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Chapter One

WHEN FRUSTRATED, OLIVIA’S son doled out words the way a miser handed over coins—one at a time, and with a begrudging curtness—so she read him by the semaphore of his body and the tenor of his movements. Today, the angry clatter of silverware sounded the first warning. Setting the table usually soothed Ben. He loved a fork lined up on its napkin, a plate rim unmarred by chips. This chore needed no prescribed checklist, no adult confirmation. He could see for himself it had been done correctly, and he orchestrated it to the particular rhythm of his internal metronome.

A cabinet door slammed, and she twitched. Chair legs growled against hardwood. Huffing through his nose, Ben fussed with his glass, centering it on the line where the table leaves met. Even the way he flopped into his chair—toes scraping the floor in irritated sweeps—broadcast his discontent. She piled fettuccine Alfredo on his plate and sank into her seat.

Silence settled around them. Tempting. Easy. They had passed wordless meals more times than she liked to admit in the three years since her wife’s death. At first, quiet dinners provided a fragile oasis after hours of grief-fueled rages. Now, on some days, speech was simply beyond them, Ben drained by the cajoling at school and therapy to “use his words,” and Olivia numbed by phone calls and meetings at work.

The empty chair across the table chided her with memories of Sophia’s gentle but determined efforts, the artful way she could coax Ben from a gloomy mood. His head hung low, dark bangs skimming the bridge of his nose, and he poked at his pile of noodles.

“Wasn’t art class today?” Olivia started with a direct question to keep him from sinking beneath a sea of possible answers.

Ben ignored her, nibbling on a single strand of pasta.

“It’s the big end-of-year project, right? Everyone works on the mural?”

“Murals are stupid.”

“You didn’t think so this morning. You were excited.”

“They’re stupid!”

“Did Jamal think they were stupid?” How his best, and only, friend took things often set the tone for how he handled them.

“He was sick.” The first clue to his mood tumbled from his lips. Seeing Jamal was the main reason she could get him out of the house in the morning.

“I’m sorry. I know you hate it when he’s not there.” She chewed slowly as Ben pushed his fettuccine into clumps, tines screeching across the plate. “How’s the Alfredo?”

He dropped his fork with a rattle.

“I need words, okay? How’s dinner?”

“I don’t like it.”

“But it was your request. Because you liked it so much last week.”

“It feels funny on my tongue.”

“Funny?”

“Too thick.”

“It’s the same recipe. Same everything.”

“It’s too THICK!” His eyes snapped up for a burst of contact. An ugly flush crawled across his pale cheeks.

“Hey! Your attitude isn’t appropriate.”

“BUT I HATE IT!”

“Remember our agreement?” She fought to keep her voice even. “If you choose the meal, you have to eat it.”

Tears welled in his tea-colored eyes. “You don’t understand!” He ran from the table and bolted up the stairs. The hollow thump of his steps rattled the old house.

Olivia rubbed her face, then dropped her chin to her palm. A long, slow sigh leaked from her lips. This was a too-familiar choice. Allow Ben to lose a meal to the consequences of his own rigidities and boiling emotions, or erase the tenuous line she had drawn, hoping to pack more calories onto a thin frame that some days didn’t seem strong enough for the double demands of autism and grief.

She got up from her plate and climbed the stairs, taking them two at a time. A wet snuffle sounded from Ben’s room, where he hunched in a crouch between his bed and the wall. Her back twinged as she squeezed her long frame next to him, but she ignored the warning spasm and tapped his knee.

“Seems like you had a tough day.”

He jerked his leg away.

“I know it’s hard when Jamal is absent. That part I get. But art class doesn’t make sense. Can you help me understand?”

He tapped thumbs to fingertips in quick succession, pinky to index, index to pinky.

Hoping to catch his eye, she leaned forward, but her overgrown hair spilled across her face. She raked it back impatiently, then played her only hand. “If you tell me about art class, we’ll discuss a different dinner option.”

He froze, index fingers to thumbs in a weak suggestion of the okay sign.

“But they have to be your words. No making me guess.”

“I don’t know where to start.” The mumbled admission signaled his acceptance, and her shoulders relaxed. She would trade food for information any day, given how little he revealed at times.

“Start at the beginning. That’s always easier. You ate lunch, then you went to art.” She knew his schedule cold. The moment her caller ID flashed his school’s name, she could guess the problem from the time. Tuesday at 11:13? Gym class. His aide forgot his noise-cancelling headphones, and overwhelmed by the ricochet of sound, he exploded halfway through a game. Thursday at 2:32? He refused to eat lunch, and in a moment of hunger-exacerbated emotionality, he burst into tears during a dreaded spelling test.

“I went to art…there was a substitute. She was mean! I hated her!”

“You hated her immediately, or—”

“No! Mrs. Garibaldi promised I could paint trees, not cars, on the mural because cars are hard. I like trees.”

“I know you do.” She had a drawer full of trees—tall, thin trees with lacework branches, broad trees squatting under a crown of heavy limbs. The form calmed Ben, a succession of orderly lines forking across the paper. They looked like trees when he finished, as opposed to cars or people, which his crude attempts couldn’t approximate.

“The substitute said all fifth graders had to draw cars. And I couldn’t help if I didn’t. It was so unfair. Mrs. Garibaldi promised I could help with Lincoln Park!”

Making a vise of her thumb and middle finger, she squeezed her throbbing temples. His educational team had discussed this weeks ago. The entire school was painting a mural of the Chicago skyline, and while Ben’s class was assigned a traffic scene on Lake Shore Drive, his teacher had agreed he could work on the park in the background. “Where was your aide?”

“At lunch.”

“But another woman helps during Ms. Rickard’s lunch.”

“She was sick. They said to do art by myself. But I couldn’t make the substitute understand, she didn’t let me help, and now everyone but me will be on the mural!”

