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      This book is dedicated to Little K.

      

      Remember that the people who hurt you were the bad ones, not you.

      

      And to S who provided the model for Alex.

      

      Don’t like the mirror?

      Change what you’re reflecting.
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      “My name is Elisa Monroe, and I am a failure.” I squint into the mirror at the smear of uneven eyeliner and frown. A wrinkle creases my forehead.

      “Come on, Lise,” Alex calls. “We’re going to be late.”

      Muttering curse words so softly even I can’t hear them, I grab a makeup wipe—the overpriced kind that smells like roses—and wipe my eye clean.

      “Don’t mess up. This is your last chance,” I remind myself. Anxiety bubbles up in my stomach as I stare myself in the eye. Just one eye. It’s easier when there’s just one eye to look at.

      Primer. Do I need it? I’m only going to be made up for a few hours…but what if not reapplying makes the eyes not match?

      Sighing, I smear the clear gel over my lid, where it promptly sinks into the lines I pretend not to have. Yuck. Thirty-six doesn’t look so good. It’s the light, right? The glaring bulbs over the bathroom sink. The ones Alex insisted were better. They make me look like a lizard. Scaly, staring, and…blank. Blank because I don’t want to see this house.

      Scowling, I sweep green eyeshadow over the offending eye and then turn to the bottle of liquid liner. Why do I do this to myself? I don’t know, but here we go. I take a deep breath—the air is hot in the bathroom—and touch the pen to my eyelid. I inhale. Hold. Sweep. For once, the brown line arranges itself neatly enough. Not perfectly, to be sure—reality still holds sway—but at least it doesn’t look freakish.

      Capping the pen, I run the brush through my short brown hair and stare at myself for another moment. Good enough, I suppose.

      Flipping off the light, I step into the hallway between the bedroom and living room of our small apartment. My eyes meet the eyes of my mother, or at least of her portrait, which hangs next to my deceased in-laws’ anniversary photo and my own wedding shot.

      “What are you doing, Lise?” Alex demands. “You know I’ve got the overnight shift tonight. It starts in four hours. We have to move.” He takes in my appearance and his lips compress. “Let’s go,” he says at last.

      I step into my sandals, grab my purse from its habitual spot next to the door and we step out of the apartment.

      “I wish you would stop leaving your purse there,” Alex says, still frowning. Bright sunlight hits his dark eyes, and he squints, but no wrinkles mar his skin. It remains perfectly smooth. His black hair shines with the gel that locks every strand into precise, flawless place.

      I shrug. We’ve had this conversation before. No need to rehash it. I head for the stairwell, but Alex grabs my arm and drags me to the elevator.

      “It’s not going to crash, Lise. We live in a modern building that gets adequate maintenance.”

      I don’t like elevators because of how they make my stomach feel, but no matter. Alex is right, we don’t have much time. The bell dings, the door opens, and my guts are already jumping. I gag as he tugs me into the small, tan box.

      The state of the buttons—fingerprinted and grubby, the numbers fading—calls into question his assertion about the state of the maintenance, but it’s too late now. The door closes and the box drops, leaving my stomach on the fifth floor.

      The lobby also disappoints. Yes, there’s a lovely chandelier, but it’s dusty. Mail bristles out of the boxes on the far wall. Sneaker marks mar the floor tiles. Maybe it will be good to get out of this messy place, I tell myself, even as my comfy little change-resister howls in protest. But there’s no point in arguing. Alex will do what Alex will do. He’s a force of nature. Now, we must choose, buy, and move into a house, and that’s that.

      “Come on,” he urges, tugging on me again. I try to extract my arm, but he tightens his grip until his fingers pinch my skin.

      I stumble after him, catching the toe of my sandal on the stoop that leads into the parking garage. “Slow down, Alex,” I beg. “My legs aren’t as long as yours. I’m coming. Don’t pull me.”

      He slows. Ostentatious roll of the eyes notwithstanding, he allows me to walk to the car at a comfortable pace.

      We reach Alex’s fancy black SUV, and he clicks the button once, climbing into the driver’s side. I wait, knowing full well that the passenger side door is still locked.

      He stares at me through the window, eyes half-lidded and expressionless.

      I pantomime clicking the key fob to remind him, and he pushes the button to release the door. I scramble up, the high interior of the car straining the reach of my legs. I wish we could have taken my sedan, but I know better than to ask. Being seen in a small car with a dent and a few rust stains would not have delighted my admittedly snobby anesthesiologist husband. I settle into my seat and fasten my seatbelt as he backs out of our designated parking space, ignoring the honk of a late-returning nurse from two floors below ours, and zooms forward into daylight.

      I blink as bright sunlight assaults my eyes, but there’s no time to adjust. We fly down the street and merge onto the westward-going freeway ramp with an ease that reminds me of how Alex can perform complex procedures in high-stress settings without a blip to his blood pressure. It’s one of my favorite things about him, I remind myself. He balances my emotional nature and keeps me grounded and productive.

      The freeway is packed, as always, and the traffic slows to a crawl, further irritating my husband. Despite his breath rasping into growls, his posture remains relaxed and in control. I don’t know how he does it.

      A car flies at our rear bumper. Alex smoothly merges into another lane. The car zooms past us. Silver metal flashes through deep scrapes in the blue paint, showing that the driver doesn’t fear for its well-being.

      “People like that should not be allowed on the road.”

      I shrug. I tend to agree, but the conversation doesn’t interest me, so I watch the scenery fly by. Downtown skyscrapers give way to city neighborhoods, and then to a grassy suburb with large lots. The summer heat has rendered the grass brown and the trees yellow, but with some extensive watering, it might be lovely.

      We merge into an exit lane not far from a strip mall. The exit is crammed with cars. I have no idea how Alex manages to make his way into the lane, but he does. We leave the freeway, turn left at the light, and pass under the freeway onto city streets. We turn left, then right, then left again onto a dead-end street. To the back is a vacant lot overgrown with dry, dying shrubs and grasses.

      At the rear of the loop, I see a small rambler with the stump of a dead tree in the front yard.

      I frown. “Alex, is this the house?”

      “Yep. Isn’t it great?” he asks.

      I look again. “Isn’t it a bit small?”

      “It’s bigger than it looks,” he informs me. “Wait until you see the inside. Where is that realtor?” All this he delivers without a change in his tone.

      “I’m sure she’ll be here any minute,” I say. “After all, we’re somehow fifteen minutes early.”

      “Early is on time,” he replies, quoting the old saying.

      “On time is late,” I add. “I know that one.”

      Alex gives me a cool look as a snazzy gold sedan pulls along the curb behind us.

      “See?” I ask brightly. “Here’s Susan now. Let’s go.” I open the door and slither to the ground. My purse snags on the door handle and it takes me a minute to disentangle myself.

      “Elisa,” Alex snarls.

      I jump, startled to see him suddenly behind me, regarding me with those cold, heavy-lidded dark eyes. He grasps my purse strap and extracts it. One eyebrow rises. I’m on thin ice.

      Without a word, I slam the door of the SUV, sling my purse onto my shoulder, and follow Alex’s fast steps toward the tiny rambler. It occurs to me, as I approach the house, that it looks like a face. Symmetrical windows stare from above a centered, bright red door. A motion-sensor light creates a small, narrow nose. The shingles of the roof resemble shaggy hair. I frown again, not liking the effect.

      A rock seems to appear out of nowhere, catching my shoe and making me stumble. It tips up, revealing a feast of bugs and grubs in the soil beneath before settling back in place.

      “Easy!” Susan says in a hearty voice, smoothing teased blond hair back from her face. She catches my elbow and helps me steady myself.

      “Hello,” I reply in my best for-public voice. I grin at her, feeling my eyes pinch in the corners.

      “Well, let’s see it,” Alex adds, striding to the door.

      Susan trots up to him, confident in her four-inch heels. It strains the seams of her skirt to lift her leg high enough to step onto the porch.

      Alex snorts as she fumbles with the lockbox, but in the end, she withdraws the key, wrestles it into the knob, and fights the door open.

      “Cranky lock,” I comment, perhaps more vehemently than the situation warrants. Somehow the small annoyance seems emblematic of something bigger.

      “That’s an easy fix,” Alex points out.

      My cheeks burn. He’s right. I clamp my mouth shut, determined not to say anything else stupid.

      We step through the door into a small living room with copious wood trim: wainscoting, windows and even molding around the ceiling. Oddly, the floor—the natural place to showcase gorgeous wood—is covered with a dark green, shaggy mess like pond scum. The busy wallpaper on the upper half of the walls closes in the room like a tomb. There are two huge windows—the one I saw from outside that has a decent view of the neighborhood and a second to the side that looks directly into the neighbor’s kitchen. It reminds me of too many old, dirty houses I’ve seen.

      The owners have furnished the room with faded red velvet sofas whose wooden arms twist as though in anguish.

      You’re being dramatic, Elisa, I tell myself. No one likes a drama queen. Those sofas won’t even be here after the sale, so don’t worry about them.

      I scrutinize the room. Decent size, but it needs a major overhaul—the wallpaper’s gotta go. With white paint, the wood should look pretty, and who knows what’s under the carpet. Houses of this age often hide treasures like hardwood under the terrible carpet.

      Trying to put a bright spin on things does nothing to improve my mood. Shouldn’t buying a house be exciting? I think of our snug, familiar apartment and realize that if I lived there for the rest of my life, that would be totally fine. Owning anything isn’t that important to me. Owning this…I shake my head.

      The realtor bustles off to the kitchen. Alex follows her, and I bring up the rear.

      On the other side of the narrow doorway, yellow appliances leer at me from between horrible moss-green cabinets. Shredded linoleum bristles up from the floor. Grease clings to the walls. An odor of rotten wood and putrid food hangs heavy in the air.

      “I think I’ve seen enough.” I start to turn.

      Alex whirls around and grabs my arm.

      It’s so hot in the house that I can see heat shimmers around his body. His angry scowl sets off my anxiety, but this time, I stand my ground. “This is not better than the apartment,” I tell him. “It’s a dump. I don’t even know why we’re here. There are condos in our building we can buy that are better and cheaper than this. What do you see in this place, anyway?”

      He regards me, tilting his head to one side.

      Knowing the look, I sigh. “How many bedrooms are there?”

      “Two,” Susan replies cheerfully. “Let’s go see.”

      “Yes, let’s,” Alex agrees.

      I back out of the smelly little kitchen and turn to the left. A narrow hallway with orange shag carpet in serious decomposition ends in a blank wall. On the right, an open door reveals a bathroom with pink tiles in the shower (some falling off the wall), a small pedestal sink, and the one bright note: a black-and-white tile floor. It jogs a memory somewhere in the deep recesses of my mind. We must have lived in a similar-looking house when I was small. Goodness knows there are enough of them.

      I stare through the door for a moment, feeling deep disgust at the dated décor. Then we move on to the end, where mirror-image bedrooms branch off to the left and the right. The bedrooms are deeply boring, with scratched laminate floors, ugly wallpaper, and small closets with pocket doors.

      “What’s the square footage on this place?” I ask, trying to ask a smart-sounding question.

      “850 square feet,” Susan replies. “On the first floor at least. This house has a rare treat: a partially finished basement. Isn’t that lovely? There’s some flex space down there: a storage area, a large laundry room, and a bonus room that has a finished floor. There’s even a quarter bath.”

      I raise my eyebrows. “I know what a half and a three-quarter bath are, but what on earth is a quarter bath? A toilet only with no sink?”

      “Actually, it’s just a freestanding shower stall,” she admits. “The upstairs shower has… some issues. It needs retiling using modern materials.”

      “So only one toilet in the house then?” I ask.

      “That’s obvious,” Alex snaps.

      This just gets better and better. I sigh. “Let’s go see it.”

      At the back of the kitchen is a door to the large but withered backyard. I peek through the curtain. Dead roses cling to a chain-link fence. Trash rolls through, carried by a hot, dry wind. The grass has peeled away in patches to reveal dry dirt beneath. It looks like a wasteland.

      Shaking my head, I follow Alex and the realtor into the basement. ‘Flex space’ turns out to be an open room with cinderblock walls painted white. The ‘finished floor’ is a sheet of yellow linoleum. A shower stall stands along one wall, near an open door through which I can see a plain white washer and dryer in a room with a steeply slanted ceiling.

      Lovely.
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        * * *

      

      “But, Ms. Monroe,” Joey whines, “who cares if the page number is in a different font than the rest of the document? What difference does that make? Shouldn’t we be more concerned with the content?”

      “Ideally, yes, Joey,” I agree. “In a perfect world, silly things like font, formatting, and even citations wouldn’t matter. Readers would trust our intent and not worry about trivial details. But let me ask you this: if you were going to listen to a lecture about proper flossing and toothbrushing techniques, would you want to get it from someone who has straight, white teeth or black, rotten stumps and missing teeth?”

      I look at the young football player and future dentist, and I wait.

      He rolls his eyes, leaning back against the classroom chair that seems too small for his beefy frame. “Obviously, the one with great teeth,” he drawls.

      “Why is that?” I ask, channeling my inner Socrates. “Tooth brushing and flossing are facts. Anyone could present them. The state of that person’s teeth doesn’t change the information.”

      “Right, but, like, the presenter with good teeth knows what he’s talking about. He lives the message. You can see that he cares…” He drops off, eyes lighting up. “And that’s why, isn’t it, Teach?”

