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      Attachment is an awfully hard thing to break. I should know. I surface from the depths of sleep to complete and utter darkness. I don’t want to open my eyes. I have to. “I warned you, and I warned you,” I hear his voice say. It’s not the first time. He called out to me, speaking from the edge of consciousness, back when I thought this all might have been a dream. It’s too late for wishful thinking now. This is his angry voice, the one I best try to avoid. My mind places it immediately. This one is reserved for special occasions, the worst of times.

      I hear water running in the background. Or at least I think I do. For my sake, I hope I'm wrong. I try to recall what I was doing before, but this isn't that kind of sleep. It's the heavy kind, the kind you wake from and hardly know what year you’re in, much less anything else. I consider how much time might have passed since I dozed off. Then it hits me.

      “You really shouldn’t have done that,” he says, and his eyes come into focus. Those eyes, there’s so much history in them; it’s all still there now. I see it reflected back to me. I read a quote once that said… a true mark of maturity is when someone hurts you, and you try to understand their situation instead of trying to hurt them back. This seems idealistic now. I wish someone had warned me. Enough of that kind of thinking will get you killed.

      “Please,” I murmur, but the rest of what I want to say won’t come. It’s probably better this way. I glance toward the door, thinking about what’s at stake if I don’t make it out of here alive, wondering whether or not I can make a break for it. It’s so dark out—a clear night, a moonless sky. The power is out, I gather, and it’s a fair assumption. This has always been one of his favorite ways to show me what true suffering is like. That alone would make an escape difficult. I would have to set out on foot and then where would I go? Who would believe me?

      “You have it too easy,” he says, as though he wants to confirm my suspicions. “That’s the problem nowadays. People consume everything, appreciate nothing.”

      He lifts me by the hair and drags me across the bedroom. I don’t have to ask why. He doesn’t like to argue where he sleeps, where we make love. It’s one of our safe spaces, but like many things, this too is a facade. Nothing with him is safe.

      “You like your comforts, but you forget nothing good comes without sacrifice.”

      “I haven’t forgotten,” I assure him, and that much is true. Sacrifice is something I know well.

      He shakes his head, careful to exaggerate his movements. He wants the message he sends to sink in. “I don’t know why you have to make me so angry.”

      I glance toward the window, thinking I see headlights, but it’s wishful thinking. Then I reach up and touch the wet spot at the crown of my head. I pull my hand away, regretful I felt the need for confirmation. Instinct is enough. If only I’d realized this sooner. I didn’t have to put my fingers to it to know there would be blood; the coppery scent fills the air. “It’s not too bad,” he huffs as he slides one hand under my armpit and hauls me up. “Come on,” he presses, his fingertips digging into my skin. “Let’s get you stitched up.”

      I follow his lead. There isn’t another option. Head wounds bleed a lot, and someone’s going to have to clean his mess up. If I live, that someone will be me. This is how you stop the bleeding. “What time is it?”

      “Oh,” he says, half-chuckling. “There’s no need to worry about that. She’s already come and gone.”

      I don’t ask who he’s referring to. I know. Everything in me sinks to the pit of my stomach. It rests there and I let it. I don’t want him to see how deeply I am affected by what he’s done. It’s more dangerous if I let it show. But what I want to happen and what actually does, are two very different things. I know because my body tenses, as it gives over to emotion until eventually it seizes up completely. I don’t mean for it to happen. It has a habit of betraying me, particularly where he is concerned. Your mind may know when something's bad for you. But the body can take a little longer. He knows where to touch me. He knows what to say. Automatic response is powerful, and like I said before, attachment is hard to break.

      He shoves me hard into the wall. I guess I wasn’t listening. I shouldn’t have made a habit of that either. I don’t feel the pain. I don’t feel anything. “Ah, now look what you made me do,” he huffs, running his fingers through his hair. He’s staring at me as though this is the first time he’s seeing me. His face is twisted. He wants me to think he's trying to work out his next move. He isn’t. He’s a planner, through and through.

      Still, he’s good at concealing what he doesn’t want anyone to know. If only I’d been more like that. I wasn't. That's why I don’t know if this is it, if this is the end. I only know where it began.

      “We had an agreement,” he reminds me. And he’s right.

      We did have an agreement.

      That’s how this all started.
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        Two months earlier

      

      

      The voice comes out of nowhere. I don’t have to turn around to know how unfortunate this situation is. The sound is male, all male, hard and rough. Breathless and edgy. “Give me the purse,” he demands. I exhale slowly. Steady my breathing. Ball my fists. Release them. Flex my fingers. Jesus.

      I turn in disbelief, hoping I’ve heard wrong. The lot was empty, I know. I checked three times. Only it isn’t, at least not anymore, because all of a sudden, here I am, staring down the barrel of a gun. A bad sign if there ever was one in regard to how my day might end. The man who holds it is clothed in black. Also not a good sign. He wears a ski mask that doesn’t conceal his eyes, and he should know that’s where the soul lives. His stance is wide, head tilted, shoulders squared. It’s almost comical, save for the gun pointed at my head, like a scene straight out of a movie. He clears his throat. “I said. Give. Me. The. Purse.”

      I sigh and then I make a move as though I intend to slide it from my shoulder. Thankfully, the universe isn’t completely against me—a trash truck, somewhere a block or two over, slams a dumpster back to its rightful place, and for a brief second, his attention is diverted. It helps that he isn’t expecting anything other than compliance. I see it in his soul.

      I twist myself, position my body for maximum effect, and land a blow to his kneecap. It hits just right, and the direct hit, combined with the element of surprise, sends him down. He drops the gun in favor of his knee; that’s where the hands tend to go when you inflict this level of pain from that angle. I know, I learned this where people learn most things these days: on the internet.

      I take a few steps toward him, and I pick up the gun. His eyes widen as I take aim. It’s a dumb move—I don’t even know if it’s loaded. I don’t know the gun; I don’t know important things—like whether the safety is on, what caliber of bullet it holds, or more importantly, what he’d have to do to make me pull the trigger. “Don’t move,” I order. My voice comes out calm, steadier than I feel. But then, I’ve had years of practice in that regard.

      He puts his hands up, and then drops them so he can scoot backward.

      I dig my heel into the pavement, widen my stance. “Take off the mask.”

      He’s slow to move at first, but when I threaten to internet karate chop him again, he gets the message. He removes the mask, and this is how I know the gun is in fact loaded. I smile, thankful I made the right call.

      “Better,” I say.

      “Please,” he begs. He holds his palms upward in my direction. He wants to give me the illusion of control, even though he’s bigger and stronger and likely faster. I grip the gun tighter. It’s nice to have an equalizer. I’m grateful he chose a gun and not a knife because if the latter were the case, I’d have to get closer to him, giving him the advantage in the process. “Please,” he says again. “I have a family.”

      “Most people do.”

      “I…I—” He begins to squirm. Nerves, I presume. That or he’s trying to distract me. Neither are a good choice.

      I deliver another kick, this time to the opposite kneecap, just to ensure he doesn’t move. Then I fish the Altoid I had been digging for from my pocket and slip it onto my tongue. One should always come prepared. He’s whimpering, writhing on the ground, shuffling back and forth from his right side to his left. His pained expression makes him look younger than he is. With his curly hair and jet-black eyes, he isn’t unattractive. It makes me wonder what would have to happen in a person’s life to make it come to this.

      Slowly, I take three steps backward. And then one more just to be sure. “It’s almost Christmas,” I say. “What are you thinking, robbing people at a time like this?”

      He looks at me strangely. Christmas means nothing to him. Also, he thinks I’m an idiot. Christmas, or any other time, really—thieves aren’t selective— is the perfect time to steal what isn’t yours. People are distracted. They let their guards down, all too willing to believe in what’s good. I realize this now.

      “Do you know what could have happened if I’d given you my purse?”

      He furrows his brow and considers my question. He’s expecting a sob story. I don’t look as desperate as I am. Eventually, his face twists as though I’m crazy, and today he isn’t wrong. Finally, he shakes his head.

      “I might have wound up dead. That is—if you didn’t kill me first.”

      “I’m sorry,” he says. But it’s a lie, only as sincere as the predicament in which he’s now found himself.

      “Give me one reason I shouldn’t pull the trigger…”

      He doesn’t immediately answer me, and this makes me nervous. Every second counts. I’ve learned this lesson well. “It’s not like it wouldn’t be self-defense.”

      “My grandma,” he says, finally. Before he starts huffing and hawing about his knees again.

      “Your grandma.” I tilt my head. I hadn’t expected that.

      “Yeah, I look after her. She’s blind and bedridden.”

      “What does that have to do with me?”

      “If I don’t go home, no one will find her. Not for days….”

      I reposition the gun, lower it slightly and then raise it again. I look down the barrel and line up the sight. Then I squeeze one eye shut the way they do in the movies. “I don’t believe you.”

      He starts waving his hands. This is his problem in life, I can see. No one taught him how to use words to get what he wants, so he resorts to violence. “She has diabetes. I need the money for insulin.”

      I study him carefully. He has a sense of desperation about him. And not just because I have a gun pointed at his heart. I read about that on the internet, too. Where to aim. Makes it hard to miss. Anyway, I know the look, and somehow I think he might be telling the truth, which makes this situation all the more sad.

      “Fine,” I say. “But prison is going to cost you a lot more than insulin.” I know as the words leave my mouth what I’m saying isn’t altogether true. If he is in fact telling me the truth, not getting the insulin his grandmother needs would have far greater effects than knowing he did what he could and went to jail for it. Either way, he failed. But in his mind, in the latter scenario, at least he would know he’d given it his all. Street credit. That’s his currency.

      I watch as he shifts onto his side. He’s slow and careful about it and still I make sure the gun is trained on him. He reaches into his pocket, and I learn quick— there’s no safety. “Make another move and you’re dead.”

      “Wait,” he calls out, and it’s a piece of paper he’s retrieved, not a weapon. “See—it’s her prescription.”

      “Keep your hands where I can see them,” I say. It’s cliché. I feel it as the words float off into the breeze. Look how cliché you’ve become, Josie. But I have to admit, when your life is at stake, sometimes it’s the most logical thing to say.

      I take two more steps backward. It surprises him when I throw my purse at him. He ducks and covers his head.

      “In the right pocket, there’s a hundred-dollar bill. Get it out.”

      His eyes narrow; he’s confused. He reaches for it and pulls it toward him anyway.

      “Not that one,” I nod. “The small pocket.”

