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They didn’t even see her.

Two of her best friends, not six feet away from her, and Carly might as well have been invisible.

Story of my life....

Stop that, Carly.

It was dark out, after all, and she was sitting in her little sedan while they were standing in the street. Her car engine was off, so the noise wouldn’t have reminded Miranda and Ava that Carly was right there, right beside them. But they had all walked out of the house together after book group was over. Carly had gotten into her car right in front of them. Had they forgotten her existence so quickly? She must be forgettable.

Stop it, Carly, stop putting yourself down.

Ava and Miranda called a goodnight to the driver of the minivan behind Carly. They saw that driver all the way back there but not Carly right next to them? She didn’t know whether to feel miffed or saddened. Nobody paid attention to her anymore.

Oh, boy, was she in a mood tonight. It had all started with that book – why did they ever let Maya pick a book? She had awful taste. The books were always dull, and there was always some nonsense in them about wives being doormats and letting their husbands make all the decisions. Carly had pointed that out to the group tonight, and Maya’s response had floored her.

“A good man honors his wife because she is the heart of the home, and his reward is her submission.” Earnest, mousy little Maya hadn’t even blinked when delivering that line. She might have even meant it.

But what even the fuck did it mean? Did it mean a woman was supposed to train a man like a dog, offering her submission like a crunchy treat after he honored her? Or was the man supposed to use his honor to force the wife to submit? How would that even work? Honor her how, exactly? It didn’t make sense.

She’d been silently curdling ever since Maya had said that. Nonsense. Absolute nonsense.

Or maybe it just seems like nonsense when your man is not a good one.

Carly drew a deep breath. A good man. A good man honors his wife. She wouldn’t know about that.

Fuck it.

She was about to turn the key in the ignition when Ava’s voice carried through the open car window. She was speaking to Miranda.

“You did it, didn’t you?” Ava looked almost worried under the light from the street lamp, with the way the shadows hollowed out her eyes.

“Yes. I did.” Miranda sounded happy.

Wait a minute.

Yes, she did? Holy crap. Miranda couldn’t be talking about her once-in-a-lifetime shot at having an affair with her old high school sweetheart, could she? No. She’d denied it over and over again during book group. I would never do that. She’d said that exact sentence at least a dozen times.

Maybe they were talking about something else.

“You look happy,” Ava said to Miranda.

“I am. Weird, right?” Miranda replied.

“No. But I am a little surprised. You don’t feel, I don’t know, guilty at all?”

“I thought I would. I expected to. I probably should. But I don’t.” Miranda jingled her keys. The two of them started walking toward Miranda’s car on the opposite side of the street, and Carly lost the thread of their conversation. They were still talking, but the words were indistinct.

Wow.

They had to be talking about that guy. Miranda had slept with him. Cheated on her husband, and then lied to everyone over and over tonight.

And she didn’t even feel guilty about it. Or so she said. Who knew, that could be a lie, too. But she sure didn’t seem like a guilty person. She’d seemed relaxed and easygoing all night. She seemed like the old Miranda, the Miranda from before her husband had his heart attack, the cheerful and peaceful Miranda.

Oh, my God. Miranda got laid.

Cheated with a man not her husband. Pure envy shot through Carly. Some women had all the luck.

Oh, what was she even saying? Miranda didn’t have good luck, not with her husband fighting for his life and waiting for a donor heart. Carly leaned back against the headrest and closed her eyes briefly. She was all inside out and upside down tonight. What a night. Husbands honored wives, wives submitted to their husbands, and Miranda fucked around.

Unbelievable.

She sat that way, head back and eyes closed, until the last car pulled away. Then, just to be completely sure nobody would know she’d overheard anything, she waited an extra few minutes before starting the engine and reluctantly heading for home.
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Richard was still watching television in their bedroom, so Carly dawdled through her nighttime ritual. A long shower. A careful shave. Shampoo and a hair mask. With any luck, he’d be asleep, or nearly so, by the time she finished. She just didn’t feel like dealing with it tonight.

She turned off the water and used the squeegee on the tile walls and glass doors. As she was using a hand towel to buff the glass from inside the stall, the bathroom door burst open without warning.

