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      Something about that first step was absolutely terrifying.

      Justine stood on the threshold of her home, staring out at the suburban community beyond. It felt so quiet, so peaceful. It was weird, like coming home after a long vacation and your space just felt off, like you were entering somewhere new rather than somewhere you’d been countless times before.

      Continuing to move forward, she scanned the street, flinching as a car drove by. Her heart pounded, and the instinctual urge to run back inside hit her. She resisted, but still tensed, her leg twinging as the movement put undo strain on an injury that had only recently been freed from a walking boot.

      When she reached the sidewalk, it felt like a monumental accomplishment. She hadn’t been this far from her home on her own in months, not since her injury. She looked over at the empty driveway. The cement was cracked in one spot where the harsh winter had proven too much for it. It, too, felt odd, like it was wrong that there wasn’t a car in the drive.

      What if he comes home?

      What if he sees me walking down the street?

      What will he say?

      What will he do?

      Every panicked thought sent her heart racing, creating threats where there were none.

      It’s only a few miles. That’s nothing, she thought, trying to convince herself as she turned, walking toward the stop sign at the end of the road. But every time she put weight on her right leg, it reminded her that she wasn’t the same person she used to be.

      In more ways than one.

      No, she couldn’t rely on her old ideas of what she was capable of. She couldn’t rely on her once strong self anymore. That wasn’t her. That woman was gone, stolen by Brian in one too many fits of anger, one too many snide remarks.

      “How did I get here?” she said as she reached the stop sign. Her right leg was already aching, protesting the exertion.

      And she’d only just started.

      Justine turned, focusing on the map she’d created in her head. She’d had no choice but to memorize the route since Brian had confiscated her cell phone months ago. It was dumb luck that she’d even managed to connect to a neighbor’s Wi-Fi at all. It wouldn’t have been possible months ago, when she was still almost completely immobile, sprawled out on the couch with nothing but some streaming services to entertain her.

      And the worst part was that he’d been better since the injury. Him controlling every moment of her life had been better than before. Before, she’d been careful about her every action, her every word, all to preserve the peace. Anything could trigger him, and somehow she’d fallen into a pattern of going to extremes to appease him. He’d never hurt her physically, but he’d insulted her and denigrated her, and she’d taken it for the sake of fixing their broken relationship.

      That is… until the “incident.”

      That’s what he always called it. The “incident.” He couldn’t seem to call it an accident, but he also couldn’t seem to admit his part in it, either. There was often this look in his eyes when the topic came up, like even without saying it, he was blaming her.

      Or was that just my mind playing tricks on me?

      She was honestly a little afraid to know the truth. She didn’t want to know the truth. What was worse, someone psychologically abusing you or making up a fantasy that someone was abusing you to explain your issues?

      After a few more blocks, she began to actually feel the way the one bone bowed, deformed as punishment for not breaking when the other one did. She could feel the distortion of the bone, which caused her gait to become more and more awkward with each step. It hurt, but she ignored it, because it also felt good to walk in two shoes again. Real shoes. For the first time in months, she could walk without rolling her right foot, her right leg constantly feeling longer than her left.

      It was freeing, but with each step, the nagging fear grew, a fear built upon years of insidious mind games. Even now, with that “incident” threatening to resurface from the back of her mind, she still wanted to believe he was the smiling, charming man she’d met years ago. She wanted to believe her instincts and judgment couldn’t have been that far off. She wanted to believe that she wasn’t this weak thing that couldn’t even stand up for herself.

      I’m standing up for myself now.

      “Isn’t that what counts?” she said out loud, then cringed when she spotted someone within earshot, someone who might have heard her talking to herself.

      Does he think I’m crazy?

      She watched him carefully for several long moments as she approached the next intersection, looking for indicators in his facial expressions and body language.

      He seemed oblivious.

      She sighed a breath of relief when she spotted the earbuds in his ears.

      It’s fine.

      You’re fine.

      Just get to Amira’s place.

      That was her plan: get to Amira’s place. Anything after that was beyond her ken, a reality so far into the future it didn’t bear thinking about.

      And yet, what if Amira didn’t take her in? What if she didn’t help her? She hadn’t told her college friend that she was coming over, let alone that she was arriving with nothing but the clothes on her back. Would she turn her away? They hadn’t really talked in months, after all. Her injury and Brian’s subsequent overprotectiveness had separated her from everyone she knew, and she’d only managed to reconnect with Amira a couple days ago.

      She supposed that was the impetus for all this, reconnecting with an old friend. Amira had been excited to hear from her again, immediately asking her what she’d been up to and where she’d been. Justine had been reticent, not knowing what to say. What could she say? There was just so much, and all of it felt… impossible. Her fingers had frozen on the keyboard. Even typing the words had seemed an impossible feat, like doing so made it real. She wasn’t sure she could handle that yet.

      As her walk continued, she tried not to think about what she was leaving behind and what Brian would think when he got home.

      Or worse, what he would do.

      Instead, she tried to clear her mind, focusing on the physical things. The constant uneven pace of her footfalls. The swing of her arms. The bellows of her breath. The heat of the sun against her skin. She focused on each crossroads, trying to determine how far she’d traveled and how much longer she had to go.

      It felt like an eternity.

      Before long, she started to tire, none of her muscles being accustomed to this level of activity. She’d spent the last six months mostly sitting on a couch, her broken leg slowly withering away. When the doctor had finally removed the cast, her right leg had been half the size of her left.