      He digs. I look up at the sky and notice the big puffy clouds, the kind the kids and I used to spend hours staring at. We imagined they were dragons and dinosaurs, angels and other things too. I wish I could go back. Back to a time when I wasn’t where I am now, back against the wall, back to when things were idyllic and stable. Even if it was all a facade. You can’t know that you don’t want to know a thing until you already know it. Once it’s there, you can’t erase it. It’s interesting; you don’t realize how you’ll miss stability, predictability even, until the rug is pulled out from under you.

      “Got it,” he calls out. I hear relief in his tone, and I know I will regret this later. There will be hell to pay. I also know I shouldn’t reward a kid who just tried to rob me. But when you’re down on your luck, sometimes it’s good to know others have it worse. Plus, it would have been really bad if I’d had to explain where I was when I lost my purse. I should count my blessings.

      I cock my head. “Slide the purse back.”

      He does, and I use my foot to inch it closer, keeping the gun on him.

      “You almost shot someone’s mother. I hope you think about that tonight when you’re drifting off to sleep.”

      He doesn’t say anything. I can see he doesn’t know what to say.

      “Oh—and you’re going to want to ice those kneecaps.”

      “Thank you…” he says, shoving the money in his pocket.

      “And by the way, I’m keeping this,” I tell him, holding the gun up.

      He sighs heavily, and I can see his weapon was hard to come by. This is both bad and good. Good because it shows he won’t easily be able to get a replacement. Bad because it tells me he needs one. “Turn around.” I use the gun to motion him in the direction I want him to go.

      He scoots around, going counter-clockwise. “Don’t get up until you no longer hear my engine. Otherwise—I’ll turn right back around and hold you here until the cops show up.”

      “Okay.”

      I bite my lip. It hits me then. The answer to my questions might very well be right in front of me. The simplest answer’s usually the right one. “Let me ask you a question…”

      He glances over his shoulder.

      I tilt my head. “Do you think one has a moral obligation to stop something horrible from happening to another person?”

      His eyes narrow. He thinks I’m referring to this situation. He thinks I’m referring to him. “I don’t know.”

      “You know what I think?”

      He juts out his bottom lip and shakes his head.

      “I think most people would say yes.”

      He shrugs again. “Sounds very philosophical. Where I come from they don’t teach much of that.”

      “Life teaches you,” I say.

      He watches me carefully.

      “But what if that person wronged them? Does the rule still apply?”

      “Rules are rules.” He doesn’t believe his own lie.

      “What about karma? Survival of the fittest?”

      “I think karma has a way of working itself out. I don’t really think you have to help it along…”

      It’s the first intelligent thing he’s said. But he’s wrong. Sometimes you do have to help it along. Alternatively, sometimes, and as luck would have it, in his case, you decide to just let it be.

      “Turn around.”

      He does as I ask. But first, I see the confusion on his face. It’s mixed with a bit of terror. He isn’t completely convinced I won’t put a bullet in the back of his head. It’s better this way.

      I wait for a second just to make sure he continues to face the opposite direction. When I’m reasonably confident he’s going to comply, I remind him one last time. “Stay.” I start backward, carefully, meticulously, toward the safety of my car.

      He scoffs. He’s not used to being told what to do. This is how it all starts. If only parents could press a fast-forward button, if they could see into the future, then this kid might’ve had a chance. Now, karma is going to work itself out, and in his case, it’s just a matter of time.

      “Eyes straight ahead,” I remind him once I’ve reached my car. I don’t want him getting a look at my license plate. I’ve scared him. But probably not enough. Retribution can be a bitch. I should know.

      That’s why I was here in the first place.
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          IZZY

        

      

    

    
      
        
        Two months before that...

      

      

      I notice them straight away. Ironically, it’s her that catches my eye first. Not because she is the same as the rest of them, but because she is different. I’m serving up my ten-thousandth non-fat, no whip, ridiculous flavored, over-priced latte of the day when I look up and the clouds part. Sunlight comes pouring in, and I swear if I believed in angels, I could hear them singing. As perfect as the two of them might be. She seems to sense that I am looking, and she smiles, almost shyly, although I’d be willing to bet she isn’t that shy at all. She meets my eye and then quickly looks away, toward the man standing to her left. I hadn’t quite taken him in, but I do then. Maybe this is what makes her different. She makes others see what she wants them to see. She meets my eye, and again she smiles. I’m pretty sure I do hear angels this time. Or maybe it’s just the Alanis Morissette song screaming at us over the sound system. I straighten my apron. She sees me. The others around here— they never do. For them, I’m just a means to an end, someone to dish out their fix. She meets my eye again, briefly, and I can see it’s not like that with her.

      When she finally gets up to the counter to place her order, I can tell I’m right by the way her hand flies to her throat as she scans the offering. She isn’t sure what she wants; she’s not a regular like the majority of women on this side of town.

      “Can I help you?” I ask, and this time she doesn’t look at me. She’s staring at the menu, tracing her collarbone lightly with the tips of her perfect fingers, and it’s striking how someone so beautiful could be so unsure of herself.

      The man looks over at her, waiting for her to speak, much the same way I am. She’s someone it seems like the whole world might be waiting on. He studies her too. The expression he wears is so intimate it almost causes me to look away. Almost. She’s wearing a sleeveless, summer dress and sandals, her striking fire-red hair pulled neatly into a ponytail. And not the lazy kind, like a lot of women sport these days. No, not her. She doesn’t have a single hair out of place. Although, I’m sure she could pull off the lazy kind if she wanted to.

      I grip the towel hanging from my apron and take a deep breath in. Get it together, Izzy. I realize then how ridiculous I must look in comparison. Her eyes shift toward the door before settling back on me. His never do. He’s still staring at her. I can’t remember the last time a man looked at me that way, or rather maybe I do, and it’s safe to say it’s been a long time. Maybe this is why when he offers to tip extra well, if only I’ll make his wife an Americano, which isn’t on our menu, I say yes. Or maybe it’s the fact that I desperately need the money. Maybe it’s because it feeds the rage inside me, the way rich people think they can dole out dollars like breadcrumbs to those of us who are less fortunate in order to get what they want. I need to feed that rage, particularly now; it’s the only thing that gets me out of bed most days.

      She places her hand on his arm. “It’s okay,” she says, and her voice is heavenly. I wonder if they have training for that sort of perfection. She smiles at me. She’s not dumb. She knows the whole world rests on her next move. “Give me a sec—” she adds with a squeeze of his forearm, and I’d give her forever if I were him. I can’t take my eyes off her. Neither can he. I watch as she presses her lips together, and it could be one of the most stunning things I’ve ever seen. “I’ll figure something else out,” she says scanning the menu. She doesn’t say it condescendingly, the way most women in her position would. When she speaks it’s genuine, like she doesn’t want to cause any trouble. It doesn’t go unnoticed. Not by me— and not by him either. The truth is, big tip or not, rage or no rage, I knew I’d make her that Americano for the simple fact there was no other choice. I wanted to see her happy. She seems like the kind of person who only knows happiness in her core. But there’s more, too, more than meets the eye, this I can see. She seems like the kind of woman who demands more of a person. Like your standards raise just by being in her presence. Like she’ll make you better by osmosis.

      Her husband clears his throat, and it gets my attention. “You heard the girl, Jos—she said she’d do it.”

      “It’s no problem,” I admit, and her eyes meet mine.

      She offers a faint smile, closes the menu before opening it once again. Patrons behind them are hemming and hawing and that’s the thing about this side of town. No one waits for anything.

      Then she looks up. “Don’t worry,” she quips. There’s a gleam in her eye when she speaks. “I won’t ask for a sandwich, too.”

      It seems like an odd thing to say, but I understand what she means; we aren’t yet serving lunch, and she doesn’t care what people think. I take it for what it is: a sign. She gets me. She has a dark sense of humor packaged beneath that sunny act; it’s clear as day.

      I watch the two of them from my periphery as I wait for the espresso to brew. He whispers something in her ear, and she throws her head back and laughs. Her neck stretches all the way, as far as I think it will go, and I can’t help myself, I’d like to find out. It’s pale and beautiful, elongated and slim. Half of me wants to reach out and choke her; it isn’t fair to be that perfect and happy, and the other half wants something else entirely. He leans in closer then, and I can see she’s a siren, silently claiming her prey. When he nuzzles her, it’s too much—I have to look away. Only I can’t. I can’t stop watching.

      His phone rings, and she gives him a look. He checks the screen and silences the ringer, like any good husband would. Like mine should have done, but didn’t.

      The machine finishes. I prepare her drink slowly, slower than I normally would, because I can see that a woman like her demands a slow, careful, delicate kind of love. Also, I’m not ready for this encounter to be over. I’m not ready for them to leave. I imagine inserting myself into their lives for all of eternity. I picture Christmases and birthdays together, and then feel outrage that there really are couples like them that exist in the world. I hadn’t wanted it to be true, and yet here they are— living, breathing proof that not only am I a failure, but also wrong.

      Eventually, the line backs up, and when it reaches the door, I have no choice but to hand the coffee over. When I do, my elbow accidentally bumps the plastic tip jar, knocking it over onto the floor. I watch in slow-motion as the change hits the concrete floor, bouncing around, taking forever to settle. Everyone's eyes are on the money. Mine too, only I rush around the counter to clean up the mess. By the time I get around to the other side, she’s already crouched down collecting coins. It’s odd seeing her there, picking up nickels and dimes in such a fancy dress. That dress alone probably cost what I make in an entire month. Including gratuity.

      I realize as I collect the spare change no one wants that I could never compete with the likes of that. After all, I have a safety pin holding my bra together where the clasp is supposed to be. She has manicured nails and flawless skin. Someone like her would never like someone like me. It brings to mind everything that’s wrong in the world, the unfairness of it all. “I’ve got this,” she says glancing up. Instantly, my thoughts turn to Joshua. I’ve got this. My eyes grow wide. “It’s okay,” she assures me, shuffling coins back into the jar. “Accidents happen.”

      I barely hear her. I’m slipping, I’m drowning, and she’s somewhere far off, her voice too distant to reach me. I know what comes next. The tunnel. I’m sinking, I’m going under, and I’m not sure I’ll ever find my way out. It’s like I’m Alice, and I’m choosing the rabbit hole when all I really want to do is stay here with her. My palms grow sweaty, my head buzzes, and if there was anything in my stomach, we’d have a bigger issue on our hands.

      I can see her mouth moving, she is speaking, and she’s speaking to me. But I don’t know what she is saying. Joshua. No. Please. I blink rapidly. This is what my life has become; this is what my life will always be. That’s what my doctor says—he says it may never get better, and suddenly I’m paralyzed, unable to move. My vision blurs. I’m fading…I’m going…I’m giving in.