“Just going to piss.” Richard lifted the lid on the toilet and fished out his cock without ceremony.

Carly didn’t reply, but she slowed the pace of her buffing. She would stay in the stall until he finished and left. At least that way, the glass door separated them.

He flushed, but instead of leaving, he leaned against the counter by the sink. “So what was the big gossip at book club?”

Miranda cheated.

No, she could never tell him that. Richard could not be trusted.

“Not much. Ava’s factory is on furlough again.”

“Jeez, again? That place is going to go belly up.”

“Maybe.” The glass door was so dry now that she could no longer get away with pretending to polish it. She could always buff the chrome fixtures next. Anything to keep from stepping out of the stall in full view, naked.

“No, it will, I know it will. I know business, and that place is in a death spiral.”

She could hear it in his voice. He was spoiling for a fight. Well, she was not in the mood. “I’m sure you’re right.”

“Why? What are you not telling me?”

“Nothing. I told you everything I know.”

Silence. She counted the seconds in her head and continued to slowly wipe the faucet. Maybe he would leave after five. Or after eight. Or after twelve.

Nope.

“The hell are you doing in there?”

“Cleaning.”

“You’re obsessed.”

“I like to take care of my things.”

He popped open the glass door. Her back was to him. She kept it that way.

“Whoa. Your things, but not your body. Look at that wide load.”

She didn’t respond.

“How long have we been married?”

Boy, he really was in a mood tonight. She could hear it in his voice, that aggressive note underlying his words. “Seven years this fall.”

“Seven years. Damn.”

She didn’t say anything.

“I remember what you looked like when we got married. Seven years. Damn. What are you gonna be like by the time you’re forty? Your ass – look at it. It’s twice as wide as it was seven years ago.”

It wasn’t. She was nine pounds heavier now than she’d been on their wedding day, that was all. Stress eating. Nine pounds. But she didn’t say anything.

“You used to be hot. It’s why I married you.”

She no longer could remember why she’d married him, but she didn’t say anything.

“Look at you now. Lucky you caught a husband before you let yourself go like this.”

That was enough. His body wasn’t exactly perfect. “Maybe we should go to the gym. Together.”

He huffed loudly. “You go. You need it.”

She didn’t know why she decided to push him. “Great. I’ll sign up at that gym on Springfield. That new one. That looks nice.”

“What?” He folded his arms across his chest. “You know how much that place costs?”

Yes, she did, actually. She’d looked into it. She missed having a gym membership. But she held her tongue now.

“You’re not going there,” he grumbled. “Can’t do anything without spending all my money. God damn it, Carly, think. Use your head. Just go running with your friend Lexi. That’s free. That’s what you’re worth.”

She knew what she was worth. He was the one who’d forgotten. “I’ll need running shoes.”

“You’ll need – Are you even kidding me right now? You have a closet stuffed with shoes.”

She didn’t, but she wasn’t going to quarrel over how many pairs of shoes were in her closet. “Not running shoes.”

“They’re running shoes if you run in them.”

“That’s not how it works.”

“That’s how it’s gonna work. You put on the shoes, you run, and then they’re running shoes. The end.”

She didn’t say anything.

“Don’t come crying to me for money. You want too much. Running shoes, you know what those cost? A gym membership. That place is six hundred dollars a year.”

She knew what it cost. She’d looked into it. And she’d known in an instant Richard would never let her spend fifty dollars a month on herself. They could afford it, but he would never allow it.

“It’s like you don’t even think.” He backed away from the shower door. “You want things like that, you’d better start making some money. Your salary, and you want all that. I keep telling you to get another job, but you don’t listen.”

They were onto that tired old complaint now.

She liked her job. She liked the company and the people she worked with. She made a fair salary. Occupational nursing was a better lifestyle than nursing in a hospital. Slower pace, steady hours, not as stressful. He would never agree with her on any of that, but it was still true.

She waited to see which direction he would go with his standard complaints. Maybe he would moan that it was unfair to him that she didn’t earn more. Maybe he’d tell her she wasn’t worth more anyway. Maybe he would yell at her again for not taking that job on the north side – she never should have told him about that offer, but she’d wanted him to know that someone had seen her value and made her a good offer. Three hours commute round trip, but still.

