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Maya fought the urge to clutch the book, a sweet romance novel featuring people of faith, close to her chest. They didn’t understand; not one member of her book group had grasped the real message in this story. It wasn’t about faith. It was about people, about how two people came together and formed a good team. That was all a marriage was, a type of team.

She raised her voice, but not too loud, just loud enough to be clear. “A good man honors his wife because she is the heart of the home, and his reward is her submission.”

It was aspirational. And they didn’t get it. Lexi even seemed to be suppressing a smirk. Why was this concept so hard for them to grasp?

Maybe because she couldn’t tell them the truth, and none of them had the ability to read between the lines. But even if she couldn’t reveal all her private yearnings, maybe she could give them a partial view, enough to help them understand.

“It’s like this.” Maya laid the book flat in her lap and folded her hands atop its cover. “It’s about the way we interact as a couple, a man and a woman. We each bring different qualities to the relationship. The man is a natural leader–”

“Okay, I have to stop you right there,” Lexi swirled her ice cubes in her glass of scotch as if the clinking sounds were an alarm being raised. “You can’t always say the man is the leader. Sometimes the woman is the leader.”

“You’re missing the point,” Maya said as mildly as she could. “We don’t have to follow a bad leader. We want a good leader.”

“Sometimes the man and the woman take turns being the leader.” Ava tucked her dark hair behind one ear. “I know that’s how it works in my house.”

In your bedroom? Maya nearly blurted. No, Miranda had said house. Not the same thing. They took turns in Maya’s house, too, but sometimes – oh, more often than she could admit – what she really wanted wasn’t about being equal. It was about – well, about giving. Strong men. Trust.

“Right, it’s about shared responsibility.” Lexi jabbed a finger in the air and her stack of thin silver bangles rattled.

“I’m responsible for a lot in my house.” Maya smoothed her fingers over the book cover. Truth be told, Joel hardly helped at all, other than a bit of yard work. “I run the household, I handle the finances, the shopping, the cooking, the cleaning.” Was it too much to ask that maybe Joel could be in charge in the bedroom? Did she have to be responsible for everything there, too?

Oh, that was a disloyal thought.

“It’s a traditional division of labor.” Ava held her hands out, palms up. “The woman stays home and manages household and childcare things, and the man is the breadwinner. Some people like that.”

“And some don’t,” Lexi added.

Well, that was probably as much a defense as Maya would get from any of them. But they were still missing the point.

“Can I ask you–” She paused and chewed her lip, unsure if she was about to expose too much of her secret inner life. “You know that scene near the end, when she knows she loves him but she’s afraid to say so, and she shows him her wrists instead?”

Confused faces all around. Not one of them understood this book. Or Maya. But she would keep trying.

“They’re in the park by the lake, where they held the fundraiser – they each went there and started walking on the lake path from opposite ends, and they met in the middle. That scene.”

Comprehension. Several nods.

“I don’t remember anything about wrists,” Lexi said.

That had been the most important detail, In Maya’s opinion. In the novel, the woman had been unable to voice her feelings, so she had held her hands out at her sides, palms forward, exposing her wrists. A simple gesture, but one that spoke volumes. The wrists were such a tender bit of flesh. A man could kiss the wrist pulse and make a woman melt, or he could bind her wrists and restrict her movements. So many ways wrists could be important.

“She held her hands out like this when she saw him.” Maya demonstrated. In an instant it made her feel vulnerable open and exposed to the entire group.

“Oh, right. I remember.” Ava said. “Then the guy took her hands in his and told her he loved her.”

“Exactly.” Maya smiled. Finally, someone might get it. “Our wrists are fragile, and she showed him her wrists, and it was a submissive gesture. This meant something to him, and it started them trusting each other. So he could finally tell her that he loved her. She showed him that she is vulnerable, and he took the lead and said he loved her.”

That was how it was supposed to be.

That. Trust and surrender.

Maya saw nothing but confused faces, though. “Maybe instead of saying submission, we should say surrender.”

“Waving the white flag in the battle of the sexes?” Lexi heaved a sigh. “I don’t know. It just all seemed too abstract or something. I like more action in my books. Maybe if there had at least been some kissing or something.”

But Ava was looking at Maya with curiosity now. “I read that scene a little differently. I thought she was holding her hands out to him so that he could take them – almost like she was asking for a double handshake.” Ava stuck both hands out in front of her, palms facing each other, to demonstrate.