      Maybe I shouldn’t have done this.

      Maybe she’d been unrealistic and overestimated her abilities. Walking several miles to her friend’s apartment was probably more of an undertaking than she was ready for.

      But what else could she have done? She had no phone, no money, nothing. Brian had seen to it that she couldn’t have left him if she tried.

      Watch me, she thought to herself in a rare moment of gumption.

      She supposed a similar moment had inspired this trip as well. She’d been sitting in the doctor’s office, listening as he told her she could officially stop using the walking boot. Brian had been his “normal” charming self, smiling and nodding along with the doctor’s instructions, acting as if he was a parent in an appointment with an injured child rather than a monster ensuring her silence.

      For whatever reason, Justine had sat there feeling annoyed with Brian, annoyed with his facade, annoyed with their farce of a relationship, annoyed with her own passivity. She imagined her old self telling him to go fuck off. She imagined standing up and shoving him out of the room, then turning to the doctor and declaring, “He did this. He broke my leg.”

      It made her think of an offhand comment one of the doctors had made. “I’ve never seen this kind of break outside of child abuse.” She remembered her cheeks heating at the statement, but the doctor had been staring at the x-rays, so he’d neither seen her blush nor the way Brian had stiffened, as if the statement was a direct accusation.

      Justine, stop it, she told herself as she realized she was doing it again. She was letting her mind wander, letting it dwell on things she was better off forgetting.

      I don’t need him.

      He’s dead to me.

      He’s my past.

      She said the words in her head over and over again like a mantra, eventually using it like a metronome to set her pace, each word a beat as her foot hit the concrete.

      She got lost in that rhythm, and the bad memories faded for a spell. As they lost their power over her, her awareness of the day’s heat intensified. She began to notice the way sweat beaded on her face and how the sun beat down on her skin. She wanted so desperately to be indoors and wished she were already there.

      Because I certainly don’t wish I was back home.

      Justine tensed and stopped, willing the looming memories to recede once more. It took all her focus not to think about them. Her eyes widened, and she held her breath as she kept her mind blank, forcing him out of her thoughts by sheer force of will.

      Finally, she started her mantra again.

      I don’t need him.

      He’s dead to me.

      He’s my past.

      After several iterations, she continued down the sidewalk, then turned onto a road that had no sidewalk at all. She transitioned to walking in the narrow gutter on the left side of the road.

      This neighborhood was a little poorer and older than the one she’d left. The yards were a little less manicured, the buildings a little more worn around the edges, and the vehicles had a few more years on them. It was the type of place that served as a buffer zone, protecting the well-off neighborhoods from the seedier ones. She imagined each house filled with hardworking families trying to make do on incomes that kept them out of poverty, but not by much.

      Recognizing where she was, she picked up her pace, although by this time, her leg was screaming at her. Each step was painful, and she wanted nothing more than to sit down and not get up again.

      But I’m so close. Just a little farther, and I can sit with Amira, where there’s air conditioning.

      The air conditioning was what did it for her. Her pace picked up even further in spite of the sharp pain shooting up her right leg every time her foot hit the pavement. Her limp became more pronounced, and she wished she’d thought to grab her crutches. She’d stopped using them when she started using the walking boot, so it hadn’t occurred to her to bring them, but it would have helped, would have taken a little of the burden off her weakened limb.

      After a few more minutes, the street opened up into an apartment complex. Plain brick buildings rose from concrete parking lots while mature trees softened the experience. Because it was the middle of the day, few cars cluttered the scene. Most people were at work.

      From this distance, the buildings looked homey and nice, the community a quiet oasis. She could even hear birds chirping somewhere. It made her smile, like the universe was telling her this was the right choice.

      As she walked through the apartment complex, looking for building 1703, her limp became almost absurd. She felt like Igor from Frankenstein, her gait rolling and thumping again and again as it became more of a struggle to put weight on her bad leg. Even so, she was hopeful. As she grew closer, the buildings looked worn and rundown, but even that couldn’t hold back her optimism.

      I’m here, she thought. I made it!

      She felt proud, proud that she’d escaped, proud that she’d reached her destination. And Brian couldn’t stop her because he didn’t have a clue. She eagerly searched the buildings, looking for her friend’s address.

      “There!” she said aloud as she spotted 1703, her hand automatically lifting to point at the numbers on the face of the building. The 0 was missing, but she could still see where it had hung there for years, the brick behind it now a different color.

      She picked up her pace, but it was hard. Her leg didn’t want to cooperate, but her enthusiasm wouldn’t let it slow her down. She practically hopped now as she crossed over the grass to get to the front door.

      Justine pulled the door open. It was unlocked and exposed a carpeted area between the apartments, with stairs creeping up to the second floor. She glanced at the numbers on the door of the closest apartment and decided Amira was probably upstairs.

      Of course.

      She rolled her eyes, but gamely walked over to the stairs and reached out for both railings, basically using them as crutches as she hopped step by step to the second floor.

      When she reached the top, she recognized Amira’s door immediately. It was the one with a beautiful tapestry hanging on it, decorated with the Muslim crescent and star symbol. She crossed the space and stood slightly to the right of the door. Her hand reached out to the tapestry, tracing the crescent. Amira had always been very up front about her religion, sort of like, “If you don’t like it, tough. This is me.” It was part of the reason they’d gotten along so well. They had different interests and different beliefs, but they’d approached those things with the same zeal and disregard for the opinions of others.