To her surprise, he didn’t attack her on any of these things.

“Ah, to hell with it,” he said. “To hell with all of it. I don’t even care anymore.”

He walked out of the bathroom then, leaving the door wide open. Carly’s hand froze in place, hovering over the spigot with the towel. She closed her eyes and tried to breathe evenly. Was it really over? Could she let down her guard? When she was sure he wouldn’t return, only then did she step out of the tub to towel herself dry.

Husbands honor their wives.

Wives submit to their husbands.

And Miranda cheats.
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Saturday night, Carly turned this way and that, examining her nude reflection in the mirror. Sure, she was a bit heavier than she’d been in college. Nine pounds. Most of that was in her breasts and bottom, but she did have a bit of a pouch at her lower abdomen. Not her favorite thing, but she didn’t think it showed when she was dressed. Yeah, she was a bit droopier than she used to be, but not so dreadful. Not as bad as Richard tried to say.

He called out to her through the open closet door. “I don’t want you spending a lot tonight. No buying drinks for people.”

She didn’t bother responding. What a fool. It was a bachelorette party. They’re prepaid for a party room with a tab started, and after they ran through that, people would be buying them drinks all night. She might never even touch her wallet.

“Don’t stay out all night. You come in too late, you’ll wake me up.”

“I don’t have any control over that. We’re all riding on that bus together.”

“Drive separate.”

“No.” That might set him off, but she didn’t care. “If I come in too late, I’ll sleep on the couch.”

“You’ll still wake me up. I’ll hear the door.”

“Then I’ll just stay with one of the girls.”

“Fine.” He poked his head into the walk-in closet. “At least I never have to worry that you’re staying out all night because you’re with some other guy. As if that would ever happen.”

She ought to cheat on him. That would show him. If angelic Miranda could cheat, then nobody could blame Carly for doing the same, could they? “Lexi and I are riding to the bus meet-up together, so I’ll probably just stay with her.”

“Whatever.”

She heard some rustling in the bedroom. Drawers opening and closing. “Do you have plans tonight?”

“Yeah, going with some of the guys from work to Alonzo’s.”

Alonzo’s. A steak house, and a pricey one. And he’d been complaining that she might buy drinks? What a jackass. Her hand froze over the dress she’d been about to select, a soft and shapeless black tee dress. If she wore that, she would feel comfortable, but she would also be invisible.

“If you’re not cooking, I have to go out,” Richard grumbled from the other room.

She was tired of feeling invisible. Her hand shifted almost of its own will to a different hanger. Another black dress. One she hardly ever wore. A simple sheath with princess seams, very short. Sexy, but in a classic way, more Sophia Loren than teenaged pop star. With some good tummy-control panties, nobody would know she was too bloated to wear something this sexy now. She might even look pretty.

Not that anybody would ever notice.

But maybe someone might.

Did she even have the power to attract a man’s attention anymore? Richard didn’t think so.

She snaked into a tight pair of control panties – black, almost everything she owned was black – and her prettiest satin bra. Then she slipped the dress on over her head and wrestled the back zipper up. Tight, but not too tight for decency. She’d never wear something like this to brunch with her in-laws, but for a girls night out, she could just about get away with it.

Richard poked his head into the closet. “You done yet? I need to get in there.”

Without looking at him, she grabbed a strappy pair of black heels and a small black bag and slid past him out of the closet. “All yours.”

Instead of going deeper into the closet, he leaned against the door frame and stared at her. “You’re wearing that?”

“As you see.”

“Huh. If that’s the way you want to go.”

She didn’t take the bait. In the earlier years of their marriage, she might have. What’s wrong with it? She might have asked for his opinion, and then he would have taken a scalpel to her ego and sliced her to shreds.

Not anymore.

Now she just ignored him. She was silent. No fight left.

No wonder I always feel invisible. I’ve turned into a silent ghost.

The realization hit her so hard that her knees buckled. She dropped onto the bed and sat there, fighting to breathe. She’d made herself invisible. She’d chosen this. She’d done it in reaction to Richard’s never-ending stream of criticism. It wasn’t that she was overlooked because she was dull or forgettable. It was that she’d gone into hiding.
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