      I nod. “Exactly. Details might not seem to affect your message, but the reader’s perception of how much you care about that message makes them more or less likely to listen to you. It only takes a second to change the font of your page number, so why wouldn’t you do that simple task to make your essay look more professional? Not doing it makes it look like you don’t care about the details in the formatting, so…”

      “So why should they believe we care about the details of information?” Joey interrupts.

      “Bingo!” I beam at him. “Class, what’s it called when a writer or speaker makes the audience trust them?”

      “Ethos!” Marisol shouts. “I remember this one!”

      “Exactly,” I smile wider. “You guys are getting this great! Is everyone on board now?” I scan the room, taking in the faces of my students. Four—including Joey and Marisol—lean forward, raptly taking in the lecture. Ten more show signs of life, as though perhaps signaling a willingness to try. Three daydream. I leave them to it.

      “Okay, everyone. For MLA formatting, you add your last name—or names if you use more than one—with the page number. Click your cursors here…” I click the cursor on my computer and type the word last, glancing over my shoulder to be sure the screen displaying my work for the class follows suit. “Of course, you should use your last name here, not the word last. Do that now, please.”

      Ten students type on school desktops. Five type on their laptops. Three ignore me.

      “Okay, guys. You have your works cited entries formatted already. Insert a page break, center the title “Works Cited” and paste the entries in. Be sure your entries are in alphabetical order. As long as you inserted your page break, you can type as much as you want, and the works cited will remain correctly placed. Copy and paste your thesis statements but leave the rest of the intro until the end. Then use your corrected outlines to start working on your body paragraphs. I’ll be standing by to help if you need me.”

      Immediately, fifteen keyboards begin tapping. I watch with a smile, letting them get situated for a few minutes before I begin my rounds.

      A hand shoots up. I hurry over. “What’s up, Darrell?”

      “How did you make that hanging indent? Sorry, I missed it.”

      “No problem,” I tell him. “Scroll down to your works cited page, and I’ll show you.”

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

      An hour later, I scoot into my office and sink into the rolling chair. My head falling back, I let my ‘teacher face’ dissolve into anxious introversion. Thank God for office hours. I need time to myself before I go home. I hope no one has questions for me.

      The phone rings. Grumbling, I lift the receiver.

      “Our offer has been accepted, Lise,” Alex says in his usual flat voice. “You need to come sign the papers tomorrow at noon.”

      “I have a class at noon tomorrow,” I remind him. “Why are we signing papers tomorrow anyway? What about the inspection?”

      “We don’t need an inspection,” he said.

      “Alex,” I say, firmer on the phone than I’m able to be in person, “buying a house without an inspection is dumb. What if it’s got bad wiring? We need to know what’s going on behind the walls, and I’m not going to compromise. I still don’t know why you want this ugly little house, but I will not go forward until a professional has looked it over.”

      Alex grunts.

      My heart thumps. Just do what he wants, a wimpy voice in my head insists. I shake my head. “Do you want me to call an inspector?”

      “I’ll do it.” He sighs ostentatiously. “You’ll probably pick some stickler.”

      Isn’t that the point? I long to shout, but I’ve exhausted the limit of my spine. “Okay. Go for it.”

      “Nothing’s ever good enough,” he mutters. The phone goes dead.

      I release a shaky breath. I hate contradicting my husband, but… “Why on earth is he so hell-bent on this stupid house?”

      “Is everything okay?”

      I look up and my face burns as I see Linda, one of my fellow professors, looking at me, her plump face twisted with concern.

      “I guess so,” I reply. “My husband is in love with a house and… I’m not fond of it.”

      “Ah. Well, good luck with that. Let me know if you want me to throw you a housewarming party.”

      “Thanks. I’ll let you know.”

      She walks away.

      It would take more than snacks and cocktails to gild that turkey, I think unkindly. Not to mention Alex would never go for a bunch of strangers knowing how we live.

      I rest my forehead on the keyboard, which somehow activates a program I don’t remember opening. A loud sound startles me, and I sit up sharply in my office chair. A news reporter stares earnestly at me from the screen. “Again, folks, remember that this is wildfire season. It’s hot, dry, and windy. Be careful with your barbecue grills, campfires, and cigarettes. It’s best to avoid them altogether, if possible, though we don’t currently have a burn ban in effect. Drown your campfires. Dispose of⁠—”

      I click the mouse, cutting off the broadcast. It’s too hot to burn anything, and I’m not stupid.

      My phone buzzes. I lift it and frown at the screen.

      Alex: Got an inspector. Today at 3. Make arrangements to sign papers Friday.

      I sigh. Of course, I have a committee meeting that conflicts with the inspection time and won’t be able to participate. Alex only remembers my meeting schedule when it suits him.

      “Butthead,” I mutter under my breath.

      Sometimes, I wonder what I ever saw in Alex to begin with, apart from gaining Mother’s approval. Clearly, a home I can feel proud of was not on the list, though our combined incomes should have made such a goal much easier to realize. Instead, I’m being railroaded into a dank, stinky hole on the outer edge of the suburbs. A place I’d rather burn to the ground than live in.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            
CHAPTER 2


          

          
            
              [image: ]
            

          

        

      

    

    
      The handkerchief slips from my hair for the hundredth time, and I leave it on the floor. No point. There’s enough paint all over me to coat a small car anyway. The kitchen wall looks better, though. No more nasty, dark. With luck, the new appliances will arrive next week, though new cabinets and countertops will take a lot longer.

      “Shouldn’t you stop now?” Alex sidles into the room and gives me a heavy-lidded stare.

      “Why?” I ask. “It’s only 8:30.”

      “It’s dark and the lightbulbs are dim. I bet, come morning, you’ll be disgusted at your work.”

      “It’s the first coat,” I point out. “It’s easy to see where it should go.” But I obediently wrap the brush in plastic anyway. I think I know what he has in mind.

      “It’s Thursday, you know,” he says coolly.

      “Yes, it is,” I agree.

      “Go shower,” he orders.

      I roll my eyes. “Bossy much?”

      “Do you want it? Go shower.”

      Shaking my head, I make my way to the ancient, grubby bathroom and crank the faucet, hoping for a few drops of warmth from the prehistoric water heater.

      “Fan!” Alex barks, reaching in and flipping the switch. I’m so exhausted, his hand looks fuzzy, almost pixelated as it darts into the room. The fan lets out a wounded moan and reluctantly begins spinning. “I swear, Lise, you can’t remember the simplest things. You should see a doctor.”

      “That isn’t how foreplay works, hon,” I tell him, matching his cool with my own. “You don’t get to say shitty things to me and then expect me to put out. I know you’re not into romance, but kindness might be worth a try.”

      “I do try,” he snaps. “It’s just that you…”

      I lift the plunger to start the shower and step into the tepid water. Buying this house was a mistake. I think maybe buying any house with Alex was a mistake.

      I pour shampoo into my hand and scrub it on my hair. If only I could just disappear. Run away. I think of my job, my beloved students, and my amiable colleagues. Could I just leave them? And what would I do? Become an adjunct somewhere? It’s hard as hell to get full-time teaching jobs at community colleges, though I could certainly try. Or maybe I could stay. Move out of the house—I don’t know how he pushed everything through so fast, and it would be a pain in the ass, but I could have him buy out my half…

      I sigh as I rinse my hair. “He would never do it,” I mutter. “He would find some loophole, some excuse why the house is really his, and there I’d be. All my savings lost. Penniless. Employed, yes, but without a single dime until payday, let alone first and last month’s rent and a security deposit. I could pay then, but I’d have nothing. No furniture. Not even ketchup for the refrigerator. I bet he’d even hold my clothes hostage.”

      Realizing I’m trapped, depression envelops me. I close my eyes, exhausted by all the unanswerable questions. Exhausted by the thought of Alex’s lame lovemaking. Exhausted by life.

      I wish I could just die and be done with it.

      I scrub off as much paint as I can and shut off the water, grabbing a towel and rubbing it roughly over my body.

      “Don’t forget to dry the shower,” Alex calls from the bathroom.

      I huff under my breath but obediently grab the squeegee and scrape the water off the walls. The pink tiles rattle and shift. This bathroom is total shit. There’s not much heat in the thought. I’m too tired even to work up a good grump.

      Sighing, I walk naked down the hallway to the bedroom. At the doorway, I realize that the large window over the bed is lacking any kind of covering. It’s odd for Alex not to guard his privacy.

      “Can you bring me my nightgown, please?” I ask.

      “You don’t need it,” he says.

      “The window…” I begin helplessly.

      “No one is out there.”

      “You don’t know that. Just bring the nightgown.”

      “Nope. You don’t need it.”

      “Alex, if you don’t bring me the nightgown right now, I’ll go sleep on the sofa.” It’s a low blow, something he told me at the beginning of our relationship he would never tolerate, but I’m desperate. I don’t want the new neighbors’ first sight of me to be naked in front of an uncovered window, fully lit while darkness bathes the yard.

      He growls. A slip of fabric comes flying at me. I tug it on. It’s my least favorite one, scratchy and with a big hole near the shoulder, but at least I’m covered.

      “We need blinds right away,” I say as I step into the room. “Curtains, too.”

      Alex just stares, his heavy lids hanging low over his dark eyes.

      “Don’t you agree?” Say something, dammit.

      He shrugs. “I like how the sunlight comes into this room. It energizes me.”

      I roll my eyes. “And puts you on display for the whole neighborhood.”

      He just looks at me.

      I sigh and cross the small room to climb onto the bed. He immediately grabs at the nightgown.

      “Easy there,” I urge. “Is it too much to ask we enjoy the moment… for a moment?”

      “Why? What’s the hold-up?”

      I sigh. “We’ve talked about this before. What’s the rush? Let’s slow down and take our time.”

      “We both have work tomorrow,” he points out, “and it’s getting late. Instead of lingering like we have all the time in the world, let’s get to it.”

      I shake my head but let him take the nightgown off me.

      Immediately, he cups my sex. I squawk in protest as his moist, sticky fingers drag at the tender tissues.

      He lets out a growl and rummages his nightstand for the lube. Moistening two fingers, he jams them into me. I inhale deeply and force my muscles to relax moments before he kneels between my thighs and enters me.

      I lie still, occasionally squeezing my vagina to help him along, counting the number of grunts it takes him to get to orgasm. At last, he moans. Warmth pools around my cervix.

      He pulls out and rolls away, rising, tugging on his underpants, and nestling under the sheet.

      The room feels cold to me, but Alex is convinced it’s healthier, so the air conditioner must be blasting from bedtime until morning when it gets reset to uncomfortably hot to save money during the day.

      I fumble for the nightgown, trying not to sit up enough to be visible from the window, and quickly cover myself again. The scratchy fabric doesn’t bode well for my sleep.

      “You know,” Alex says sleepily, “you might try once in a while.”

      “I will when you will,” I say, burrowing under the sheet.

      Immediately, I begin to shiver, longing for a blanket. It’s going to be a long night.
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        * * *

      

      Alex makes moist mouth noises in his sleep. I should be used to them by now, but tonight, for some reason, they disgust me more than usual. It sounds like he’s dehydrated, though I’ve never seen anyone drink as much water as he does. I wonder, as I’ve done many times before, if the reason his teeth are so thin and pointy is that there’s something abnormal in his saliva. It surely feels sticky and… I don’t know, itchy when he uses his mouth to pleasure me—which is rare—or kiss me, which he gave up doing years ago.

      The new house makes noises, too. Ticking sounds. Creaking sounds. Swishing sounds. I don’t know what any of them mean. Probably nothing. I’ll just have to adjust. Above the bed, I can see the faint outline of a small, square door. It leads up into the attic space, I suppose. Not that there’s an attic, per se. At least, I don’t think so. The opening is too small for a pull-down staircase. Must be accessible only by ladder. I wonder what’s up in there. Probably just insulation and dust. Maybe squirrels, which would explain that scurrying sound… or mice. I shudder. Rodents disgust me.

      Go to sleep, I order myself. It’s after midnight. You have to work tomorrow. Big day. Lots of grading. You’ll need your wits about you.

      I close my eyelids. Darkness rolls over me. I take a slow deep breath.

      Thud!

      My eyes snap open. “What was that?” I look over at Alex. He’s still peaceful, smacking contentedly. How could he have slept through such a massive sound… I did hear it, right? It wasn’t a dream?

      I can see the outline of the door in the ceiling again. It seems to glow. The sight disturbs me. As does the sound, which still seems to be reverberating inside my head. “I’m probably dreaming,” I mutter. “I’ll check it tomorrow.” I force my eyes closed again.
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        * * *

      

      “You look like garbage,” Alex says.

      I stare at him over my coffee cup but say nothing. From the corner of my eye, the vile, green cabinets assault me. An aroma of wet wood hangs heavy in the air. Something about the kitchen reminds me of a rotting log—the inside of one. The smell makes me want to gag.

      “Did you sleep badly?”

      I nod, sip, and wait for the warmth to loosen my vocal cords before I croak, “Awful. I couldn’t get to sleep, and then I had the most terrible dreams.”

      “If you dreamed, you did sleep,” he points out.

      I stare again. No comment. I drink my coffee. “Did you hear anything overnight?”

      “You were making some gagging sounds in your sleep. Is that what you mean?”

      I shudder. “No, not that. Kind of a loud bang. It seemed like it was coming from the attic. Did the inspector see any evidence of raccoons or squirrels up there? I’m afraid we’re infested.”

      “Nope, just a few spiders.” Alex chuckles, but his eyes remain fixed. “You must have dreamed it.”