“Okay, okay, buddy. It must have felt terrible to be left out.” When she slipped a cautious arm around his shoulders, he collapsed against her, crying harder. The unrestricted contact said more than his tears about how devastated he was. Times like this were the worst, when what should have been the highlight of his day turned sour. “Did they finish the mural?”

“No. It’s really big.”

“So next week, when Mrs. Garibaldi is back, the class will still be painting it?”

His head popped up. For the first time, his face lost its tight, strained look. “Yes.”

“Maybe you can add trees then?”

“Yes!”

“I’ll email your teacher, okay?”

“Okay. I used my words. I did!”

“I believe you.” She lifted her arm as he squirmed free. “But remember how I said that even when you use your best words, some adults still might not understand?”

“If I’m using the best words, they have to understand.”

They had circled this issue so many times, but it still eluded him. “The important thing is, you tried as hard as you could. The trying makes me proud.”

“You can’t be proud. It didn’t work!”

“You never know if it will work. Which is why trying is the brave part, the proud part.”

He wiped his face on his shirt, tears staining the fabric.

“You know what else I’m proud of?”

“What?”

“All the words you gave me right now. Good words that helped me understand.”

“So, I don’t have to eat fettuccine?”

“Not tonight. But remember, it’s unfair to ask for something and then not eat it.”

“Can I have applesauce?”

“Yes, but not just applesauce. You need protein.”

“Ice cream!”

She stifled a grin at his hopeful expression. “Do you think after refusing to eat what I cooked, you’re getting ice cream?”

His lower lip budged out, and his shoulders slumped. “Probably not.”

“How about cottage cheese?”

“Okay.” He scrambled across the bed. “I’ll get the applesauce packs!”

As he tore down the stairs, she thumped the back of her head on the wall. Ben’s emotions surged and retreated so rapidly, leaving her exhausted from picking her way through the minefield of his day. This time, at least, her patience had been rewarded with clarity. She puffed out a sharp sigh and pushed to her feet.

 

OLIVIA SLIPPED BETWEEN the sheets, groaning into the silence. She had stabbed at the cold remains of dinner during Ben’s bath, then labored over an email to his teacher. Too polite, and the email might be ignored. Too firm, and she became the problem parent. Again. After the fifth revision, she had slammed the laptop shut. She needed rest, and coffee, before she gave it one final check in the morning.

The thermostat in the hall ticked, and from the attic, the air conditioner huffed to life, a cool waft skimming the hairs on her arm. Nights were the hardest. For all the attention Ben required, at least he provided a focus. Now, only the muffled dark and her aimless thoughts kept her company. She reached for her phone, squinting at the bright rectangle. Her thumb hovered over the message app, but she clicked the phone off and tossed it on the nightstand. Two months since she’d seen Jen. Two months since she’d held her ground during their last fight—no contact unless Jen was ready to be out. Since then, nothing.

She cursed herself again for succumbing at the reunion a year ago. A sympathetic conversation with an old classmate—she still mourning Sophia, Jen reeling from her divorce—had spiraled into surprising but passionate sex. Even now, after everything had fallen apart, that night hummed within her. Jen had been new to sex with a woman but uninhibited and keen.

Memories shuffled through Olivia’s brain, like postcards from an impulsive vacation she still couldn’t believe she’d taken. The soft slump of a breast. Silvered stretch marks undulating beneath her lips. Tongues, slick and urgent. These were the safest moments, well-worn and thumbed through. Others were still crisp, lightly fingered, too intense to bear much scrutiny. Sincere brown eyes inches away. Sun-streaked hair whispering down her stomach. An eager mouth bringing her to release, her orgasm a messy mix of relief and regret that opened the door for old needs to become new again. Sex had been the only thing they did consistently well, and now the need for it wouldn’t abate.

She slid her left hand down her belly into soft curls, her middle finger passing over her clit in long strokes. It swelled beneath her touch as her right hand pinched her nipple, hard. Her brain resurrected the sensation of lips gliding up her thigh, a tongue lapping at tender places, wet spaces. Every pass stoked the slow fire until it spilled over in a rush, her hips twitching with each wave. But still she craved more, and she fumbled in her nightstand for the familiar tube.

Buzzing filled the room, which quickly muffled when she slipped the vibrator between her legs, her wetness smoothing its passage. In, out, in, out—the soft but relentless pistoning nudged her closer to the edge. She drove it faster, harder, needing it full and deep and long. Tension spooled low in her pelvis, winding tighter with each stroke, before finally snapping. She arched as a groan leaked from her clenched teeth.

Her hips fell to the bed, and she dropped the vibrator to the floor. As she rolled to face the empty space beside her, a snake of pressure coiled around her sternum. She brushed her wife’s pillow in mute apology for bringing new memories and fresh needs to their bed. For two years after Sophia, she felt nothing. No real desire, no strong response. It had been easier, somehow, to float in a fog of grief and pretend this part of her was gone.

But since Jen, she couldn’t retreat to that quiet absence, and she grieved again for what had been lost after Sophia’s death. Passion that rattled her teeth and drove deep into her bones, followed by languorous sessions of touching and laughter in the relaxed haze of two bodies knowing the intimate cartography of every slope and curve.

She hugged Sophia’s cold pillow, her mind muddy with grief and guilt and desire. She wanted to hate Jen for abandoning her to wallow in this half-life, her body reveling in the possibilities, her heart grasping at nothing. But she’d never been capable of hate. Jen was wading through her own pain, and neither of them had been strong enough to pull each other free. So she did what she had done for more than three years—huddle in the stark silence of her bedroom and wait for morning to arrive.


