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Chapter One
 
“Open this door, Jon. I’m here to take my wife home.”
Ian? Ian! Julia leaped off Jonathan’s lap, heart jackhammering her ribs and shaking her entire body. He’d returned for her! She let her eyes meet Jonathan’s for just a brief moment before she tore them away. It was too painful. His face registered… fear? She couldn’t be sure, but she’d never seen his eyes like that before, and she couldn’t bear to look at them any longer. 
She tried to dig inside herself and dredge up antagonistic feelings for the man beside her, but she just couldn’t do it. Not anymore, not with all her new information. Love. Desperation. Heartache. Jonathan was no more wicked than the rest of them.
She glanced back at the pounding door, and she sensed the burn of Jonathan’s eyes on her. She clenched her fists. It also wasn’t fair to have to stuff down her joy. Her husband was outside! As soon as she took a step forward, Jonathan rose and stormed towards it, baring his teeth. She cringed and retreated, cradling her arms around her body.
Pure venom dripped from the man who’d held her so tenderly just moments before. He said he loved her. He twisted her reality into firmer knots. She stepped back a few more paces when Jonathan flung the door open. She had a sudden desire to run away as she flashed back to that convoluted day so many months ago. The tables had turned. Jonathan was now the angry one, times a thousand. He looked ready to annihilate then self-destruct.
“Well, look who’s here,” Jonathan said.
His voice was too even-keeled; it didn’t match the jagged waves rolling off of him, and that only made her more nervous. Her teeth chattered. Jonathan was liable to blow any second, and she didn’t want to witness it. She wasn’t one of those girls who enjoyed watching two men fight over her. She hugged herself tighter.
“Thank you for caring for her, but I can take it from here. She’ll be coming home with me now.”
“Is that so?” Jonathan barricaded himself in front of the door, and she peeked around his imposing form to catch a glimpse from where she stood. Her heart tugged at her. The man she loved was mere feet away, and he hadn’t abandoned her after all. “And how do you know that’s what Julia wants?”
Ian stepped up and swung his arm straight out to push Jonathan aside. “Julia?”
Oh, God, she silently pleaded. Please, don’t let there be a fight. Her first instinct upon hearing Ian’s voice had been relief, but it’d all changed to confusion. She’d already resigned to the fact that he wasn’t coming back, and then he just arrived as if nothing ever happened. She sank to the ground and clutched her knees to her chest. The air was thick black smoke invading her lungs, her brain, her everything.
She questioned herself – why wasn’t she running to the door and into his arms? If that was what she truly wanted, Jonathan wouldn’t stop her. His endearment turned it all upside down, spinning her head. Jonathan loved her. Ian loved her and wanted her to come home. She loved Ian, but he had abandoned her. She wasn’t a commodity to be traded.
Outrage seeped in, tinged with bleakness. Julia dropped her head to her knees and closed her eyes. She wanted to go back to a year ago when they were newly married. Before any of this existed. Before Jonathan was alive in her mind. It was just the two of them, and they were so blissfully happy. If she could warn her past self, she would plead with her to be stronger.
“Angel?” Her heart was in a vise grip, and tears filled her eyes. She craved him desperately, and she wanted to forget this week ever happened. But she just couldn’t. Ian adored her, but he’d also devastated her. “Let’s go home, love.”
A drop fell on her knee, running down her thigh. She picked up her head to see Jonathan’s body still blocking the door; his face turned towards her. Her husband had hurt him too.
“Damn it, Jon. Step aside.”
Jonathan swiveled back towards him. “You left her too long to make demands.” Julia started to tremble. There was rancid blood here, and she didn’t want to be involved. Too late for that. She wiped her eyes. She wasn’t a little girl anymore, and she couldn’t hide underneath the covers.
“Yes, and it was intended to be temporary. I fucked up, Jon, and I’m here to make things right.”
Her body grew rigid. Ian rarely cursed in regular conversation, and it sounded foreign. But then, this wasn’t exactly a regular conversation. This was a horrible mistake. A convoluted triangle. The language was the least of her issues.
Jonathan laughed, low and bitter. “Ian to the rescue. How much longer before you toss her for good this time – a week, month? How about you just leave now and save yourself the trouble of dirtying those pretty hands.”
Ian gripped Jonathan’s arm, getting in his face. The tightness in his eyes was apparent from where she huddled. Her husband was keeping it together, but for how much longer?
“I’m warning you, Jon. I’m not fucking around.”
“No, you reserve that for your women.”
