Ex Marks the Spot. . .Where my Heart Breaks

Bria sat in the cramped backseat alone, listening to the two of them talk up front. “May as well not even be here,” she said aloud. No one heard her of course; the music was too loud. They were listening to Type O Negative or some such thing. 

She thought back to the last time she had been in this predicament. Last time, though, she was in the front seat – the passenger seat – and still utterly alone. Her sister and ex had been in the backseat together, cuddling. She was up front with a stranger, a girl only her ex knew well – or at all for that matter. Bria had stared up at the stars then, as she was doing now.


There were so many stars. She remembered that God could count all the stars in the heavens. And surely, if he could numbers the stars, God could find the time to notice a human being like Bria.


As she sat there staring out the window of the moving vehicle Bria thought in more detail about that other night. It was a long, complicated story, but basically her ex boyfriend’s ex girlfriend had stayed at Bria’s apartment for two weeks.


When Bria and Simon were together he had thought she’d get along splendidly with his ex, Beth, whom he was still friends with. Turns out he was right for once about something having to do with Bria’s feelings on anything. She and Beth had written letters and emails and even had a few phone conversations over the course of about six months. Then Beth had suggested coming for a visit. Bria thought nothing of saying yes and before you could say, “What are you; crazy?!” Beth had bought her plane ticket.


Simon had, of course, been ecstatic as well about the impending visit. But as it grew closer Bria and Simon were starting to have some relationship issues. It was nothing to do with Beth. To be honest, Bria didn’t really know what it was to do with. She just knew that over the course of maybe a few weeks to a month Simon’s feelings for her seemed to have completely changed. Whereas before he had thought her charming, attractive, intelligent, spiritual . . . even that he was in love with her . . . he now complained constantly about what a bad path she was taking in life. He didn’t like her friends. He never complimented her on anything. 

This was only when he bothered speaking to her at all! Bria would go days without talking to her own boyfriend on the phone even.


She was thoroughly confused by his behavior. Bria talked to her friends, but they were puzzled as well. Simon had seemed so wonderful to them at the beginning. Everyone was fooled except for Bria’s friend Gwenyth. Gwen said Simon had always been unstable; Bria just hadn’t been able to see it. That was the risk Bria had taken in dating him. But Bria hadn’t seen any “unstable” behavior. She had just seen a sweet, intelligent boy whom she loved to spend time with.


Soon enough the morning of Beth’s visit came around. Simon arrived at Bria’s apartment at about nine in the morning. They didn’t have to leave for the airport until eleven so Bria was quite surprised to see him. He asked if she wanted to go for a drive. She agreed immediately, so rare was the occasion when Simon would voluntarily spend time with her.


They drove through the countryside for about an hour, neither one saying very much, lost in their own thoughts. But it was a comfortable silence. They chatted occasionally about a song on the radio or about how pretty this house was or what book they were reading.


After another fifteen minutes or so Simon started to peer down side streets and noticed that there weren’t nearly as many houses around. He turned to Bria, a nervous smile on his face. “Um. .heheh. . .I think, no actually – I’m sure – we’re lost.” He said to her sheepishly. 


“What? How is that possible?”


“I don’t know. You’re the one who lives around here,” he said with an accusing tone.


Bria knew where this was going. It was going to be her fault . . . again. “Well,” she said, “just drive straight. It’s a small town. We’ll come out somewhere recognizable.”


Sure enough, Bria started to recognize small country landmarks and pretty soon they were back at her apartment. They went upstairs to get a drink before the long drive into the airport. It was then that Simon did the most atrocious thing he had done since he and Bria started dating. And he’d done some atrocious things.


Simon stood in front of Bria, held her hand, looked lovingly into her eyes, and said, “I have to ask you something.”


Bria thought to herself, “This is it. He’s going to try to fix everything that’s been happening between us these past few months.” She allowed herself an excited inner scream. “Yes?” She said this aloud.


“Well, with Beth visiting I know things will be a little weird for us. . .”


“There’s an ‘us’ again!” Bria thought excitedly.


“And the thing is, Beth doesn’t really know much about my life out here. I’d like to kind of ease her into some stuff. Especially stuff having to do with you and me.”


“Of course,” Bria agreed amicably.


“So, I’m going to need my ring back because I know Beth would think it was weird if she saw you wearing it.”


Bria stood there with her mouth open for a good fifteen seconds before snapping out of it. His ring? Simon had given her a ring with a quote from one of their favorite movies The Crow on it. It said, “Real love is forever.” Well, forever had certainly turned out to be a lot shorter than she’d thought.