Chapter Two

FIREWORKS EXPLODED ON the television as a brassy march drilled into Olivia’s brain. Stabbing the mute button, she turned from the raucous display, her mood more suited to the weak reflections blooming in the picture frames that crowded the fireplace mantel. She had sprawled on the couch after rolling Ben into bed, too exhausted by tonight’s Fourth of July disaster to do anything but dangle her feet over the arm and wait for Arti, who had texted her arrival with vague hints about some drama.

A key rattled in the front door, and Arti shouldered her way through. She closed it softly before dropping her purse onto the coffee table. Glints of fireworks picked up the sleek blonde streaks in her dark hair. “This is still on?”

“It’s a replay.”

“How’s Ben? I haven’t seen him so upset in a while.”

“He passed out the minute we got home. Tell your mom I’m sorry we left the picnic early.”

“She doesn’t care. She’s just happy to see you two, for however long.” Arti leaned her elbows on the back of a chair. A gold pendant spilled from the fleshy confines of her cleavage. “Poor guy. I know he wanted this to be the year he saw the fireworks in person.”

“I’ve never understood why he’s so fixated on the Fourth when he hates everything about it—large crowds, flashing lights, loud noises. Makes me miss the days when all he wanted was to watch it on TV. On mute. Over and over.”

“You’re a good mom to let him try.”

“Or a glutton for punishment.”

“Aren’t they the same?”

A soft laugh bubbled up, but it turned into a ragged sigh. “I really thought he’d make it. We talked it through, brought his favorite headphones and blanket, and then the first huge firework filled the sky and—”

“He lost his shit.”

“I could see it on his face—the brightness registering, the size, how close it felt, and before he even burst into tears I thought, I have made a terrible mistake.”

“He begged to go. Pleaded. You have to let him take risks.”

The finale erupted, and Olivia tilted her head to watch the explosions throw themselves against the screen in a thickening blizzard, their blinding frenzy in furious opposition to the muted sound. Was this Ben’s world, rising churns of emotion without the words to express them? She groaned and rubbed her eyes. “I’m never sure what will be just challenging enough for him without being too much.”

“Well, file this in the definitely-too-much category.”

“You think?”

“Listen, you can’t read the future. So stop beating yourself up.” Arti shoved one of Olivia’s overhanging feet to the side and perched on the couch arm. “Remember when we finally went to the fireworks by ourselves?”

“Summer before seventh grade.”

“My folks only let me go because ‘steady, responsible Olivia’ would keep me in line. Plus, your amazing growth spurt made you so easy to find in crowds. It was the first time I truly felt American.”

“Seriously?”

“Eating lukewarm hot dogs and drinking flat Coke with a blonde preteen? That’s American, baby, all the way.”

“Forty years of friendship, and you found something I didn’t know.”

Arti polished her long star-spangled nails on her dress. “I have untold depths.”

“Depths? Sure. Untold? Never.” She poked Arti’s hip with her big toe. “What’s up? I thought George had grand plans—the whole post-fireworks dinner and hotel.”

“Oh, there was a post-fireworks dinner, followed by post-dinner fireworks. But this story requires booze.” Arti grabbed Olivia’s hand, hauled her to her feet, and led them to the kitchen. “What do you have?”

Olivia dug past the milk cartons and yogurt containers to find a lonely bottle tucked in the corner. “Champagne?”

“Really? Not that I’m complaining.”

“Mom left it here last week. A friend gave it to her when her results came back benign, but she isn’t a big fan of carbonation.”

“Well, cheers to Alice!” Arti grabbed flutes from the cupboard, blew out the dust with two sharp bursts, and set them on the island. “I still can’t believe a woman who never talks got a damn vocal cord polyp.”

“My mom talks.”

“Please. She was put on vocal rest for three weeks, and no one noticed.” Arti plopped on a stool.

Olivia didn’t bother protesting. Arti used exaggeration the way she used jewelry, for conspicuous and extravagant effect. Mom was quiet, but it was an expansive quiet, one that gave both of them room to breathe. Olivia settled on her own stool, then popped the cork. She filled Arti’s glass to the brim. “What’s the story? Late night stress texts are my thing, not yours.”

“George proposed.”

“What?” Champagne sloshed over the edge of her glass. She sucked the fizzy liquid from her thumb.

“I should’ve guessed. He’d been fidgety all night, and then dinner took forever. I mean, it was already late after the picnic, we hadn’t had sex in a few weeks, and I wanted to get to the room and use the damn bed, but he begged to stay for dessert because the fucking cake had twenty layers or some nonsense. Turns out he’d had a ring put on top of a slice.”

She couldn’t imagine what George had been thinking. Nothing was less likely to appeal to Arti. Or more likely to drive her away.

“My first thought when I saw it was, ‘Fuck me!’ And right behind it was, ‘Getting chocolate out of a dense setting of diamonds? What a pain in the ass!’”

“How was the ring?”

Arti waggled her hand. “Sparkly, but not my taste. Expensive, though.”

“It can’t be easy choosing an engagement ring for a jewelry designer.”

“You know what’s not easy? Giving a ring to a woman who doesn’t want it.” Arti’s breezy tone couldn’t mask the disappointment shadowing her round face, more familiar to Olivia than her own reflection. Arti dunked her fingers in her glass and flicked champagne. “Stop looking at me like that.”

“Like what?” Olivia wiped the damp splatter from her neck.

“Like you can pull my soul out through my damn chest! God, it kills me every time. All I ask for is monogamy and a little personal space. Why is marriage so important?”

“Maybe your company is more charming than you realize.”

“Oh, I’m perfectly aware of how charming I am.” Arti emptied her glass. “I told him no, of course.”

“Where did this change come from?”

“He said he’d had an epiphany. He did want marriage. And kids.”

“But you’ve never wanted kids. Or marriage. He knows this.”

