 

going to get to touch Laila.  I guess I had loved her too much.  

Still did. 

But it was time to stop. 

To tell the truth, I didn’t know if I could. 

But I was going to try anyway. 

It was time to let her go. 

  



 

CHAPTER THREE 

Not Friends 

Laila 

I pulled open the door to Cecilia’s, which is the 

restaurant I work for.  Cecilia — my best friend, Miranda’s 

sister — had hired me to manage her website, social media, and 

the marketing and promotions for the business.   

I was continuing with the innovations she had started 

before she got too busy and successful to do it all herself.  It 

was a fascinating job, and I loved it.  But this morning, I 

didn’t feel like being here.  Cecilia let me work where I 

wanted.  There was an extra office that I used when I was at the 

restaurant: more often than not, I worked from home. 

But Cecilia and I had scheduled a meeting, so I had to come 

in today.  And I so didn’t want to.  Cecilia would know that 

something was wrong with me.  And I didn’t want to talk about it 

because like Miranda said — there was nothing there.  So nothing 

was gone.  And there was nothing to talk about. 

Why did I feel like shit then? 

I turned and locked the door again, making my way through 

the tables to the back.  The restaurant wasn’t open yet, but 

Cecilia was expecting me; that was why she had left the door 

open. 



“Laila?” she said from her office. 

“Yeah, it’s me.  I’ll be right there.  Just have to run to 

the bathroom.” 

“K.” 

I went into the staff washroom and used the toilet.  Then I 

washed my hands and stared at myself in the mirror.  The makeup 

hadn’t helped.  I looked horrible.  I had hardly slept.  There 

were big bags under my eyes.  It was ridiculous.  Cecilia would 

see that I looked like I hadn’t slept all night, and she would 

ask why.   

What was I supposed to tell her?  Because yesterday a guy 

who I’m not dating, looked at me sadly and kissed me in a way 

that felt final and I freaked out and not slept all night for 

crying?  How stupid was that?  How stupid was I for doing that?  

I huffed out a breath.  Pull yourself together, Laila.  Maybe 

she won’t notice. 

I walked into Cecilia’s office and sat down in the chair 

next to hers at the big curved desk shaped like an L.  She 

doesn’t believe in that whole across-the-desk-boss sort of 

mentality.  When she meets with people, she sits beside them or 

across from them but on the same side of the desk.  It’s subtle 

but makes a big difference.  She’s so brilliant with people. 

“Hey, how’s it…” Her bright smile fell, and her greeting 

trailed off as she got a look at me.  Fuck, I must look worse 



than I thought.  And that was saying something because I had 

thought I had looked pretty bad. 

“Laila?” 

“I’m fine, Cecilia,” I said.  “Let’s go over the numbers 

for this month.” 

She sat silently, her head tilted to the side, studying me 

like I was some sort of strange animal.  I looked at her and 

marvelled again at how pretty she was.  So fine boned.  Her 

straight brown hair always falling just right, not like my wavy 

locks that always seemed to be escaping.  Her brown eyes held 

compassion and also concern. 

“Fine?” 

“Okay, I’m not fine.  But I don’t want to talk about it.  

How’s that?  Because there’s nothing for me to be not fine 

about.  Okay?” 

“Okay,” she said, sounding like she was agreeing because 

she wanted to appease the mad woman. 

The meeting went a little late, and I was just walking in 

the front door when my phone rang.  Mark usually called around 

lunch to see if we were going to get together.  I fumbled with 

my things, trying to get into my purse before it went to the 

message. 

I grabbed the phone and hit accept just in time. 

“Mark?” I said, breathless.  I leaned against the door, 



shutting it. 

“Hey, Laila,” he said, but he sounded weird.  Not like he 

usually does. 

“Hey, I’m just getting in, had a meeting with Cecilia.” 

“Oh.” 

There was silence.  What was going on?  Finally he spoke. 

“Laila…” 

“Yeah?” 

“We can’t be friends anymore.” 

I froze — literally.  There was no movement in my body.  No 

breathing.  No blinking.  I’m sure my heart even stopped 

beating. 