And what? Did he think Beth knew nothing about the two of them? Maybe Simon hadn’t said anything but Bria certainly had. Hadn’t she? My God . . . had she actually overlooked that and just written to Beth as another one of Simon’s friends? Was he actually going to get away with casting her aside like this and hiding that they ever had a relationship? That way, for Bria to even bring it up she would look as if she were dwelling on things and being a child about a relationship ending.


Evidence would lead you to conclude that he was indeed going to get away with it.


That ring was a symbol. Simon hadn’t just given it to her because of their mutual love of a movie. He had asked her to wear it because he loved Bria. And love did not come easily to Simon – son of an abusive father, brother to mentally unstable siblings. Bria had been overjoyed when she received this ring and now the bastard wanted it back.

Bria came out of her silent reverie to find Simon still staring at her, waiting for himself to win, as he always did. Bria realized saying something would probably be appropriate at this moment, but she was speechless. She grasped the ring between thumb and finger and pulled it off, placed it in Simon’s hand, and turned to get her purse.


“You’re not mad, are you?” Simon asked.


It was phrased as a question, but Bria knew from experience that it was a statement. She wasn’t supposed to be upset. That wasn’t how Simon wanted her to be.


“No, of course not. We’d better get to the airport.”


And they got in Simon’s car and drove off to pick up Beth.




*


*


*


Despite Simon’s little drama earlier Bria still had an excellent time with him while waiting for Beth’s plane to come in. They had about an hour to sit in the terminal and they decided to get snacks while they waited. Bria bought some fruit flavored mentos and when she and Simon got really bored they started spitting them over the balcony at the next level down. No one caught them.

Beth’s plane was finally announced and Bria and Simon stood to greet her as she came off the walkway. Bria knew what Beth looked like since Beth had sent several pictures, so at least she didn’t have to rely on Simon to tell her as he’d just as soon run off and leave her behind in the crowd as he ran to his ex-girlfriend. 


Much as Bria hated to admit it after what she’d gone through this morning, Beth was lovely. She was exactly like her letters – sarcastic, funny, sharp, intelligent, and sweet. The drive back to Bria’s apartment was a delight. Sure, Beth and Simon did some catching up, but Beth was sure not to ignore Bria. That wouldn’t have been a difficult thing to do since Bria was sitting in the back seat, having given up shotgun to Beth’s more important status.


Beth’s visit progressed quickly. Bria was pushed more and more to the side as it went on. Simon would come to Bria’s apartment in the morning, pick up Beth, and bring her home late at night. They went to concerts, movies, or just sat in Bria’s driveway in Simon’s car and talked. At least, that’s what Bria hoped they were doing. She didn’t really know. One night she actually had to go out there and retrieve Beth because it was so late and her neighbors were nervous about the car idling there for so long. Thankful for small miracles, Bria was just glad they had all their clothes on when she went out there. Though she had seen Simon’s arm around Beth. Hadn’t she? She didn’t bother asking. She’d never get a straight answer anyway.

It’s not that Bria didn’t have any time alone with Beth. They chatted late into the night quite often and they did a few activities together with Simon. One day the trio trekked into a nearby city to go hunt for rare records. That was a really great day. At one point Beth even suggested they forget about Simon and just spend the entire evening together. So the two girls rented some movies – classics like Breakfast at Tiffany’s and Anne of Green Gables – and settled in with some popcorn to watch them.


Towards the finale of Breakfast at Tiffany’s – the part where they’re standing in the rain searching for poor “Cat” – the phone rang. Bria answered. It was Simon. He asked to speak to Beth. Bria knew even as she handed the phone over silently where this was going. 


Sure enough, a few minutes later Beth hung up and looked at Bria with an apologetic look in her eyes. “I’m sorry, but I guess Simon made plans for him and I with a couple friends of his.”


“Oh yea. Who?” Bria asked innocently.


“Crystal and Janine.”


“Oh, I see. Well, no big deal.” Bria said, smiling through the tears she could feel forming. It’s not just that Beth was ditching her on the one night they were actually hanging out just the two of them. It’s not just that Bria suspected Simon was out to get Beth back. And it’s not just that Bria felt entirely alone in her little world. It was that Crystal and Janine were two girls that Bria had known since she was a little girl. They had not once, at least not since they were all in grade school, expressed an interest in hanging out with her. Suddenly Beth gets here and Bria’s phone is ringing off the hook, but not for Bria. 


Fake people were really up there on Bria’s list of pet peeves. And you didn’t get much more fake than Janine and Crystal. “Oh well,” thought Bria, “it’s not like I wanted to hang out with those two nitwits anyway. Let them go off and have fun without me.”