      She stands and brushes her hands on her thighs. She calls my name. Her voice is like butter, no— better than butter—what’s better than butter, I hear Josh ask— and no, it’s not like butter. It’s pure silk. Izzy, she calls again, and my name on her lips— it’s too much. My name. How does she know my name?

      “Izzy,” she says again. Her voice is calm and firm, and this time she comes into focus. Her head is cocked, but her neck is all I see. Her collarbone catches my eye. Smooth and pink, rounded and perfect. She’s staring at my name tag, and when I look up, I notice nothing but the concerned look on her face.

      It takes a few moments, maybe eternity. But she brings me back. No one could ever do that. Not even Josh. “Sorry,” I offer, glancing away. I clear my throat and smooth my shirt, cursing myself for not making more of an effort. “I have low blood sugar.”

      As I collect myself, her husband hands me the jar. I stare at him for a second. He seems to want to say something, but he doesn’t, and I retreat to my rightful position on the other side of the counter. People in line are complaining like I can’t hear them, acting impatient and rude at being denied their overpriced coffee bought in bulk and dressed up in fancy, chemical-laced syrup. They’re ridiculous, the lot of them; they’re everything that’s wrong with society today.

      But not her. And not him either. They’re patient and kind. Everything love should be.

      “Here,” she tells me, thrusting the Americano in my direction. “Maybe you need this more than I do.”

      I stare at the coffee in her hand. I don’t drink coffee. And I don’t have low blood sugar.

      “Maybe you should sit down,” the man says. “Is there anyone here that could cover for you?”

      I shake my head.

      “I see,” he says, pushing the tip jar further on to the counter. He’s making a point. I move it back slightly too. Better safe than sorry. His hand brushes mine, and I look up then. His eyes are green, and in them I don't see anything. Not a worry— not a concern—not a care in the world. And all I know is those are the kind of eyes I'd like to have.

      I look up at her. She presses her lips together, thanks me for the coffee and starts for the door, before turning back. “It can only get better from here,” she smiles, tilting her coffee in my direction. He doesn’t say anything; he simply offers a curt nod before placing his hand on the small of her back. I look on as he leads her out the same door they came in. I’m not the only one. I hear the hushed whispers. I don’t, however, hear what’s being said. It’s no matter, anyhow. She doesn’t walk back out into the great big world, she glides, taking all of the air in the room with her when she goes.

      I count to four and then I go to the window. I watch as they make their way down the sidewalk, away from me. Away from hard work and sacrifice. Just like that, they’re gone. Gone as quickly as they came, and I wasn’t ready for it to be over yet.

      When they disappear from my line of sight, it takes everything in me not to open that door and run down the street, just to catch another glimpse of what true love looks like. Instead, I lay my forehead against the cool glass, exhaling long and slow, before I turn back to the patrons standing in line. I get back to it. I make coffees. I ring people up. I play catch up. But my heart’s not in it. Neither is my mind, really. Questions run through my mind; it’s a marathon in there. I want to know what you have to do to get a love like that. I want to know how she managed to get him under her spell, and me too, for that matter. I want to know how she does it, how she makes it look so effortless in the process.

      I plan to find out. In the meantime, I adjust my apron, which allows me the briefest of moments to reminisce, and then I do the thing I knew I’d do from the moment her eyes met mine. I write the name on his credit card on my palm—Grant Dunn—just in case it slips my mind, even though I know it won’t.
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          JOSIE

        

      

    

    
      “You know the rules, Jos⁠—.”

      “I know,” I tell him. Let no man or woman come between what God has created. I don’t tell him I accepted those rules when I was young, pliable, and hopelessly in love. What good would it do? I may no longer be the former but I can’t say with absolution that I’m not the latter. “It’s just…well, I feel terrible. I shouldn’t have talked her into it…”

      He looks over at me and smiles. It's the reassuring kind, the kind he's best known for these days.

      “But it was your job. You couldn’t have known this was going to happen.”

      I take a deep breath in, and I hold it. He’s right. I can’t fault him for all of it, even though I desperately want to.

      He makes a left turn, hard and fast. I slide across the leather seat, shifting more than I mean to. “I think you’re overreacting,” he tells me calmly. “I checked the calendar this morning, in preparation, and you’re on cycle day 22. So—” he says, patting my knee. “A little emotional upheaval is to be expected.”

      I clear my throat. Even after all this time, years spent with a person, sharing their bed, sharing a life, sometimes you see a thing coming and sometimes you don’t.

      “What’s done is done, Josie. Premenstrual or not, do I really need to remind you of the agreement?”

      Never second guess a decision once it’s been made.

      “No,” I admit “It’s just nerves, you know. I hate to think there is more we could be doing.”

      I watch his jaw tighten, flex, and release. I watch his knuckles go from pink to white as he grips the wheel, and I know that was the wrong thing to say. Lying is a punishable offense under the agreement he’s referring to. So I tiptoe around the truth instead. “I’m sure she’s in good hands.”

      “She’ll be fine,” he says. I study his profile. He doesn’t look worried. Maybe I shouldn’t, either. “Anyway, it’s out of our control at this point. All we can do is pray,” he adds, repositioning his hands on the wheel. He stretches his fingers, and then glances toward me. He’s looking to see that I’m on board, and on his face I see it. The calm, in-control mask goes up. “And in any case, she probably won't be there long. Once they treat the infection, she’ll be good as new.”

      “I know,” I assure him. I know when to give him what he wants.

      He stares straight ahead. “Sometimes these things happen…”

      “You're right,” I reply, not because I necessarily believe him but because I know there's nothing more to be said. My husband has that way about him. He’s an expert at letting you know when the conversation is over, without ever having to say so. I don’t tell him how guilty I feel over the whole thing. June was—June is— my friend. I mean, not the real kind. It’s been a long time since I’ve had one of those. She’s my Sister In God, my mentor, both New Hope terms, but still.  She didn’t want that surgery. Her husband wanted it. She told me it wouldn’t go well. She knew. But given our friendship, given that she was my mentor, it was my job to talk her into doing what her husband said. Checks and balances.

      “I’m going to drop you off,” Grant informs me, interrupting my thoughts. He says it so casual and cool. Always so cool. “I have to head to the office.”

      “The office?” I say as though it’s some crazy, far-fetched idea.

      “Should I pick up dinner on my way home?” he asks, and this is his way of not answering my question directly. He’s very skilled at a lot of things, evasion being high on the list.

      I shift in my seat. “You're going into work today?” It's a stupid question, one that he’s already answered, in typical fashion, by presenting another question. So, I don't know why I asked, or why my voice raises, turns high-pitched and needy, which is exactly why he gives me the side-eye. I take it for what it is, a warning.

      I swallow hard. Suddenly, I wish I hadn’t opened my mouth. I should have known better. On all fronts. Grant is married to his work, so why I thought he’d take the entire day off is beyond me— I should've assumed. I guess every once in a while it's nice to be surprised.

      “Josie—please.” He places his hand over mine. “We’ve had a good morning.”

      If you consider visiting a friend who might be dying— all the while knowing it might very well be your fault— a good morning, then yes, I guess you’re right. I almost say this to him. I feel like the words could glide out into open air, into the space between us, so easily. But I bite them back. I know where that kind of mistake leads, and it’s nowhere good. Plus, it won’t help anyway. I know he has a full schedule. I know his patients are demanding. “I’m sorry,” I say, because I know how much he hates it when I raise my voice. Also, I wouldn’t understand what it’s like having work that you love. This is what he’s thinking. He hasn’t said it yet. Sometimes I like to beat him to the punch.

      “Dinner?” he reminds me. “Do I need to get dinner?”

      “No.” I scroll through my phone. Snap a photo of my shoes next to the Porsche logo on the floor mat and post it to Instalook. Caption it with: Love mornings with my man.

      Scrolling through my feed, I glance up. He likes it when I post on Instalook. Superficiality is his specialty. “I have to pick up Avery from dance at four. Then I plan to head back up to see June. I'll fix something and leave it in the fridge between now and then…”

      He frowns. “You won’t be home when I arrive?”

      I like eighteen photos. Not so different from my own. Fifteen of them are members of the church, the other three, we’re trying to recruit.

      “Josie.”

      “Sorry,” I say. “The Chick Tribe has had a busy morning…” That’s what we call ourselves. It was a joke at first, or at least I think, but somehow it stuck. Anyway, it’s good for business, nonetheless. “What did you ask?”

      Ordinarily, he’d be annoyed I wasn’t listening. But those two words have power. The kind only money and influence bring.

      “Will you be home when I get home?”

      “I don’t know. Depends on how long things take at the hospital…”

      He shakes his head. “There’s nothing you can do for June, love. It’s important you let her rest.” He sighs. “And, she needs to not rely so much on you. We need you at home, Jos .”

      “I know,” I agree. I check the number of likes I received. Shit. I forgot to tag the shoes. Everyone wants to know where they came from. I glance at the bottom of my heel. I can’t remember now and then I look over at my husband. “But the kids are getting older, and you’ll be working late… so I just figured⁠—”

      He holds his hand up to cut me off. “Is it really so much to ask that the first thing I see when I walk through the door is my wife’s beautiful face?”

      I swallow hard. “No,” I say, and suddenly it clicks. The shoes came from Nordstrom’s. Last season. I should have thought of that. I can’t very well say this. It’ll be disappointing to the tribe. “What time should I have dinner ready?”

      He nods and gives another of his reassuring smiles. “That sounds perfect,” he says which doesn’t answer the question at all.  He stops at a red light and just when I think he isn’t going to say anything further, he does. “I really couldn’t live without you, Josie. I know this isn’t easy for you…with everything going on right now…but most things in life that are meaningful aren’t easy.”

      I frown. It sounds like he just pulled a random quote out of thin air and inserted it into our conversation. Also, I feel one of his pep talks coming, and I’m not in the mood. Speaking of easy, I know I shouldn’t, but I can’t help myself. I don’t want to hear it, so I throw him a curveball. “Do you think you can pick up James from soccer?”

      “What time?” he asks, furrowing his brow. I don’t know why he’s confused. It’s farcical. For the past seven months, our son’s practice has ended at the same time everyday.

      “5 o'clock,” I answer, careful to keep my tone steady. Neutral. Tone is important to my husband. It’s written into the manual.

      “Sorry. I can’t.” He shakes his head. “I have a patient at 4:30.”

      Of course you do, I almost say. I stare out the passenger window and bite my tongue instead.

      “How about stopping off for coffee?”