“What?” I said, so softly I was sure he wouldn’t hear.  The 

sound of him swallowing and clearing his throat came across the 

line. 

“I can’t do this anymore.  You… you know how I feel about 

you.  I can’t do it anymore.  It’s just too hard.” 

“What does that mean, we can’t be friends?” I said, knowing 

my voice sounded a little desperate.  “We hang out with all the 

same people.” 

“I know, I know.  And obviously, it’s not like we’re not 

going to talk or anything like that.  But we can’t hang out 

anymore like we used to.  If we see each other at a get-

together, that’s fine of course, but no more of what we’ve been 



doing.” 

“Okay,” I said, not knowing how else to answer.  He had 

dropped a bomb on me, and I was totally shell-shocked. 

“Laila,” he said, his voice almost pleading now.  “I’m 

sorry.” 

I nodded, though he couldn’t see. 

“Me too.” 

There was silence again. 

“Goodbye, Mark.” 

“Goodbye, Laila.” 

There was the sound of his phone cutting off.  I slid down 

the door until I was sitting on the floor.  I clicked the phone 

off and then by accident bumped it, so it woke up again.  I 

stared at it.   

I had a picture of us on my lock screen.  Our whole group 

of friends had gone camping together in the summer, and Mark and 

I had taken a selfie with the mountains behind us. 

I loved it because he had wrapped his arm around my 

shoulders, and we looked like a happy couple.  A couple.  What a 

joke.  I hit my head against the door several times until it 

started to hurt.  I wasn’t ready to process what he had said, 

yet.  I was still numb — in shock.   

I must have sat there for half an hour before I finally got 

up and took off my outdoor clothes.  Then I went and sat on the 



couch.  When the doorbell rang, I just felt confused.  Who would 

be ringing my doorbell? 

I went to the door and opened it. 

“Hi, Laila.” 

It was my cousin — Maggie.  And she was carrying an 

overnight bag.  She was a tiny woman — petite, blonde — the 

total opposite of me.  She always looked like she would break if 

you knocked her over, but she was actually strong.  She could 

lift heavy stuff you’d never imagine she could just by looking 

at her. 

“You remember that you said I could stay over this 

weekend?”  I just stared at her.  “Remember, we were going to 

have a girls night? 

I didn’t. 

“Are you okay?  You look… bad.” 

Maggie doesn’t beat around the bush. 

“Can I come in?” she said.  “Or on second thought, I can 

stay somewhere else.  Don’t even worry about it, okay, Laila?” 

She turned and was going down the steps when I finally 

found my voice. 

“No wait, Maggie.  I’m sorry.  Come back.” 

She turned and gazed back at me, her blue eyes barely 

showing the mountain of hurt that I knew she was feeling right 

then.  She looked at me the way a puppy whose been kicked must 



look at the person who kicked them. 

“Please come back.  I’ve had a shock.  Please come in, and 

I’ll explain.” 

“Are you sure?” she said, still not coming back up the 

walk. 

“I’m so sure, Mags.  Please.  I’m sorry.  I’m not myself.” 

She turned then, but she still hesitated. 

“I want you to stay.  Weren’t we going to have popcorn and 

watch a movie?  And I’ll make us pancakes in the morning.” 

Maggie loved my pancakes.  Hey, I was Italian.  If I wasn’t 

going to promise food to get her to come in, what else would I 

use?   

My cousin was younger than me by one year, and she was a 

hard nut to crack.  With me, she was frank, outspoken, and 

hilariously funny — a super awesome person.  But when she got 

around other people, she went into her shell, and she became the 

invisible woman.  My friends could hardly remember her name. 

And she was so easily hurt.  She took everything 

personally.  As if she were somehow to blame for me having a 

crisis and being rude to her.  If someone looked at her the 

wrong way, it festered in her soul for days.  I didn’t know if 

she would recover from my slight in time for us to actually 

enjoy our weekend together. 

“Maggie, you know I love you.  Come in.  Please?” 



She came then, but her eyes didn’t have the bright, happy 

look they had when I opened the door.  Great.  Now I was 

bringing everyone down to my level of suckiness. 

“What about your famous banana bread?” she said, 

tentatively. 