      “What’s up there anyway?” I ask nonchalantly.

      He eyes me.

      “I mean besides spiders.”

      “Insulation. Boards. Nothing else.”

      I nod. “Did you ever find the report from the inspector? I still want to see it.”

      “Why?” he asks. “You know everything is fine. I told you that.”

      “Alex, no house—not even a brand-new one—is ever totally fine. I want to know what flaws he recorded so I can be on the lookout.”

      “There are no flaws. The house is perfect.”

      I lean on the counter, and the Formica splinters. A chip falls to the floor. I raise my eyebrows.

      Alex turns and walks away, his slacks swishing as he crosses the kitchen, the living room, and the entryway, and steps out the front door.

      I hear the lock click.

      The engine of his Land Rover revs.

      I sigh. “Well, what did you expect? You know the more you say, the more he digs in his heels. So, you can either go along quietly or go along with an argument. There are no other choices.” Exhaustion drags my eyelids to half-mast. My stomach churns. “It’s going to be a long day.”
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        * * *

      

      “Are you okay?” Linda’s voice cuts into my zombielike state.

      “Hi, Linda,” I reply. “No, I’m really not. Sorry to answer the rhetorical question. I haven’t been sleeping well.”

      “That’s a pity,” she says, stepping over the threshold of my office and leaning against my bookcase. The covers of my favorite classics rustle against her blazer. Her skirt swishes as she settles into place. “Any idea why?”

      I shrug, not sure whether we’re friends like that. Well, why not? Who else will you talk to? Alex? Ha. Mother, maybe. But a neutral third party sounds wise. “My husband insisted we buy a house. I think I mentioned going to see it a few weeks ago? Anyway, he bought it. I don’t like it much. It’s dirty and falling apart. It’s also tiny. He said we needed to buy a house so we can try to start a family, but this house is the same size as our apartment and in much worse shape. I feel like he’s turned our world upside down and I have no idea what his motivation is.”

      “Ah, husbands,” Linda says, her lips crimping to reveal the crinkles in her fuzzy little mustache. Her woolly eyebrows draw together. “That’s rough. And now you’re stuck with your savings tied up in a house you don’t like? Can you guys not afford to remodel?”

      “I’ve done a bit,” I tell her. “Can you see the paint all over me? But there’s more to fix than we can afford right out of the gate… and for the life of me, I can’t understand why he likes it. It’s small, ugly, and smelly. Plus, it’s way out in the outer suburbs. I’ve more than doubled my commute.”

      “Elisa, why didn’t you put your foot down?” Linda demands.

      I shrug. “He really, really wanted it.”

      “And you really, really didn’t,” she replies, raising one eyebrow. “Why are his wants more important than yours?”

      I sigh, not sure what to say. My words crowd together, preventing anything from escaping. “I don’t think you’d understand.”

      Linda smiles, but her eyes look sad. “I do understand, hon. My ex-husband was controlling too, and I had a hard time standing up for myself. When you’re ready to hear more, let me know, okay? Or get a therapist or something. You don’t have to face this alone.”

      Tears swim in my eyes. “Thanks, Linda.” I roll my shoulders, embarrassed to have let out so much at work, where I try hard to remain professional and not get too close to anyone. Looks like I’ve failed again.
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      “Lise!”

      I sit bolt upright in bed, staring at my husband with wide, wild eyes that barely focus. I open my mouth to ask why he woke me when I remember the dream, and nausea rises. I jump from the bed and bolt to the bathroom. My mouth waters and my lip trembles seconds before I vomit.

      Some strange recess of my brain thanks my lucky stars that I opted for short hair a few years back.

      “Are you all right?” Alex asks, stepping into the bathroom.

      I gag and spit a mouthful of vile-tasting saliva into the toilet, only vaguely noticing the sound of Alex’s hasty retreat. I lean one arm against the porcelain and rest my forehead on it, groping blindly for the flush. Long minutes I spend thinking about my breathing while the churning sensation eases. My throat burns, and my eyes water.

      At last, I haul myself upright and lean on the wall with one shoulder as I stumble out of the bathroom.

      I’m not yet familiar with the layout in the dark, so I trip and stub my toes on various obstacles as I make my slow way to the kitchen.

      The light flares and I see Alex below the naked bulb, bathed in harsh light, a glass in his hand.

      “Water?”

      I reach out, trembling, and take the glass. A deep sip makes me gag again. “We have to get a filter,” I rasp, “or a pitcher or something. The tap water tastes terrible.”

      He raises his eyebrows.

      “But thank you, though,” I add. I take a deep breath and set the glass on the counter. My head throbs in the bright light.

      “Are you sick?” Alex asks. “You were… snuffling in your sleep.”

      If I were, you’d be the last to know, I think, but saying it would do me no good. Instead, I release a small groan. “I don’t know if I’m sick or…” I have to swallow several times before I can go on. “I had a really gross, trippy dream. It upset my stomach to think about it.”

      He raises his eyebrows again. “Sensitive much?”

      I sigh. “I’m going back to bed.” I trudge away.

      The bed, at least, feels like home. I nestle into the familiar dips and hollows, cradling my cold face in my warm pillow. Hope I don’t dream anymore.

      I only seem to blink before morning dawns. The sun shines bright through the windows. I groan, turning over to hide my face. I drift, and then, just as sleep starts to pull on me, the alarm goes off.

      I push the button quickly in case Alex is still sleeping.

      The bed beside me is empty.

      I wonder where he went. It’s not typical for him to get up early when he doesn’t have to.

      I, of course, have a class starting in two hours, so I hustle into the bathroom… and gag again. I switch on the fan and start the shower, hunting through the cabinets for one of the few softer towels I bought on the sly. Most of the others feel like sandpaper.

      Sadly, all the soft towels seem to be dirty, so I grab one of the nasty, scratchy ones and hang it on the towel bar… which immediately clatters to the floor. “Damn this house,” I mutter under my breath.

      “What happened?” Alex appears as if out of nowhere, so fast his white shirt seems to shimmer in the sunlight. He stares at me with disapproval heavy in his dark, half-open eyes.

      I shrug, tugging off my tank top. “The towel bar fell. I thought you had left.”

      “No, I’m here, obviously. What did you do to it?” he demands.

      I raise one eyebrow at him. “I hung a towel on it. Surely you’re not suggesting that using something for its intended purpose is wrong?”

      “Don’t call me Shirley,” he says, his voice cold.

      I don’t bother commenting on either the film reference or the fact that he sounds angry while he quips. I gave up that conversation a long time ago. “I’m taking a shower now,” I say. “I have to get to work soon.”

      Turning my back on him, I step into the tub and close the moldy, holey curtain. It has a pattern of sticks and twigs like hunter’s camouflage but in a birchy white color. I’ll pick up a new one while I’m out today. This is disgusting.

      He steps in. I can hear the toilet seat clunk as he sits down on top of it.

      Great. He’s in an extra-pushy mood today if he refuses to wait until I’m done.

      “I don’t think you should be showering in here,” he says. “The tiles won’t take it.”

      “Then we need new tiles,” I say. “They’re ugly anyway. Who wants a 1950s pink-tiled bathroom?”

      “We’ll do that when we get to it,” he says. “In the meanwhile, you should try showering downstairs.”

      “With the spiders?” I ask. “You want me to traipse into the basement every morning just to get ready? That’s asking a lot.”

      Silence for a moment and then…

      “Lise, we need to talk."

      My stomach drops. I pour shampoo into my hand. My hair isn’t totally wet, but for some reason, I feel the need to hurry.

      Run away, run away, an internal alarm blares. My stomach keeps churning.

      Cut that out, I order myself sternly. He’s your husband, not a threat. Yes, he’s a butthead, but he’s not scary.

      My internal mechanisms don’t seem to agree today. Maybe it’s the house. It puts me on edge.

      “You’re thirty-six years old,” Alex says, “and your birthday is coming up soon.”

      Oh, God. Here we go. “Yes, Alex. I’m aware of both my age and my birthday.”

      “It’s time for us to start trying.”

      I sigh, bubbles of shampoo running down my face.

      “Also, you’re taking a long time in the shower. Hurry up, won’t you? Water isn’t free.”

      “Tell you what,” I suggest, “clear out a bit and let me concentrate on washing up. Later, like maybe tonight or tomorrow, once I’ve had a chance to gather my thoughts, we can continue this conversation.”

      “What’s to gather?” he asks.

      “You know I think slowly,” I remind him. “Please don’t rush me.”

      “Ten years and you say I’m rushing,” he grouses. The toilet makes an ominous sound as he rises to his feet and shuffles out of the room.

      When the door slams behind him, I release a shaky breath. It makes perfect sense, what he’s suggesting. We’re both mature and professional. We have our finances in order. We even own a home, such as it is. It makes sense to have a baby now, and he’s right that I’m not getting any younger. But I’m not ready. Maybe I never will be. My urge to reproduce has always been marginal and now…

      “Let’s have a baby in this disgusting junk heap,” I mutter, “with me doing all the childcare around my work schedule and still paying half the bills while he sits back and criticizes. Gee, why would I not leap at the opportunity?”

      Still feeling ill, I hurry through my shower and shut off the water. I shiver as I squeegee the tile on the walls and then wipe it with my towel.

      A pink plastic square jumps off the wall and shatters in the tub. Its back is all moldy, as is the wall behind it.

      I shudder as I step out of the tub. Tossing the towel in the hamper, I stand naked in front of the mirror, staring at my face.

      “I look old,” I tell myself, tracing the little eleven between my eyes. I try to smile, but it seems more like a grimace… with crow’s feet. “Do I want to have a baby at this age?”

      I don’t know, and somehow, not knowing seems like an answer.

      “But what will I do then?”

      Grabbing my robe from the hook on the back of the bathroom door and tugging it on, I slap some moisturizer on my face and dab eyeliner around my eyes. At least the deep, dark color still looks attractive. I squish some gel into my hand and scrunch my short, brown hair, noticing how many silver strands thread through it.

      Scraping a comb through my hair, I meander back into the bedroom. Now that the sun has risen higher and the air conditioner has been set to twelve degrees from Saharan, my wet skin and hair no longer feel cold. It’s gonna be a scorcher.

      Wind whistles past the house. A loud moan echoes above my head.

      “What the hell?” I duck into the bedroom and toss on my bathrobe. “Alex! Alex, did you hear that?”

      Alex saunters into the room and eyes the gapped opening of my robe.

      I quickly clutch the fabric shut.

      “Yes, I heard it. It was the wind. There are a few holes in the siding on the attic, especially around the window.” He delivers the information flatly, but his eyelids twitch.

      “Holes?” I ask. I lower my eyelids to match his habitual disapproving stare. “I want to see that inspector’s report, Alex. Don’t put me off. Where is it?”

      “I’m going to work,” he says. “We have an emergency staff meeting this morning. And you’d better hurry or you’ll be late. While you’re there, you can ‘gather your thoughts.’ I expect an answer tonight.” His tone tells me what he expects that answer to be, as if I didn’t already know.

      “Don’t ignore me, Alex,” I warn him. “Don’t try to distract me with this side issue. I’m talking about the inspection. I can't afford to live in a money pit. You know that. You wanted this house so badly. It was up to you to make sure it was livable.”

      He steps forward, crowding into my space. A seven-inch difference in height places him well above me. He blocks out the light from the window. His eyes stare dispassionately at me. He licks his lips.

      “Don’t do that,” I tell him coldly. “You’re threatening something you won’t deliver on.”

      “Sure you want to test that theory?” he asks.

      I tilt my head. “You’re trying to distract me by being ugly, but my request is incredibly reasonable. I, as partial owner of this house, want to know what turned up on the inspection. The inspection you assured me you arranged… in a ridiculously short amount of time. I’m beginning to think, my darling, that you didn’t get an inspection at all. You wanted this house. You looked it over and you bought it. If I look at the purchase papers, will it show that you waived the inspection after I insisted you not?”

      Alex steps back. “If I did, it doesn’t matter. You signed a legal document. You didn’t demand proof.”

      He’s admitting it. I purse my lips. My heart thumps. I swallow hard. “I didn’t think my husband—who made legal and sacred vows to me—would need to provide proof that he’s not lying to me about a very reasonable request. I never wanted this house. I don’t like it. It makes me deeply unhappy to be here. It’s gross. It smells. It’s dirty and run-down. It’s far from both our workplaces. It cost way too much for its condition. And now my savings are tied up in owning and living in it. You tricked me. You took advantage of my trust to get what you wanted, and I still don’t understand why you want it.”

      Alex shrugs. “Something about it spoke to me. Who can explain these things? It’s too late to fuss about it now.”

      This time, I step forward. I can’t loom menacingly, but anger pulses white-hot in my guts. “Oh, I intend to fuss, Alex. I intend to fuss for a long, long time. You’re going to wonder hard whether the cost you paid to live in this dump is worth it, and I’m not talking about money.”

      Alex blinks. Steps back. Turns on his heel and walks away. Sunlight beams around him, and he shimmers like a mirage. “I wouldn’t try that if I were you,” he calls over his shoulder seconds before the front door slams shut.

      I sink onto the bed, frantically gulping air. I’ve always known my husband was a cold, rude man. I had no idea he was also manipulative. Usually, he’s a bit too honest. All these years later, he’s played me, and I’m stuck.

      Hot sobs drag up from my insides. I’m trapped. Trapped! The more the word swims around and around in my mind, the more agony rises. “I want to leave,” I say aloud. Do I mean the house? The man? Life itself? I don’t know. There doesn’t seem to be any other way.