“Yet there he sat, with a ring half buried in chocolate, blathering on about ‘even at our age’ and fertility drugs and IVF and God knows what else.”

“IVF? Really?”

“I’m fucking perimenopausal, for Christ’s sake! I told George I didn’t drag my financially solvent ass all the way to middle age just to bankrupt myself coaxing the last eggs from my shriveled ovaries for kids I don’t even want!” Arti snatched the champagne and streamed it into her glass.

As the churning foam neared the rim, Olivia pried the bottle from her. “So this is when the post-dinner fireworks started.”

“I reminded him I’d made my expectations for our relationship perfectly clear. He sputtered nonsense about assuming it was something women said so they didn’t seem needy.”

“Oh shit.”

“I shoved the cake at him and said the next time a woman tells him something, he’d better assume she fucking means it!” Arti drained her flute, then sighed. “I shouldn’t have dated a Greek guy.”

“How did it end?”

“I dumped him. Actually, I let him dump me. If I dumped a guy from my parents’ church, I wouldn’t hear the end of it.”

“I’m sorry. He was decent. And funny. I know you’re going to miss him.”

“Yeah, well, I guess we’re both hard up for sex now.”

Olivia scowled into her half-finished glass, her easy humor vanishing as the flip comment dug like a thumb on a bruise.

“C’mon. It can’t be too soon for that joke. It’s been three months!”

Irritation crawled under her skin. It shouldn’t be too soon, but regret and loneliness continued to dog her. “I still hate how it ended. Walking out on Jen—”

“—was the right thing to do.”

“Maybe this is all I should expect now, casual sex and casual affection.”

“You’re only saying this because Jen’s the first person since—”

Olivia pushed away from the counter, away from Arti, from her words, from the truth. She turned and leaned on the sink, the cool porcelain soaking into her palms as she stared out the window into the backyard. Inky shadows lurked beneath the yellow haze of alley light. A neighbor launched bottle rockets, and their sound popped dully against the glass.

Arti’s resolute reflection, distant and small from the other side of the island, came into focus on one pane. “I know you hate unresolved endings, but it’s time to move on.”

“You don’t think she’ll change her mind?” The question sounded pathetic the moment it left her lips.

“I think anyone who lets you go without a fight doesn’t deserve you.” Arti made a three-fingered throwing gesture, disgust plain on her face.

“I still can’t believe we’re even talking about this.”

A broken tile, its crack like a frown, scowled at her from the backsplash. They’d delayed renovating the kitchen, waiting for more money, more time. Now she was both grateful and guilty they hadn’t. Guilty because Sophia had spent hours planning a design she would never realize. Grateful because her wife’s touch still permeated the room—the sticky drawer they had to rattle free, the crooked cabinet door that thwarted every cursing hinge adjustment, the chip in the island Sophia worried at with her thumb during conversations about Ben. Imagining a glossy magazine kitchen devoid of her wife’s presence made Olivia’s stomach turn.

Arti’s reflection wavered, disappeared, reformed as she shifted off the stool to come stand beside Olivia, dark head hovering at her shoulder. “I’m sorry to push—”

“No, you’re not.”

“You’re right, I’m not.” She slipped Olivia’s phone from her back pocket and opened the text messages. “Well, this is a long list. Me, Ben, Alice…Jen.”

Arti didn’t mention the final name, the one Olivia skimmed past because deleting it would carve away a piece of her heart. Sophia. Even now, Jen’s name next to hers churned a horrible guilt. Sophia had meant everything to her, and to see her name the same size, in the same font as Jen’s, impersonal, indistinguishable…

Arti tapped on Jen’s name. Her gray text box sat on the left. Did you get to your mom’s okay? Excited for tonight. Feels like months, not weeks, since we’ve seen each other. Can’t wait.

Olivia’s last reply sat in blue below. Traffic was bad. Here now. Glad your boys are with their dad so we can have a longer night. Be there soon.

“The surprise reservation was a mistake. It was too much.”

“Because dinner out is the new edgy lesbian alternative to sex? Please. If she’s fine trading secret hotel liaisons for months, a restaurant should be no big deal. It’s not like she needed to buy a Pride shirt or swear a blood oath to lesbianism. Or bisexualism. Or any ism! Women have dinner together for all sorts of reasons.”

“But her sons—”

“Are going to college soon. They’re old enough to deal. Look, it’s done with Jen. And you need to let it be done. Which is not your skill set, I know.” Arti swiped Jen’s name in the text list. The red delete box popped up.

“What are you doing?”

“You gave her the ultimatum—contact you when she’s ready to date openly. You don’t need to see her name every time you check your messages.” She tapped the delete square, and Jen vanished.

It brought relief, not having the name there as a nagging reminder of her failure, but it stripped away a bit of hope as well. Olivia grabbed the phone and tossed it facedown on the counter.

“Why is this still eating at you?”

“Doesn’t matter.”

“Olivia, whatever words are stuck in there, spit them out.”

She clenched her fingers around the edge of the counter. Hiding the truth from herself was one thing. Hiding it from Arti was almost impossible. “Until Jen said no, I didn’t realize how much I needed her to say yes.”

“You and your big tender heart.” Arti nudged her with a gentle shoulder. “I knew this wasn’t as casual as you said.”

Guilt lodged in her chest like a stone. “What does it say about me that the first person I slept with after my wife died was the wrong person?”

“It says you’re human, nothing more. At least you tried.”

“Trying was my big mistake.”

“Don’t use Jen to shut down again.” Arti grabbed her forearm and forced Olivia to face her. “It’s okay that you wanted to feel something with a woman other than Sophia.”

“You’re very sure of yourself.”

“It’s easy when I’m always right.” Arti patted her cheek and smiled. “I know this hurts now, but when it hurts less, you can try again.”