“Sure, sweetie, whatever you want.  Except I can’t have any 

because I gave it up for Lent.” 

She lifted her eyebrows, but I could see she was still 

upset. 

  “Please forgive me, Maggie.  I didn’t mean to be rude.” 

“No, no.  Laila.  I’m sure it was my fault,” she said, and 

I could almost see the self-flagellation that was going on in 

her head.  I sighed.  “Let’s get you settled and have something 

to eat, Maggie.  Then we can watch a movie.” 

No matter how hard I tried to get people to use the living 

room or the other spaces in the house, somehow we always ended 

up in the kitchen.  And that’s where Maggie and I were now, 

having tea and some biscuits left over from a batch I baked a 

couple days ago.  I had grated cheese over them and warmed them 

up — they were delicious.   

The kitchen was warm and bright and clean, like always.  

And the biscuits and tea warmed my belly, even if they didn’t 

touch the chill in my soul. 

“So, what the heck was wrong with you when I got here?” 



Maggie finally got the courage up to ask. 

“You remember Mark?”  I said, turning my tea cup in 

circles, until Maggie put her hand on top to stop me from 

fidgeting. 

“Yes.  I like Mark.  He doesn’t make me feel 

uncomfortable.” 

And that’s saying something because pretty much anyone 

who’s not family makes Maggie uncomfortable. 

“Well, he said we can’t be friends anymore.” 

Her mouth dropped open. 

“But you’re such good friends.” 

I nodded. 

“He wanted to be more than friends, but we couldn’t.  So, 

he said that it was too hard, and I’m just… um… sad that I’m not 

going to get to hang out with him anymore.” 

“Sad?” she said.  “Like, aw, I missed my favorite TV show?  

Or devastated?  Like my heart’s been ripped out and torn to 

shreds?” 

She picked up her china teacup.  It had pink roses on it 

and a gold rim.  She put it to her own delicate rose-colored 

lips and took a sip.  I stared at her.  How did she know? 

“Been there, done that,” she said, setting the cup down.  

“I know how it looks.  Can see it in your eyes, Laila.  You 

think a girl like me doesn’t know unrequited love when she sees 



it?  I’ve never had any other kind.” 

“Maggie…” 

“I wondered how long it would take him to smarten up.  

You’ve been stringing him along now for what?  Two years?  

Thought maybe you’d get some sense knocked into you, but no.  Oh 

well, too bad.  It’s a shame because I could almost be myself 

with him.” 

I drew in a breath, shattered by both Maggie’s in-depth 

analysis of my situation, which she’d evidently been watching 

all along and her insults piled one on top of the other.  She 

hadn’t meant to be insulting.  She wasn’t like that.  But the 

truth laid bare did have a sort of a sting to it — yeah, like a 

six-inch hypodermic needle stabbing you through the heart. 

“You’re right,” I said.  “About everything.  But you know, 

Maggie,  you might find a way of softening your words a little 

in the future.”  I suggested.  “It might help you get along with 

people better.  Most of us don’t want the truth shoved in our 

faces like that.” 

“I know.  I do try to tone down the whole brutally honest 

thing I’ve got going on.  I thought you needed it, though.  

Maybe shake you up.  But I can tell you’re stuck in your own 

story.  Not going to change your mind, are you?” 

I shook my head. 

“What do you mean I’m stuck in my own story?” 



“This story.  Poor me.  Poor Laila.  Can’t have Mark even 

though she wants him and he wants her.  Poor CinderLaila.  Had 

to run home from the ball early and without an orgasm.  At least 

somebody loves you.  Silly girl, to waste something like that.  

And now he’s gone.  And you’re, like, so pissed at the world 

when it’s yourself you should be pissed at.  Give your own ass a 

whooping.” 

I laughed.  I couldn’t help it.  The funny thing about 

Maggie is she often isn’t trying to be amusing.  But she gives 

her little speeches, and the words sound as if they ought to be 

so expressive, but she delivers them almost completely deadpan.  

The contrast is absolutely hilarious.  That’s how she is.  And 

she’s even funnier because she isn’t trying hard. 