So Bria waved out the window to Beth as she drove off with Simon, Janine and Crystal. She surely wouldn’t be back until late. Bria had the rest of the night to contemplate her situation and watch movies by herself. She ended up calling Gwen and getting another “I told you so” lecture from her. Strangely, it made Bria feel a bit better.



*


*


*


Beth was leaving on a Wednesday. She went out with Crystal, Janine, and Simon on Friday night. The next night was a local concert that Bria really wanted to go to. She figured the odds of getting Beth to go with her alone were pretty much slim to none so she didn’t bother telling anyone. She got decked out in what she liked to refer to as her “punk gear”, yelled, “I’m going out!” to Beth, and drove off. 

By the time Bria got to the concert she was in good spirits. It was at one of her favorite places, the Espresso Bar. This place rocked. It was about as bit as a closet, but they always had awesome local bands playing and some times even big name bands. Bria got a seat in the back on one of their big comfy couches and settled in for a good show with an orange juice in her hand. 


About halfway through she got up to go walk around and get a better view. As she passed by the curtain that blocked the door she caught a glimpse of . . .no, it couldn’t be. But yes, there he was. It was Simon, standing just on the other side of the curtain. All sorts of memories came flooding back to Bria at having seen Simon so unexpectedly. The most important one though was what had occurred almost exactly where she was standing now. It was her and Simon’s first kiss. They had seen some band whose name she forgot now at the club and at the end of the night Simon had kissed her. She thought it was the beginning of something great. Apparently, she was wrong. 


Bria quickly considered her options. She could go hide in the bathroom for the rest of the night, but there was always the fact that it was a one person bathroom and she’d have security breaking down the door if she was in there too long. She could go out the emergency exit, but that would probably be frowned upon. She could try to sneak past him without him seeing her. That wasn’t likely. He was about as twitchy as an over-hyper rabbit with a nervous tick. Or she could simply try to blend into the crowd. Confrontation didn’t really occur to her. Tonight she just wanted to be left alone.


Bria went for her last option, blending. She moved towards the center of the crowd and turned around periodically to check and see where Simon was. He hadn’t entered yet. She was sure he would. You didn’t wait in the hours-long lines that the Espresso Bar created without going in. Yes, there he was. Beth was with him. No surprise there. And. . .who else was that? Bria turned pale. 


Simon had Beth and Natasha with him. Natasha was Bria’s older sister by three years. They hardly ever spoke anymore. No malice or falling out or anything. Their lives had simply taken different paths and though Bria was always happy to see Tasha she was not so psyched to see her with Simon. When Simon had first moved here Tasha had her eye on him. And whoever Natasha had her eye on, she usually got. But this time it hadn’t worked that way. It wasn’t an age difference or anything. Even though Tasha was three years older than Bria, she was only a year older than Simon. The simple fact was, even though Natasha had gotten to him first, Bria had won Simon in the end. This was a rare occurrence. Bria was never the first to get a guy. Often she ended up dating men who her sister had dated or her best friend. And those were good relationships, but this time Bria had gotten Simon all on her own. Now it looked like Natasha might be out for a little friendly revenge.

Oh no. she’d stared too long and now they’d spotted her. Beth headed over with a friendly smile on her face. “Hey Bria! When you said you were going out I had no idea it would be here. This is a great place!”


“Yea,” Bria laughed nervously. “It is.”


Natasha gave Bria a huge hug and said, “Hey sis. ‘Bout time I run into you again.”


“Hey there.”


Simon just stood off to the side and smirked.


They all stayed for the rest of the concert, not saying much, just listening to the music. It would have been a really great concert. But it was tainted by the betrayal that Bria had felt in her heart since the day Simon asked for his ring back. Incidentally, Bria had never given him up to Beth. Oh maybe she had eluded to a bit of a romantic attraction, but the truth was that after months of fighting to be with him Bria couldn’t see why she would want to defend her relationship with Simon or even point it out to anyone. So she kept quiet.

Now the concert was over and everyone was milling about on the sidewalk. Bria started to say goodbye, “Well, fancy running into you all here. I’m pretty tired. Guess I’ll. . .”


“Do you wanna go for a drive?” Beth asked brightly.


Bria liked Beth. She really did. And it’s not that she had a problem per se with Natasha. She just had a problem with Simon. But even that, if she were honest with herself, was not enough to keep her away from him. She longed for him to look at her and ask her to start over, say that he loved her, anything. But it never happened. She needed excuses to be around him and Beth inviting her along was certainly a good excuse.


“Sure. Where are you guys going?”


“We thought we’d go to the beach.” Natasha said innocently.