      I look over at him. My husband doesn’t drink coffee. Which means I usually don’t either. But I see it for what it is—a peace offering.

      I look over and nod. “That sounds great.”

      He winks at me, an unspoken gesture that says so much. He looks so boyish behind the wheel, relaxed, the sunlight glinting off his skin. I see the love written in his expression, and it’s hard to be angry about the rest of it. It’s familiar, this look, a reminder of what was, what has always been. I remember he winked like that on our wedding day, standing at the altar, as though the two of us were in on some sort of secret the rest of the world didn’t get.

      “It's a good thing he'll be driving in a few weeks…”

      “Huh?” Then I get it. He’s not thinking about our wedding day. He’s thinking about our son.

      “James.”

      “Yes,” I agree, although I'm not so sure. I’m not ready to have another thing to worry about.

      I see his eyes glance at the clock on the dash. “They grow up so fast, don't they?”

      “They do,” I reply, and at least that much is true.
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        * * *

      

      We stop for coffee at a new place, or at least I think it’s new. Maybe I just never noticed it before. I don’t drink coffee anymore, so it’s hard to say. In any case, we don’t speak much after that. Grant says silence is golden.

      At home, he drops me at the door, or rather in the drive. He has to run. I feel that familiar pang, loneliness, or longing, who’s to say? It only lasts for a second, because when I walk in the front door there are a dozen long-stemmed pink roses sitting in the foyer. I lean in and inhale the familiar scent, and then I pluck the card, sliding it between my fingers, feeling the weight of the paper. I open it, even though I’m pretty sure I know what it will say. There are only a few variations. I love you. Always have. Always will. Love, Grant.

      I lean back and snap the photo with my phone. I post it to Instalook with the hashtag #luckiestwifeever .

      And I am the luckiest wife ever. If one is to overlook the fact that my husband had his assistant order these, and someone else deliver them, and the fact that he can’t be here for me when I really need him. If you forget to consider those things, then yes, it’s all true. I roll my shoulders and try to release the weight of this morning. This isn’t his fault, the situation with June. Well, not entirely. I shouldn’t be so annoyed with him. He is trying. Clearly, he’s trying.

      I set my phone down and sit on the plush bench in the foyer. It’s well-cushioned and pale green. Grant’s choice. I know he won’t like me sitting on it, having just been at the hospital. He despises germs, which is why I had to practically beg him to let me see June, given the infection. I half-expected he’d say I shouldn’t go back up this afternoon. But he didn’t.

      I crack my neck and open my phone. I check Instalook to see how many “likes” I’ve gotten. Forty-five in nineteen seconds. Not bad. Still, I sigh. I reply to the comments about the shoes. Grant brought them back for me from a trip, I lie.

      I cross and uncross my legs. Smooth my dress. If I lean forward just enough I can see her house. I don’t want to, but sometimes it’s an itch I have to scratch. I scratch hard this time, allowing myself a good, hard look. It’s so different now, so empty without her, even though it isn’t empty at all. So much has changed, and yet nothing has. Kate was my best friend. I make myself look away. I thumb through Instalook, see what the Chick Tribe is up to. This helps.

      I don’t like to think about how good it used to be. That’s why I don’t look often, not anymore. It hurts too much, even after all this time. But sometimes on occasion, if I’m antsy, the way I am now, I allow myself just a peek, a tiny glimpse into the past. I’m careful though. I don’t venture too far down that path or there are consequences. Friends like Kate don’t come around often, and in fact, and I know it sounds cliché, but I’ve never met anyone like her since. I don’t think I ever will. The closest I’ve come is June, and our friendship is based solely on our positions within the church, so that isn’t saying much. Still, I like June. Which is more than I can say for the rest of them.

      I pick up my phone again. Not today, I tell myself. I won’t go there today. I feel antsy, so I open Instalook again. I close it quickly; I have things to do. But not before checking the number of likes I’ve received on my roses. Ninety-seven so far. In thirty-eight seconds. I know it shouldn't matter— but those likes make me feel good.

      I shoot a text to Grant, thanking him for the flowers. They're beautiful, I write. I mean it, but also, I know how much my husband appreciates reciprocation. While I wait for him to text back, my phone rings. It's June. I already know why she’s calling. She’s scared. I saw it this morning. She told me as much, when Grant stepped out to take a call. She thinks someone is out to get her. Grant assures me this can happen when the body is fighting an infection, when a person is really sick. But he’s wrong about part of it. June was like this before he performed the breast enhancement on her. She was paranoid before the infection. He didn’t say anything when I mentioned that. He doesn’t like it when I worry.

      “I have to pick up Avery first,” I tell her.

      “Can’t she ride the bus?” She scoffs. “My kids always rode the bus…”

      “She hates the bus, June.” I don’t mean to sound annoyed but maybe Grant is right. Maybe I shouldn’t let her depend on me so much. It’s just that she reminds me a little of Kate and Kate depended on me a lot. I guess it’s good to feel needed. “No one rides the bus these days.”

      “Sure they do,” she says. “Why else would they have them?”

      I pinch the bridge of my nose and squeeze my eyes shut.

      “And, you know, it might make her appreciate you a little more if she had to face a little bit of hardship. Speaking of hardship,” she says lowering her voice. “I have to tell you, I think it’s going to happen today. I don’t care what it takes Josie—you have to do something. You have to get me out of here.”

      “June, please.”

      “Please, what?”

      “We’ve discussed this.”

      She starts in on me again, and I listen for a few moments until my head throbs, and my phone buzzes.

      “Avery is beeping in,” I tell her. “I have to go.”

      “What? Who?”

      “I’ve got to go,” I repeat. “I’ll be there at 5:30,” I promise, and I press the button to switch calls.

      “Avery—”

      “Mom,” I hear my daughter say on the other end of the line. She’s breathless, but then that’s the norm these days. Everything is urgent and everything is a disaster. This is fourteen. “I need you to pick me up,” she huffs. “ASAP—we have a semester test in biology, and I have a massive headache…I can't possibly take that test today.”

      “Avery…”

      “What? If I do, I'll seriously flunk out of school!”

      “Avery, I can’t pick you up right now,” I sigh. “I have a long list of things to do. Can’t you just stick it out?”

      “Mommmmm. NO.” She’s annoyed with me, every bit her father’s daughter. “I can’t just stick it out,” she swears. “Do you even realize what you’re asking me?”

      Of course I realize what I’m asking.

      “Avery—”

      “You know what?” she huffs. “Never mind. I’ll just start walking home.”

      “Fine,” I relent. I shake my head at what I’m about to say. “I’ll be there in 20 minutes. Be ready and waiting on the bench.”

      She knows I won't let her walk home. It's an empty threat. At this age, she's still all arms and legs, outgoing and headstrong, everything that I wasn’t. She's moody and impossible— all the things no one tells you about when they place that little bundle of joy in your arms.

      Avery didn’t speak until she was almost two and a half, and I remember practically willing her to talk. Grant swore up and down that it was that one glass of wine I had before I knew I was pregnant. A woman should be reserved in all things. But we both knew that wasn’t it. He, more so than me, given that he’s an actual doctor. I begged him to let me take her to a speech therapist, but he refused. Until one day I took her anyway. I’ll never forget how I paid for that. Interestingly enough, it was a few short days after that Avery graced us with her first word. It wasn’t Mama and it wasn’t Dada. It was no.

      Of course, these days things are a little different. She never shuts up, and most of the time, I remember to be thankful for that. That’s not to say that I don’t brace myself whenever my phone rings. I know who’s calling. The church, Grant, but usually it’s the kids. This is the stage of parenting where you never quite know what the call will bring. Sometimes it's a forgotten lunch, sometimes it's a needed ride, usually it’s ‟I need money,” ‟Can you put money in my account?” or ‟Can I go home with so and so after school?”

      The answer is almost always yes, and I’m sure that’s the problem. I once complained to Grant about it. He simply sighed, and shook his head like I was the most daft person on the planet.  Afterward, he’d reminded me, this is my job, and if I only stopped to consider the stuff he has to deal with on a day-to-day basis, then maybe I wouldn't complain so much.

      But he’s wrong about that.

      I do think about the kinds of things he has to deal with. I think about those women, how he sculpts perfect breasts. I think about their perfect bodies, the kind of precision it takes to mold the perfect face, and I can’t help but wonder if he isn’t right.
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          IZZY

        

      

    

    
      “Thank you for covering for me,” Stacey calls out. Her voice sounds exasperated, but it’s always like that. From the corner of my eye, I see her slip the apron over her head. I notice the way the corners of her lips turn up as she ties it behind her back. It makes me roll my eyes. I can’t help myself. She loves this place, and I wish I had something I loved that much.

      “No problem,” I answer, which is pretty much the same thing as saying: how could I say no when you offered me triple the pay?

      That’s the thing about people like Stacey. She thinks I covered an extra shift to be nice, or more likely because I had nothing better to do other than save her ass. Even if she wasn’t right, even if I didn’t have anything on my plate not counting staring at those same beige walls and surfing the internet, that isn’t the point. The point is, it never occurred to her that I might actually need the money, and why would it? Stacey came by Lucky’s Sandwich Shoppe the way most people on this end of town come by the things they have. Inheritance. A member of the lucky sperm club, Stacey was born into the right family at the right time, without a care in the world, her last name practically a guarantee she’d never have to question where her next meal is going to come from. Even if she didn’t own a sandwich shoppe.

      This is probably why she constantly talks of closing down, although we both know she’s full of it. Lucky’s was her grandfather’s, and she couldn’t bear to see it go. It’s in her blood, as she likes to say, which is another way of her saying it’s a nice hobby to keep her busy, seeing that she has all the money she’ll ever need. This and the fact it makes her look like she’s actually contributing something to the world, even if that something is just unremarkable coffee and mediocre sandwiches in an aesthetic environment.

      “No seriously,” she drones on. “I really don’t know what I’d do without you.”

      I shrug, because I’m not sure what to say to that. I don’t feel that way about anyone. Maybe not even Josh, back when he was alive. Also, I’m smart enough to know it’s better to say nothing when what I really want is to tell her she's being melodramatic. Thankfully, for the both of us, I know when to keep my mouth shut. About a lot of things.

      Don’t get me wrong, it’s not that I dislike Stacey. I guess you could say I’m indifferent. We have an agreement. It’s simple this way. I work. She pays. The gig feeds me, in more ways than one.  It isn’t all bad. There’s amusement in it, at least. Stacey’s one of those eternally optimistic people whose every complaint is packaged neatly, at best, and backhanded, at worst.