      I exhale. An image rises in my mind of myself, wrapped in a white shroud, lowered into the cool, welcoming earth. It sounds so peaceful. No one can ever ask me to do anything again. No one can manipulate me, no matter how much they might want to. There—only there in the earth —lies freedom.

      The thought produces no distress, only a sense of peace and rightness. The way of all flesh, and how I long for it.

      I collapse onto the bed, staring at the bumpy, sparkly popcorn ceiling and realizing that I’m dizzy. The dusty ceiling fan, which is not on, looks like it’s spinning. I can’t go to work like this, I realize. It’s not safe for me to drive.

      Rolling slowly onto my side, I grope at the small bookshelf that forms my bedside table and grab my phone. A couple of clicks, and I dial the humanities office.

      “Hello?” the secretary asks.

      “It’s Elisa Monroe,” I say. “I’m feeling sick, and I won’t be in today. Can you please put up signs on my office and classroom doors?”

      “Sure thing, Ms. Monroe,” Emmy replies. “I hope you feel better. Remember to fill out the absence form when you get back.”

      “I will.”

      “Suicide is wrong,” I tell myself after hanging up, though to be honest, I can’t imagine who would be hurt by it. Only people who hurt me first. They deserve it. But something vibrates in my mind. A future without all these anchors. Is there a me at the end of all this? Is there a place in the world where I can breathe? A new future? I’m closing in on forty, but forty isn’t death’s door. Maybe in middle age, I can become me, finally. Shake off all these controlling voices.

      The idea takes hold. Move out of this hot, dry, fire-prone desert to somewhere cooler. Somewhere I might see rain… even snow. I could rent a tiny apartment and decorate it the way I want. Teach at a university the way I always dreamed.

      Then it dawns on me what I would have to do to get there. Can’t just disappear. My whole life is here. It would take months—maybe years—to disentangle from Alex, and just starting the conversation terrifies me. I need help.

      Pushing a few more buttons on the phone, I bring up my work email. As long as I don’t look up, I can control the spinning sensation. Clumsily, I type a message.

      Linda, you suggested I talk to someone. I think it’s a good idea. Do you have any recommendations? Thanks. Elisa.

      Feeling nauseous again, I close my eyes.
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        * * *

      

      The attic howls. It sounds like a shrill, repeating chirping. I cower under the covers, eyes closed, trying to stop the spinning, but it doesn’t stop. Finally, I can’t take it anymore, and I throw back the covers, rising shakily to my feet.

      A loud thump sounds above me, and I look up. The door to the crawl space is illuminated, its edges glowing in a manic light.

      The door begins to lift.

      The room spins and I fall back onto the bed, my eyelids falling.
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        * * *

      

      I open my eyes to the sound of the messy dead tree in the front yard creaking in the wind. I look at the ceiling and realize it is still. My stomach growls and it dawns on me that I didn’t eat any breakfast. I glance at the clock. 12:37.

      Rising slowly, I wait for dizziness to well up. It doesn’t.

      I walk down the short hallway, my feet swishing on the nasty carpet and onto the slashed, broken linoleum in the kitchen. I open the refrigerator and look at the options. Lettuce. Yogurt. Eggs. I gag. Nothing looks appealing there. I know the cabinets don’t contain anything I want, so I dig deeper. At last, I come to light with a beef stick. Not usually my favorite, but today, protein sounds good.

      I peel it and chomp it down.

      Immediately, my stomach settles, and the lingering dizziness fades as though it had never been. Maybe I felt sick because I was too hungry?

      Shaking my head, I step over to the cabinet, retrieve a glass from the set Alex inherited from his deceased parents, and return to the fridge. I grab a bottle of Perrier and pour myself a bubbly serving, which goes even further to settle my stomach. Maybe I have a touch of the flu? Or maybe there’s something in this nasty house that is making me sick.

      I’m not sure, and speculating isn’t getting me anywhere, so I decide to use the rest of my day off to my advantage. I quickly brush my teeth before checking my email.

      Linda has responded with a name and number.

      I stare blankly at it, blink, and then stare some more. Do I need a therapist? Am I ready for one? Would I even be able to do it?

      Instead of calling, I google the name and discover that the therapist, Dr. Shantae Williams, takes my insurance. She has an office close to my community college. She specializes in trauma—including family trauma—but prefers individual to family therapy.

      Well, it’s not like I could get Alex to go anyway… and if I could, would I want to? What is my goal? I have no idea.

      My heart thumps and keeps on pounding as I press the number. The phone dials.

      “Dr. Williams’s office,” a cheerful male voice says into the phone.

      “Hi, um… I have a question…” I stammer as I walk into the living room and flop onto the sofa. The disgusting, twisted red sofa Alex insisted we purchase from the previous owners.

      “Yes, how can I help you?” he responds.

      It’s so nice that he’s kind even when I’m stumbling. “Is… um… Is Dr. Williams taking new clients at this time?” I notice the wallpaper on one of the walls I haven’t stripped yet is peeling. I pull on it, but it doesn’t come loose.

      “Sure is,” he said. “In fact, we have a cancellation for next week. You interested?”

      “Um, I think I am. Yes. I am. But… there’s one thing.” I tug on the wallpaper again and a long strip tears free. I flick it onto the floor.

      “What would that be, ma’am?” The gentleman’s friendly professionalism doesn’t waver.

      “Um, I can’t have bills coming to this house. My husband… I don’t want…” I sigh. The words won’t come.

      “I understand.” His voice turns serious. “We can work out an arrangement for that. No problem. But don’t you all share insurance? Won't he see the statements?”

      “We don’t have the same insurance,” I reply. I find another loose spot on the wallpaper and worm my finger under it. It surrenders with a meaty tearing sound.

      “I’ll schedule you in for Tuesday at 2:30. Is that a good time for you?”

      “It’ll be tight,” I say. “My class ends at 2:20, but I think I can make it.”

      “If it’s that tight,” he tells me, “I can email you the paperwork and you can bring it in ahead of time. Do you have a secure email address?”

      “Yes.” I give him my work email, the one Alex doesn’t have the password to because I receive confidential emails there and it’s against federal law to share it.

      “May I make a suggestion?” the anonymous voice on the phone says. “Can you open a post office box in case you need to… have other documents sent to a secure location?”

      It’s a good idea, one I haven’t considered before. “I can try that,” I say. “Thank you.”

      “Lise!” Alex’s flat, neutral voice rings out.

      “I have to go,” I say quietly and hang up the phone, hoping the appointment has been reserved for me. I close my work email and open a stupid shape-matching game Alex hates.

      “What are you doing home?” he asks, stalking into the living room.

      I exhale through my nose, making a soft, unhappy sound. “I wasn’t feeling well. Decided to take a sick day. Shouldn’t you be at work now?”

      “Just coming home for lunch. What’s for lunch?”

      “Whatever you’re making. I told you I was feeling sick. What did you plan on having?”

      “Sandwich,” he replied. “Since you’ve been resting all day…”

      “I was throwing up, remember? Do you really want me touching your food?”

      His eyelids twitch. “You’re probably making yourself sick digging into that moldy wallpaper.”

      “Maybe,” I agree, “but it has to go. If you want… if you want to have a baby, the house needs to be deep cleaned, not just a surface wash.”

      I wait for Alex to comment. To agree. To say anything.

      He saunters through the living room and into the kitchen. I hear him rummaging in the cabinets.

      Ten years we’ve been together, and in that time, I’ve only seen Alex roll himself up in luxury like a cashmere blanket. Satin sheets and pillowcases. Gourmet meals. Private trainers to keep his slim physique perfect. He makes as much sense in this rotting log of a home as a pig does in a palace. And this is the place he wants to bring our child? What can it mean?

      I’m starting to get a headache from trying to fathom the unfathomable, so I stand and return to the bedroom. I may have just woken up, but I need a nap.
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      “Are you feeling better?” Linda asks as she stands in the doorway of my office, where I’m sitting between classes, staring at my computer, on which a student’s research paper rough draft waits for my feedback.

      I blink away my hard-won concentration and look up at her. Today, she’s pulled her long, graying brown hair into a coil on the back of her head. I’ve always liked that style on her. It makes her look like a friendly librarian, with her glasses perched on the edge of her nose, and her lightweight cotton dress topped with a thin, black sweater.

      “A little,” I say. “I think I just let myself get too hungry. Sometimes, when I get stressed out, I forget to eat, you know? And it’s research paper season once again…”

      “And you’ve just bought a new house, which you’re renovating. That’d be enough to make anyone feel a little off. I’m glad you’re back, though. Did you get my email?”

      “I did, thank you,” I say, a little embarrassed to be talking about something so private with a woman who, while friendly, isn’t exactly my friend. Do I have friends? Do I even want them?

      Her eyes trace the lines of my face. “When I decided to divorce my ex, I went to her. She’s magical, I swear. I wouldn’t trust anyone else with something so important, and I’m glad to pass on the recommendation.”

      I smile, though I can feel the sad weariness in my eyes. “I appreciate… everything, Linda. Thank you.”

      Her sad smile mirrors mine. “Have fun with those research papers. I don’t know how you do it. Give me language learners any day.”

      “It takes all types,” I quip.

      “It sure does,” she agrees. “Listen, Elisa. If you ever need anything—a ride, a place to stay, a place to store documents safely, anything—feel free to reach out to me.”

      I nod. “Thank you again. That means a lot to me.” I don’t ask her why she’s decided to be nice. Pity, no doubt, or a certain congruence of circumstances, but I do appreciate it, as much as I doubt I would ever do such a thing.

      She holds my gaze another moment. “I mean it. I’m not just saying that. I know you’re not ready, but when the day comes, I’ll be here.”

      I nod.

      “Hello, ladies,” Luke Holland, our newest associate, calls out. He appears next to Linda in the hallway, the corners of his eyes crinkling as he smiles. He’s tall—clearly over six feet—but otherwise a very medium kind of guy. Medium brown eyes with crinkles in the corners, half concealed behind thick, square glasses. Medium brown hair lightly sprinkled with gray. But for all his average looks, he’s always so kind and friendly. Students love him. “Have we solved the world’s problems yet?”

      “We’re working on it,” Linda replies. “What about you? Have you figured out how to make freshmen do their homework?”

      He snickers, shoving his glasses up his nose. “If we could solve that problem, world peace would only be a step away. I guess that’s what separates the leaders: they push themselves. Can’t make ‘em want to.”

      I inhale deeply, fixing my teacher face back into place. For some reason, it seems important for Luke not to see me broken. “You sure can’t. I do like it, though, when those rare few take the initiative. They make teaching so much more satisfying.”

      His eyes meet mine, warm and brown, and he smiles again, more gently this time. “You have a way with them. People rave about your classes, Elisa.”

      I blush.

      “So, since the semester is ending soon, what do you ladies think about meeting for drinks in a couple of weeks? Blow off the tension with cocktails and junk food in an adults-only setting?”

      At the moment, nothing sounds more delightful. Alex can fuss, but I decide on the spot that I will go. “Yes, please,” I say, grinning.

      Luke’s smile fades. He pushes his big, square glasses up his nose again in an adorably nerdy gesture and smooths a strand of brown hair down. “Sounds good. I’ll mark you down.”

      I nod. “Thank you, Luke.”

      He turns to Linda. “What about you?”

      “Of course,” she agrees.

      “Great!” His enthusiasm has given way to something quieter. “Okay, I gotta go update my reservation list. I’m looking forward to this like you can’t even imagine.” Suddenly awkward, he slips away.

      “Huh. I wonder what got to him all of a sudden,” Linda said. “I’ve never seen Luke nervous before. Maybe he likes you.”

      I roll my eyes. “Yeah, sure.”

      Linda smirks and walks away, her sandals slapping on the freshly mopped tile. I can still smell the lemon-scented mop water. It’s delightful. Not because it’s lemon, but because it’s clean! I mean, I scrubbed and sanitized every surface of that house I could reach, but there’s an old house stink I never managed to eradicate.

      I inhale the scent as though the simple aroma of floor wash can somehow link my shifting center back to reality. Rising, I light a rose candle on top of one of the low bookcases on which I keep the novels and textbooks I might someday use for a class. Another fresh, natural waft anoints my face like life. Lemon and roses. Sunshine and earth. I don’t want to die, I admit. I want to live, but I want to live differently.

      Well, none of it will matter if I don’t earn money, so I meander back to the computer and plunk down. The essay stares at me, but my brain doesn’t want to connect to it. Music. I need soothing music. I activate YouTube to access my Renaissance chorales. I sweep my mouse to connect when I accidentally click on a news channel I keep forgetting to remove from the list.

      Flames flare, seeming to leap from the screen toward me. I jump back, realizing I feel dizzy again. Shaking my head, I mentally force the fire back into a flat, two-dimensional image. As I do, I see a woman clutching a microphone. “Authorities believe the fire began with unauthorized campers. Firefighters remain hopeful that they will be able to contain the blaze before it approaches any urban areas. They are urging folks to avoid all fire risks for the foreseeable future. No campfires. No grilling. Even a careless cigarette could set off more of these, and next time, we might not be so lucky.”

      I scroll down the page to see the headline, noting that the fire is in a remote, wooded area several hundred miles from me. I heave a deep sigh. The last thing I’d want to deal with is an evacuation.

      Of course, it would be a fitting end for home, crappy home.