      Just thinking of the old days, which felt so distant now, had tears rolling down her face. Suddenly, she wondered if she belonged here anymore. She wasn’t the same strong, opinionated person she’d been the last time they’d seen each other. Would Amira even like her anymore? Or would she see her as weak and easily manipulated? Would she look upon her with disgust for bending to Brian’s tactics?

      Of course, she will. That’s who I am now, isn’t it?

      She pressed her palm against the door as the tears reached her chin and started flowing down her neck. She sniffed as the cold from the metal door seeped into her skin.

      Just knock, damn it!

      She took in a shaky breath and wiped her cheeks, but it would be obvious that she’d been crying. There would be no hiding that. She curled her hand into a fist, still resting against the door, and whispered under her breath, “You can do this. You’ve gotten this far. Just knock.”

      Justine pulled her hand back and rapped her knuckles against the green-painted metal. The sound reverberated through the hallway, causing her to jump.

      Knock it off! He doesn’t know you’re here. No one’s gonna harm you.

      As she finished berating herself, noises drifted from inside the apartment as someone approached.

      Suddenly, it occurred to her that she hadn’t brought a gift. Almost from the moment the thought popped into her head, she felt silly for even thinking it. This wasn’t a normal situation, and Justine wasn’t a normal guest. No one in their right mind would expect her to bring a gift on today of all days.

      What’s wrong with me?

      When the door opened, her voice quavered when she said, “As salaam alaikum.”

      On autopilot, Amira muttered, “Wa Alaikum Assalam. Justine?”

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

      Justine felt awkward as she sat on the couch in her friend’s living room. She wanted to curl up into a ball, but her leg was achy from the walk and she was hesitant to put her feet on the upholstery. Amira had always been so particular about keeping her home clean.

      “Here,” Amira said as she approached from the kitchen with some tea.

      Justine accepted the cup, a small smile gracing her face as the heat radiated into her hands from the smooth ceramic material. She closed her eyes, enjoying the creature comfort, but it only brought into starker relief how tight the skin on her face felt, a souvenir of the tears she’d shed only minutes before. She opened them again, now looking around the tidy room. There was no television here as there was in most living rooms. Instead, a couch and several comfy chairs and end tables encircled a coffee table. It was the layout of a room intended for socializing. Unfortunately, Justine wasn’t feeling very social right now.

      After handing her the tea, Amira turned and headed back to the kitchen as Justine’s gaze wandered to the walls. There weren’t any pictures, just little creative cross-stitch projects in Arabic. Some were short and sweet, things Amira had likely made in her free time. Others were longer, full paragraphs in that elegant script, the designs reminding her of illuminated manuscripts.

      I wish I knew what it meant.

      But she only knew a little bit of Arabic, and she’d never learned to read the language. What she did know, she’d learned back in college. During one of their “lessons,” she remembered asking why all Amira’s artwork was just writing. Amira had said, “I love my religion. It’s beautiful. Don’t Christians use inspirational phrases as decoration as well?”

      Amira interrupted Justine’s thoughts by returning to the room with a tray, which she set on the table. She sat down in a chair across from Justine and started adding lemon to her own tea. The tray was loaded down with cheese, crackers, nuts, and fruit, and Justine felt even worse for not bringing a gift.

      I’m a terrible guest.

      She looked down at her teacup. “I’m sorry.”

      Amira paused. “For what?”

      Justine tucked a non-existent stray hair behind her ear. “For barging in on you like this.”

      Amira scoffed, waving off the apology. “You are always welcome in my home. Never forget that.” She scooted forward in her seat, resting her forearms against her legs. “So, because I’m not very good at subtlety, I’m just going to get right to the heart of it. What do you need, Justine?”

      She looked up. Amira almost seemed serene, like a holy woman or something. Her hijab was a subdued black today, and she was wearing “house clothes,” as she called them. Yoga pants and a loose, long-sleeved tunic made her look beyond the cares of this world in Justine’s eyes. Probably, on any other day, the outfit would have just looked relaxed, comfy, maybe even frumpy, but right then, Amira was her anchor, her life raft, and that made her sublime.

      Justine opened her mouth, but no words came out. What could she say? How could she admit what she’d let happen? It seemed impossible, so she started with the basics. “I left him,” she said simply.

      Amira didn’t immediately speak, instead rotating her cup with her fingertips as she seemed to stare deep into Justine’s soul. “We’re happy about this, yes?”

      Justine nodded hesitantly. It had been a long time since she’d said or done anything against Brian, and she could almost feel the weight of his hand on her shoulder, that physical reminder he always used to steer her actions and words.

      “Then good,” Amira said, leaning back in her seat with a smile as she took a sip of her tea. Yet, beyond the smile, she could see a shrewdness in her friend’s gaze. Like she saw exactly what Justine had been through, but was too polite to say anything.

      Justine also sat back and took a sip. The tea was strong, but the heat suffused her insides, making her almost sigh in contentment. She relaxed into the couch little by little, only realizing as each muscle eased just how tense she’d still been. Being in this room, in this haven, was allowing her to let go for the first time in a long time.

      Far too long.

      The minutes dragged by in mutual silence, each of them awkwardly focused on their drinks while intermittently casting furtive glances at each other. Eventually, Amira put her tea down and stood. “It’s far too quiet. I’m going to put something on.” She walked over to the mantel and started fiddling with a small speaker there, then stepping back with satisfaction when some soft instrumental jazz started playing. “There. That’s better.” She turned and smiled. “I’ve always liked music like this. Just reminds me of the beauty of the world Allah created, the beauty of people sometimes.”