Before she could blink, Ian had Jonathan slammed against the wall. It happened at breakneck speed, a blur of fury right in front of her.
“Stop!” she yelled. “Isn’t anyone going to bother asking me what I want?” She let the tension permeate her and bring out everything she had. “Stop, please. For me.” She’d use any advantage she had to stop the conflict.
Ian released his grip and stepped back. She exhaled slowly but realized it wasn’t over. It was far from over. Her stomach rolled. They continued glaring at each other as if ready to strike at the slightest provocation. Both men were of equal size, and any altercation between them would not end well.
To her relief, Ian turned away from Jonathan and faced her. Her insides melted. Her beautiful husband who’d left her in an ugly situation. It wasn’t fair to her, even if she’d deserved it.
“Do you want to leave?” Jonathan asked while Ian studied her. “Did you ever think she might not want that, Ian?”
She glanced at Jonathan before lowering her lids. She couldn’t look him in the eyes. They were filled with suffering, and all she could think about was what her husband had done to him all those years ago. Sympathizing with him was never part of the plan. Ian came over and crouched down, and her body warmed.
“I’m so sorry, angel.”
He smelled familiar. He smelled like the home she so badly wanted to return to, but she resisted that urge. He wrapped his arms around her, and she instinctively leaned into him, resting her eyes completely. His body comforted her, and she wanted him. Only him. But she was hurt and angry and in shambles. Julia let him hold her because it felt right, amongst all the wrong, but that didn’t mean she forgot what he did to her.
“You need to get something clear,” Ian said. His tone was cautionary, and it prickled the back of her neck. She blinked her eyes open to see him staring at Jonathan, not her as she’d incorrectly assumed. “You may have had her body, but that’s all you’ve had. You didn’t get the most important part of her, and you never will. I have all of her, and you do not. So never speak to me again about what you think she may or may not want.”
Ian’s voice made her shiver, and she was glad it wasn’t directed at her. Everything he’d told Jonathan was true; although, it was a little presumptuous to be so cocksure. How did he know what she gave to Jonathan during the week? She glanced over at Jonathan, detecting his visible reaction to Ian’s words. Her heart crumbled. Jonathan knew it was true too, and she could see the knife plunge a little deeper, making the wound wider.
None of them were immune to trauma that day, and she just wanted it over. Jonathan leaned against the wall and watched her. It tore her apart, ripping to the core. There wasn’t one ounce of pleasure to be gained through his pain. She fluttered her eyes, letting them drop.
“Are you ready to go home?” Ian said.
He rocked her gently, his fingers stroking her hair. What did she want? She knew she wanted her husband, never wanted him to let go, but she was disillusioned. As Jonathan said, he’d left her too long. She was so tired. So hungry. It wasn’t okay for Ian to think he could drop her off and retrieve her whenever he wished. He called her his world, but the actions didn’t jibe. Julia plucked at every bit of resolve inside her and held firm.
“No.”
He froze. “No?”
She was contributing more woe to the room, but she also felt she didn’t have a choice. “I’m sorry,” she whispered, “I can’t. I’m not ready.”
But, she couldn’t stay there either. She couldn’t manage to be around Jonathan or Ian right now. She was physically unsteady and couldn’t even attempt a decision until her body recovered. She considered her parents – for two seconds. Staying there was not an option. Her goal was less stress, not more. She didn’t know Ana well enough yet to invite herself over. If there was ever a time she needed a girlfriend, this was it. 
Her hand traveled into her – Jonathan’s – shorts’ pocket and clasped the crumpled paper. Ian hadn’t even commented on the sight of another man’s clothes falling off her frame. But why should he? It’s not as if he had the right after leaving her with nothing.
“I need to use a phone.” Both men stared at her. “Jacqueline told me to call if I needed anything. Well, I need something now. A place to stay.”
Ian’s eyes were sad. “Julia….”
“No, Ian, I told you I can’t go home. Not yet. And I can’t stay here either.”
Contacting Jacqueline was the only choice she felt capable of making right then, but at least she was making one, and it was all her own. If she followed Ian into that car, she’d be faced with more decisions she couldn’t deal with. Despite the fact that he was her husband, despite the fact that she wanted nothing more than to go home, something urged her to remain steadfast. She couldn’t be thrown away and collected whenever the mood suited him.
“Can I please just have a phone, someone?” Julia said louder this time. She didn’t care where it came from, as long as she got one. The atmosphere was sticky, and she couldn’t shake it off. Neither was lifting a finger to help, yet both men claimed to love her. She smacked her forehead on her knee and peered out between strands falling over her face. Her eyes made contact with Jonathan first.