      “Cut that out,” the bossy voice in my head orders. “How would you feel if it happened for real?”

      Annoyed that even my subconscious is bitching at me, I click on my playlist. As the first notes of a Palestrina mass roll over me, I feel myself falling back into teacher mode. Determinedly, I force my mind back to the essay. It’s not bad, and soon, it captures my attention.

      Thank goodness. At least at work, everything makes sense.
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        * * *

      

      I walk into a small office with green, woven wallpaper. Cushy brown furniture fills the space, rendering it cozy and homey. The air conditioner is set to a cool, comfortable temperature that eases the sweltering heat of a Phoenix spring. I want to curl up on the loveseat and sleep for days.

      Behind an elaborate wooden desk sits a young man with light brown hair and blue eyes. Though he can’t be much more than thirty, smile lines crease his face. I like him immediately.

      “Hi, I’m Elisa.” Since I’m coming from work, I keep my teacher face firmly in place. Only this allows me to converse like a human.

      “Glad to see you, Elisa. I’ll let Dr. Williams know you’re here.”

      “Thank you.” I sink gratefully onto the sofa and close my eyes, only to snap them open again. “What’s your name?”

      “Rob,” he replies. “Rob Villa.” His lips curve, though they don’t part. I wonder if he’s hiding crooked teeth.

      I smile. “Nice to meet you, Rob.” I can’t believe how nervous I am. I almost treated a human like a piece of furniture. Thank goodness I remembered to ask his name before I lost the chance. How awkward it would be to ask next time.

      Rob Villa. Like the house guy, but with a younger nickname and using the Spanish pronunciation. The little game cements him in my mind just as the door opens and a brown-skinned face peeks out.

      “Elisa? You can come in now.”

      I rise with a groan and trail her through the open door. The inner office is a mirror of the outer: same furniture, same color scheme. The sameness comforts me, as does the scent of lilacs wafting from a plug-in diffuser on the wall below the light switch. I inhale deeply.

      “Have a seat,” the doctor says, indicating another comfy brown sofa.

      “I’m afraid I’ll fall asleep,” I quip.

      The doctor smiles. “I’ll risk it. Get comfy. If sleep is what you need, do it.”

      “It’s a bit of a pricy nap,” I say, sinking onto the sofa.

      “Okay,” she agrees easily, circling her desk to sit on an armchair next to the sofa. “Welcome. Today is what’s called an intake. We’ll be going over your history and issues, setting goals for your future in therapy, etc. Don’t expect to go deep just yet. It will take a while to get settled. Here are a few things you should know upfront: this is for you. Not for me. If you don’t like where we’re heading, tell me. It may be that we get onto the wrong track. We get to talking, and the next thing you know, we’re off-focus. Don’t be afraid to speak up if that happens.”

      I watch her closely as she speaks. A slim, elegant Black woman with warm brown eyes and a full cap of tightly curled hair, she looks so professional and yet so kind. I instinctively want to trust her.

      Hope I don’t get burned.

      “I also want you not to spend one second thinking about what you think I want to hear. That doesn’t matter. I want to hear you working on your issues. Nothing more. I have nothing invested in you making one decision or another. I only want to help you find out what decisions are best for you. Okay?”

      I take a deep breath, still examining her earnest face. “I’ll try, but that’s not easy for me.”

      “Are you a people-pleaser?” she asks.

      I nod. “It’s been a lifelong pattern.”

      “And you won’t undo it in a week. You’ll have to be more patient with yourself than you can imagine. Unlearning these kinds of patterns will take a long time. Maybe years. And those patterns will likely be something you have to keep working on the rest of your life.”

      I close my eyes. It’s not what I want to hear, but I have to admit it feels true.

      “Last promise I need from you,” Dr. Williams says. “If our connection isn’t working for you, please tell me. I can give you a recommendation for someone with other specializations.”

      I try to imagine such a thing and fail.

      “We’ll get there,” she says. “Just keep it in mind.”

      I nod.

      “So, tell me why you’re here. Your intake documents say you have a troubled marriage. Is that right?”

      “Yes,” I say. “I feel like my husband is very cold, domineering, and controlling. He doesn’t seem to care about me at all. I think he just sees me as a means to an end.”

      “Hmm. What end do you think that would be?” the doctor asks.

      I grab a sofa pillow with sequins on it and begin poking at one. “There are several. He wanted to be married because it looks good. I’m a professor, so that’s fancy enough to show off for his colleagues. He also wants a kid.”

      I glance at the doctor and see her frowning. “That’s too bad. So, a mannequin and an incubator then?”

      I nod.

      “Do you all have kids?”

      “Not yet,” I say. “He’s getting pushy about it, though. Just bought a house—a really gross, dirty house that I hate—and for some reason, he thinks this is the best place for a baby.” I frown. “He’s always been so fastidious and so… always the same. This house thing blindsided me. I assumed he would want a nice house.”

      “Okay, I hear you. You don’t like the house. You don’t want to buy it… didn’t want to?”

      “I hated it at first sight and the more time I spend in there, the worse it feels.”

      “Why did you sign then?”

      I shrug. “Arguing with Alex is pointless. He just stares until I crumble under his displeasure. And now, here I am. All my savings are tied up in this house that’s just killing me. I’ve been dizzy since we moved in. Nauseous. Vomiting and everything. There’s mold everywhere. Even if I wanted to have a baby—which I’m not sure I do at all, let alone with Alex—who would bring a newborn into a moldy house? We used to live in a tidy little two-bedroom apartment. It wasn’t fancy, and the lobby was a bit of a mess, but our space was clean at least. It would have been enough at least to start with.”

      “Is this house the best you all could afford to buy?”

      I sigh. “It’s a long story. Too long for a single session.”

      “Okay. Let me make a note of that and come back to it later. This seems like a really big topic. Is the house symbolic of everything that’s wrong with your marriage?”

      “I guess so,” I say. “It looks bad at first glance, and the more you dig in, the worse it gets.”

      “That tells me a lot,” Dr. Williams says. “Thank you for sharing that with me. How long have you and Alex been together?”

      “We’ve been married ten years. A couple for twelve.”

      “Long time,” the counselor says calmly.

      “Very long,” I agree. “It’s all I know, and I’m so tired of this life, sometimes I think… dying would be preferable.”

      She looks askance at me. “Do you have plans to end your life?” she asks bluntly.

      I shake my head. “I'm too tired even for that.”

      “I’m glad you told me. If, after a couple of sessions, you still feel that way, please tell me and I’ll arrange for you to meet with a psychiatrist. Antidepressants can be a real game-changer when you’re stuck in a depressed pattern.”

      I nod, though I doubt I will do any such thing.

      Dr. Williams returns to her intake questions. “How did you and Alex meet?”

      I sigh. “My mother introduced us. She’s the clinicals coordinator for the medical school. He was a resident. She placed him at a hospital here in town and thought I should meet him.”

      “Oh, dear.”

      I look up at the counselor and see the pity in her eyes. It doesn’t offend me. I want to wrap myself up in her compassion.

      “So, if you decided to leave him, your mother would have an opinion about that, too?”

      “She’d probably disown me,” I admit. “She loves him. Probably more than she loves me.”

      “No wonder you’re troubled.”

      My lips curve, but I wouldn’t call it a smile.

      “So, at a guess, I would say you’re suffering from pretty severe anxiety coupled with depression, which might be chemical but surely has deep roots in your situation, both now and in your childhood. Am I right?”

      I blink. “Are you psychic?”

      She scoffs, but it’s a friendly sound. “Nah, I’ve just seen situations like yours before. It’s painful, sad, and challenging to rewire these long-standing thoughts, but it can be done. The results will shake what you know about yourself to the core, but if you persevere, there’s a better life on the other side. A real life that belongs to you. You won’t be a prop in anyone else’s drama anymore. But only you can decide if it’s worth it.”

      I smile, a real smile this time. “Sounds great.”

      “Okay, let’s finish up these intake questions and schedule a few more appointments. You’ll be on your road to recovery before you know it. It’s a long road, but there’s hope in taking the first step.”

      I feel her words resonate in my soul. “Is there any way to save my marriage along the way?”

      “Do you want to?” she asks. “Just about any marriage can be saved, even violent ones, if you set that as your goal. I would never recommend such a thing, but some people are quite determined. If you want to stay, it will mean you have to continue tolerating what you’ve been wrestling with forever and you can never make a fresh start. I won’t tell you what to do, but I do wonder if you’re saying this because you think you’re supposed to, and if you ask yourself what you really want, you’d have a completely different idea.”

      I don’t respond. Her words sound too true and too scary. I can’t think about them just now. “I can see why you say this will be a long, slow process.”

      “It is, but I can already see how strong you are. So much stronger than anyone has ever given you credit for. You can do this if you decide to. Oh, and one other suggestion?”

      I look at her.

      “Since your husband is pressuring you for a baby, and since you say he’s been acting out of character lately, you should think carefully about birth control he can’t tamper with. What do you currently use?”

      “The pill. I’ve been on it for years.”

      “It might be a good time to see your doctor and have a conversation about an implant or an IUD. Something that can be arranged in a single visit and doesn’t leave an opportunity for someone to act rashly. Tricking someone into getting pregnant is a kind of rape, you know.”

      I gulp. The way Alex has been acting, coupled with the way he has always been so sure he was right, makes her words terribly, terribly possible. “That’s the last thing I want.”

      “Co-parenting with someone who has narcissistic tendencies is a nightmare you probably would want to avoid.”

      “I completely agree,” I tell her earnestly. “Parenting doesn’t sound that desirable to me anyway. Parenting with Alex…” I shudder.

      “Okay, is there anything else you want to deal with in our sessions?”

      “Um…” I break off. There’s no way to say what I want to say without sounding stupid.

      “What is it, hon?” Dr. Williams says. The whole world of kindness lives within her warm brown eyes.

      “I’ve been having nightmares, really freaky ones. I want to talk to someone about them, even if there’s no interpretation. I just want to get them off my chest.”

      “Sure. That’s fine. I’ll make a note to bring it up. I have a feeling you won’t mention them again if I don’t, isn’t that right?”

      I don’t answer, but I’m more convinced than ever that Dr. Williams is psychic.
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        * * *

      

      “There you are, Elisa. Where have you been?” Mother smiles, a wide, wooden stretching of her mouth that reveals the big gap between her front teeth. Her other teeth are almost shapeless. I wonder, not for the first time, if it’s a denture. She, of course, would never admit such a thing.

      I inhale through my nose and gag at the stench of moldy wood. What will it take to make this place smell decent? “Hello, Mother. I wasn’t expecting you.”

      Mother rises from the tortured wood and velour sofa I despise. She sweeps a strand of teased, blond-highlighted brown hair back from her face and tucks it into her chignon. “I was in the neighborhood and thought I’d pop in, you know, since you’ve never invited me to see your new house.”

      “I wanted to wait until the renovations were finished,” I reply. “It’s a bit of a mess right now.”

      “Nonsense. It’s lovely,” she says.

      I can feel my eyebrows pulling in consternation. Tidy, nothing-is-ever-clean-enough Mother is complimenting this hellhole. I wonder if I’ve fallen into Neverland. Nothing makes sense here. Next, I’ll be walking on the ceiling. I examine the warped lath and plaster. Or walking through it. “Is Alex here? Did he let you in?”

      “I haven’t seen him. You’re giving yourself wrinkles, making that face. You’ll need Botox soon if you don’t learn to school your features. You need moisturizer, too.”

      “Thanks for the advice,” I say dryly. “And to answer your question, I was at work. My committee was meeting today. If you had let me know you wanted to come over, I would have told you when I was available.”

      “Nonsense.” She pinches my cheek and waves off my suggestion. “Family doesn’t need invitations. I wouldn’t worry in the slightest if you popped in to visit me.”

      I close my eyes. For a moment, the cool beauty of the grave washes over me. I exhale heavily “Let me show you around.”

      “No need. I already looked,” she says. “Lovely place. Just lovely. I can’t wait until your little one is running around the room.”

      I brush past her and sink onto the sofa, kicking off my shoes and leaning my head back. “I don’t know,” I say, clearing my throat, “that I actually want any little ones. I’m pretty content to be childless.”

      “Elisa Noelle! How could you say such a thing?” She clutches one hand to her chest. Her pile of light brown hair quivers with emotion, sunlight sparkling on the shiny strands. “You’re going to be the death of me, you ungrateful child. Of course, you must have babies. It’s not just your decision—it’s your duty to the family. Only selfish people don’t have children.”

      Here is another argument I can’t win, so I remain silent. I’ve been not answering a lot of questions lately. I should talk to Dr. Williams about what I should be saying in response to these sorts of statements. I feel like they think I’m giving up when I don’t argue, but if I do argue, they just beat me down. Exhaustion arises, and a massive yawn cracks my mouth open.

      “Are you feeling all right?” My mother flutters over to me, laying her hand over my eyes.

      “I’m fine, Mother. Just a little tired.”

      “That’s not what your husband says.”

      “When did you talk to Alex?” I ask. It wouldn’t be the first time she’s put her nose into our relationship.

      “Last week,” she says. “He stopped by the medical school to give a lecture and dropped off the spare key with me. In case of emergencies, you know?”

      I don’t see any emergencies today. Just a tired instructor who’d like to rest a minute before making dinner.

      Mother perches on the sofa beside me and launches into a long, piping tirade of complaints about her job, her friends, and the men she’s been dating.