“What if I don’t want to?”

“You will. Trust me.”


Chapter Three

ELLIE STEPPED FROM her office and made a quick left toward the noise rolling down the hall. She’d gotten turned around several times during her first week at The Therapy Center, but today, the swell of high voices led her straight to the large but crowded lobby, which sagged under the August humidity. Her new boss leaned on a column near the reception desk, and Ellie threaded her way over.

“We’ll collect our boys in a minute. I’ll introduce you to the parents as we go—a quick meet and greet for the first day.” Rita grinned at the scrum. A harried father rushed through the doors, dragging a reluctant child by the sleeve. “Fall session is always a struggle. The kids aren’t ready to be back. The parents are desperate to have them back. And no one is ready for the school-pickup-to-therapy scramble.”

“Thanks again for putting me on your social group. It’s nice to have the mix with individual sessions.”

Rita waved off her words. “The job’s not new for you, just the place. I would’ve given you your own if we hadn’t already made those assignments.”

The pale-blue shirts of TTC staff bobbed between pockets of families. Rogue toddlers pinballed everywhere. To the side, a lanky white woman, her skin dusted with freckles, listened intently to a boy with chestnut hair, who bounced as he recounted a story. Her eyes never left his, even as his gaze caromed around the room.

“Who’s the brown-haired boy with the tall blonde?”

Rita turned in the direction of Ellie’s nod. “Oh, he’s one of ours, Ben.”

“Isn’t he too young?”

“He’s eleven. Just on the small side. That’s his mom, Olivia. Terrific parent. Very organized.”

Ellie hid the smile creeping onto her face. It had taken less than a day to recognize Rita’s favorite parents had one trait in common—organized.

“Sad story actually. Her wife died three years ago. Terrible car accident. Almost killed all three of them.”

“Jesus.”

“Yeah. Ben went off the rails for a bit. I’m hoping he’s ready to tackle this group.” Rita clapped her hands, then rubbed them briskly. “Let’s go get our boys.”

The crowd parted for Rita, Ellie trailing in her wake. She snuck glances at Olivia as they approached, Rita stopping every few feet to greet someone. Olivia was beautiful in an austere, angular way, and she held herself erect, not one of those women to stoop in apology for her height. Shaggy golden curls brushed her shoulders. That shimmer of blonde, and the placid face it framed, hovered at the edge of her attention each time Rita introduced her to another parent.

 

OLIVIA LEANED CLOSE to Ben’s ear. “You got this.”

He flinched, gnawing on a thumbnail. “You said that already. Twice!”

Her hand floated above his shoulder, ready for an encouraging pat. She pulled it back and shoved it in her pocket. This social group was important, and her nerves kept bleeding into her supportive attitude.

Rita plowed toward them, collecting rumpled, distracted boys like mismatched ducklings. Six feet tall and broad-shouldered, the director was unmissable. Although Olivia stood just an inch shorter, the imposing woman seemed to tower over her.

“Ben! I’m so happy to see you!” Rita’s booming words cut through the din. Ben buried his chin in his chest, tapping an alternating rhythm with his feet. She squatted to catch his eye and lowered her voice. “I need help setting up chairs in room B. Will you organize a circle for eight? You remember the way?”

He darted off without a response, his thin scrap of a body disappearing into the crowd.

“He does love a task, our Ben.” Rita sighed as she stood. “Olivia, I want you to meet Ellie Vasquez, our newest occupational therapist. We stole her from a city clinic. She’s helping me in Ben’s group. Ellie, this is Olivia Northman.”

“Nice to meet you.” Olivia extended her hand.

Ellie reached out at the same time, a dazzling smile streaking across her face. She was nearly Olivia’s height, her riot of black curls wrestled into a thick ponytail. “You as well. I can’t wait to work with your son.”

“Have fun with these guys.” She nodded at the mob of skinny arms and legs dragging half-shrugged backpacks behind them.

“I will.” Ellie’s dark eyes sparkled. A dimple appeared, like an apostrophe over the right corner of her mouth. Ellie held the handshake a beat longer before letting go. When she turned to follow the boys, Olivia noticed two pencils stuck at different angles into her ponytail. For some reason, it made her smile.


Chapter Four

ELLIE HISSED AS she scalded her thumb on the hot plate in the microwave. She grabbed a paper towel for protection and transferred the enchiladas to the opposite counter, then snagged a beer from the fridge. Her Skype screen chimed, and she spun to her laptop. These weekly talks with Claudia and Marisol were her lifeline now that their relationship straddled oceans. Sketchy internet and group texts were poor substitutes for two decades of inseparable friendship.

“Finally, the fucking connection works!” Marisol’s voice punched through the speakers a second before her face popped into view. “Sorry about missing last week. Half a billion dollars for an oil rig in the Gulf of Mexico, and the satellite hookup is for shit. I could get serviced faster by a puta than our IT fuckups.”

“Have you tested that theory?” Ellie pressed her tender thumb against the cool condensation on the bottle.

“Hell no! I’m too cheap to pay for it.”

“Not to mention your sexy painter husband jumps your bones whenever you’re on the mainland.” Claudia, still in her fatigues, waved into the camera as she joined the chat.

“Artists are passionate. What can I say?”

“Why are you there on Friday night?” Ellie took a swig of beer and leaned on the counter.

“Maintenance issue. Don’t ask. How’s Germany, Claudia?”

“It’s tense with all the refugees. Makes me appreciate what our parents went through.”

“We were some of the lucky ones.” She stabbed a forkful of enchiladas. The sharp heat and cilantro tang of Abuela’s mole filled her mouth.

Marisol sketched a cross over her chest, then squinted. “What are you eating?”

“Abuela’s enchiladas. My brother delivered a tray yesterday,” she mumbled around another mouthful. “Traffic from the suburbs is a bitch. I barely made it.”