“I’ll call her for you,” he said, plowing his fingers through his hair. “Fuck,” he muttered underneath his breath, pacing from the room.
“Baby, please listen to me,” Ian said. “I was wrong, and I need the chance to explain.” His fingertips glided over the side of her face, and she drew into him, then retreated. She missed his touch so badly, but she couldn’t do it. There was a hole inside. He sighed. “I’ll give you another day. If you’re still not ready to come home, I’ll respect that, but I can’t let more than a day go by without any clarification. I have to show you how sorry I am and how we can move forward.”
She nodded. “One day.” She could accept that. She’d have to be more receptive to listening then; she certainly couldn’t be any worse. Julia hugged herself tightly as her stomach cramped. What did moving forward mean – forward together or forward apart?
And which option would she be forced to choose?



Chapter Two
 
Jacqueline arrived much quicker than expected. Had it really only been a few short hours since Julia last saw her? This had to be one of the longest days of her life. Ian never released his hold on her. They were still linked together on the floor when Jacqueline strolled through the door, not bothering to ring this time. Jonathan was nowhere to be seen.
Julia zoomed in on her sunglass-covered eyes. “Thank you,” she said.
“Of course, sweetie. I made you that offer for a reason.”
Jacqueline cocked her head back and forth, appearing to be surveying the situation, and Julia felt a rush of gratitude. Jacqueline had come through for her as promised. 
“Are you absolutely sure about this?” Ian whispered in her ear.
No, she wasn’t. She wanted to go home, but instead, she nodded. Julia rose, and Ian came with her. She felt ridiculous and wished for her own clothes back. Where the heck was Jonathan? Her shoulders slumped. No, it was probably better not to see him.
“I hear you need a place to stay,” Jacqueline said, and she nodded again, relieved that she already had the details. Jonathan had made it easier for her. “She’ll be fine with me, Ian.”
Julia didn’t have to look at Ian’s face to know the expression coated over it. Her purpose wasn’t to get back at him or hurt him in any way. She wasn’t even upset at the moment – not at herself for failing him, not at Ian for abandoning her, not at Jonathan for manipulating and then wrenching on her heartstrings. She was just… exhausted. Drained dry inside and out.
His lips grazed her forehead. “I love you, angel.”
“I love you too.”
Jacqueline was right at her side when Julia made a move towards the door. “Go home, Ian,” Jacqueline said. “I’ll be there shortly to pick up her things.”
Her things sounded wonderful. She followed Jacqueline out while Ian remained inside, causing a flash of panic. Why would he stay? She couldn’t come up with one good reason, but the energy wasn’t there to fight it.
Julia squinted against the bright spring sun as her eyes roved over Jacqueline’s cute red car. An area she knew absolutely nothing about but figured it had to be worth way more than her half-completed college education.
Jacqueline opened the passenger side door and lovingly rubbed the leather seat. “My new baby. Have a seat. You’re the first one to ride in it.”
She was nervous to sit down. What if she scuffed it? She glanced at Jacqueline only to receive an easygoing smile. Relaxing, she slid in and buckled up. The warmth on her back soothed her, and she rested her eyes. She could have sworn it’d only been the span of a blink, but when she opened them again, they were pulling in. It was a quick drive, but still….
“Are you hungry, honey?”
“Yes.” Ravenous was more like it. Her stomach made a long, rumbling noise, and Jacqueline laughed.
“I wish I could say cooking’s my thing, but I’m afraid it’s not. But I’ll tell you what I can do. I’ll grab us some sandwiches on the way back. Until then, make yourself at home. Not sure what I have in the kitchen, but feel free to rummage around for a snack.”
“Okay. Thank you.”
They got out of the car and headed up the stone path. This would be her third time inside the house, and hopefully, the charm. When Julia left this time, she wanted it to be on a positive note since the others hadn’t worked out so well. It’d be nice to replace all the unfavorable memories. She shook her head in disbelief; she was just stunned to be there at all. 
They crossed the threshold, and she saw the place in a whole new light. It didn’t even look the same in the daytime without dozens of people filling the space. When they entered the spacious living room, the first thing that jumped out at her was the large portrait hanging on the wall. Julia would never be able to look at it again with a closed mouth.
Jonathan: the artist.
Once again, a strange feeling crept over her, not like jealousy, but not unlike it either. What would a portrait of her look like? She couldn’t help wondering, and she also couldn’t deny it. He was very talented.