      I half-listen, but responding is too much at the moment. Please go home, Mother, I beg silently. I can’t do this right now. But of course, once the dam of her displeasure has cracked, the whole river will flood through. There’s no stopping it.

      I lean my head back, looking up at the cracks and fissures in the ceiling, all heavily adorned with dust.

      “Hello, Lise. Oh, Marjorie. I didn’t know you were stopping by.” Alex sweeps in, dropping his keys into a glass ashtray in the center of the coffee table. I hate the ashtray, but it’s been a feature of our home forever. He slips out of his shoes. “What’s for dinner?”

      “I have no idea,” I say. “I was going to think of something when I got home, but as you can see, I found company here waiting for me.”

      Alex looks at me, his expression unreadable, and for the first time, it occurs to me that he lacks the ability to make civilized conversation. How interesting. Maybe the problem isn’t that I’m a failure. At least, not entirely. Maybe part of the problem is that my husband is entirely lacking in social skills and graces. Good for his work, perhaps, but not so much for relationships.

      I’m not sure why that thought is so liberating, but something tight and painful around my heart lets go with a twang.

      “Well, I’m hungry, so you hens better whip something up quick,” he quips.

      I open my mouth to tell him to get his rude rear into the kitchen and make his own dinner when my mother lets out a giggle.

      “Oh, you forceful caveman. Since I’ve interrupted your meal plans, how about I treat you both? Come on, let’s go. Get dressed up quickly, Elisa.”

      I sigh. When Mother wants me to get dressed up, it means we’re going somewhere expensive, with a long wait for small portions and fancy dribbles of sauce, and multiple glasses of wine. It’s the last thing I want.

      I’m craving meat tonight, like a hunk of fried chicken breast. My mouth waters at the thought of simple fare, but I see Alex’s eyes on me, glistening. Dragging myself to my feet, I hurry to the bedroom.

      Opening the closet, I find my go-to dinner dress. Black, slim, and knee-length. Mother picked it, of course, so I have to wear it. I tug it up around my body and frown as I draw the zipper along my side. It’s not that it won’t fasten, but I’m not used to looking this bloated. Must be about to get my period.

      Knowing neither of them will be happy if I come out looking like a porpoise, I dig into my underwear drawer for my body shaper. I hate wearing it, especially to eat, but standards must be maintained.

      Loosening the zipper, I tug the girdle up around my middle, settling the dress back into place with a groan. It feels awful, but it corrects the unpleasant shape around my middle. Satisfied I won’t be getting any ugly comments, I extract my shoes from the closet shelf and carry them out.

      Mother and Alex are standing by the door.

      “Oh, dear,” Mother chirps. “You can’t go looking like that. Come here.”

      She bustles forward and grabs my arm, dragging me down the hall to the bathroom. “You look a mess. Did you even brush your hair today? If only you had proper hair.”

      “I have hair,” I say, annoyed. “There’s nothing improper about it.”

      “Don’t sass me, little girl,” she snaps, grabbing the brush and dragging it through until my hair is plastered to my scalp. “Put on some makeup right now.”

      I close my eyes for a second, and then, knowing I’ve been routed, I open the cabinet and dig out my mascara and lipstick while she scrapes my hair into a configuration she approves of.

      It’s going to be a long night.
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      “Argh,” Alex groans, shoving in deep. His thin, gapped teeth clench together.

      I wonder what’s got him so amorous tonight. Me… or my mother. The thought disgusts me, but I can’t deny how much more animated my husband seems when she comes around.

      She’d love to have an affair with my husband, and gross as it is, it might be the best thing for all of us. They can be together, and I get a free ticket out of this shitty marriage. But I know Alex. He’s too meticulous and too careful to get caught in such a trap. He will not let me go without his pound of flesh, and he won’t do anything that might jeopardize his dominance.

      He rolls to his side of the bed, and I fumble for my nightgown, pulling it on as I shiver in the cold blast from the vent above us.

      “Where are you going?” he mumbles.

      “I need to pee,” I reply. “Be right back.”

      “You should stay.” He leans up on one elbow. I see his dark eyes shining in the moonlight from the window.

      “I’m going to the bathroom.”

      He swipes at me, the lamplight sparkling on the tanned skin of his arm, but I dodge away.

      “Keep your paws to yourself. What’s wrong with you anyway? I can go to the bathroom without your permission.”

      “Okay, okay,” he says. “I just thought you might be tired.”

      “I am tired,” I say, eyeing my husband with a narrow glare. “Which is why I want to get peeing over with so I can sleep restfully. Alex, you’re acting weird. I’m a grown-up with a good education and full control of my faculties. I know when I’m tired and I know when I need to pee. Your input is neither needed nor appropriate. Back off.”

      He is being weird, I think as I make my way to the bathroom. He’s always been a controlling bastard, but since he set his attention on this house, his behavior is beyond the pale. I feel like… like I can’t trust him. Thank God I have another appointment with Dr. Williams tomorrow. I need insight on all this, and I need it pronto. The situation is becoming unlivable.

      It occurs to me that part of my anger is directed toward myself. How I let my husband and mother steamroll me into an unsatisfying supper of a small, fancy salad, a shred of cheese, a cracker, and a glass of wine that badly wants out of my stomach. I feel nauseous and hungry at the same time. Acting on impulse, I continue past the bathroom and duck into the kitchen without turning on the light. A quick grope into the refrigerator brings to light a packet of deli roast beef. I extract a handful and shove it into my mouth. Barely pausing to chew, I gulp it down, drag out another slice and gobble it just as fast.

      “Lise?”

      I don’t answer. I’m too busy shoving lunchmeat into my face.

      The light flares, and for a moment, the kitchen in all its ugliness seems to swim around me.

      “What are you doing?” Alex asks.

      I chew and swallow. “I was still hungry,” I say. “Dinner wasn’t very substantial.”

      “You have a sedentary job,” he points out. “You don’t need much substance. That's pretty salty stuff. It’s not going to help with that bloated stomach.”

      “Wow, that's rude. I don’t recall asking for your opinion. Just like my fatigue, my hunger is none of your business.”

      “It is when I have to look at you,” he shoots back.

      “Then don’t look,” I taunt him. “If my appearance disgusts you, turn your head and gaze upon the loveliness of this shithole you’ve brought me to.” I have no idea where my bravado is coming from, but now that I’ve begun expressing myself, I can’t seem to stop.

      “What’s wrong with you?” he demands. “You say I’m being weird, but I’m worried about you, Lise. You’re being aggressive, and that’s not like you.”

      “Maybe I’ve just had enough of your bullshit. Ten years of it would have anyone exhausted. Here’s an idea… maybe you should acknowledge that I am an adult, your peer, and your equal. Not your chattel. Not your ward. Think about that, Alex. Think hard. YOU. DO. NOT. OWN. ME. There are going to be some changes around here whether you agree or not. Prepare yourself.”

      Once again, he surges forward, his slim, pale body naked against mine. He yanks the meat out of my hand and pins me against the counter. His penis is becoming erect again, which is unheard of in all the years of our relationship. “Push your luck again,” he dares me. “You’ll find out real quick who’s in charge. Don’t think there’s any level I won’t stoop to. You will do as you’re told, or you’ll be sorry, and then you’ll do it anyway. It’s your choice, Lise. Obey or find out the hard way.” He thrusts his hips against my belly.

      My heart pounds. I brace my hands against the counter and shove forward in one burst, breaking his hold on me. “Don’t threaten me. Just don’t.”

      For a moment, I imagine violence. I imagine grabbing a knife from the block behind me and thrusting it into his flesh, violating him the way he just violated me. The image grows more primal. Nails and teeth digging into his viscera. Blood flowing over my skin.

      Heat rises, and with it comes nausea. I dash past him into the bathroom and deposit all the meat I just ate into the toilet.

      I can hear him milling around the bathroom door, his prissy fussiness at war with his controlling urges.

      “Stay back,” I snarl between heaves, “or I’ll puke on you. I swear I will. Get out of here and leave me in peace.”

      Shockingly, he does.

      I relax even as the heaves continue. There’s nothing left to drag from my stomach, but I can’t stop gagging. As long as Alex isn’t hovering over me, even vomiting isn’t so bad.

      I know why I’m really upset. It’s not dinner. Not him flirting with my mother. Not even this damned house. It’s how he takes control of my body. I’m too tired and upset to fuck, but does he care? Not a bit. I’m expected to lie still and comply. And now he’s taking it further. When I can eat. Even when I can pee. It’s like I don’t exist to him as a separate human. Who does he think he is?

      “Your owner,” a voice in my deep subconscious tells me.

      I can’t argue. Over the years, I’ve given ground and given ground, boundaries eroding until I became a shell of a woman. And now he’s asserting dominance over my body, no doubt in preparation for forcibly breeding me.

      I have to get out of here, I think, but I can’t just flit away. There’s too much that I’ll need to gather up for independence. Papers I need to gather. Keepsakes. A lifetime of odds and ends tucked away in little corners, out of sight but not gathered together for ease of removal. I don’t even know what all of them are off the top of my head. It could take weeks, maybe even months before I can make my escape.

      I will not succumb to fear, I tell myself stubbornly. I will face this fight, and I will win. Starting first thing in the morning.

      Suddenly I realize that I never did relieve my bladder. Thankful all the heaving didn’t cause an accident, I flush the toilet and reposition myself.

      I hope I can sleep. Tomorrow is going to be a long day.
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        * * *

      

      “I’m glad to see you back,” Dr. Williams tells me as I slink into her office and slump onto the comfy sofa. That hundred-dollar-an-hour nap sounds better than ever. “I wasn’t sure you would come.”

      “Yeah, I need your help, big time,” I admit.

      “Want to talk about it?” she suggests.

      “My husband got physical with me.” I can feel a sob rising in my throat. “He didn’t hit me, but he got pushy and threatened me with… I think he threatened to rape me.” I gag.

      “I’m so sorry. Again, her kindness touches me. She was made for this profession. “What’s your game plan, then?”

      “I don’t know,” I admit. “I don’t feel safe anymore. I can’t eat without him harassing me, I can barely sleep, and when I do, all I have is nightmares.”

      “Ah, yes. You mentioned the nightmares,” she says. “To ease into things, why don’t we start with that? I can give you some information before you leave, some people to call who can help you execute your exit plan safely—you are planning to leave, right? I hate to tell you, but once they cross that line, it’s only a matter of time before things escalate.”

      “I know,” I reply, exhaling heavily, “and yes, I’d like to start with the dreams. I’m not quite ready to face… all the rest just yet.”

      “I can understand that,” she assures me, her face earnest. “It’s hard to upend your whole life even if you know you need to. So, tell me about these dreams. Have you often had nightmares in the past?”

      “No, never,” I reply. “I rarely dream at all. Or if I do, I don’t remember it. It’s only been since I moved into the house.” I inhale deeply, taking in the luscious scent of her diffuser, which contrasts so sweetly with the rotten stink of my… I won’t call it home.

      “That house is your nemesis, isn’t it?” she says.

      I nod, not sure what else to say. Meanwhile, words slip unbidden from my mouth. “I think it’s haunting me.”

      “Haunting you? Not haunted in general but specifically targeting you?”

      “Sounds stupid, no?” I ask. “But it’s how I feel. There’s something about it. Something threatening that I don’t want to know… don’t want to remember.” My eyes close as I let myself drift back to the first dream. “I was lying in bed. I could have sworn I was still awake. I don’t recall even beginning to drift—sleep is usually a big fight for me—and I suddenly opened my eyes. There was a light on the ceiling, around the door of the crawl space. My husband says there are holes in the attic wall, but it was night, and there was no particular light coming in the big, uncovered window over our bed, not enough to account for that bright white square.”

      I shiver at the memory. “I looked for Alex, but the bed was empty. The light was not on in the bathroom. There was no sign of him anywhere. So, I got up and went to stand under the crawl space door. I heard noises up there, and I decided to go see what was happening. There was a chair in the corner of the room, and I dragged it over, climbed onto it, and pushed up on the square, opening the crawl space. In my dream, I had some kind of unusual ability, because I could hook my fingers onto the wood framing of the opening and pull myself up. I’m not that athletic in real life, for sure, but in the dream, my fingers could grip easily, and I climbed through.

      “There were heat lamps up there. That’s what made it so bright—bright as light itself—and warm. And humid somehow. I felt sweaty but energized at the same time. Also hungry.” I swallow hard as a gag tries to rise in my throat. “I look around. There’s no solid floor, just floor joists with insulation between, sitting on the lath and plaster, as you’d expect. Plus pipes and ductwork. In one corner, someone has placed a board down, and for some reason, there’s a blanket on top of it. I feel an urge to lie down on the blanket, even though I know that doesn’t make sense. Looking down, I see cockroaches and beetles scurrying everywhere.”

      This time, I do gag. “It was so horrible. I saw the beetles and I felt… hungry. I wanted to eat them. A mouse ran by and I…” I pause to inhale slowly and release it. “I pounced on it. My fingers were still sticky, and it was easy to catch. I ate it.”

      I gulp, opening my eyes to look at the therapist. “I ate the mouse. I remember feeling its tail hanging out of my mouth.” I cough. “I woke up suddenly at that point, and I was still in my bed. The memory made me throw up.”

      Dr. Williams is looking at me with sympathy. “How dreadful,” she says. “I can see why that would disturb you a lot.”

      I nod, thankful I don’t have to go on with the horror of that moment. “And if it had been a one-time thing, I wouldn’t worry so much. But that was only the first dream. They got worse after that.”