“With her mole? Oh God, is it the verde or the negro? Ooh, or the rojo?” Claudia clasped her hands in front of her face. “I might cry. It’s just as good, right? Tell me it’s just as good.”

“It’s the verde. And it’s perfect.”

“I can’t fucking believe you’re eating in front of us.” Marisol sank back in her seat and groaned.

Claudia’s indignant squawk exploded from the speakers. “You live in freaking Mexico! What are you complaining about? You should see what the Germans do to Mexican food.”

Ellie waved her fork at the screen. “You should come home for a visit if you want the real deal.”

“Stop talking about enchiladas, or I’m seriously going to cry!” Claudia said. “How’s the job going, Ellie?”

Footsteps drummed to a halt in the hallway. “Hang on.” High voices hissed furiously, and a white envelope swished under her door. The flurry retreated.

“What was that?” Marisol asked as Ellie returned to the screen.

“The Hernandez sisters. The postal person mixes up our mail, and their mom sends them down. They race to see who can get to my door the fastest.” She tossed the bill on the counter. “The job’s good. My schedule filled up quick. And the bigger paycheck is nice.”

“Can’t fool us, chica. You’re still wearing a guilty face every time you talk about it.” Marisol’s tsk-tsk made her sound just feet away. The illusion of closeness tugged at Ellie’s heart.

“You gotta let this go,” Claudia said. “There’s nothing wrong with taking a new job.”

“But the kids are so white.”

“The kids need your help, no matter what color they are,” Marisol said.

“But why can’t they have a facility like this in the city? The space at TTC, the equipment, even the smoother insurance process, it’s night and day.” She knew when she took the job the demographics would change, but it still jarred, monochrome faces dominating the halls, the obvious jump in income and access.

“That’s the ’burbs. What do the gringos call it? White flight?” Claudia fluttered a hand in the air. “When they fly away, the money flies with them.”

“They would’ve cut your position at the other place sooner or later,” Marisol said. “You left on your own terms. No guilt. No apologies.”

“And no burning yourself out because you feel bad,” Claudia said. “Once was enough.”

“Basta ya! I give up. No more guilt.”

“I’ll pretend you mean that so we can talk about your love life. Any prospects?” The fuzzy connection couldn’t hide Claudia’s curious grin.

Ellie grabbed the beer and her laptop and moved out of the kitchen to the couch, balancing her computer on her legs as she settled in. “Define ‘prospect.’” An ambulance squalled past her window, its dizzy pulse of blue-and-red light streaking the glass.

Marisol tapped on her camera, making the image jiggle. “You’re hiding something.”

“It’s too early to be anything.”

“Shit, you move fast! New job, new chica!” Marisol snapped her fingers. “Who is she?”

“One of the moms at TTC.”

A month of Tuesdays had crawled by since she first met Olivia, but their interactions had grown increasingly scattered after the first week, when a coworker’s early labor forced Ellie to cover a different group. It had been a mixed blessing. The separation from Ben lifted a professional concern, but it left her without an obvious reason to approach Olivia. She tossed in small talk when they happened to run into each other, but it never worked. Olivia seemed impervious to it.

“A mom? How old is she?” Claudia interrupted her musings.

“I’m not sure. Fortyish?”

“Rubia or pelirroja?”

“Rubia. Very blonde actually.” She grinned. “Am I that predictable, guys?”

“Sí.” They answered in unison.

Her laugh caught her mid-swallow, and she choked on her beer.

“Why the hell is she single if she has a kid?” Marisol had never met a direct question she wouldn’t ask.

“Her wife died several years ago.”

“Never date a viuda. Shitty mojo.”

“What are you talking about?”

“Can’t compete with a dead woman. She always wins.”

“Someone older might be nice,” Claudia countered.

Marisol snorted. “Says the woman with the geriatric husband.”

“He’s only five years older!” Claudia wagged a finger at the camera. “And he could bench-press your man.”

“Chicas, chicas, both your husbands are pretty.”

“Mine’s prettier than hers.” Marisol muttered the line.

Claudia rolled her eyes. “Can you date a parent?”

“I was looking for a subtle way to check, but then last week at work, I stumbled on old gossip. One of the therapists is married to a parent. The parent was already divorced—I didn’t catch all the details—but they did meet at TTC.”

“Was she the kid’s therapist?” Claudia asked.

“No. And I’m not Ben’s therapist. I was only the support staff for his group the first week. I’ve barely interacted with him since.”

“What’s wrong with this kid anyway?”

Ellie leaned into the screen, stabbing a finger at Marisol’s face. “Did you just ask me what’s wrong with him? Seriously?”

Claudia clapped a hand to her forehead. “Marisol!”

“Disculpa! Disculpa! You know what I meant. I’m an idiot! But if you date this woman, you’re basically dating her son too. You want to take on something like that?”

“Like that? What the hell? He’s a child, not a damn puppy!”

“Marisol’s an ass, but she has point.” Claudia jumped over Marisol’s second wave of sputtered apologies. “You pour your heart into your work, cariño. I’m sure he’s wonderful, but what if his needs ask too much of you?”

“What she said! I am an ass. Listen to Claudia.”

“I know why you’re worried, but it’s not the same. I was a lot younger, it was my first job, and those kids—” She chopped the air with her hand, slicing through old regrets. “I’ve learned a lot since then.”

“But she’s still an older woman with a son. Does she have time to date?”

The clumsy restraint in Marisol’s tone made Ellie smile. “You sound so white when you’re trying to be tactful.”

“I am sorry. I didn’t mean—”

“Look, I haven’t even asked her out. Let me see what’s possible before you pile on with all the reasons this is a bad idea.”

