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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

      We did have an agreement.

      That’s how this all started.
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          JOSIE

        

      

    

    
      
        
        Two months earlier

      

      

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

      “Better,” I say.

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

      “Most people do.”

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

      “What does that have to do with me?”

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

      “Okay.”

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

      He glances over his shoulder.

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

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

      “You know what I think?”

      He juts out his bottom lip and shakes his head.

      “I think most people would say yes.”

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

      “Life teaches you,” I say.

      He watches me carefully.

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

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

      “What about karma? Survival of the fittest?”

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

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

      “Turn around.”

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

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

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

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

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

        

      

    

    
      
        
        Two months before that...

      

      

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

      I shake my head.

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

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

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

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

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