She glimpsed over at Jacqueline. “Jonathan told me what happened… between the two of you. I know he painted this.” She confirmed it with a nod, and Julia focused back on the portrait. “Do you also know everything that happened between him and me?”
“I know a lot. More than you probably think.” She doubted that. Julia was already convinced Jacqueline knew everything. “And more than Ian does. Unless he heard it from you, of course.”
Julia swiveled her head around and stared at her. She wasn’t sure what to say. Was Jacqueline letting her know that she hadn’t exposed all her transgressions, even ones she was privy to? Her eyes didn’t hold a trace of deceit. Had they always looked so kind?
“It also went further than I ever thought it would,” Jacqueline said softly.
It was Julia’s turn to confirm. “Yes,” she said, letting out a long breath.
Julia plopped down on the nearest chair and sank into the buttery leather, imagining her mother hyperventilating over it. Just stepping one foot inside this house would spur a sermon on the evils of indulgence. But hadn’t Julia also felt that way at first? Not evil, just too… extravagant. Ian had money too; he just didn’t express it in the same way. But, really, in the greater scheme of things, who cared if Jacqueline’s chair cost more than her father’s car? And who cared how she earned that money? Well, that may still take a little time to wrap her head around, but it wasn’t any of her business anyway.
“I’m sorry, honey. I need to stop chatting and get you some food. Right after I pick up your stuff. Any requests?”
“Clothes.” That was all she cared about at the moment. She snuggled into the chair; it was heavenly.
“Done. I’ll be back before you know it.”
With Jacqueline gone, she considered checking out the kitchen, but when she braced her hands on the soft arms and tried propelling herself forward, it wasn’t happening. She dropped them back on her lap, too comfortable to get up. She could wait to eat. Her eyelids sagged. So, so tired.
“Julia?”
She jolted. There was a hand on her shoulder. “Ian?” Through blurry vision, Julia detected auburn. No, not Ian. She rubbed her eyes. “Did you forget something?”
Jacqueline laughed. “No. I told you I wouldn’t be long.”
What? She scrubbed her face briskly. It was becoming way too easy to fall asleep at the drop of a hat. Jacqueline dragged over a table from the middle of the room and set the food down. Several bags worth and it all smelled delicious.
“What can I get you to drink?”
“Just water, please.”
Julia didn’t hesitate to pull out the huge slabs of foil-covered bliss. Her hunger screamed at her, overtaking good manners. Jacqueline brought back more than enough, and Julia couldn’t wait to get started.
“I wasn’t sure what you’d like so I got a wide assortment.” She set two bottles on the table and pointed at the different sandwiches. “Roast beef. Turkey and Swiss. Pastrami. Chicken salad. Veggie.”
Wow. “Everything’s great. I really appreciate it.” Julia opened up the veggie and took a monster bite. Avocado tasted perfect right then. She happily munched away while Jacqueline carried over a duffle bag. Ian’s. 
“Enough clothes to last awhile and” – she pulled out Julia’s cell – “your phone and charger.” That had completely slipped her mind, but she was so glad to have it. Jacqueline shook her head. “I don’t know what he was thinking leaving you without it,” she muttered under her breath, taking a sip of water.
“How was he when you went there?” Julia asked just as quietly.
“About how I’d expect, but he’s grateful you’re no longer at Jon’s.”
She snapped her head up. “But… he’s the one who brought me there! Brought me and left me. I didn’t even think he was coming back.” She spilled it out as quickly as it came into her mind.
“I know. That was supremely asinine on his part, and that’s putting it kindly.”
Julia thought about confiding the ways she had disappointed him to begin with, but no, she didn’t want to talk about that. She took another bite, washing it down. Even Jacqueline’s water tasted fancy.
“He’s coming to pick you up tomorrow midafternoon. He’ll let you know when he’s on his way. You’re welcome to stay here as long as you’d like, but I do agree with his need to explain.”
Julia nodded. She loved him. She missed him. She also wanted to see him and communicate. But, she also had an urge to be away from him too. That scared her, and she didn’t understand it. It felt good to have a woman to talk to, even if she didn’t feel like divulging everything. She wondered if her suspicions towards Jacqueline were still there at all, lingering in the shadows, ready to strike, or if they’d packed up and left forever.
“I know you’re going through some difficult times, and it feels like a thousand pound rock landed on your chest.” Julia nodded. It was a struggle to breathe. “I’ve lived that story too. Maybe not word for word, but I’ve been there. I can relate. And I also happen to be a pretty good listener.”