“I can’t believe you have the hots for a suburban mamacita!” Marisol said.

“She lives in the city. She just drives to TTC for the services. It has the best autism clinic—”

Claudia clapped to interrupt them. “Who cares where she lives? Tell us what she’s like. We’ve been too busy arguing to hear the good stuff.”

The couch creaked beneath Ellie as she shifted deeper into the cushions. “She’s quiet. Serious. Intelligent. She has a sly sense of humor, but she’s hard on herself, I can tell, about Ben, meeting his needs. She’s very intent.”

“Intent?” Claudia asked.

“When she looks at me, nothing distracts her. I have all her attention.”

“Is she tall or short? What color are her eyes? You stink at the details!”

“She’s taller than me, surprisingly, but not by much. And her eyes…”

“You don’t know what color her damn eyes are?” Marisol squinted at the screen.

“They’re hazel! But the colors shift depending on the light. It’s fascinating.”

“God save us from white women with fascinating eyes.” Marisol sighed, leaning back in her chair. “Well, she doesn’t fit your usual type.”

“What does that mean?”

“Cálmate.” Marisol held up her hands in supplication. “I meant the quiet, intent part.”

“Angie did rate higher on the bubbly scale,” Claudia said.

Angie’s energy, her restless, moving nature, felt so alive when they first started dating, but by the end, it exhausted her. Olivia’s calm, steady confidence was the counterpoint to that. “I’m getting older, ladies. Maybe what I want is changing. I don’t know. When I saw Olivia, there was just—”

“—something about her.” They answered in unison again.

She laughed and heaved herself off the couch. “All right, enough of this, tontas. Tell me what’s up with you two while I get more enchiladas.”


Chapter Five

ELLIE SHOVED ONE arm into her coat, feeling for the other sleeve, which snagged on her office chair. Yanking herself free, she gave the chair a hard kick. It slammed back under her desk. Pencils rattled, and the photos pinned to her cubicle shivered. She blew a loud raspberry through her lips.

“Sounds like a tween-age sigh if I ever heard one.” Shelley popped around the corner, cherry-red reading glasses perched low on her nose.

“Sorry, Shel. I didn’t know you were there.”

“No worries. Tough day?”

“More like tough evening.” Ellie finally wrestled her other arm into her parka. “They’re good girls, but…”

“So. Much. Crying.”

“It’s not just me?”

“God, no! When Rita assigned you the group after Jane’s early labor, I about wept in relief. I raised four girls—middle school is the roughest.”

“In my last job, I didn’t have many girls. The sheer numbers amp up the emotions.” She stuffed her phone in a pocket, then yanked on her zipper. It snagged halfway up.

“The holiday gauntlet doesn’t help. They’ve barely worked off the Halloween candy buzz. Now Thanksgiving’s coming to mess up their schedules. Hang in there.”

“I will, thanks. See you tomorrow.” Ellie fought with the zipper down the hall, past the receptionist, and right up to the main doors, which slid open as she approached. November was in a raw mood—low, brooding clouds and air so sharp it tasted of chrome. Just as the cold started to claw at her neck, the zipper took pity on her and released. She snugged it tight under her chin.

In the parking lot, at the edge of a pool of light, sat a faded Subaru, its left taillight edged in duct tape. Condensation billowed from the exhaust, blurring the solitary figure leaning against the driver’s door. The person’s frame was only an inky contour—dark slacks, black coat—but the bright tumble of hair… Ellie stuttered to a stop. Pulse high and tight in her throat, she watched Olivia tip her head back and stream a long, white sigh to the cloud-clotted sky.

The past few months had been more of the same: fly-by greetings and brief hallway chats, the sparse contact frustrating in its blandness. Now, alone among snow-dusted cars, Olivia was tantalizingly available. Ellie pivoted toward that forlorn figure and then away in an awkward half-turn before relenting to the pull of her heart.

“Olivia?” she called out as she approached.

Olivia twitched, hunching deeper into her coat.

“Sorry. Didn’t mean to surprise you.”

“It’s fine. How are you?”

“I’m good, thanks. You?” She stood opposite Olivia in an empty parking space. A yellow line slashed between their boots. The overhead light daubed thick shadows on her sharp features, but it didn’t diminish her lean beauty, or dull her hazel eyes, glimmering with so many colors Ellie couldn’t tease them all out.

Olivia shrugged, her coat rustling with the movement. “I’m fine.” Her tight expression said otherwise.

“Where’s Ben?”

“Checking in with the psychologist. There was an incident during group. He kicked a chair across the room. Not at anyone, thank goodness, but still…”

“I’m sorry. He must have been really frustrated.”

Olivia dragged a hand over her face. The movement wiped fading tear tracks from her skin, but it didn’t erase the vulnerability beneath. This was the danger Ellie had sensed initially when she almost turned away. Olivia’s emotions hovered near the surface, her self-effacing manner ruffled, messy in a way that was transfixing. Here was the woman she wanted to know, truly available for the first time, and she had no plan for what to do.

“So why are you standing outside a running car?”

“I like the fresh air.” Olivia rapped the window with a knuckle. “I’m warming it up for Ben. He hates the cold.”

The safe route beckoned—benign sympathy, a wave, and then a walk to her car. But the strain in Olivia’s demeanor was too much. “You seem stressed, if you don’t mind me saying. What’s going on?”

“It’s nothing.”

Ellie’s snort of disbelief sent a white puff into the air.

“Nothing new anyway.”

“C’mon.” In her best perky voice, she parroted the new promotional slogan plastered around the lobby. “Remember, TTC’s a space for kids and parents!”

A half-smile tugged at Olivia’s lips. “Ben’s showing an interest in more group activities, which is great, but he doesn’t always have the tools to handle them. This past Sunday…” She shook her head. A thick curl spilled loose from behind her ear.