      “Not all people are beautiful,” Justine said, thinking of Brian, who was as dark inside as he was charming outside.

      Amira turned to her, her expression solemn. “I know. Sometimes, the best we can do is leave behind those influences that will lead us astray.”

      Justine nodded distractedly as her mind’s eye started focusing on darker things. Amira’s statement hit too close to home, and a part of her wanted to unburden herself, to tell her friend everything. She needed to get this off her chest. She needed to tell someone, but would it do any good? Or would it just needlessly burden Amira with something she didn’t deserve to carry?

      It felt like an impossible decision, a terrible choice no person should ever have to make, so instead of deciding, she looked up at her friend and said, “Can I stay here?”

      Amira’s mouth stretched into a slow smile, her eyes soft with emotion. “Of course you can.”

      There was a massive relief with those words. Justine felt lighter, and she couldn’t help smiling as well. “Thanks,” she said as her hope suddenly became a very real thing, something she could see and touch and believe in.

      I’m gonna be okay.

      I’m gonna be safe.

      Finally.
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        * * *

      

      The rest of the morning and afternoon passed without incident. They ate snacks and listened to music. During one of the ad breaks, a segment came on about some alien matchmaking service, which had spurred the conversation on for quite a while, giving Justine an appreciated reprieve from her problems.

      “Can you imagine?” Amira’s voice had held a combination of curiosity and distaste. “An alien.”

      “Well, maybe they’re like us. Maybe they just want companionship, love.”

      “I mean, that may very well be, but I could never leave Earth.”

      “I could see the appeal.” Those words had slipped from Justine’s lips like a carefully held secret.

      “You’d leave?” Amira had sounded hurt at the idea.

      Realizing what she’d done, Justine had backpedaled. She’d stuttered as she’d looked up at Amira, begging with her eyes for her friend to understand. “Oh no, Amira. It’s not like that. I’d never want to leave you. You’re the one thing I have going for me right now.”

      Compassion and pity had instantly taken the hurt’s place. “Oh, Justine.”

      Neither of them had known what to say after that. Eventually, Amira had excused herself, saying she had work to do, and she’d shown Justine to the room she would stay in. It was a simple room, clearly intended for visiting family members, with a space set aside in the corner for prayer. There was even a qibla compass on a side table so a visitor not familiar with the space would know which direction to face.

      Alone and with nothing to do, Justine had sat down on the bed, keenly aware of the way the mattress contoured beneath her weight. She’d sat that way for some time, just staring at her surroundings, not wanting to think, but also not knowing what to do, either. Her life was too much of a blank slate now, and it left her feeling paralyzed.

      At some point, she’d propped some pillows against the headboard and turned on the TV, hoping to get lost in some mindless entertainment.

      That had been hours ago, and now she wondered if Amira had finished work for the day. Back before Brian, Amira had worked at home as an astrophysicist. She still remembered the setup, the stratification of the room, with a desk and working space on one side of the bed and her religious paraphernalia on the other.

      Eventually, Justine got up and went to the window, wondering what time it was. It was broad daylight, which this time of year meant it could be as late as almost ten o’clock. She could see one of the parking lots from here, could see as the spaces began filling with people arriving home from work. A part of her, the part driven by fear, started to ramp up as car after car arrived.

      What if one of them is Brian?

      What if he’s found me?

      “That’s ridiculous,” she said, trying to be quiet. “He doesn’t know where I am. He has no way of knowing. I got away clean.”

      Or did I?

      What if she forgot to wipe her browser history? What if he got access to her social media accounts? What if he was tracking her computer somehow?

      The more time passed, the more credit she seemed to give him, like he had supernatural powers or something.

      Then the doorbell rang.

      It’s him.

      She panicked, her gaze spinning around the room, looking for an out, looking for somewhere she could hide. Her brain revved in neutral, unable to click into gear.

      “I’ll get it!” Amira called out.

      Amira’s steps clomped down the hallway, making Justine want to cry out, “No!” She wanted to tell her to pretend they weren’t home, but her words stayed lodged in her throat, and suddenly, she could barely breathe. She dropped to her knees, holding her neck and gasping for breath.

      No. He can’t find me. I can’t go back. I just can’t.

      Murmurs filtered to her from the other room, unintelligible as the blood rushed in her ears. Moments later, the door clicked closed, and Amira yelled across the apartment. “How would you like some Indian takeout?”

      Justine paused, her panic and paranoia momentarily dispelled. The pressure eased slightly, and she waited for someone else to speak, maybe the person who’d knocked on the door.

      “Justine?” Amira said, sounding concerned.

      “Sure,” she replied, her voice squeaking. “Sounds good,” she continued, this time a bit more normal in tone.

      She pushed her way up from the floor, the harsh yarn of the carpet digging into her hands. Her legs were sluggish and sore as she limped across the room and pushed out into the hall. She still half expected Brian to be standing there at the entryway, waiting for her. Amira was in the kitchen, a package in front of her and her phone in her hand. Justine let out a sigh of relief and continued forward.

      “What shall we order?” Amira asked, but then abruptly quieted as she looked up at Justine.

      “Butter chicken?” Justine said, trying to act normal.

      Amira’s smile was obviously forced, but she barreled forward, pretending everything was fine. “Cool.” She looked back down at the phone in her hand, her fingers selecting options on the screen, then set the phone down on the counter. “There. Should be about half an hour.”