“Almost.” Maya reached across the cocktail table and gently turned Ava’s hands until her palms faced forward and up. “It said she exposed her palms and wrists. You see?”

Ava tilted her head to one side. “I can’t believe I’m saying this, but yes, I get it. This feels completely different.” She flipped her hands over, palms down, as if showing off a manicure. “This feels safer somehow.” Then she turned her palms and wrists up again. “And this feels – I don’t know, maybe exposed, I think you said.”

“Yes.” Maya sagged a little in relief. “Yes, you get it.” Someone understood. At last.

A couple of the other women in the book group started experimenting, holding their hands out and noticing how the changing posture also affected their moods. A subtle thing, but wasn’t that the magic of physical love? A simple change in position, an added dash of vulnerability, and the entire act became different. Subtle, yes, but still profound.

She saw the understanding begin to break across their faces in raised eyebrows and softly opened mouths. The mood changed in the room, too, and Maya sensed them becoming more receptive to her “This is what I mean. We feel vulnerable in love, but with the right man, with a strong man who leads us in the way we want to be led, that vulnerability is a blessing. Or a gift we give to him. You see?”

“He still should have at least kissed her,” Lexi grumbled. “What kind of a man says, I love you, marry me, and doesn’t even kiss her?”

“He kissed her,” Maya said. It always had to be Lexi who wanted to nitpick with her.

“It’s not in the scene.” Lexi crossed her legs and swung one bare foot. “I was waiting for it.”

“He kissed her,” Maya repeated slowly, as if she were talking to a thick-headed child. “Of course, he kissed her.”

“You don’t know that.”

“I believe it. I know it’s there even if I can’t read it. I take it on faith.”

“It’s not on the page.” Lexi shrugged.

“Sometimes, you have to read between the lines. Sometimes you have to know how to find the hidden things.” Not everyone knew how to do that, though. Joel, her husband – he sure couldn’t. A simple man, plain and good. No imagination.

But there had been another man, long ago, who’d been gifted at reading her, at finding her hidden details. The only man who had ever reached her, really. Oh, Joel was fine, a kind man, a considerate husband. But when Maya talked about submission and strength, about vulnerability and response, she wasn’t thinking about Joel.

She was thinking about this other man from her past. Privately. No one knew she ever thought about this man. No one. She buried these thoughts so deep that she wouldn’t even allow herself to think his name. He was her secret, her most closely guarded truth, that even after all these years, despite all the changing circumstances, there still was not a single day in her life that she didn’t think about him. With regret. With yearning. With a broken heart.

In just a few days, she would see him again. Maybe she could still figure out a way to avoid it. Could she think of something, some plausible excuse? Then she would avoid the problem altogether.

But she wanted to see him. That was the worst of it. A terrifying thought.

Ready or not, here he comes.
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The next day, Maya chopped vegetables into a fine dice to make a pot of soup. It soothed her, this smooth rhythm of the blade against the board. She could take a pile of carrots and potatoes of all different shapes, and she could reduce them to identical cubes, all with a few flourishes of her wrist. As she chopped, her mind grew calmer.

They’d been eating a lot of soup these days, ever since she’d seen the flyer announcing his upcoming visit. He was touring the States now, giving speeches about his work in the missions. He’d been called to that work when he was a teenager.

It’s my purpose, Maya. She could still hear his voice in her ears, low and rumbling. I must go. I must.

One year together. That was all they’d had before he’d left her for a mission in a war-torn African nation, a place far too dangerous for her.

She stared at the cutting board. Onions. Garlic, too. Nearly every good soup started with onions and garlic. Maya fished several bulbs out of the crisper drawer and peeled them carefully.

So he left for Africa, and she stayed at their small college despite missing him so much it made her want to crawl out of her own skin. Every day, she waited for a letter, an email, anything to let her know he was fine. What she would have given for just one line, just the merest indication that he missed her, too. But he was silent.

It wasn’t easy to send messages from inside a civil war zone. She held to her faith that sooner or later, when it was safe, he would send for her as he’d promised. Then she would fly to him without any hesitation. She even applied for a passport, just to have it ready.

In November of her final year of college, hungry for anything that would let her feel close to him again, she attended a lecture about the missions. A Call to Serve, it had been named. She would never forget that title or that heart-stopping moment during the slide show when his face had appeared on the screen.