“You’re right, Maggie.  You always are,” I said.  “Should I 

make some popcorn and we can watch a movie?  I’ll make you your 

banana bread later.” 

“Sure,” she said.  Her eyes cut across to mine, and I knew 

something was coming.  “How about When Harry Met Sally?" 

"You bitch."  I shook my head. 

"You know it."  

  



 

CHAPTER FOUR 

Dating Again 

Mark 

Shaylyn and I sat in a booth at Cecilia’s. I was drinking 

iced tea, and she was having lemon water.   She had told me that 

she didn’t drink calories.  We were talking about running, 

having just come from the running group.  It was the second time 

I had gone, and we had clicked, so I asked her to go for a 

drink.   

She was really nice — it didn’t hurt that she was gorgeous, 

too.  Shoulder-length blond hair, blue eyes, runner’s legs, and 

a really great body.  It had been a long two years hoping that 

Laila and I were going to get together.  I hadn’t been with a 

woman in all that time.  I had to admit that maybe getting to 

that point with Shaylyn was an exciting thought.  But I pulled 

my thoughts back to what she was telling me. 

“I juice every morning, and I always make sure a third of 

my plate is vegetables,” she said, smiling.  I saw that her 

teeth were really white and wondered briefly if she used a 

whitener on them.  Laila said that those teeth whiteners have 

tons of toxic chemicals in them.  She wouldn’t touch one with a 

ten-foot pole.  I always thought she had nice teeth, never 

thought she needed to whiten them or anything. 



I blinked, realizing that I had lost the thread of the 

conversation again, because I was thinking about Laila.  I also 

kicked myself hard when I noticed that I had been thinking about 

her when I was out on a date with another woman.   

“Yeah, diet is super important when you want to start 

getting into ultramarathons,” I said, trying to refocus on the 

conversation. 

“Do you want to do that?” she said, leaning forward, her 

eyes sparkling. 

“I think I do.  I would really like to just see if I could 

do it.  Run that far for that long.  I’d probably start with 

fifty and work up to a hundred.” 

“That’s crazy.  I’ve done a few marathons, and that’s long 

enough for me — twenty-six miles is a really long way.” 

“I agree, but I feel like I need to take my running to the 

next level.” 

“Are you doing that anytime soon?  You training for that 

yet?” 

“Nah.  It’s a bit of a dream still.  But I was thinking 

maybe next year.  I’ll get a couple more marathons under my belt 

first and then start training hard next spring, maybe.” 

She nodded and finished off her water. 

“Sounds good.  Well, I have to go, Mark.  It was nice 

meeting you, and thanks for the drink.” 



“Sure.  It was a good talk,” I said.  Ask her out.  Ask her 

out.  Ask her out.  Ask her out. 

She hesitated a moment as if she were waiting for 

something. 

Ask her out.  Ask her out.  Ask her out.  Ask her out. 

But I couldn’t get the words past my lips. 

“Well, I’ll see you next week at running group?” she said. 

“Yeah, of course.  Unless you want to get together before 

that?” I managed to blurt the words past the huge block in my 

chest that was making it hard to breathe. 

She smiled, showing all her perfectly white teeth. 

“Sure.  What do you want to do?” 

“Dinner?” I said, suggesting the only thing that popped 

into my mind at that moment.  “Maybe on Tuesday?” 

“Sounds great.  Here, put your number into my phone,” she 

said, getting hers out and pulling up a new contact page.  I 

typed in my name and number.  And gave her my phone so she could 

do the same.  “Awesome, I’ll see you on Tuesday then.” 

“See you,” I said.  When she was out the door, I collapsed 

against the back of the booth.   

Cecilia was walking by with the coffee pot, and once she 

had made her rounds to the other tables, she sat down across 

from me. 

She raised her eyebrows and just looked at me. 



“Hey, Cecilia,” I said, feeling tired and not up to this 

conversation.  Why had I brought Shaylyn here? 

“Hey, Mark.  What’s up?” 

I tilted my head. 

“That was Shaylyn.  Not that it’s any of your business.” 

“You’ve got a new girl, and it’s not my business.  Hmph.”  

She sounded insulted. 