      Trying to distract herself from the looming panic attack, she turned her focus to the box on the counter. “What’s in the package?”

      “Nothing important.” Amira rapped her fingers against the cardboard, the material thumping dully with each tap. “Just a new hijab. I couldn’t resist. It was gorgeous.”

      “Do you want to try it on while we wait?”

      Amira looked coy at first, but then burst into a smile, nodded her head eagerly, and rushed off to her bedroom with the small box.

      Justine turned and settled into a chair in the living room, leaning a little to the side to get a view of the hallway. She tried to relax, but she was still tense from the doorbell ringing.

      It’s gonna happen again, silly, when the food arrives. Calm down.

      She swallowed heavily and tried to relax her muscles, but she feared it wouldn’t last. She was skittish as hell right now and suspected every little noise was going to startle her for quite some time.

      This is what he did to me.

      She took a deep breath in and out, repeating it again and again until Amira’s door opened and she stepped out, experimentally touching the material on her head and neck. “What do you think?” she said as she reached the living room. She spun around, arms spread wide, before facing Justine once more. “Isn’t is gorgeous?”

      It was a jewel-toned material with silver accents. The accents ran along the edge closest to her face. The material wasn’t any specific color, but transitioned from teal to purple to blue.

      “It’s fantastic. Do you have something special you plan to wear it with?”

      Amira nodded. “I have a holiday dress that should match it perfectly.”

      “Awesome.”

      She sat down on the couch and continued to touch the hijab, playing with the corners near her shoulder, adjusting the areas where she’d pinned it in place.

      “How’s your job going?”

      Amira nodded. “Good. Real good. Although, sometimes I fantasize about finding work at a mosque or something.”

      “Really? I know you love your religion, but is that really what you want? I thought you loved astrophysics.”

      She bit her lip. “I do love my work. Really, I think it’s more of a fantasy. I have this grandiose idea in my head of revolutionizing Islam and making it more modern, but it seems so egotistical. It also seems impossibly large, like it’s more than one person can do. And you’re right, I don’t think it’s what I want to do. I love my religion, but everyone needs balance, right? It’s too easy to get caught up in a microcosm and lose perspective. I would hate that. I wouldn’t even recognize myself anymore, I think. Plus, we both know I’m not known for holding my tongue.” She chuckled.

      Justine laughed along with her, and it surprised her so much she stopped mid laugh. When was the last time she’d laughed? “No, you’re not. But that’s why we get along.” Saying it was automatic, something she’d said or thought countless times before. But this time, it stopped her dead yet again, and she fought back the tears that welled in her eyes as she realized it just wasn’t true anymore. She wasn’t like Amira now. Brian had seen to that.

      “Oh, Justine,” Amira said. She rushed across the living room, sat on the arm of Justine’s chair, and pulled her into a side hug, pressing her hijab-clad chin on top of her head. “There, there. I know something’s wrong, but it’s over now. You’re here. I’m here for you. It’s behind you. It can’t hurt you anymore.”

      But it wasn’t behind her, was it? It was still fresh, still looming, still raw and painful. Only that morning, she’d wished Brian a good day as she sat on the couch, still unaccustomed to having nothing on her leg. Brian had told her to “take it easy,” that she was still healing, and he wouldn’t want her to make it worse. She’d smiled, but she’d long since stopped believing in his kindness. It always came with strings. There was always a price.

      And love shouldn’t come at a price.

      That was what she kept telling herself, and it was a little easier to believe it here in Amira’s warm, comfy living room. It was easier to trust in herself when Brian wasn’t looming, wasn’t controlling, wasn’t talking for her. “Thanks,” she said quietly. And all of a sudden, she realized she wasn’t fighting back tears anymore. She was okay. She wasn’t great. Her nose was stuffed and running, her face felt way too hot, and her outlook was still pretty grim, but she wasn’t on the verge of tears anymore.

      She continued to sit there, letting Amira hold her and comfort her. She had no idea how long they sat like that, just taking and offering comfort, but she could have happily stayed like that forever. When the doorbell rang, they both startled, jumping away from each other. There was a tense moment, each of them expecting the worst, then they looked at each other and the dam broke. They chuckled, releasing some much needed tension.

      “That’s probably the food,” Amira said. She turned and first grabbed her phone from the counter, then opened the door.

      Justine noticed how Amira leaned backward, looking shocked and maybe even a little outraged. “Can I help you?” she said, sounding stern in a way that surprised Justine.

      She stood, wondering who was at the door. The door opened toward her, blocking the view, so she had to get behind Amira before she could see who it was.

      It was Brian.
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      Justine was apoplectic. She couldn’t move. She couldn’t breathe. The world was caving in on her. He was going to take her away. She could see it in her head. He would slip past Amira, reach out and touch her on the shoulder, then gently guide her out of the apartment, probably thanking Amira and being completely charming at the same time.

      The ever-building scenarios slammed into her again and again, torturing her with all the various ways he could destroy her. She was drowning in her own thoughts and losing her touch with reality, which was probably why she didn’t immediately notice when Amira slammed the door and walked off in a huff. She stared at the door for a few more moments before her brain clicked into gear. Slowly and jerkily, like an old animatronic doll, she turned to face Amira, who was pacing the living room, her elbows locked and hands fisted at her sides. She was muttering something in Arabic under her breath. Justine had no idea what she was saying, but knowing Amira, it was either a prayer or a curse.