      “Oh, dear. Do you want to talk about them, too?”

      I don’t. Honestly, I want to forget I’ve ever dreamed such things, but the way they torture me, I have to try. “I guess so. The mouse dream only happened once, but I’ve had this next one several times. It starts the same way. I don’t recall getting sleepy, only being fully awake and seeing the lights on in the crawl space. I climb up in there and it looks the same as before—lights on, and with that weird pallet in the corner. Only this time, there’s a shape on it.”

      I pause, trying to catch my breath. I can feel tears gathering in the corners of my eyes. Rising, I cross to the doctor’s desk and appropriate a tissue… make it two. Instead of sitting, I remain upright, my eyes fixed on the window behind the desk. There’s a palm tree out there, pretty and green in the summer sun. It waves in the breeze.

      “What kind of shape?” Dr. Williams asks me.

      “A human shape,” I reply. “I step from rafter to rafter to see what it is, and… and it’s a small child. She’s dead, eyes all filmy. She has wounds all over her body. Doctor… it’s my twin sister.”

      I draw in a deep breath and release it.

      “That’s so disturbing,” Dr. Williams says. “Seeing a loved one dead can mess with a person, but it’s probably not a prophecy or anything, just a sign of your anxiety. Can you talk to your sister about it?”

      “I don’t have a sister. I’m an only child. It was just Mother and me for as long as I can remember.”

      “Huh,” she hums, a brief grunt of surprise. “No siblings, and yet, in your dream, you knew this was a sister, and more than that, your twin? That’s so interesting.”

      “Maybe it is, but it felt terrifying. I took a step backwards and fell between the joists through the ceiling, and woke up screaming in my bed, much to the annoyance of my husband.”

      “I suppose talking to him about it is off the table?” she suggests.

      “Naturally,” I reply. “He doesn’t even talk about real-life emotions. ‘Why are you so worried about your yearly assessment, Lise? Did you do something wrong? Did you fail to meet the requirements of your job? You know, if you missed a dangling participle once, no one would die, unlike my job.’”

      I realize I’m standing in the middle of the room, pontificating, and I slink back to the sofa.

      “That’s not very kind,” the doctor says. “Surely not the sort of thing a supportive partner should say. Having a bit of anxiety over work assessments is normal. You’re allowed to have feelings, Elisa.”

      “Am I?” I challenge her, meeting her dark eyes with an intense stare. “When did I ever receive that message? Not from my husband, surely, but he’s a jerk. It’s not about him. What about when I was a kid? My mom was the same way. ‘Don’t carry on so, Elisa. Nothing bad has happened. You’re making a big fuss over nothing. Why are you laughing? What’s funny? Explain the joke, I don’t understand. Why are you angry? Here you are in a comfortable home with plenty to eat and you’re angry because you didn’t get invited to a slumber party where a bunch of stupid girls will stay up all night gossiping? They’ll tell all your secrets at school next week. You don’t want to go to that…’”

      “Sounds like you have a long history of having your feelings invalidated,” the doctor says. “If your mother has a personality disorder, it’s no wonder you chose a husband who has similar characteristics.”

      I inhale. Seeing my messed-up life from a distance allows all the pieces to fit into place like a puzzle. A long-standing habit of letting my mother decide my life plans for me led directly to a marriage to a man who wanted the same and quickly granted himself permission. What have I ever decided for myself? What choices belonged to me alone? Only my career, and only because professor was fancy enough for my mother and I had nearly completed my degree before my husband sank his claws into me.

      “I feel like a phantom,” I say, not sure where the thought came from.

      “Tell me more about that,” Dr. Williams urges.

      “I’m a shadow of my mother’s ambition, of my husband’s ambition. I have no life of my own.”

      “I know it can feel that way,” she says kindly, “but you are still you. What is one thing about you that’s real? Something true that you can anchor your future to?”

      I close my eyes, but for once, it’s not in disgust. I look within. “I’m a good teacher,” I say at last.

      “Good. That’s important. It will show you the way when everything else seems confusing. I could be wrong, but I think your dreams are part of your anxiety. You know you need to set yourself free. Your heart is crying for a life that belongs to you, and it’s right for you to want it. I know they’ve told you you’re incompetent. I know you’re afraid but listen—teaching is one of the hardest jobs there is, and you’re good at it. That means you can handle life when you believe in yourself. You’ll be fine on your own. There are hard things ahead, but the future is bright.”

      I can see the brightness through my eyelids. The sun through the windows illuminates the veins in pulsing red. Red like fire. Red like blood. It is blood. It pulses because I’m alive. I live. I exist. Not as a prop in someone else’s drama. Not as an appliance for someone else’s convenience. My life has meaning. A meaning I get to define—to create—in a place where I want to be. Far away. No more rotten, smelly house. A tidy little apartment where I live alone. “I have to leave the area altogether. Leave my job and find a new one. Maybe, if I’m alone, I can afford to adjunct for a bit. Have roommates like a student. Something.”

      “Maybe you won’t need to for long,” she reminds me. “It’s summer now, but come winter, all those new professorships will come out. Do you have an M.A.?”

      “M.F.A.,” I respond. “I love creative writing, though I rarely have time for it anymore.”

      She doesn’t answer, and after a lengthy pause, I open my eyes to see her staring.

      “What?” I ask.

      “You have a terminal degree?” she asks, incredulous.

      I nod.

      “Can you see the cognitive dissonance in letting yourself feel worthless while in reality, you’re a high achiever?”

      “I never thought of it before,” I admit. I let the idea build up inside me. “Interesting perspective. I’m still scared, though.”

      “Competent doesn’t mean fearless,” Dr. Williams points out. “You’re allowed to be afraid. You’re allowed to be sad, to grieve. You’re allowed to be disappointed. And you deserve things, too. You deserve to be heard, respected, and cared for. You deserve love—from yourself first and foremost. Let’s make that the goal. Okay, Elisa?”

      I inhale through my nose and release the air. Here in this bright, airy office, it seems possible. “I know our session isn’t over,” I say, “but I need to go. I need to move some things around. Documents, mostly. I need to keep them in a safe place.”

      “Of course,” she replies. “I’m glad to see you making plans. Do you have a safe space in mind? I can store a small number of items in this office, and of course, it’s illegal for me to discuss your medical information—including whether you’re my patient—with anyone you don’t approve of.”

      “Thank you. I’ll think about that. What else should I get besides my social security card and birth certificate?”

      “Anything sentimental,” she says. “If he knows you love it, you won’t get it back. Your diplomas, for instance. Are they at your work?”

      “Yes.”

      “Good. Get them away from there. An overly helpful janitor can do a lot of damage.”

      “I hadn’t thought of that,” I say, “but you’re right. My husband has been to my office a time or two, and if he said I sent him there, no one would doubt it.”

      “Oh, and one last thing.”

      I focus on Dr. Williams’s face.

      “If you change your mind, backpedal, chicken out, whatever term you choose to use for backing off and taking more time to think it through, you can tell me. It’s normal with such a momentous decision. I won’t be disappointed in you.”

      Well, she’s psychic after all.

      “Go get your stuff,” she says. “Even if you don’t leave right away, knowing you’ve taken some steps to protect yourself is going to feel amazing. I’ll see you next week.”

      “Sounds good.”

      I grab my purse from beside the sofa and think about my timetable as I hurry to my car. I can store my documents with Linda or with Dr. Williams. Once they’re in a safe place, I need to secure mail delivery that Alex doesn’t see. An email he can’t access that isn’t related to work, so I’m not taking advantage of my employer’s resources. The public library is the place to create these safe accounts, and I can print there for a small fee, but I would need a reason to go.

      Maybe some research related to work, but I’d have to be sure it’s real. If I lie, I’ll get flustered and give myself away.

      Slipping into my car, I flick on the radio as I back out of an angled parking space and head for the street.

      “Sadly, the firefighters have not yet gotten control of the wildfire in the canyon. Several more have sprung up, and they’re beginning to join together. Towns in the direct path of the flames are being evacuated as we speak, and more evacuations are expected. The following counties should be prepared to leave. Gather valuables and store them in a vehicle. Keep the gas tank full. If you have friends or relatives in other parts of the country, contact them and ask for lodging or recommendations. This could be a bad one, folks.”

      I snap off the radio. The fires are still hundreds of miles away and I have enough on my mind.
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        * * *

      

      There are no cars near my house, yet somehow, I don’t feel secure. Probably because I suck at secrets. Suddenly, I’m second-guessing my plan. In the therapist’s office, it had made perfect sense. I would hide my documents in a secure place and begin slowly making my exit plan, one that would likely involve a serious relocation. It sounded like a dream come true, but now, with no supportive voice to urge me on, I feel like a fool. I’m a failure who can scarcely decide what to eat for dinner. How on earth can I thwart two such successful manipulators?

      The question causes a wave of guilt. That’s your husband and your mother you’re talking about so disrespectfully. Don’t be a bitch, Elisa.

      It sounds like my mother’s voice, which surprisingly makes me feel more determined. She’s the bitch and she never loved me. The thought brings a gasp to my throat, but I swallow it down. I jump, realizing I have walked to the front door, and I now have my key in my hand.

      Wrestling open the lock, which Alex has never bothered to change, I step in.

      The stink of rot assaults me and I gag. I will not throw up. Not now! I promise myself. The eerie silence in the house suggests no one is home, but I still don’t quite trust it.

      Moving quickly, I lock the door behind me, knowing that if anyone arrives, the rattling of the knob will give me a few seconds’ warning. Where would Alex have placed the important documents? The bedroom closet? He’s so weird to focus on putting things away and not one second or time nor penny of money to clean anything. The house is organized, tidy, and disgusting. I’ve scoured everything I could on my own, but there’s more I can’t do because I lack the time and tools. Alex won’t allow me to hire anyone to complete the task. Typical. He has his own rules, and if you don’t know them instinctively, you’re stupid. Come to think of it, Mother is the same way. No wonder Alex seemed so… right at the time.

      I creep through the house. Trying to be as silent as possible, I make my way to the bedroom, peeking around corners to ensure I’m alone.

      The room stands empty, though for some reason there’s a kitchen chair beside the bed. I hurry to the closet, making note of the position of the accordion folder before I tug it down from the shelf.

      A quick search brings to light my birth certificate, social security card, student loan information, and mortgage documents. I jot down the login for the mortgage account, which is scrawled on the cover, so I can do some research. My car is long since paid off, and I take the title.

      Even if I put this back perfectly, he’s sure to notice papers are missing. A man as meticulous as Alex won’t miss it. My heart begins pounding. I’ll need to move fast. Once I begin, every day brings disaster closer.

      I look through the documents again, knowing I won’t get a second chance. A line on the mortgage document catches my eye as I leaf through it. Inspection waived. I knew it. Bastard. What kind of game is he playing?

      Crash!

      A loud noise above my head makes me jump, and I barely manage to conceal a squeal. Carefully, I replace the folder on the shelf as close to its original position as I can manage with my hands shaking.

      A thump sounds from the crawl space, and a muffled voice murmurs.

      I streak through the house on silent feet, slipping out and easing the door shut behind me. I turn the key in the lock, race to my car, fire up the engine and drive away.

      Once I get out of view around a corner, I ponder my next move. Where should it go? Do I trust Linda or Dr. Williams? Who’s safer? I’ve barely met the doctor, but her professional and legal obligations should protect me. Plus, she has no connection to any member of the family and should not be persuadable. Linda has met Alex once or twice. She doesn’t seem impressed, but can I trust her? What if he snaps and becomes violent with her?

      I drive back to the college to collect a few more documents from my office, deciding that if I see Linda, I will ask her, but if not, I will go back to Dr. Williams.

      I scurry into the building, leaving my sheaf of papers out of sight under the back seat of my car.

      A figure is standing in front of my office door, talking into a cell phone. At first, I think it’s a student, even though I have canceled my office hours for the day. Then I hear the voice.

      “No, she’s not here. I can’t imagine where she’s gone. Did she tell you she was skipping her office hours?”

      Oh, God. It’s Mother. What’s she nosing around for?

      I consider slinking away. She hasn’t seen me yet. But who’s she on the phone with? What’s going on? I think I need to investigate.

      “Hello, Mother,” I say, my heart pounding so hard I feel sick.

      “Oh, Elisa. There you are.” She lowers the phone from her ear and pushes the button, rudely hanging up on whomever she was talking to. “Where were you?”

      “I had a meeting in the library,” I reply. “I always put a sign up if something comes up. If you need me, you should call my cell or text me. You know I’ll get back to you as soon as I’m able. What’s up?”

      “I wanted to take you to dinner. It’s been a while since we had a good chat.”

      I pull my phone out of my purse and push the button. “It’s 3:30. A bit early for dinner, don’t you think?”

      Mother’s eyelids shift.

      She’s up to something.

      “I like that attitude,” she sneers, her chin rising. Her gold earrings and necklace flash in the light. “I rearrange my whole schedule to come and see you…”

      The sense of a threat rises until it almost chokes me. My fingers tingle and the tingle runs up my arms, bringing with it a sense of strange calm. Suddenly, I can think more clearly than I can recall at any point in my life. “In the middle of my workday?” I challenge her. “Without telling me? Why would you do that? If you want to get together, you should try calling. Then we can find a time that works for both of us.”

      “Are you saying I need an appointment to see my only child? I would never have thought it.” Her hand flutters around her chest.