Julia smiled. She often forgot Jacqueline was a therapist too, just like Ian and Jonathan. She used to strictly see her as a prostitute and nothing more. The image of her and that man in Ian’s office came to mind, and her face grew hot. She fiddled with her sandwich, picking off tiny bits of bread.
“I hope I’m not too much of a disruption here. What about your, er… clients?” God, she hated this. It wasn’t any of her concern, but Julia didn’t want to cause problems with her job. Did she hold office hours during the day or night?
“You have nothing to worry about. I don’t see clients in my home.” Well, that was another relief to add to the tally. She could just picture slamming pillows against her ears to block out the sounds of her “sessions.” Her stomach flipped. “I’m more than happy to talk about it, sweetie.”
“Talk about what?”
“My profession. I’m proud of what I do. I know it bothers you, makes you wonder how I could be involved in this line of work.”
“No, really, it’s not necessary. I don’t need to know anything.”
Julia did wonder how someone could have sex for money, but she swallowed down the judgment. Once again, she reminded herself that she wasn’t flawless either.
“You may be surprised to hear that it’s pretty rare to have any sexual contact with a client. Most issues can be resolved before they get to that point.”
Julia jerked her head. That did surprise her. “But aren’t you called a sexual surrogate for a reason? I mean, Ian called you that, and I just assumed….”
“Actually, I prefer the term sexologist. It sounds masterly.” Jacqueline batted her eyelashes and laughed. “What I do is just another form of helping people. I really do care. I didn’t choose this profession because I’m a nymphomaniac.” She winked.
Julia wanted to do some research on her own. Maybe she’d misjudged once again, but then… Jacqueline didn’t say no sexual contact, just not often.
“There’s plenty more here if you’re still hungry.”
“No, I’m good. Thank you.”
Jacqueline began clearing the table, and Julia rose to help. “I can arrange for your car to be here within the hour. I don’t want you to feel like you’re stranded again. I’d be going bonkers.”
She thought about that for a moment. It would be nice, but she didn’t want her to go to any more trouble. “No, I’m good with that too, thanks.”
“Okay, tomorrow then or the next day. Unless things go well with Ian.” Jacqueline lifted her brows.
Julia couldn’t make any predictions. Despite Jonathan’s insistence to the contrary, she was the reason things fell apart. But at the same time, Ian didn’t have to do what he did, not when he claimed to have unconditional love for her. Her eyelids wilted again. She was bone-tired and wondered where she’d be sleeping. Was it silly to ask her so early? The sun wasn’t even down yet.
“Well, in any case,” Jacqueline said, “whether your car is here or not, you can use one of mine whenever you want. The keys are hanging up in that cabinet over there.” She pointed to a little alcove off the main entrance.
“Thank you.”
How many cars did she have? Julia was sure she’d be fine without one unless something urgent popped up. She was used to not driving, didn’t even get her license until she was twenty. She’d either taken the bus or her parents had driven her everywhere. What she never bothered to question about her life a few years ago left her nothing but questions now. Her best friend, Vee, was raised in the same manner. Julia hadn’t realized there was anything unusual about her childhood until recently. How did she go from that to this so quickly and stay normal? And who said she did?
“Poor thing. You look ready to pass out any moment. Let’s get you to your room.”
She breathed a hearty sigh. Perfect. Despite any previous misgivings about Jacqueline, she really was being kind to her. Julia especially appreciated not being pressured to talk. She grabbed her bag and followed Jacqueline upstairs into a small guest room. It wasn’t one located in the narrow passageway, thank heavens.
Julia did a brief scan. It was cozy and comfortable and absolutely ideal. After making sure she didn’t need anything else, Jacqueline left, closing the door behind her. Silence. Privacy. Hearing herself think could drive her crazy at times, but not now. Not when the solitude welcomed her like an embrace.
She plugged her phone in, leaving it to charge overnight and crawled into bed. The room was too warm, but she liked the security of a sheet covering her. She thought of Jonathan for a fleeting moment and what he was doing. He told her he loved her…. She couldn’t imagine ever recovering from that bombshell. Did Ian know before she did? Julia had to believe he wouldn’t have left her with someone who didn’t care. That would be just plain cruel. Her brain consisted of a patchwork, and she couldn’t figure out how to reassemble all the textures to match again.
“I love you, Ian,” she whispered as she started to drift off. No matter what, that would never change. But what to do? The possibility of making the wrong decision was more than just scary.
It was paralyzing.
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