“I didn’t mean it like that.” 

“You meant that you don’t want Laila to know,” she said, 

looking at me speculatively. 

“No,” I said a little too loudly.  “It’s not that.  I don’t 

care if she knows.  And I don’t have to ask her who I can go out 

with.  I’m not hiding it from anyone.  That was our first date.  

There’s nothing to tell yet.”  I was being defensive, but I 

couldn’t seem to help it. 

“Did you ask her out again?” 

“Cecilia.” 

“Not that it’s any of my business,” she said. 

“Not that it’s any of your business, but yes, I did.  And 

she agreed.  We’re going for dinner on Tuesday.  Is that enough 

gossip to feed you vultures?” 

“Mark, don’t be pissy.  If you wanted to hide her, you 

wouldn’t have come to my restaurant.” 

Her statement was accurate, but she was getting on my 



nerves.  I like Cecilia — she’s a brilliant woman and sweet to 

go along with it.  But her teasing was rubbing me the wrong way 

today.  I was still too nervous and uncomfortable to be able to 

bear any ridicule, however good natured. 

“Sorry, Cecilia.  I’m not used to this whole dating thing.  

Okay?  Now leave me alone.  I have to go.  Can I have the 

check?” 

She smiled ignoring my rude comment.  She knew me well 

enough to know I didn’t really mean it. 

“It’s covered, Mark.  Don’t worry about it,” she said.  And 

I smiled apologetically, feeling sorry now that I had been short 

with her.   

“Thanks, Ceci.” 

“How about I let you introduce Miss Goldie your way?  I 

won’t tell anyone before you do. Why don’t you bring her to our 

place on Friday?  We’re playing cards, so there will be 

something to do.  That makes it less awkward for a new person, 

right?  She could meet everyone.” 

I groaned. 

“After only two dates?  You must be crazy.  She’ll never go 

out with me again once she meets you people.” 

Cecilia laughed. 

“It’s up to you.  Laila already said she isn’t coming, so 

you wouldn’t have to worry about her.” 



“I’m not worried about her, Cecilia,” I said.  But we both 

knew it was a lie.  “I’ll think about it.  Should I let you know 

if we are?” 

“Nah, just show up.  It’s casual.  We’re just having chips 

and beer and cards.  The usual.” 

“I’ll think about it.” 

She nodded. 

“See you. 

“See you, Cecilia.  And thanks for the drinks.” 

“No problem,” she said and went into the kitchen, taking 

the cold pot of coffee with her, no doubt to pour it into the 

sink, so she could make a fresh pot — she had been sitting with 

me for a few minutes. 

I thought for a moment about bringing Shaylyn to the card 

game.  No way.  That was way too much too soon. 

 

*** 

 

But it turned out not to be.  We went for dinner on 

Tuesday, to a movie on Wednesday, and for a run on Thursday.  

When I suggested cards with my friends on Friday, she was all 

for it.  It seemed like she liked me as much as I liked her.   

We had similar interests — running, eating healthy, that 

sort of thing.  We never seemed to run out of conversation, so I 



took that as a good sign.  She was a truly nice person, and we 

were getting along great. 

Like, after the movie on Wednesday, we had gone for frozen 

yogurt, and somehow we had ended up talking about our favourite 

books.  She was a diehard Jane Austen and Diana Gabaldon fan.  

Me, I'm more along the lines of Isaac Asimov, Stephen King, and 

Charles Dickens.  We were arguing about how there was a reason 

that my favourite authors were all guys and hers were all girls.  

It was a goofy conversation, but we were enjoying it, I guess.   

Then all of a sudden I stepped back from the scene, and I 

could feel that I was just playing a role.  It was as if I had 

put on a persona for her, to impress her or make her think I was 

smart or something.  I never had to act like this with Laila. 

But I really was having a good time.  Shaylyn was amazing.  

There had even been a moment when we might have kissed if I had 

pushed it.  I was a bit giddy - like a teenager getting to hang 

out with the person they have a crush on.  Maybe I was falling 

in love with her.  Who knows? 

But if so, then why did I still feel empty?  Shouldn’t she 

be starting to fill the aching hole in my chest?  Maybe it would 

just take time.  You don’t get over someone in one day, right? 