      “I’m saying,” I reply, “that you should call ahead if you want me to arrange my schedule for you. I’m a busy professor, you know? You popping up at my work is unprofessional, and I’d like you not to do it again.”

      My bravado is starting to make me nervous. Where is all this comfortable authority coming from? I sound like I’m talking to one of my students.

      It’s the teacher face, a voice in my mind informs me. You’re on your home turf here and even Mother can’t overrule you. A smile spreads across my lips.

      Her eyes widen. “Well, I never,” she blusters loudly.

      “Mother, it’s nearly finals week. Students are studying. Let’s lower our volume, shall we? Come on. You wanted to eat? Let’s get ice cream.”

      She frowns, lips squeezing. “I have no interest in ice cream. I’ll just go since you don’t have time for me.” She turns on her heel and sweeps out the door. Her jewelry sparkles. Actually, it seems like her whole being sparkles. I blink hard, and when I look again, she’s normal. Striding out the door like an angry cat.

      Rolling my eyes at her histrionics, I follow, wanting to be sure she doesn’t meddle with my car.

      Where did that come from? Would she do that?

      The question produces a flood of memories—Mother searching my room until she found my diary and reading it aloud to her friends in front of me; Mother changing all my electives in high school because she didn’t approve of book club or theater; Mother demanding the password to my college accounts and trying to change my course enrollments, even talking to my advisor without me.

      She thinks she’s entitled to everything. Of course she’ll meddle with my car if she decides she’s going to. Knowing that what’s in there is not for her to see, I increase my pace, catching up with her on the sidewalk. I can see her fancy convertible in the guest lot, but sure enough, she’s heading for faculty parking.

      “I think you’re going the wrong way, Mother,” I call. “I had a feeling you might. It can be tricky to navigate all these parking lots if you’re not used to it. Your car is over here.” I arrive at her side, hook my arm through hers and escort her straight to her Fiat.

      She whips her head around, glaring. For a moment, something flashes in her dark eyes. Something dangerous. She smiles, and it looks evil.

      My vision swims. It looks as though Mother has gone out of focus. I blink, covering the movement with one hand.

      “Thank you, my dear. I can’t imagine what came over me.”

      Thwarted, unable to continue whatever mischief she had in mind, she fires the engine and zooms away.

      Not trusting her to stay gone, I hurry to my Toyota, retrieve my documents from the trunk, and run back into the building. Now that the moment has passed, I want to weep. No, I’m going to. I only have a moment to get to the office and lock the door, activating my computer to create background noise while I sink into my chair and sob.

      Why are things suddenly so bad? Years of frustrating but manageable coexistence, and now, suddenly, I feel threatened from all sides. Why? Why can’t everyone just calm down?

      Despite my distress, logic never leaves me for long. “It’s you. You’re changing the dynamic. You’re taking charge. They don’t like it and they’re fighting to keep you down. If you want your life to be easy, succumb. Give Alex his baby, raise it in that rotten log, and don’t complain. Mother will back him up over you every time, so you won’t get any help there. They will work together to overwhelm you. You will have to fight them both if you want to be free.

      It dawns on me how much I will need to change in order to escape. I’m the plaything of two abusers. Each sees me as their possession, and they share better than others of their kind. They’ll work together to keep me in their net.

      I gulp. This is an uphill climb like Everest. There’s no way I can stay here at the school I enjoy. I might even have to change my name. Change my identity. Go into hiding. The impossibility of the task makes me weep harder.

      I take a deep, shaky breath, barely hearing the news program that has once again replaced my calming music. “Firefighters from all over the country are arriving to fight this blaze before it reaches urban centers, but authorities warn…”

      I switch it to choral music. My whole life is on fire. Why would I worry about a distant disaster?

      Fire…that reminds me. I light my favorite scented candle because comfort matters most when times are tough.

      Drawing the deepest calm I can muster, I turn to my filing cabinet and rifle through the messy files I’ve never bothered to organize. Selecting items on impulse, I tuck them into a spare file folder, then I turn to the wall. How strange my office will look, and yet, these are my most prized possessions. My diplomas. The only achievements neither Mother nor Alex can take away from me. Objective proof that I’m not worthless. Not stupid, no matter how they challenge me. Insult me. Control me. I achieved these despite all their interference.

      Satisfaction rises in me. Look at what I have done. What I can do again. They can fight, but they won’t win. I won’t allow it. My life belongs to me, and I intend to live!

      I remove the two framed documents from their hooks and set them, with the folders, into a small box I didn’t get around to removing after my latest book samples arrived. I add two small paintings I bought from the student art fair. The rest of my art is too big to move, but they’re just reproductions and can be replaced.

      “Hey, Elisa?” I hear a knock and open it to find Luke standing outside. “That smells nice. Are we allowed to burn candles at this school? It wasn’t permitted at my last school.”

      “No one has said anything,” I reply with a shrug. “I wouldn’t do it outside, but in here? There’s only a mountain of dry paper lying next to the candle. What could go wrong?” I cringe as the words leave my mouth. That’s exactly the kind of dumb, silly thing that would have my husband lecturing for hours or my mother wailing in despair.

      Luke chuckles, smiling so the crinkles at the corners of his eyes show. He looks so comfortable in his skin. I wonder what that feels like.

      “Did you need anything?” I ask.

      “Remember the after-semester cooldown I had planned?”

      I nod.

      “A few of our colleagues are teetotalers. They don’t mind the rest of us ordering drinks, but they don’t want to go to a bar, per se. You’re from around here, aren’t you? Where’s a good place to go for drinks along with food and fun?”

      I ponder for a moment. “Agave Grill would be good,” I suggest. “Unless you want something ubiquitous like Chili’s.”

      Luke grins wider. His teeth are straight with a hint of coffee stains. “Sometimes places are ubiquitous for a reason. Let me make a few phone calls. Thanks for the tip and I’ll let you know.”

      “I’ll email you if something else comes to mind,” I tell him.

      He nods, and with a faux salute, departs.

      I roll my shoulders as his sneakers disappear down the hallway. Time to get back to work. What should I do now? Contact HR? Am I ready to give notice? I sigh. Sinking into my desk, I open the Higher Ed Jobs website. As the soft harmonies tease the knots out of my shoulders, I begin searching for opportunities on the other side of the state… the country… the world.
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        * * *

      

      “What is this?” Alex demands, staring at his plate in disgust.

      “It’s dinner,” I snap.

      A week has gone by. My documents are stored in a safe place. Thus far, Alex has not noticed they’re missing, but my tolerance for his bullshit is wearing very thin. “I seem to remember someone complaining that we weren’t eating enough protein. Now here’s this lovely grilled chicken with salad, and you’re still complaining? Grow up and show a little appreciation or make your own dinner.”

      “I don’t like your tone,” he tells me, his voice soft and dangerous.

      “I don’t like your behavior,” I snap back, “Don’t threaten me. I’m in no mood for it.”

      Sinking onto my chair, I stab at my chicken, cutting off a sizeable bite and jamming it into my mouth.

      Alex makes a sound.

      I nail him with a fierce glare.

      Shockingly, his mouth snaps shut. He rises from the table and stomps into the kitchen, his plate in his hands. I hear him vigorously slamming his food into the garbage. I ignore him. His loss. I’m going to enjoy this meal and let him enjoy his bellyache. I feel triumphant.

      “Careful,” a quiet voice whispers in my head. “You’re not safe. Be careful.”

      I take a bite of my salad. The food tastes good, and I’m so hungry. No matter whether my marriage has a week or a year left in it, nothing is going to dissuade me from devouring my dinner.
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        * * *

      

      “I’m so glad to hear your plans are advancing. The next step is to start moving money into a separate account,” Dr. Williams says. “Don’t think of this as stealing. Married money is family money, and by law, half of it is yours unless you’ve signed a prenuptial agreement. You didn’t do that, did you?”

      “No,” I tell her. Once again, I have leaned my head against the back of the sofa and closed my eyes. It feels good to rest. “We were both in grad school when we married. There was no money then.”

      “That’s good,” the doctor tells me. “You did say, though, that your savings are all tied up in your house?”

      “Yes,” I say. “I had some money saved up, but paying the down payment took it all. Add in my half of the bills, and I’m basically broke.”

      “Wait, what?”

      I lift my head and look at my counselor. She has leaned forward on her desk, her dark eyes wide.

      “What?” I ask her.

      “You pay half of the bills?”

      I look at her.

      “Half.”

      “Yes, doctor. Why do you ask?”

      “What does your husband do?” she asks me.

      “He’s an anesthesiologist,” I tell her.

      “And you’re a professor, as I recall, at the community college?”

      I nod.

      “So, he earns approximately double your salary?”

      I look at her, not sure where she’s going with this.

      “He earns twice your salary, and you still pay half the bills,” she says again and waits.

      “Yes, why?” I ask.

      She exhales. I might almost call it a sigh. “Doesn’t that seem a little unfair to you? I mean, many couples pool their money and pay the bills out of an accumulated fund. Others divide up the bills based on income. Paying half each sounds like what roommates do. In a marriage, it’s perilously close to financial abuse.”

      It has never occurred to me to think of this. I blink. “What’s financial abuse?”

      “When your spouse restricts your access to marital income as a way of controlling you.”

      I sit up straighter. “Know what? When I was looking at the document folder, I found out that the house cost a lot less than my husband told me. I think my contribution funded the entire down payment.”

      “And you hate the house,” she says softly, putting the situation in perspective for me. “He tricked you into paying for a house you told him you did not want.”

      I close my eyes.

      “You know, you might want to go ahead and consult an attorney. You can contact the domestic abuse hotline for recommendations. They might be able to force your husband to buy you out.”

      “Wow,” I breathe. “I’d give a lot for those thousands back. They would go a long way toward funding a relocation. I’ve found several job postings out of state. Cool, rainy places where maples blaze bright each fall. Maybe even with snow in the winter! I’ve submitted applications. I just want a fresh start away from my husband… and my mother.”

      “Forgive me if I’m wrong,” Dr. Williams suggests, “but she is the source of your low self-esteem, isn’t she? She wasn’t a supportive parent at all, was she?”

      I lower my head, not yet ready to voice the damning word abusive, but it echoes in my mind.

      “Do we need to talk about something else for a while?” she asks.

      “Please,” I beg.

      “How are your dreams? Any more nightmares?”

      I nod. “I dreamed about my sister—the twin I don’t have—again. It was the same. She was lying in the attic, dead and covered in wounds. This time, it occurred to me that the wounds looked like… like bites. My mother was there, and she urged me…” I gag. “She urged me to eat… to eat… her.”

      “Your sister?”

      I can’t answer.

      “That’s certainly disturbing. I hate to say this, but… sometimes, strange and vivid dreams can be a pregnancy symptom. Have you examined whether anyone has tampered with your birth control? A pregnancy would greatly complicate your plans.”

      “I haven’t checked,” I say, my lips growing cold. “I’m afraid to do it.”

      “I understand. Give yourself some time, but do check soon, okay? Have you had other pregnancy symptoms?”

      Nausea. Vomiting. Food cravings. Irritability. Fatigue. Foggy mind. “Yes.”

      “Oh, hon. I’m sorry. Find out for sure, when you’re ready, and let’s talk about it.”

      I have no words. I rise and sort of float out of the office since I can’t feel my feet or body. I wiggle my fingers at Dr. Williams in what I hope passes as a friendly goodbye. I skim past the handsome receptionist at the front desk and out to the car, where I start the engine and drive home without a hint of attention to what I’m doing.

      I arrive on my street, startled to realize I recall nothing of the drive. The neighbors have parked in front of the house, and Alex’s SUV is hogging the whole driveway, so I have no choice but to leave my Toyota half a block away.

      I enter quietly—for once, the badly-behaved lock doesn’t fight me—and hurry to the bathroom. The last thing I want is for Alex to notice me noticing… what he may have done. I don’t even bother to set my purse down as I retrieve my pack of birth control pills. I have to be quick. The little blisters look intact, and I exhale, my lips and fingertips tingling. Not pregnant. Thank God.

      Then my stomach drops. In the upper corner, the foil is peeled back a bit. I lift it, and it comes away easily. I examine the pills, which I’ve been popping through the foil without looking for years. I vaguely recall when I first got them. They had a smooth coating to aid swallowing. These are plain tablets that begin to dissolve the second they touch my tongue. A change in the formula? Maybe. But…can I trust it?

      Still unsteady, I step out of the bathroom, my purse swinging against my hip, and head down the hallway to the kitchen, hoping for a drink of water. Even the house’s disgusting tap water would be better than the dry, sticky feeling in my mouth.

      A sound cuts into my dreamlike distress. A voice.

      “No, I don’t have any proof, but she suspects. I know she does.”

      Silence for a beat, and then, irritably, “No, I don’t know what she suspects, but she’s never fought my authority like this. It’s like she thinks she can do whatever she wants, never mind what I tell her.”

      Another pause.

      “Yes, I know that…No, it was your job to ensure her obedience. Now I have to advance the plan ahead of schedule. The law won’t be on my side if she finds out.”

      “Finds out what, Alex?” I ask numbly. “Who are you talking to and what have you done to me?”

      Alex lowers the phone from his ear and pushes the button.

      “What did you do?” I demand.

      He doesn’t answer. Instead, he rushes toward me so fast he looks like a blur of light. Wrapping his arms tight around my middle, he squeezes until I can scarcely breathe. I have a vague awareness of movement.

      A solid object compresses my shoulder. Something icy touches my neck.

      Blackness closes me in.
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