      I finger my earrings, the ones she bought for me last month after I saw someone on Instalook (@luckygirl242) wearing a pair and commented how much I liked them. She likes to do that, surprise me with things, just because she can. It’d be nice to say I appreciate her gestures. But mostly, it makes me hate her a little bit.
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        * * *

      

      I type my employee number into the computer (3-2-1), officially clocking myself out. Finally. I’ve been counting the minutes to freedom. I’m in a hurry, so I wipe my hands on my jeans and instantly I regret it. They’re my favorite pair. I splurged on them after @fashionistaforver777 posted pictures on Instalook calling them on trend. Thinking of her now, I close my eyes and exhale. I shake my head. If you hadn’t gotten so close, you wouldn’t have been so let down. @Fashionistaforver777 also known as Alice IRL (in real life) used to be one of my favorites to follow. I loved her vacation photos, and her makeup tricks, despite the fact that I couldn’t afford any of them. Well, not really.

      It was her husband Saul who really drew me in. He loved her. I could always tell when it was him behind the lens. And so, when she announced her divorce, that was it for me— I couldn’t go on pretending to want to dress and look and vacation like her, when she was clearly not appreciative of any of it. She tossed Saul aside like she tossed the latest (#solastseason) trend. I shouldn’t have let it get me down the way it did. Things meant nothing to her. So why would people?

      “See you in a few,” Stacey calls through the door, bringing me back to the here and now. It’s not a question, and I'm not sure how much of that is part of the problem for me. Before today, before I saw the two of them, I considered packing it all up. I thought about disappearing, getting away from this place. I thought what I needed was a fresh start. But seeing Grant Dunn and his lovely wife gave me hope, and now I'm not so sure. Maybe this morning won’t be my last shift after all.

      “See you for second shift,” I say on my way out, unusually upbeat, and I actually mean it. For the first time in a long time, I'm buzzing with excitement. I don’t even make it to the car before I’m tapping the letters into my screen. I check Instalook for his name first. No dice. Then I go straight to Google. Grant Dunn. Tell me. Who are you? Who is that you’re married to? And, where do the two of you like to play online?
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          JOSIE

        

      

    

    
      “You’re home early.”

      “Sit down, Jos—” Grant tells me, kissing my cheek.

      I’m washing something in the sink, and I have to turn so I can see his face. Something is off. It’s there in the crease between his brow.

      “What?” I ask, cocking my head. I turn off the faucet and dry my hands. “What is it?”

      He presses his lips together and takes a deep breath in. “June is dead.”

      The news comes out on the exhale, like it was nothing at all. I drop the towel I’m holding. Just let go. I shake my head. This can’t be right. “I just saw her.”

      He smacks his lips and readies his doctor voice. The one with authority. “She died at 14:00.”

      I suck my bottom lip between my teeth and hold it there. I can’t compute what he’s saying. Also, this is not an occasion that calls for military time. It takes me a few seconds to mentally calculate what that means. Finally, it hits me. “I don’t understand.”

      “The infection was worse than they thought,” he says, scanning the mail I left for him on the counter. When I don’t say anything, he looks up. “She turned septic.”

      I can’t breathe. My lungs are seizing. “How can that be? I just talked to her…a few hours ago.”

      “I’m sorry Josie,” he says, setting the mail aside. He walks over to where I’m standing. “That’s just how it works out sometimes.”

      I collapse into his arms, and I want to cry, I really do. For June. For the guilt I feel. Instead I feel numb. He holds me for several long moments, and then he pulls back and looks into my eyes. “I brought you something from the hospital.”

      He leaves me to walk over to his bag. I stare at the towel on the floor. I mean to pick it up, but I can’t make myself. Grant does it. He hates anything out of place. “Here,” he says. My vision is blurry. I shouldn’t have been so short with her.

      “Josie,” he says. “I brought this for you.” I think he’s going to hand me something of June’s, but he doesn’t. Instead, he places a well-worn book in my hands. How To Cope With Sudden Loss. I turn it over, and Grant turns to go. I thank him, and then I remove my phone from my pocket and snap a photo of the book in one hand. I make sure my new heels are in the shot, too, because I’ve been meaning to post about them. I caption the shot: Hug your loved ones close. You never know. #nothingrealeverdies

      It’s a silly thing to do, but all over town, other members of New Hope are getting the news too. I have to be a leader. I have to stay on top of things.  June would understand.

      Grant interrupts me by asking where the kids are. I point upstairs, press the button to upload the photo, and that is that.
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        * * *

      

      Three weeks later it feels like déjà vu when Grant comes walking in the door before dark.

      I look up from my phone. “You’re home early.”

      “We have a dinner,” he tells me, kissing my cheek.

      I cock my head. “But I made dinner.” This is random, out of the blue. My husband hates anything out of the blue. In his line of work, the unexpected never signifies anything good.

      I await his response, but none comes. His face is relaxed. He smiles. He takes me in his arms. “I can’t wait to show you off.”

      I grin. His mood feels contagious. Trouble is, I just fixed the most amazing meal, and I’ve already uploaded the spread in my dining room to Instalook, and I’m not sure how I’ll fit this into my feed. Then a hashtag comes to mind— #husbandhadotherplans then #blesssedlife and instantly I feel better, knowing there’s a solution. “Why didn’t you tell me before?”

      He pulls away. “Tom is back,” he tells me nonchalantly.

      I bite my lip. “Tom?”

      His whole demeanor changes. He leans down, and then hands me his things to put away. He could do it himself, but he’s used to having nurses and assistants take care of the minutiae for him. Why should it be any different at home? Habits are hard to break. He always says that.

      “Did he bring her?” I tread carefully.

      I watch my husband’s expression, blank as he mulls over what I’ve asked. “Of course he brought her.”

      I scan the room, looking for a way out. “In that case—I don’t know if I can go…”

      He cocks his head, shuffles his feet, and then crosses one ankle over the other. It’s as though he hasn’t heard me. Until he meets my eye. “You can go.”

      My stomach flip-flops. It doesn’t help that it’s empty. “It just feels like such a betrayal to June. I just don’t get it—it hasn’t even been that long.”

      The corners of his eyes crinkle. I can see that he’s analyzing me carefully. “June is dead.”

      “Yes. But I don’t know…” I admit as I dry my hands. Idle hands are the devil’s workshop. “I think something is off.” I turn toward him. “It doesn’t seem right that he’d do this, Grant. Also—she said things—she said someone was out to get her.”

      He shrugs.

      “That doesn’t seem like the June I knew…”

      He walks over to where I’m standing and runs his hands down the lengths of my arms. I close my eyes. Bile rises. Grant hates being challenged. Everything in me tenses. He sighs deeply before he leans forward and kisses my forehead. “June was sick, dear. Shame makes people do all sorts of things.”

      “Shame?”

      He glances up at the ceiling, and then back at me. “Ok, grief.”

      I don’t say anything. I miss June. I feel terrible about what happened. But if I feel grief over the loss, it has to do with more than the fact that she’s not around anymore. He steps away.  I watch as he retrieves his phone from his pocket. I take note of the time on the clock above the oven as he stares intently at the screen. When just enough time has passed that it doesn’t seem confrontational, I say, “I just don’t see how he could replace her so soon.”

      He raises his head slowly.  I think I see disappointment in his eyes. “What choice did he have?”

      I purse my lips and busy myself with cleaning up the meal that will go to waste. I don’t know what he means by choice, but I know better than to ask. Sometimes it’s best to avoid the hard stuff. Grant abhors all forms of gossip. It’s firmly and righteously against our agreement.

      He exhales loudly.

      “Long day?” I ask because it’s too early in the evening for him to be this irritated on account of me. Not if tonight is going to turn out well.

      “They added another surgery onto my schedule tomorrow.”

      I pick up a knife and scrape my effort into the trash bin.

      Grant clears his throat. “You will be kind to her, Jos—we can’t afford anymore mishaps. Not if we want to remain a part of the congregation.”

      Truth be told, I don’t really know whether or not I want to remain a member of New Hope. It has its benefits sure. But it has major drawbacks, too. My husband likes to allude to the fact that they’ll kick us out. “They won’t kick you out—they need you too much.”

      “Who knows what they’ll do, Josie.”

      “I’ll get dressed,” I say, changing the subject. Mishaps are not something either of us are in the mood to discuss.

      “Where are the kids?” he asks as I straighten the mail he’s just tossed on the table.

      “Avery is at Carly’s. She’s staying the night. And James is upstairs working on homework.”

      My husband does a double-take. “You let her go to the Clarks?”

      I furrow my brow. “You told her she could, remember?” It’s not the whole truth, of course. She asked him when he was distracted, and he answered in kind.

      “The Clarks are under investigation,” he says matter-of-factly.

      “What?” I drop the mail. “You didn’t tell me⁠—”

      He scoffs. “You know the rules.”

      Boy, do I ever.

      I wait for him to say more, but he closes his eyes instead. I hold my breath. It’s always been my mission to keep the kids out of these things. “I can’t tell you every detail of everything, Josie. Sometimes you have to think for yourself.”

      “But this applies to our child, Grant. You could’ve said something.”

      “I didn’t tell her she could go,” he assures me. “I would remember that.”

      “Should I call her home?”

      He considers my question, although I know my husband. He’s already thought it through. “No,” he says finally. “It’s a minor infraction,” he adds. He chooses his words carefully. “Something in an audit. A red flag…I don’t think we should make a big deal out of it. Yet.”

      Yet. A minor infraction could mean a lot of things. But so far as I know, the Clarks have always had a good track record. I exhale deeply. I’m lightheaded either from holding my breath or not eating.

      I need to know how bad it might be. “What did they do?”

      “You know I can’t tell you that Jos—why do you even ask?”

      “Because Avery and her safety mean more to me than anything in this world,” I say, and immediately I know it was both the wrong and the right thing to say.

      “I see,” he says. “It’s nice to know where I rank in your little world.”

      I lean against the counter, and he does the same. We stand facing each other. He places his phone in his pocket, and then watches me for several moments. “It’s nothing you should worry about, love.”

      But I do worry. My husband is third in command at New Hope. It can be dangerous for him, and thus for those related to him, if another member is backed into a corner. This alone is why he should tell me.

      “You know talking about the infractions of others is prohibited.”

      “But I’m your wife. And this is our child we’re talking about.”

      “What are you suggesting? That I’m being reckless, insensitive—or both?”

      “Neither. I just want reassurance is all.”

      “Nothing is guaranteed in life, Josie. You of all people should know that.”

      I don’t know what he means.

