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Chapter One
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In early June, Falls Church, Virginia, trembled on the brink of summer. Soft, abundant green spread across lawns and billowed in treetops. As night approached, blue shadows stained the lingering sunlight, and wisps of hickory-scented smoke announced Sunday-evening cookouts.

Janet hated Sunday evenings.

They were a trial, something she must endure. A time spent walking on eggs, taking great care to keep Gary from becoming angry with her, or with the children. She stared out the kitchen window of their garden-type apartment. The trouble was, Gary grew restless during long, empty Sundays. When they still had the house... Janet shook her head and focused on the half-peeled potato in her hand.

The house was gone, no point thinking about it. They couldn’t afford it any longer. They were lucky to find a buyer rather than lose the house to the mortgage company. The loss of the house became one more subject she and Gary did not discuss.

A chubby baby hand tugged at Janet’s shirttail. “Is dinner ready?”

Deep in thought, she hadn’t heard Kate enter the kitchen. Janet smiled at her four-year-old daughter. Kate, of the fine, silver-blond hair and violet-blue eyes, as lovely as a white rose. And as elegant, too. Kate looked up with eyes of an unfathomable depth, her small features as calm and composed as the countenance of a wise old woman.

“Do I tell Tommy to wash his hands?”

“Not yet, sweetie. It will be a bit. Where is he?”

Kate pulled Martha, a dirty, worn rag doll, tighter to her chest, and twisted a strand of the doll’s yellow yarn hair around her pudgy finger.

“He’s in the front room, with Daddy.”

“Oh? It’s quiet in there. What are they doing?”

“Daddy is writing on his papers. Tommy is playing with that red truck.”

Janet cut the potatoes into wedges; she’d brown them in the oven while she cooked hamburger patties on the small grill outside the kitchen door. When Janet had looked for an apartment, she’d searched for a ground-floor corner. She wanted the new home to be as much like the house as possible and had selected Ginger Run because of the patio, a narrow strip of grass, and a redwood privacy fence. At least it provided Kate and Tommy with a small yard of their own.

Janet set the plate of raw hamburger on a wobbly metal stand beside the grill and tossed a couple of handfuls of wet hickory chips onto the smoldering black lumps. She wished Gary would handle the outdoor cooking. She wasn’t good at it. For that matter, she didn’t much care for the electric range in the kitchen either, she thought while plopping patties onto the grill.

In eight years of marriage, she had never found time for fancy cooking. Still, her children were hale and healthy. A wisp of acrid gray smoke from the grill swept across her face. Her eyes burned with sudden tears. She jerked her head aside to avoid the caustic smoke, the sharp movement causing a spiral of her reddish-brown hair to escape the clip holding it at the top of her head.

Janet brushed the back of her hand across her eyes, and the remaining curls tumbled free. She raised her arms to capture the wild mass of auburn hair and noticed the dark streaks of charcoal from both her wrists to her elbows. With her hair secured, she frowned, licked her index finger, and rubbed at the sooty marks. Her arms were too heavy; she should start another diet. She pulled at her blue cotton shirt in an effort to correct her disheveled appearance. It was her large breasts, they were the problem. Whatever she wore either hung from that jutting ledge, or stretched tight and twisted. Who could tell, below all that, her waist was actually small.

Janet picked up the meat platter and opened the back door. She set the platter on the gray Formica countertop and turned the water tap on to wash her hands.

“Tommy! You clumsy brat!” Gary’s voice exploded in the two-bedroom apartment like a clap of thunder.

Janet and Kate froze, electrified. Kate’s ivory skin blanched milk-white, her lips puckered to a tight rosebud, and she gripped Martha in a stranglehold. Her firm little chin lifted as if to keep her head above the strife. Her expressive violet eyes went dark, shutting off communication. Kate withdrew, becoming more a beautiful china figurine than a flesh-and-blood child.

As Janet watched the instant coldness settle over Kate, her heart pounded, and from that hard, thudding spot under her ribs, a tide of hot blood gushed through her. Her neck and face burned as though they had burst into flame. At the same instant, her feet thawed and she bolted for the front room.