“What happened?” Ellie’s fingers itched to tuck the blonde spiral back.

“There was a birthday party at a kids’ arcade. He had a huge meltdown, tokens everywhere.”

“Those places can be rough. Talk about overstimulating.”

“I usually avoid them, but Ben never gets asked to parties. He was desperate to go. You should’ve seen his face when he showed me the invitation.” Distress rippled Olivia’s features, revealing again the woman beneath the polite tranquility. “Anyway, I carried him out screaming while the entire place watched. And now tonight with the chair. It usually rolls off my back, but there are moments I—”

When Olivia didn’t continue, Ellie drew her foot along the line separating them, its crisp edge a warning. But this quiet intimacy she had stumbled upon was impossible to ignore. She pushed a boot across and nudged Olivia’s toe. “Tell me, please?”

“Sometimes…I wish he were normal. That it wasn’t this hard. For him. Or for me.” Olivia’s low admission wrenched itself free.

Ellie couldn’t let the pained words float there, isolated, in the space between them. Leaning forward, she tugged on Olivia’s sleeve. “His needs can ask a lot of you, especially alone. It’s okay to crack under the strain.”

“No cracking allowed. It’s on the first page of the autism parent manual.”

“Your copy’s out-of-date. I’ll get you a new one.”

Olivia tucked her wayward hair behind her ear, and then her hands dropped, twisting together. “Thanks.” Her melancholy smile snagged hooks into Ellie’s heart.

Her other foot scuffed the line as she stepped forward. She clasped one of Olivia’s hands—their first contact since their introductory shake several months ago—and a fuse lit, racing up her arm to explode in her chest. Her breath sharpened. Clouds from their mouths mingled as their eyes met. “Are you always this hard on yourself?”

“Wait until you get to know me better.”

“I’d like that, getting to know you better.” She cupped Olivia’s cheek, her thumb brushing soft, cool skin—

Olivia drew away gently, confusion coloring her features. Ellie’s hand hung in the air.

“I’m sorry. I’m so sorry. I can’t believe—” She snatched it back. Embarrassment boiled up her neck. “I didn’t mean—good night.”

She spun on her heel, winding through the last of the parked cars. Numb fingers fumbled with the fob before the lock finally clicked. Yanking open the door, she threw herself into the driver’s seat. Fuck, fuck, fuck! She pounded a fist on the steering wheel. All her patience, all the waiting for the perfect moment, wasted because she couldn’t stop herself when she saw the pain scrawled on Olivia’s face. She stabbed the key in the ignition. The car chugged to life, and she sat while it idled, mind scrambling for the words she would need the next time she saw Olivia.


Chapter Six

SHOULDERS HUNCHED, BEN followed his OT out of the lobby, and Olivia allowed herself a slow, leaking sigh. He had been stuck at a sullen simmer since Tuesday night. If the “ch” in chair even crossed her lips, he scowled. After cycling through her usual tactics—encouraging, sympathetic, stern—she was stuck waiting him out.

She stalked to a deserted corner, tossed her backpack on a seat, and sank beside it. Her phone chirped. Tapping the work email, she skimmed the words while her mind wandered to Ellie. Their brief contact had consumed her. In the parking lot, lost in her self-recrimination, she was startled enough to draw back, but the echo of Ellie’s fingers clung stubbornly to her cheek.

Did you get a picture yet? Arti’s text popped up.

She stabbed at the phone with her thumbs. I’m not sneaking a picture!

I need to see what this woman looks like!!!

Not even sure I’ll run into her.

No way that woman doesn’t seek you out after hitting on you.

She didn’t hit on me. Go away!

She scowled at Arti’s characterization. It cheapened the moment. Hitting on someone was a deliberate act, but Ellie’s hand on her face felt spontaneous, and her earnest admission was even more intimate than the touch.

“Olivia?”

The phone almost slipped from her hand when Ellie manifested in front of her. She chose to blame her accelerating pulse on surprise and not proximity. Ellie was the kind of woman anyone would notice—gregarious and confident, beautiful in a relaxed, uncalculated fashion—but Tuesday’s moment amplified those qualities from the abstract to the personal in a way that glued Olivia’s tongue to her mouth.

“Mind if I sit?”

Olivia moved her bag off the chair, and Ellie perched on the edge. When their knees brushed, Ellie jerked her leg to the side as if any contact might be unwelcome.

“I’m sorry about Tuesday night. It was completely inappropriate to touch you. Seeing you hurting…it was instinct, reaching out. I would hate it if anything I did made you uncomfortable at TTC. I’m so, so sorry.”

The apology was sincere—Ellie practically vibrated with regret—but she didn’t disavow any interest. Her lack of a denial lit a small flame Olivia tried to stamp out.

“It’s all right, don’t worry.”

“You’re sure?”

“Yes. Thanks for the apology though.”

“Thank goodness. I haven’t stopped thinking about you, and I wanted a chance to clear the air.”

“You’ve been thinking about me?” Olivia didn’t fight a smile.

“I meant thinking about what happened with you. I’m sorry. I didn’t want this anywhere near Ben or TTC.”

Ellie’s flummoxed distress was so keen it tempted Olivia to reach out in comfort. It would be simple to end it here. A final lighthearted assurance, a quick thanks-but-no-thanks, and they could move on. The receptionist’s phone trilled from the other end of the lobby, triggering a wail from a nearby stroller. Olivia grabbed her bag. “Let’s step outside.”

The hollow thump-thump of car doors closing bracketed the silence as they hid from the wind in her car. She turned toward Ellie. Through the window, she could see the light pole they had stood under two days ago. A giddy impulse took hold to bring Ellie’s hand to her face, to reenact the moment and not pull away. Ellie followed her stare. Pink stained her cheeks.
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