      He crosses and uncrosses his arms. “You know, Dan was telling me we ought to replace the tile in the clubhouse. And I was thinking he might be right,” he says widening his stance. “Although— the more I think of it, the more I realize with the right amount of effort we could really get it shining again. Put the money saved toward recruitment efforts.” He studies my face. “Don’t you think?”

      I don’t answer. I know where this is headed. What I don’t know is why he’s changing the subject.

      “I’ll leave the supplies for you here in the morning.” He points to the counter. “Should give you plenty of time to think about where we stand.”

      “Grant,” I plead. “I have a full day tomorrow.”

      “Yes,” he says. “I’m sure you do. But we really need to get that floor in shape.”

      “Maybe Dan is right,” I suggest. “Maybe we should just replace it.”

      His eyes shift, but just a little before his expression becomes fixed once again. “Sometimes taking the easy way out isn’t always the best way, love.” He smiles. “Just ask June.”
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          IZZY

        

      

    

    
      The aroma hits me immediately as I place my key in the lock. I fling the door open faster than I intend to. The wave of garbage hits me. Shit. I don’t have the time or the patience for this. Not now. All I want to do is sink down onto the couch and scan through Instalook. We were so busy today that I didn’t get much of a chance, and my mind is reeling with all that I missed. Now Instalook is going to have to wait because there's no mistaking the smell that fills my tiny apartment. It only takes two tiny breaths for me to realize its origin and my mistake. I accidentally left last night’s take out in the trash.

      Take out I barely touched, which explains the overwhelming stench.

      I curse myself. Not only am I missing out on what’s happening on Instalook, but also, I have research to do. I can’t believe how stupid I am— I shouldn’t be so forgetful. It’s just that it was always his job, the trash, which is clearly why my apartment reeks of warm, putrid, rotting food. I begin to dry-heave. Sweat beads at my temples. I can’t afford to set the AC lower than eighty-two, which doesn’t help with the smell. I could faint at any moment. Who knows how long it would be before anyone found me?

      The wretched smell wafting from my apartment should be a dead giveaway, but apparently, no one in this building cares. These days, people are willing to look the other way. Everyone has their own problems. I once saw a story on the internet where an elderly woman was dead in her house for eight months before anyone thought to look for her. That would be me. Only younger.

      I massage my temples and turn the air conditioner all the way down. Fuck it, who cares about paying your electricity bill if you won’t survive to see it come? I toss my keys onto the counter, and I can almost hear his voice in my mind. Lock the door, Izzy. Lock the door. But I don't lock the door. It feels kind of nice to be brazen, now that he's not here to stop me. It feels like playing Russian roulette with my life, and before today, before I saw them, taking chances like this was the only thing that brought me even an ounce of satisfaction. Locking the door doesn't matter much anymore.

      Not even on this side of town.

      When it's your time to go, it's your time to go. Damn it, Izzy, I hear him say. Why can’t you ever listen? I cover my ears. I hate it. I hate his voice. I hate that he’s still bouncing around in my head, and yet at the same time, I don’t want to consider the alternative. There’s no telling how long I’ll keep hearing him speak to me. How long will I remember what he sounds like? How long will I know what he would have said? A year? Five years? Forever?

      I suck a deep breath in, pinch my nose with one hand, and with the other I take the trash sack from the garbage, and set it out in the hall. On my way back in, I spot the mail I left on the counter yesterday. As I scan through the envelopes, I can see that it’s all the same: bills, bills, and more bills. It never ends. At least there were no boxes today. Three days running, and the deliveryman has stayed away.  This is a record for me. Of course, it isn’t just sheer willpower—I only have one credit card that isn’t maxed, and mama taught me at least one thing: drown if you must, but know how to save yourself if you change your mind. Suddenly, I feel that familiar softness circling my ankles. I kick Whiskers away. I hate that cat. He butts his head against my lower legs, and I part them. It’s like he knows.

      I scoot away. He follows.

      Eventually, I give up. I pick up a bill and the lighter that sits on the counter, and I hold the edge of the envelope to the flame. Fire smells better than rotting food. And it gets rid of the evidence. Usually. I watch those shows. Investigators are smart these days. You have to be smarter. You have to be like Whiskers. Relentless. He goes around my legs and through, in and out, in and out. I know what he wants, besides playing ring around the rosy with my legs. I know I forgot to feed him this morning, and yet it seems like too much work just to open a can of food. That's something else Josh always took care of. It was his cat, after all.

      “No,” I tell him, and my voice reverberates off the walls. No. That’s what I should have said. Don’t go. I don’t really need that after all. A thousand times, I should have said it. Now, my silence is the loudest sound in the room. Hell, now it’s the only sound in the room. I decide the cat can wait—at least until I’ve checked social media. At least until I’ve seen their faces. I toss the burning envelope in the sink. Smoke has filled the kitchen. I watch it burn for a moment, and then I turn on the water.

      Whiskers meows. “Fuck you,” I cough. “You’re just another somebody demanding service,” I say, tugging at his ear. It's not like I was the one who wanted the cat in the first place. I said no pets. I have bad luck with pets. But when Whiskers showed up, just a tiny orange kitten, starving to death and crying on our doorstep, it was Josh who caved and brought him inside. Feed them once, my mother used to say, and they’ll never go away. I told him that too—not that he listened. He said he couldn't possibly leave him there to starve. After all, he had to live with himself. It's too bad he didn't feel the same way about leaving me.

      I nudge Whiskers away with my foot. “Go.”

      My voice filling the empty space sends chills down my spine.

      I feel the blood come rushing to my ears; I feel my heart begin to race, and I know what comes next. I sink to the floor, curl into a ball, and cover my ears. I think about all of my friends on Instalook. They’re calling out to me. I flip through their profiles, in my mind, one by one, until eventually I can see straight again. I think about all the things I have to buy, all the things they want me to know about, all the ways we can be alike, until eventually, I decide three days is good.

      It’s been a good streak.

      But my mama was wrong about a lot of things, so she was probably wrong about that too. Nothing good comes from being conservative. Moderation is for boring people. And I refuse to be that. Josh said I was destined, that we were destined for a big life, and I can’t let him down. Not now. Not since he died for our cause.

      I hop online, and I buy that scarf I saw the other day on @livingwithlulu547. It was featured on her “fifty faves under fifty dollars” post, so it’s practically a steal. Once that’s done, I picture myself wearing it, and suddenly I am not thinking about dead husbands or empty apartments or bankruptcy. I’m thinking about abundance. @livingwithlulu547 knows a thing or two about that too. She’s always posting quotes, and it’s like I could be living with her. If my feelings were as superficial as her makeup hacks, that is.

      I need more than good lighting and finding the perfect angle.

      I need something deep.

      That’s why I’m thinking about that beautiful couple, about how much he must love her. I’m thinking about Americanos and summer dresses and what kind of perfume she was wearing. I’m thinking that if I’m extra nice, maybe Stacey will offer to buy me that kind too. Then I can save room on my credit card for the other things I’ll need to win them over. Anyway, I met @livingwithlulu547 and she wasn’t all that. Not in real life. Get this, her name isn’t even Lulu. It’s Sharon.

      Don’t get me wrong, I like her style. But it could never be more than that. This is how I know that if I can just see that couple again, it'll help. I’ll feel better about the last one, who didn’t work out. I’ll feel grounded. Maybe I’ll even be able to force down a little food.

      Although, it’s not food that I need. I followed a man on Instalook who has gone two years without eating a single thing. He travels the world and survives on coconut water. I didn’t even know they had coconuts in all the places he visits. I wrote him about it, and he says he has them shipped in. This gave me hope. There really are people out there willing to go the extra mile. People like Josh. That’s what I need, more than food. I need hope.

      I plop down on the couch and open my laptop, click on the browser and type in his name. Grant Dunn. I haven’t seen anything concrete in regard to the places they frequent, which is why I haven’t quite figured out our next meet-up.

      But I tell myself not to give up.

      I will see them in person again. Once can’t have been it for us. I breathe easier as their photos load on the screen. I have loved getting to know them, learning their likes and their dislikes. I may not yet know where she hangs out in real life, but I know everything else. I know what Josie Dunn reads, I know her favorite flower—antique roses. I know she hates cats, and that laundry is her nemesis, and that she’s allergic to shellfish. One can never be too careful. I know I won’t have a ‘chance encounter’ with her in a seafood restaurant. Still, it makes me so happy to see their faces. I keep looking. I keep checking Instalook for a sign. Tell me where to go. It only takes one post about the future, one shred of something concrete. I know if I’m diligent—if I’m careful enough— I’ll find what I’m looking for. Even though I knew the moment they walked into my shop, I already had.
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          JOSIE

        

      

    

    
      I listen as Grant checks in on James. I can’t hear most of their exchange, but I overhear the last of it. We’re set to leave in an hour. I check the time, and then I go into the walk in closet and try to gauge what my husband might like me to wear. Eventually, he comes back into the room—I can tell by the way the hairs on the back of my neck stand on end. They’ve done that since the first time I laid eyes on him. Of course, now it means something very different than it did back then.

      “Well,” he says, his voice deep and smooth. In control. “Let’s see what you chose.”

      I hold up the little black dress. These days I like safe bets.

      “Hmmm,” he says, eyeing me up and down.

      “What?” I ask, because I know it’s what he wants. Sometimes my husband wants to spell it out, and sometimes he likes to play.

      He rubs his jaw and then pauses mid-rub. “I don’t think we’re on the same wavelength tonight, you and I…”

      I lean back against the wall and study my husband. I feel that familiar pang in the pit of my stomach. Longing. Longing for what, I’m not sure. It’s complicated. Like my wardrobe selection. He wants to play. Fine. I place my hands on my hips and offer a sly smile. “What would you have me wear?”

      “One of the upsides of being married to one of the top plastic surgeons in the country is having a large wardrobe, Mrs. Dunn. And this—” he says holding up the dress “is what you choose? ”

      I take it from his hands. “Yes, because the downside is—you are constantly on display.”

      I feel the back of his hand reverberate off my left cheek. I feel the sting, the weight of his hand as the blood pools to the surface. But I didn’t see it coming. Mostly, I don’t. Instinctively, my hand goes to my face. I feel the burn, and I cower.

      When I’m able to look up, I see my husband wringing his hand. He thinks it hurts.

      “I told you not to test me, Josie. You know how I feel about disrespect.” He swings his hands wildly, motioning around the large walk-in closet. It’s big, big enough to be a spare bedroom. Sometimes it is. “I give you all of this and for what? To have my life—our life—mocked?”