      The last time she’d seen Amira like this, a man had tried to grab her ass in a bar. She’d given him an earful, then stormed off. It had taken a good five minutes to calm her down.

      “Amira?”

      Amira turned, her teeth clenched in anger. She visibly struggled trying to calm down. She eventually let out a breath, releasing as much of the tension as she could, repeating it again and again until she seemed to get a hold of herself once more. “Sorry, Justine.” She walked over and pulled Justine into a hug. “What did he do? Tell me and I’ll kick his butt. I’d rip his spleen out if you asked.”

      Justine pulled back, tears welling in her eyes once more. She was getting really tired of crying all the time. “You don’t mean that. How could you possibly repent for a sin like that?”

      Amira dropped her arms and stepped back, then walked to the window just beyond the couch. “Oh, I know. You have to give up the sin, regret it.” She turned back to Justine, leaning against the glass. “But is it really a sin? That’s one thing strange about Islam. It is a sin to run from a battle, but it is also a sin to harm your neighbor. Is this not a battle? I see the haunted look in your eyes, and I think, yes, it is.”

      Justine stepped forward and dropped into the closest chair, the material swallowing her up. She licked her lips, stalling.

      “Please?” Amira said, touching her hands to Justine’s knees.

      Justine startled and looked up. Amira was kneeling before her, a look of compassion in her eyes. “He broke my leg,” she said, struggling to say even that. It was only the tip of the iceberg, the final straw in a long list of grievances, but it was a start.

      Amira didn’t speak for several moments. “It won’t be safe here. You know I’d let you stay as long as you wanted, but he already knows you’re here. He’ll come back, and if he’s already shown he’s capable of violence, he’ll do it again.”

      “I know.”

      “We should call a women’s shelter. You’ll be safe at a place like that.” Now Amira had tears welling in her eyes as well.

      Justine imagined that, imagined going to a shelter, but as soon as she did, a vision of Brian standing on the other side of that door popped into her head and a yelled, “No!” fell from her lips without conscious thought. She recoiled, her heart pounding, and every part of her wanting to run. If he found her here, he could find her anywhere, right? How did he know she was at her friend’s house? She hadn’t talked to Amira in over a year. Could he have been following her? Tracking her internet usage? Could he hack into Amira’s phone or computer?

      She knew a bit about women’s shelters. They were very careful about security, doing their best not to lead abusers back to the shelters, but nobody was perfect. And what if she endangered other women in the process? What if someone else’s abuser found the shelter? Was that her life, then? Hiding away? Never coming up for air? Never having a normal life again?

      She started shaking her head erratically, the refrain no, no, no echoing through her mind on a loop.

      He’ll never stop. Never. So long as he can reach me, he won’t stop. She just knew it, could feel it in her bones, and it made her next realization that much more obvious.

      I have to escape his reach.

      I’ll be safe if he just can’t… physically… reach me.

      Her eyes rounded in surprise as she came to the inevitable conclusion.

      I have to leave Earth.

      “Justine?”

      She continued shaking her head. “It’s not safe. It’s not safe.”

      “Hey, hey, it’s okay.” Amira reached out and caressed Justine’s cheek, encouraging her to stop shaking and just look at her. “I won’t let anything happen to you. I promise. You’ll be safe.”

      “It’s not safe,” Justine whispered under her breath.

      Amira nodded. “We do need to do something quickly. I doubt he stuck around, but abusers aren’t so easily thwarted. He’ll probably be back. Let’s just make sure you’re not here when he returns, eh?” She smiled, clearly trying to be reassuring. “I think a women’s shelter is the best choice. They’re prepared for this. They specialize in these types of situations.”

      Justine started shaking her head again.

      Amira frowned, and she sounded a little annoyed, but also concerned, when she spoke next. “Okay, then what do you want to do?”

      Justine paused, her mind going blank. Both mind and body had this overpowering urge to escape, but that was where the thinking ended. She had no plan. This had been her plan. Conventional wisdom said she should go to the shelter, but she hated that idea. It didn’t feel like safety to her, not when Brian was potentially right down the street. No matter how many precautions they took, she suspected if she stayed there, her mind would always fabricate scenarios of Brian finding her, by accident or intent.

      Her mind drifted back to her thought from earlier, that if she wanted to be safe, she had to leave Earth. Was that the solution? Escape Earth? Leave Earth?

      Leave Amira?

      Even the thought was unbearable. How could she leave her best friend? She fantasized for maybe half a second about bringing her along when she left, but immediately remembered Amira’s comments during the ad for the interstellar matchmaking agency.

      And that’s when the idea struck her. Interstellar matchmaking agency. At first, her mind completely passed over the second part, entirely focusing on the first. Interstellar. Interstellar. Could that be the solution? Could that be her ticket to safety? As the rest of the words settled into her brain, she started contemplating that second half. Matchmaking Agency. She’d just left a bad relationship, was still suffering from the aftermath. Could she honestly jump right into another? With someone she didn’t even know?

      But then, maybe that was a good thing? Maybe she could pick someone who was just right, without all the uncertainty of dating? And since they didn’t know each other, he would probably expect her to be distant at first, right? Maybe this could be a fresh start, an opportunity to do things right this time?

      And maybe an alien would be the perfect partner? At the moment, she couldn’t imagine dating a human, but an alien? An alien wouldn’t have the same culture, the same good and bad traits. An alien might be incapable of doing to her what Brian had done.