I hoped that hanging out with my friends would help, 

especially if Laila was not going to be there.  I definitely 

wouldn’t be going if she was.  And I would for sure not be 



taking the woman I was dating.  It would be way too tense. 

I didn’t know what was going on in Laila’s head or heart, 

but I did know that she was not as indifferent to me as all 

those nos made her seem.  And I wasn’t about to put all of us in 

a painful situation if I didn’t have to. 

 

*** 

 

When Shaylyn and I walked into Will and Cecilia's apartment 

on Friday night, we were greeted very politely.  Apparently, no 

one quite knew how to act with this new person.  I jumped right 

in with the introductions, hoping to get the awkward bit over 

quickly.  

“So, everybody, this is Shaylyn.  Shaylyn, this is Cecilia 

and Will." 

She shook their hands. 

"Hello.  Nice to meet you." 

"Hey," Cecilia said.  Will just smiled and shook her hand. 

 "And I've mentioned Jake before, and this is Miranda.” 

“Jake, nice to meet you.  Mark has talked about you quite a 

bit.” 

Jake looked at me. 

“Only the good, I hope,” he said. 

Shaylyn laughed, it was like a bell ringing, and I saw 



Miranda’s eyes get wide as she took in the beautiful form and 

melodic voice of my date — seeming to notice her for the first 

time. 

“Nice to meet you, Shaylyn,” Miranda said, extending her 

hand.  The two women shook, and I could see her mentally 

comparing Shaylyn to her best friend.  Whatever.  I didn’t care.  

Well, not much anyway. 

As I stood at the counter, helping myself to a beer, I was 

having second thoughts about coming here with Shaylyn.  Maybe I 

shouldn’t have brought her after all.  I wasn’t sure why but I 

was suddenly filled with dread.   

But Will had already brought Shaylyn a drink, and Cecilia 

was giving her the tour of the apartment.  We couldn’t leave 

now. 

Jake came over and grabbed a beer too.  We leaned on the 

counter, not saying anything for a few minutes. 

“So, you brought her?” 

“Yeah.” 

“How’s it going?” he said, taking a drink of his beer.  I 

watched his eyes light up as he watched his girlfriend, Miranda, 

talking with Will.  She was a fiery redhead, with a thin body — 

small breasts — not my kind of girl.  But then she’s not mine, 

she’s Jake’s, and he likes her just fine as far as I can tell.  

It was nice to see him finally happy after he had his heart 



broken by that bitch, Marsha, two weeks before their wedding.  I 

tore myself away from my thoughts enough to answer his question. 

“Good, good,” I said a little vacantly.  “We get along 

great.  And she’s really pretty.  Very nice, too.  And we have a 

lot in common…”  I stopped as I realized I sounded like a 

commercial for the Mark and Shaylyn relationship.  Jake looked 

away from Miranda and just raised his eyebrows, saying nothing. 

“It was your idea.” 

“I just suggested that you get… “  He looked around to see 

if anyone was overhearing our conversation.  Miranda was talking 

with Will near the piano, and he was playing her something, so 

they weren’t listening.  And Cecilia and Shaylyn were still in 

the other room.  “…the other one out of your head.  And that the 

best way to do that would be to replace her.” 

“Well, I’m trying.” 

“And you didn’t really answer my question.  How’s that 

working out for you?  And give me the real answer this time.” 

I took a drink and let the cold, bubbly liquid slide down 

my throat before I responded. 

“It took you two years before you could even look at 

another woman after Marsha.” I felt the need to point this out. 

“That’s true.” 

“And it’s only been a week or so.” 

“Yep.” 



“So, that’s probably why I’m still all screwed up, I 

guess.” 

His eyes cut over to me, his face expressionless. 

“I didn’t mean that you should mess with some girl, Mark.  

I really thought you might be able to get her out of your head 

by spending time with someone else.  But if it’s not working, 

you shouldn’t string that girl along.  Remember how it felt when 

Laila did that to you.” 

“In her defense, I don’t think Laila did it intentionally.” 