      “I’m not mocking you,” I cry. I don’t mean to. Rarely can I help it.

      “You’re telling me you didn’t know going in that there would be…certain expectations?”

      “No, I knew.”

      “So then what? It’s not okay to want my wife to look good when I take her out?”

      “No,” I say staring at the floor. “I didn’t mean⁠—.”

      He takes my chin and lifts it so my eyes align with his. My teeth dig into my tongue. He won’t want to cancel. Which means he won’t leave a mark.

      “Then what did you mean?”

      I shake my head. Not much because it’s in his hands. “I don’t know.”

      “I think you do know. Don’t take me for a fool, Josie. And I won’t take you for one. Lest you forget what’s at stake here. If you can’t be what I want you to be then just say the words—if this is not what you want— you know where the door is. You’ve always known.”

      He’s right; I do know what’s at stake. Everything. My husband isn’t a fool. We both know that.

      “Is this what you want? Us? This family?”

      “Of course.”

      “Because, you know how easy it would be to let it all go, don’t you? I’ve always told you…I’ll set you up in a little apartment—you know the kind—and we’ll call it a day.”

      “And the kids? What about the kids?” He likes it when I bring this up. It hammers me into place.

      “They’ll stay here, of course. Where they’re comfortable.”

      I know what he means. He doesn’t have to say it. He controls everything. The money he off-shores, or ties up in his business—and the house is in the church’s name—so, in the end, he’s right. I’ll come out with very little.

      “Anyway. Let me remind you. You like appearances, no?” He glances at my phone. “What kind of job do you think you’ll get? Money guarantees beauty. My profession is a testament to that. But it doesn’t always work the other way around, now does it? You’ll need a skill set to land you a job.” He scoffs. I look at the floor. “What do you think that might be? At your age? Lunching? Carpool? Gardening? Reading? I’m glad you have your hobbies. Don’t get me wrong; that’s why I work so hard. But let’s face it, what you have are hardly employable skills, darling. ”

      He shifts my chin forcing me to look at him. I’ve heard this all before. “It was just an off the cuff remark,” I say. “I didn’t mean anything by it.”

      He touches my face. “And I didn’t mean to put my hands on you.”

      I nod like I understand, and I do. I understand that he chooses his words carefully. He doesn’t say, I didn’t mean to hit you. Slapping you was an accident, I meant nothing by it. No, not my husband. He’s precise. Careful.

      This makes me realize I should be too.
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        * * *

      

      I run my fingers over the dresses. I collect myself, get my emotions in check. I select a green silk A-line dress Grant bought for me during his last trip to Argentina. I’m guessing he’ll like this one. It holds memories.

      I snap a photo of it next to a sheer blue wraparound and post it to Instalook with the caption: Decisions. Decisions. What say you?

      Almost instantly, I have ninety-two responses, and I realize I was right to go with the A-line.

      “I’d like to lie with you before we go,” Grant calls out from the bedroom. It catches me off-guard given our argument. That’s not to say I’m surprised. I know him.

      “Just a sec—” I hold the dress up to my frame and wonder if I hurry to throw it on whether it’d make any difference. Probably not. I’d just have to find something else to wear. He steps into the closet. When I don’t answer, because there isn’t one, he repeats himself. “I said I want to lie with you before we go.”

      I know what this means, and I meet his eye accordingly.

      “I have to get ready,” I say, glancing at the clock.

      “Being late is fashionable, Mrs. Dunn.” He’s standing just behind me, running his hands over my hips. He’s lying. He doesn’t like to be late.

      I watch his hands in the mirror. They’re cold. “What do you think about this dress?” I ask, a considerate distraction.

      “I think— I like what is underneath the dress better.”

      His response tells me what I need to know. I won’t be getting out of it tonight. Not that I’ve ever really been that successful. We have an agreement. It’s one every couple at New Hope shares: one is never to refuse their spouse. It’s written in scripture.

      “Josie,” he repeats, his tone stern. “I said, I want to lie with you.”

      This time I do as he asks, without hesitation. I hang the dress over the door, and I turn to him.

      He waits for me to exit the closet, and his eyes never leave mine as I walk across the room. I get into bed and eventually he climbs in on top of me. I swallow hard at the weight of his body on mine. He smooths my hair away from my face. “Do you love me?”

      “Of course,” I tell him.

      He stares into my eyes, and it’s like he can see right through me, to the depths of my soul. “I am so lucky,” he says, after a long, slow exhale. “To be going to dinner with you. To be married to you. To have you in my bed. This is what it’s all about, Josie. The sacrifice. This,” he says motioning to the small, ever-shrinking space between us. “This is what it’s all about.”

      I nod and offer the most sincere smile I can muster.

      He kisses the spot just between my eyes, and he’s so gentle. It kills me. “You will be the most beautiful woman there. Without a doubt. It pains me,” he says, wincing. “I will have to share you with everyone, which you know I hate doing. But when I look across the room and your eyes meet mine, I will know.”

      I can see he wants me to ask. So I do. “You’ll know what?”

      His lips trail lower and lower. I grip the sheets. “I will know the flush on your cheeks is because of me,” he says, and he pauses long enough to look up and smile from down below. “And that, my love, will be a gift to us both.”

      I want to be angry, lying there, with his head between my legs. I want to hate him for asking me to do this here, now, after what just happened in the closet. But he doesn’t make it easy. “You are so beautiful when you give in,” he tells me as he moves inside of me.

      A moan escapes my lips because he knows all the right places to touch, all the right things to say. He knows what to do to get the reaction he wants. That’s what he does. He sculpts things—people, faces, breasts, asses—he sculpts them to perfection. He’s perfected everything, even our lovemaking, down to an art, down to an exact science. That’s how he works. He’s learned how to get my body to respond every time, and without fail, it does. “Just let go, Jos—” he urges. He pushes on the edges of my instability. “You just have to let go.”

      And so I do. I lie there, and I picture myself as a balloon tethered to something intangible. I watch myself come undone until I am floating free. Up, up, and away.
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          IZZY

        

      

    

    
      I check Instalook for the hundredth time and this time there’s a new post from one-half of my favorite couple. Finally. It’s a picture of two dresses, and she wants me to choose. I like that she makes things interactive. I choose the green one but not just because it’ll look great on her. Smart people always choose green; I read that once. Plus, it would look amazing on me. I can see myself in that dress. I can feel the fabric on my skin. I close my eyes and imagine the way Grant Dunn will look at her from across the room in that dress. I imagine the way he would look at me. The way everyone would.

      I stay there for a moment, letting my mind run wild. I follow Kelsey @liveyourbestlife224 on Instalook, and she says visualization is a key factor in getting what you want. I believe her; she should know—she’s practically posting in a different yoga pose on a different mountain top every other day. Not only is she flexible and fit, she makes them both look better by being high above the rest of us. Anyway, she seems good at getting what she wants. She doesn’t burn her fingertips raw making other people’s dreams come true. She doesn’t wipe countertops all day long and still break a sweat when the bills come due. Not her. She’s living her best life and mine too.

      I start to feel the rage build, and I know it’s time to take a break.  It takes a lot out of a person to imagine all the things they don’t have. I get up and go into the kitchen. Whiskers takes it as an invitation. He meows, rubs up on my legs and follows me around the tiny space. I don’t feed him. If I can’t have what I want, then neither can he. Cats don’t need to eat everyday, anyway. They’re natural hunters. I check the fridge. It’s pretty much empty, save for a carton of expired milk and a box of takeout that’s so old I can’t recall how long it’s been in there. I should just throw it away. But it seems like a lot of effort. And I have to save my energy. Focus on the things that matter. That’s what you do when you’re living your best life. I grab a can of Diet Coke. It’s all there is. I don’t even like Diet Coke. It was Josh’s, but he’s dead so he won’t mind.

      I pop the tab, and Whiskers comes running. He jumps up on the couch next to me, and I shoo him away.  He remembers that sound. “Fuck you, and your cat too,” I say into thin air. I don’t know if the dead can hear, but I hope so.

      I need something to take my mind off of dead husbands, annoying cats, and empty apartments. I open Instalook again and read Josie’s comments. Most people chose the green dress. But that’s not what I’m looking for. I don’t care what they choose. I’m looking for something else. I see her and her enthusiastic responses. I see that she’s happy, abundant, living her best life. What I don’t see is where I might find her: where she’s wearing that perfect dress, with that perfect husband. This is irritating. I’m on edge. Now that I know more, but not what I want, I know too much.  The dress she posted about is not only gorgeous and not at all my size, but also it came from Argentina, and the odds of me going there are pretty much slim to none.

      It’s impulsive, but it comes to me. This grand idea. Within three seconds flat, I’m staring at photos of people cramming sea creatures down their throats. You can find pretty much anything on the internet. If you can imagine it, I bet you can find it. I know because there are hundreds, if not thousands, of people eating shellfish filling my screen. My head pounds, and nothing is clear. Well, one thing is clear: I have to do this. I should have been a little more brazen the last time, and I wouldn’t have lost. This time, I know better. And as @livingyourbestlife224 says: when you know better, you do better. Okay, maybe that was Maya Angelou. But still. I have to feel something. I spent all day waiting on people, whipping up their every whim (you wouldn’t believe the bullshit requests people come up with) and doing it with a smile. And what do I have to show for it? A meager, unlivable wage, and a guarantee that I get to do it all again tomorrow. I download the photos, ninety-eight of them to be exact, and then I consider my next move. I don’t have to send them. Sometimes it’s nice to know there’s a weapon to draw should you need it. What I need now is food. Creativity takes a lot out of a person. I set my laptop aside and go to the kitchen. This time I retrieve a can of tuna from the cabinet. I’m not supposed to eat it; it’s a part of Josh’s survival kit, reserved for the end of the world times, but what can I say? All of those happy people eating their seafood got to me.

      Of course, Whiskers is all over it. Finally, just so I can eat my tuna and crackers in peace, I open the fridge and pour the expired milk into a bowl. “There,” I say, patting his head. I don’t think he’ll drink it. But he does.

      After the tuna, I remember the bottle of champagne under the sink. Stacey gave it to me a few months ago when she went on one of those whole foods diets. Needless to say, she’s still overweight, and I still have the bottle. I don’t know why but this feels like something worth celebrating. If Grant and Josie Dunn get to have a good time, then so do I.