      The more she thought about it, the more she liked the idea. As she sat there, she started building the fantasy even further. She would leave Earth behind. Brian wouldn’t be able to follow. Even if he managed to leave Earth, how would he know where she’d gone? She would arrive on her new world and meet her “match.” He would be kind and gentle. He would never say a cross word to her.

      Justine smiled to herself. She could do this. She could leave Earth. The only connection she had left on this planet was Amira, and she was certain she could find ways to keep in touch. Even if it was hard, she would make it work. After all, she wouldn’t have Brian controlling her every means of communication. Surely, an alien would be different, better.

      “I want to go to Best Life,” she said finally, breaking the silence.

      Amira looked confused, pulling back slightly. It took several moments before realization struck her. “The alien matching service from the ad?”

      She nodded. “Yeah. Can we go?”
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        * * *

      

      Amira kept looking at her funny as they drove to the agency. That was, of course, when she wasn’t checking her mirrors obsessively, hunting for signs that Brian might be following.

      She half expected Amira to try to talk her out of it, to try to push for the women’s shelter again, but Amira held her tongue after that initial statement of surprise.

      The rest of the evening had been uneventful. They’d both jumped when the doorbell rang again. This time, it was the delivery driver with their food. They’d eaten in relative silence, then eventually Amira had gone off to her room to pray and Justine had settled in for the night in her own room, trying to get lost watching TV.

      The next morning, they’d woken up bright and early, feeling it was best to leave the apartment as soon as possible. They didn’t want to delay and get ambushed by Brian again.

      And yet, they’d have time to kill if they left first thing. The place didn’t open until eight, so they went out to breakfast and wandered a shopping center for a spell.

      Now, they were finally driving to the agency. Minutes ticked by as Justine stared blindly out her window at the passing cityscape, perking up when Amira pulled into a nearly empty parking lot. Excitement rushed through her as she took in her first view of the place that would change her life forever.

      The excitement quickly passed, though. It was just an office building, just glass and concrete. Without the excitement driving her, every moment seemed to take forever. Picking a parking spot. Leaving and locking the car. Crossing to the front of the building. When they finally reached the double glass entry doors, she could see the building directory just beyond. Amira opened the door and ushered Justine inside.

      Behind the only desk in sight, a security guard nodded in welcome, and they walked to the directory. Amira ran her hand over the long sign, presumably looking for “Best Life.” She tapped the list twice when she found it, then led Justine to the elevators. As soon as they stepped in front of them, one of the elevators opened automatically. “Fourth floor,” Amira said as they stepped inside, then leaned against the back railing.

      The doors slid closed, and her stomach sank to the floor as the car rose. A few moments later, it stopped and the doors opened again, exposing a carpeted hallway with white walls and another directory, this one with arrows indicating where to go for each business.

      There was an arrow to the right for Best Life. They turned right, continuing in silence. Each business had a small sign declaring their name next to a glass door. The sign was generic, with standardized lettering, but some of the businesses had their logos on their doors as well.

      When they reached Best Life, it just had the name sign with nothing on the door. It didn’t even say anything about being a matchmaking agency. Just “Best Life” in big bold letters.

      Amira looked over at her as if to say, “Are you sure about this?”

      Justine swallowed heavily, but pushed forward and stepped into the lobby. There were plain metal and fabric chairs, like you would see in a doctor’s office, lining the walls and a single glass door across from them. Beside the door, a sign read, “Ring bell for service.” It was a generic sign, probably bought online.

      She crossed the room and pressed the bell. It made no sound. Was it broken or was that intentional? She turned around. Amira was still standing by the door, like she was preparing to flee.

      Justine shrugged. “I guess we wait.”

      Amira nodded. “I guess so.” She crossed to one of the chairs and sat down.

      Justine settled in beside her. “I wonder how long it will be.”

      Amira shrugged. “There’s no point wondering. It’ll take however long it takes.”

      “How sage of you.”

      Amira chuckled. “Oh, I’m full of good advice.” She turned to Justine. “But seriously, are you sure about this? Really sure? I don’t think this is gonna solve your problems. I think you’re just running. And you know how the phrase goes, ‘Act in Haste, Regret in Leisure.’ Are you sure you want to make this decision now?”

      Justine shook her head. “Yes, I do. And I know I’m running. But sometimes running is the right solution. You were talking yesterday about not running away in a battle, but even Islam says it’s okay in the right circumstances.”

      Amira nodded. “True. You’re not exactly outnumbered, though.”

      “I might as well be. Our world isn’t designed to protect people from abuse. They enable it. They make it so easy. So yes, I’m running, but I’m also starting over. I’m starting fresh. This is a new opportunity for me, a chance to move on and learn from my mistakes. I get to recreate myself without the burdens or fears of my past.”

      Amira shook her head. “You’ll still have those fears. They’ll go with you. Putting this behind you is going to take more than just creating physical distance. Promise me.” She reached out, taking Justine’s hands. “Promise me you’ll really put this behind you. Promise me you’ll try to trust again.”

      Justine was surprised. Trust? “I…”

      “I know you haven’t told me everything. I’m sure what you’ve mentioned is only the beginning. And I imagine right now that trusting anyone, especially a man, is probably gonna be hard. It’s a good sign that you want a new start, but don’t just try to forget what happened. It’ll leak out in unexpected ways. And this new relationship you’re hoping for, this new start, it’ll be doomed to failure if you don’t address this. Whoever he is, he isn’t Brian. Don’t forget that. Give him a chance, okay?”