“And did it hurt less because it wasn’t intentional?” he 

said. 

“Point taken.” 

“I’m just wondering if you should go ahead with this after 

all.  Maybe it wasn’t a good idea.” 

“What wasn’t a good idea?” Miranda said, coming over from 

where she had left Will. 

Both of us were silent. 

“Oh, it’s like that, is it?  Best friend stuff?  I get it.  

How’s the new book coming, Mark?” she said, pretend-cheerful.  

She was clearly annoyed, but I would gladly take the out.  I was 

definitely not going to discuss Laila with Miranda, who appeared 

to be quite prickly about the subject. 

“Nearly done.  It’s taking a little longer than I had 

anticipated, but I have to make it the best that I can even if I 



miss a deadline.” 

She smiled. 

“I know the feeling.  I’ve been up late every night this 

week working on a new batch of songs.” 

Miranda was a bit of a star in the musical theatre world.  

She had played the lead in two movie musicals that had done very 

well, and she had just landed a third part. 

Will began playing, and everyone went to the living room 

area of their open-concept apartment, drawn to the music like 

flies to honey.  I’m not even a big fan of the piano, but when 

he plays, you can’t not listen.  I liked most of his stuff — had 

bought a few of his albums to support him and because I really 

enjoyed his playing and singing. 

The music on the piano started out quiet with a few soft 

chords repeating, then his voice came in with the verse.  He's 

got a really mellow style that I like for just chilling out.  I 

moved a little, so that I could see his hands playing.  

Halfway through, Miranda's sweet high voice came in, and 

she sang harmony on the chorus.  I didn't know if they'd 

practised or she had just picked it up and was improvising, but 

whatever they were doing, it was beautiful.  We were all 

transfixed.  When he finished, everyone applauded. 

“What’s that song, Will?” I said. 

Sometimes when I heard him play an amazing song at their 



place, I would go find his recording of it and download it. 

“A new one I’m working on.  It’s not finished yet.” 

“Oh, wow.  Let me know when it’s out then.  I’ll want to 

get that one for sure. 

“And Mark doesn’t even like the piano,” Miranda said. 

I turned a little red. 

“No offense, Will.  Although that’s not quite what I said.” 

“No offense taken.  I don’t like reading much either.  You 

offended?” 

“No,” I said. Everyone laughed. 

“That’s not even true, Mark,” Cecilia, who was standing 

behind me, whispered in my ear.  “He’s got all your books and 

loves them.” 

I winked at her. 

“And I suppose if you like some songs on the piano, then 

that doesn’t mean you don’t like the piano, only that you don’t 

like most songs you hear on the piano,” Will pointed out. 

I nodded.  He was right. 

“Should we get the card game going then?” Will said.  He 

interlaced his fingers and stretched out his arms, making a 

couple knuckles crack.  “I’m in the mood to kick some ass.” 

“Have you ever played Moogle, Shaylyn?” Cecilia said, as we 

all pulled out chairs at their dining table that sat eight. 

“Moogle?  I don’t think so.” 



Will looked up and frowned.  He was a major card player. 

“But you play cards?” he said. 

“Yeah, I used to play lots when I was a teenager,” Shaylyn 

said. 

“Moogle is what Cecilia insists we call it.  It’s known in 

less-proper circles as Screw Your Neighbour.”   

Cecilia winced. 

“Oh,” Shaylyn said, understanding dawning on her perfect 

face.  “Yeah.  I know how to play Screw Your Neighbour.”  

Cecilia winced again. 

Will was just starting to deal when there was a knock at 

the door.  He looked at his fiancée. 

“You expecting someone?” he said. 

She shook her head, getting up to answer it. 

A moment later, Laila and her cousin walked in. 

“We changed our mind, Ceese.  You got room at the table for 

two more?”  she said, pulling off her jacket and hanging it on a 

hook.  Then she turned around.  The first thing her eyes landed 

on was me. 

She stared at me with those gorgeous brown eyes open wide 

in surprise, and I felt my heart do a funny flip-flop.  I know 

it was a horrible thing to do with Shaylyn sitting right there 

beside me, but I couldn’t look away.   

And neither could she. 