      When I wake up in the morning, the bottle is empty, the cat has shit all over the apartment, and I’ve sent all ninety-eight very strange pictures of highly allergic people eating shellfish to Josie Dunn, posing as one of her followers, and the latter is the only reason I want to get off the couch. I have to make things right again.
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      The first thing I notice is how young she looks. Of course, she does. My breath catches as Tom scoots from behind the door cautiously, and that’s when I see Winnie, her tail wagging. She’s ready to pounce. She’ll ruin the dress, I realize this, but in that moment, I’m just so surprised that I don’t immediately make a move to block her. Tom grabs the dog by the collar as his new bride looks on, adoration plastered across her face. I should be watching Winnie, but I’m not. She’s perfect, this girl. Perfect for Tom. Perfect all-around. “Grant…Josie,” Tom says, looking up, also panting, his face in full grin. “This is Mel.”

      She extends her hand to me, and I take it in mine. “Welcome to the neighborhood.”

      Her face lights up and her chest deflates. I can feel her relief through her fingertips. “It’s every bit as lovely as Tom told me it would be.”

      “It’s a pleasure,” Grant offers, bringing her hand to his lips. “I’ve heard so much about you.”

      She giggles. She actually fucking giggles. Like a schoolgirl. I shouldn’t be surprised; it isn’t so much a stretch.

      “Come in,” Tom motions, ushering us through the foyer. “Make yourself at home.”

      And I do feel at home. Nothing has changed from the time June lived here, just weeks ago. I don’t know what I expected, but it wasn’t that everything would be the same.

      “Josie.” I hear my name. I’d recognize that shrill voice anywhere. I turn to see Beth standing there, her hands on her hips. She’s displeased with me, as usual. “Thank God,” she says, taking the bottle of wine I’m holding. “You’re late. And we’re already out of white.”

      Beth is my ‘sponsor,’ and has been from the time her husband initiated New Hope.

      I smile and lean in to kiss both her cheeks. “It’s good to see you, too.”

      She takes my hands and gives them a squeeze. “When are you ever going to learn to be on time?” she chides as she kisses each of my cheeks. It would be nice to say we’re on equal footing, Beth and I. But seeing that her husband is the founder of New Hope, that isn’t the case. In reality, we actually don’t care much for one another. But you wouldn’t know it by the amount of time we spend together. Mondays it’s coffee at my house at 8:00 a.m. sharp. Thursdays it’s tea at hers. Fridays we hold committee for the other wives, and sometimes we do brunch on Saturdays while our husbands golf. At New Hope, we treat religion like a twelve-step program. It works better this way.

      “Everything is so organized,” Mel says, meeting my eye. “I just hope I’ve done my part.”

      “You’ve done your part,” I tell her, thinking of June. I know I shouldn’t place the blame on her—she is so young, after all, but I can’t help myself. June was my friend, like Kate was my friend, only different. I offer a reassuring smile just for Beth. “You weren’t supposed to do anything, really,” I say, and it isn’t a lie. This time it’s my turn. “That’s why we’re here—to honor you.”

      Beth raises her brow. “Josie is right. We want you to feel welcome.”

      “Everything is so…well thought out,” Mel tells her.

      Beth laughs and fans her dress. “We pride ourselves on excellence at New Hope.” A server stops by with a tray of appetizers. I watch as she carefully selects the one she wants. When she’s satisfied, she turns back to us. “Well, that’s the mission, anyway.”

      “I’m very impressed. Tom speaks highly of the church—about how it changed his life.”

      “Ah,” Beth says. She speaks firmly, authoritatively, as though she’s trying to establish her rightful place in the girl’s mind. Also, she never misses a chance to talk up the church. “Tom was perfect for New Hope from the get go. He’s very meticulous in that way.”

      “That he is.” Mel lights up. “Sometimes I wonder how I’ll ever keep up.”

      “You will,” Beth assures her. “You have us. We stick together at New Hope,” she says with a smile. “Also, this is why I wanted to introduce you to Josie. She is to be your sponsor.”

      I do a double-take. This is the first I’ve heard of this.

      Beth’s eyes widen. She looks thrilled. I can see she’s pleased with herself for breaking the news. “I think the two of you will get on quite well.”

      Mel smiles in her naïve, girlish way. “I’m excited to learn the ropes.”

      “You’ll catch on,” I say pursing my lips. “Although I think Beth would be the better woman to teach you.”

      “Nonsense,” Beth laughs. “Who do you think taught you?”

      “You have a point,” I agree. It’s easier this way. Beth did teach me everything I know. Even now, she’s teaching me.

      “I’m just excited to really dive in. From what Tom has told me, it seems like you guys have created the perfect church home. And you know… it’s funny. This was something I’ve been searching for, for so, so long. I can’t even begin to tell you. And so…to know it was here—that it was out there all along—well—I just feel so blessed, you know?”

      Beth’s palm flies to her chest. She’s touched. New Hope is her baby and every bit as important to her as her real children. This church and the way it works is her brain-child. It’s her whole life, a point she likes to drive home often. I watch carefully as she takes a quick breath in and lets it out. “We started the congregation hoping there were people out there like you,” she says, leaning forward. “But you never really know, you know? Some things just hit, while others don’t. Thankfully, we’ve been very fortunate with New Hope in that regard.”

      I listen as she speaks, wondering how much I can still force myself to believe. Once upon a time I was as green as Mel. These days I wish I was that young, that innocent, that full of goodwill.
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      “Goodwill,” Beth says, addressing the group and suddenly I’m transported back to her living room, back to the beginning. She smiles proudly. “That’s what we need,” she adds, and back then she was as much of a liar as she is now. Back then, we didn’t need fancy buildings or recruitment strategies or weekly weigh-ins. Back then, we just needed each other. Or so I thought. Or so we all thought.

      I can still picture her there in her tweed skirt and sweater, looking girlish and alive. We were all tired, in the early days of parenting and trying to build careers, this in addition to managing things at home while our husbands worked long, relentless hours. Beth was one of those women we all looked up to. Even if we didn’t exactly like her, we admired her, nonetheless. She didn’t look haggard or withdrawn like the rest of us. She was making a list and taking names, in heels and makeup, no less. With two well-behaved children hanging off each leg.

      She extends her arms as though she’s been practicing for this speech her whole life. “We need to bring goodwill back into our lives. We need to bring excellence back to the table. We need to instill this in our children. We need to model it in our marriages.”

      The seven of us nodded in unison. Her speech was moving. We were inspired. We all wanted a change. We all wanted to not feel so alone. Hell, what we all wanted more than anything was adult conversation, and for that reason alone, no matter what Beth had said, we would have agreed.

      Then, while New Hope was in its infancy, a string of terrible events happened in our city, in our neighborhood, right under our noses, and what we all wanted more than anything was to know how we’d failed to see that women were being trafficked right under our noses. We missed that evil lived among us, disguised as friends and neighbors. We all wanted to know what we could do to avoid it happening again. To band together, as Beth suggested, seemed like as viable an answer as any. We had to get stronger, more exclusive; we had to protect ourselves, our children, our community. It was a game-changer for most of us. But it wasn’t what it is now. Back then, we were all scared—a different kind of scared than we are now. In those days, we were young and naive and full of hope. Full of belief that with each other and a few shifts we could change our lives. We managed that all right, and it changed everything.

      “This is an agreement,” Beth said, passing out binders. “I want you to read over it and then we will all sign it.”

      “And if we don’t?” I asked. “If we don’t sign?”

      Beth glared at me, a stone-cold look in her eye. She was still angry with me about Kate and the other thing.

      “Well,” she laughed. “That’s a great question, Josie. I’m so glad you asked. If you don’t sign, then it just goes to show you don’t believe in New Hope or our mission.”

      I nodded, and I didn’t respond. I wanted to believe.
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        * * *

      

      “Josie,” Beth calls again. “Hellllloooo.” She cranes her neck. “Where are you?”

      “Sorry,” I shrug, her surgically enhanced nose coming into focus. “I hardly slept last night.” I realize immediately this was the wrong thing to say. It’s an offhand remark, an easy excuse for drifting off, for not listening to the conversation. But the little things are the things one has to be careful of. Sleep is written into the agreement. It’s not wise to openly admit you’re not in accordance with the agreement.

      “Darling, that dress—” She leans forward to take me in, expertly changing the subject. I would like to think my comment has flown over her head—that it was lost in the moment—but I know Beth, and I know that is not the case. “It’s stunning.”

      “Yes,” Mel says. “It’s perfection.”

      I glance down, smooth it out, and I smile. I search the crowd that’s gathered in the dining area. I’m looking for my husband. It takes me a few seconds, but I spot him standing by the bar. I can’t see who he’s talking to, I can only just make out the back of his head. I’d know it anywhere. Another server walks by, this time with a tray of wine, and I take a glass. “Thank you,” I say, meeting Mel’s eye. I motion toward the dress. “Grant brought it back from Argentina.”

      I study her expression; she’s young, but I can see that she’s smart. “Where are you from?”

      “Boise.”

      I tilt my head, jut out my lip and feign surprise. “Boise.”

      “Yes,” she laughs. “That’s where I met Tom, actually. He was there on business and walked right into me on the street.” She extends her brow. “What are the odds of that?”

      Pretty good, knowing Tom, I want to say. I bite my tongue.

      “Anyway,” she adds. “He invited me to coffee, and the rest, well, the rest is history.”

      “I bet it is.” I don’t mean to say it, I am so busy holding other things in that the words just roll on out.

      “Josie!” Beth chides

      “What?” I ask, brushing her off. I glance around the room, and then take a giant gulp of my wine. I look over at Beth, and I half-laugh, setting up what I’m about to say. “Everyone appreciates a good love story. I was just saying I want more— that’s all.”

      “As her sponsor, I’m sure you’ll get it,” Beth assures me. Patience is a virtue.

      “What exactly does a sponsor do?” Mel asks, scanning the crowd. I think she too is trying to cut and run, anxious to get out from underneath Beth’s intensity. Run, I want to tell her. You aren’t wrong. She is a mood killer.

      Beth waits for me to answer, but when I don’t, she takes the lead. I’m happy to give her the floor. Saves me the opportunity of saying the wrong thing. “A sponsor ensures you’re acclimating to the church appropriately. They see to it that you’re well cared for, and equally as important, they see to it that you understand the rules.”

      “Tom mentioned the rules,” Mel replies, biting her lip. She leans in close and drops her voice. Also, her guard. “There seem to be a lot of them.”

      “Oh,” Beth says. “No need to worry.” She waves her off, with the flip of a wrist, like it’s nothing. “You’ll catch on soon enough.”

      I down the last of the wine, and then press my lips together. When I can manage, when the magic elixir settles in and soothes my worry, I force a smile, and I think to myself, little does she know soon enough might be too late.
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