Bria just looked at her as if she had a third eye, “That’s a two hour drive and it’s already midnight.”


“So?” Simon said challengingly. “If you don’t want to go then just go back home and go to bed.”


That was enough for Bria. “Fine, let’s go. Whose car are we taking?”


In the end they decided on Simon’s car. They started the long trek to the beach that Natasha and Bria had gone to as children. There were so many fond memories up there, but tonight was not going to be one of them. It started off fine. After a bit of a drive they arrived at the public parking lot. There was one flashlight in Simon’s car and Natasha quickly grabbed it and jumped out. They all decided to go walking on the rocks. After about an hour of that Bria became a bit bored and so went and sat in the dark by herself on one of the larger rocks. She listened to the ocean lapping at the rocks and she looked out across the moonlit waters. This place had often brought her such peace. Whenever she was panicky, just listening to that ocean had such a relaxing effect on her. Not tonight. Tonight she just wanted to go home and felt it was a huge mistake to have come here. The other three were getting along so well and Bria just felt completely out of place. 

Natasha led the other two up to where Bria was. “We’re thinking of spending the night on the beach. What do you think?”


“I think it’s a ludicrous idea.” Bria thought to herself. Aloud she said, “It’s gonna get kind of cold. Don’t you guys want to head home?” the second that Tasha had suggested sleeping on the beach something inside of Bria had just snapped and suddenly all she wanted to do was be in her own bed at home all curled up and not having this horribly panicky feeling inside. 


The four of them deliberated for a bit – Simon and Natasha very much wanting to stay on the beach, Bria being very much against it, and Beth going back and forth between both sides. In the end Bria won, probably simply because they could see the crazed look in her eye that the panic attack was giving her. If she didn’t get home soon she felt she might explode.


They got back in the car. Simon asked Beth to drive and told Bria that since she knew the way home so well she should take shotgun and direct Beth. Natasha and Simon got in the back seat. 


The entire ride home Bria stared out the window, when she wasn’t directing Beth, and thought about where her life was headed and why on earth she couldn’t have just some normal relationships for once. She also got to listen to Simon and Tasha cuddling and whispering in the back seat. If it made Beth uncomfortable at all, she didn’t let on. It made Bria damn uncomfortable but she knew there was nothing she could do about it.


By the time they got home everyone was tired so they dropped Beth and Bria at the apartment and Simon and Tasha took off for god knows where. Bria was too exhausted from her panic to chat at all so they just went to bed.


The rest of the half week that Beth had left there passed uneventfully. And when it came time to take her back to the airport Bria opted not to go. There were too many others going already. Crystal, Janine, Natasha. . .even Gwen was going. They’d all apparently become bosom buddies with Beth in the short time they’d spent with her. Bria felt left behind and so she decided to make herself feel even more left behind and. . .stay behind. She said goodbye to Beth in the driveway as they loaded her stuff into Simon’s car. The two girls cried and held each other. Even though they hadn’t had as much time as Bria would have liked, they had still formed a bond through their letters and through the short time they’d spent together. Bria would really miss Beth. She waved goodbye as the car pulled out of the driveway and knew she was waving goodbye to another strange chapter in her already considerably odd life.




*


*


*


Bria brought herself back to the present. She had been staring out the window for quite sometime now. She allowed herself one more thought of Simon – how a few months after Beth’s visit Bria had finally give up and admitted it was over. By that time she had little to no contact with Simon except for him to torment her with offers of friendship that he really didn’t mean. The relationship had ended badly for Bria and she felt she may never have another one. The trust she needed just wasn’t there. 

She was getting really sick of this music. “Hey!” she said. No one heard her. “Hey!” she yelled. Simon turned around in the driver’s seat. 


“What?” he said, sounding bored.


“Could you turn that down? I can’t even hear what you guys are saying.”


“You’re not meant to.”


“Oh Simon,” the girl in the passenger seat piped in, “Don’t be such an ass. Just turn it down.” She gave Bria a charming smile.


Bria smiled back and thought, “He can’t help it. It’s his natural form.” But she said, “So, where were you thinking of starting?”


“Well, there’s this great bridal shop a couple towns over. I thought we could find you an awesome Maid of Honor dress there.”


“Well, it’s probably about time we started shopping for that stuff. I mean, you and Simon are getting married in. . .what is it now? Six months?”


“Yep, hard to believe huh, Hun?”


Simon just continued his smirking.


Bria sat back in the comfort of the back seat and thought how her life had come full circle and that she couldn’t believe it was possible to both love and hate Gwen so much at the same time.

� Just how this happened is another story for another time. 