      She nodded, and Amira let go of her hands, then they both settled in to wait, staring awkwardly at the inner door next to the service bell she’d rung.

      It took a few more minutes before the door finally opened, letting out a woman with long, thick, curly, vibrant red hair. Her wild hair directly contrasted the smart suit she was wearing. “How may I help you today?”

      Justine straightened, self-consciously touching her much duller red hair. “I don’t know how this works.”

      “That’s quite all right. A lot of people don’t.” She clapped her hands together, then pressed one hand to her chest. “I’m Michelle Mackey, the owner of Best Life. Here’s how the process works: you’ll fill out a questionnaire, then I’ll enter it into the database.” She wiggled her fingers in the air like she was typing. “Then I’ll contact you when you receive a match. If you like the match, we’ll schedule transportation for you to go to your new home.”

      “We can’t just do it now?” Justine asked.

      Michelle opened her mouth, then snapped it closed, her eyes narrowing shrewdly. “If we have a match right away, maybe I can work it out. Let’s get started with the questionnaire.” She gestured with her head, then held the door open for them.

      Justine, with Amira following, walked past Michelle, feeling like she was stepping into a another world.

      Is this it?

      Is this the moment of truth?

      A small smile crossed her face as she entered the empty hallway, feeling as if destiny was calling.

      And I’m gonna answer.
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        * * *

      

      Michelle didn’t notice it at first. She was just excited to have a new client, after all, which wasn’t exactly an everyday occurrence yet. Unfortunately, the idea of having an intimate relationship with an alien was still a relatively new concept, even though an Earth ambassador had been married to an alien for decades now. Somehow, Ambassador Emma Ward’s relatively public relationship had not managed to soften the natural human fear of all things “other” quite as much as Michelle would have expected.

      When she’d decided to start Best Life, she’d thought it was a grand idea. Many people were fascinated by aliens, they’d had political contact with aliens for decades, and people regularly took jobs that involved traveling through space and, inevitably, working with aliens. It had seemed only logical to start a service connecting people with aliens romantically.

      She’d done tons of research, found three planets in the same solar system that all had their own matching agencies, and created partnerships with them. She’d designed her questionnaire to make it easily adaptable to the other databases. It had seemed perfect.

      She’d… underestimated how slowly societies changed, though. She’d thought people had overcome their old prejudices. But it had now been several months, and she’d barely had any customers. She hadn’t expected things to be a raving success right off the bat, but she’d thought there would be more customers than this.

      I suppose I underestimated the fear of the unknown.

      But none of that was important right now. What was important was handling her new client.

      And that was when it hit her. She couldn’t say what exactly had clued her in. Maybe it was the way the woman seemed so eager to leave right away when most of her clients needed tons of time to pack up their belongings and close out their lives here on Earth. Or maybe it was the slight tremor in the woman’s hands as she spoke. Or maybe it was the fact that she had brought a friend with her. No one had done that before, and Michelle wondered if she was just offering a ride or moral support.

      She was holding the door open for the duo when it finally clicked in her head what detail had alerted her.

      It was the eyes. She couldn’t deny it; this wasn’t the first time her naturally ebullient nature had blinded her to something that should have been obvious, but she still should have seen it sooner. This was something she should always be on the lookout for, after all.

      Her new client was an abuse victim.

      Michelle’s protective instincts surged to the forefront. Her mind and heart filled with every tragic story she’d ever heard, and her chest puffed up with a combination of outrage and compassion. Now, in full momma bear mode, she was determined to keep this woman safe. She started building a checklist in her head of what she would need to do to get her off the planet as soon as possible. She’d have to expedite any matches, probably make a call to the individual agencies directly. That was never fun. She wasn’t the best with technology, and you just couldn’t avoid technology when you were calling another planet.

      Then she would have to arrange transportation. Except it probably wouldn’t be with her normal partners. She had an arrangement with a shipping company that made regular trips to the Tralfaire system, and they were always willing to take on passengers for a fee. She’d arranged a reduced fee with the promise that she would schedule all her off-world transportation needs through them.

      But first, she needed to get her client started on the questionnaire. Nothing could happen until she had a profile in the database. Michelle pulled a tablet off the charging station by the door and placed it on the table in the middle of the room, taking it out of sleep mode. It defaulted to the questionnaire app.

      The woman and her friend sat down at the table.

      “This is how you’ll use the app. You’ll read this screen. It gives information about the service and what to expect. Then, you’ll enter your personal information on the next screen. After that, each screen will be a single question. Most questions are multiple-choice or have tick boxes.” She waved her hand in the air. “For the most part, we don’t do free answer because it’s hard to translate accurately. Anyway, after you answer each question, click the Next button in the bottom corner to advance. If you need to go back, there’s a Back button in the left corner here.” She pointed to an empty part of the screen where a Back button would be. “Any questions?”

      The women shook their heads.

      “Very well. I have a few things to take care of. I’ll check on you in about fifteen minutes.”

      “Thanks.”

      Michelle nodded and walked out the door, closing it behind her. She sighed, her heart breaking for the woman. Now, she couldn’t not see the signs. It was all little things, really. The slightest flinching when Michelle approached, a little quaver in her voice. It was right there, waiting for someone to notice. She clutched her hand to her heart and whispered, “Poor woman,” under her breath, before pushing off the door and walking to her office.
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