His face, so beloved, floated right there before her. She’d choked back a sob at the sight. The slide had been a group photo taken at a Christmas party in Vietnam. Not in Africa, but in Vietnam, a perfectly safe place, one where she could easily join him. How long had he been there? Almost a year, and she’d heard not one word from him in all that time. Not one letter. Not one email. Not even a call.

She’d run from that lecture hall as fast as she could. Not fast enough to hide her tears from the others in the audience, but as fast as her little legs would carry her.

He’d lied.

The man she’d trusted more than anything had deceived her about his intentions.

All that time, she’d been waiting for a man who had no interest in her. She’d made excuses for him, even. What a fool she’d been, clinging to the belief that he loved her as thoroughly and passionately as she loved him.

Numb. Blind with shock and grief. The worst of it was, she had to bear it alone. Nobody could ever know what a fool she’d been. That was the most important thing, to hide her shame and pain and foolishness. So when Joel asked to take her for ice cream, she’d said yes if only to cover up her solitary grief. A public date, a safe courtship? Yes to that, too. Three months later, they were engaged. They graduated in May and were married in June.

About five years later, she started to emerge from her grief and realize what she’d done. Somehow, she’d started to build a life with this other man, Joel, without even being fully aware of it. A house. Children. All the things a good woman was supposed to want. And she did want them. She did. Safety, security, no surprises.

She poured a bit of cooking oil into the soup pot and lit the flame.

Everything about her life looked right.

From the outside, it probably looked like the perfect suburban existence.

She had it all – except for one thing.

And she was grateful for everything she had – except that one thing.

Every day in her storybook middle-American life, she was filled with joy to know how lucky she was to have the life she had always wanted.

But every day, at some moment along the way, she would know the lack of that one thing she craved, that secret thing she didn’t even dare to name, let alone request, that forbidden thing only he had ever given her.

In those painful moments, it was all she could to to keep from screaming.
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The parking lot was full. Joel circled a time or two, but it seemed everyone had come out to see him speak. The fliers had been everywhere. 7 p.m., Tales From the Missions Featuring Special Guest Roger Wheeler. Seeing his name on those fliers had shot spikes of red, tangled emotions straight into her heart.

Maya almost had begged to avoid the lecture. Almost. Joel never would have understood, not after all these years of her open fascination with mission work. But Joel didn’t know what motivated that interest. She’d never told him about her affair. He’d thought she was a virgin on their wedding night. Maya let him believe it. It was sort of true, anyway.

Joel clicked on the turn signal as he reached the end of the row. “Good turnout. Why don’t I drop you and the kids at the door, and I’ll park across the street.”

Panicked, she almost said no, they should all stay together. But the overflow lot was across a busy street, and it was safer not to have to herd the kids across those lanes of traffic. Plus, she wouldn’t be alone if the kids were with her. She could let them play in the little courtyard in front of the building while they waited for Joel, out of sight of the doors and vestibule. She didn’t have to go inside and risk seeing Roger before she was ready. She wasn’t sure she could face him on her own. Or at all.

“Good idea.” She pretended to smooth her skirt, but she was really just trying to wipe the sweat off her nervous palms.

One night. She just had to get through this one night, and then it would be over.

Maybe she wouldn’t even talk to him. With a crowd like this, he might not even see her. They didn’t have to linger afterward. They could skip the fellowship. Escape.

Joel eased alongside the curb by the doors, nosing carefully through the groups making their way toward the building. “You okay, Maya?”

“Fine. A little queasy is all.”

His face lit up. “Is that a sign of something?”

Another child. “No, I don’t think so. Maybe just a summer bug.” Or maybe the prospect of seeing the man who had abandoned her and broken her heart.

“Ah.” Joel’s voice was flat. Her husband did love his children. She had to give him that. He was a good father, not even a question. She was grateful for that.

She wrangled the kids out of the back of the van. Some of their friends were already somersault racing in the grassy courtyard. Her brood ran off to join in, and Maya wandered to a cement bench next to the lawn, normally the perfect perch to chat with other moms and keep an eye on the games. She couldn’t sit, though. Far too restless, and she would have to find a way to remain still through his speech. Better to just stand here, maybe even walk around a little to burn off some energy, and try not to vibrate out of her own skin from the tension.
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