Tommy cowered on the floor beside the coffee table. Gary stood over him, a bunch of wet, dripping papers in his clenched fist. At thirty-five, Gary had faint traces of silver in his blond hair, and fine lines webbed the corners of his blue eyes. His eyes were like bits of a pale summer sky. Yet, sometimes those eyes turned cold. Lately, it seemed that the icy sheen never left them.

A puddle of foaming Coors beer spread across the coffee table and dribbled over the edge. Janet raced to Tommy and lifted him by his shoulders. The small bones beneath his tee-shirt trembled, brittle as glass under her fingers.

“What happened?” Janet asked.

“What does it look like? Your worthless son drenched the last prospectus I have on this fund. You know, Janet, you spend money like we have a closetful. But you don’t do a damn thing to help earn it. I have no space to work at home, not even a desk. Our home...what a laugh.”

Janet crossed her arms over Tommy’s chest, hugging him to her the way Kate hugged Martha. “Tommy didn’t mean to do it. Did you, Tommy?”

Tommy moved his head from side to side against her stomach. She should send him into the kitchen, but what good would that do? He could still hear. Gary lifted a file folder off the coffee table and shook it. Drops of beer flew across the couch.

“Don’t stand there. Help me clean this,” Gary said.

Janet hurried to clear the papers off the coffee table and looked over her shoulder at Tommy.

“Tommy, bring some paper towels, please.”

Tommy spun around, gone in a flash. Six-year-old Tommy, with brown hair and eyes and sleek tan skin, moved with the speed of a disappearing otter. She was glad he hadn’t tried to defend himself. That always sent Gary into a rage. By nature, Tommy was a fighter. However, he had learned that he could not win where Gary was concerned. Gary elbowed Janet aside and grabbed the folder out of her hands.

“Get out of the way! You’re making it worse.”

Janet stumbled, and the green shag carpet squished under her feet. She stooped to pick up the sixteen-ounce, clear glass mug beside the coffee table leg. From the look of the carpet, the mug had been full when Tommy knocked it over.

Tommy ran across the room and shoved a roll of paper towels into her hand. Then he whirled on the toe of his tennis shoe and left. A minute later, he led Kate from the kitchen into the hallway toward the safety of the bedrooms.

Gary jerked the roll of towels from Janet and tore off a long string of paper. She tried to help, but Gary shoved her away. Tears jumped to her eyes, and she choked back a sob. Another evening ruined. Peace in their family was a thing of the past. Yet, Gary had a right to be angry. He was a fastidious person. No matter how they tried, she and the children never measured up to his exacting standards. Gary’s blond hair was always neatly trimmed. The only creases in his clothes were the ones put there by the cleaners.

No wonder that she, the messy apartment, and the children all offended him.

Gary scowled at her. “Tommy needs to be punished. With my charts in this condition I’ll have a fine chance selling old Weidmeyer and his wife on an investment plan.” He hurled a stack of wet papers to the floor. “There’s no sense in trying.”

Gary was a broker with Morrison and Craig, a small investment firm in Washington DC. The hours were long, and prospecting for customers was tedious work.

“I’m sorry,” Janet said.

“Sorry? Sorry? I’m sick of hearing that. We had to let the house go, and you were sorry. I don’t have a desk at home, and you’re sorry. But then, you’d probably rather I spent all my time at the office. Is that it, Janet? Make it uncomfortable enough here, and maybe I’ll stay away?”

“No, Gary. Of course not.”

“Don’t give me that. If you cared, you’d have done something about it before we lost the house.”

“Gary, please. What could I have done?”

“The property in North Carolina, it’s clear. You could borrow against it.”

“Yes, but mortgages have to be paid. Then we’d be paying on the house and the land, too. Besides, I’m not touching the land. It’s for the kids’ college. We may not have anything else. If I can sell the place I’ll put the money in the bank and let it grow.”

The color leeched out of Gary’s blue eyes, leaving pure ice. “You’d settle for a piddling amount of interest rather than trust me! How much investment experience have you had? I could triple, even quadruple the amount. But no, your stupidity is holding me back. Get out of here. I can’t stand the sight of you.”

“Gary, don’t. I know you’re upset, but let’s not fight. I love you. I’m sorry about the way things are. Here, let me help.”

“Take your fat hands off my work. How many times do I need to tell you? Go!”

Gary’s complexion turned blotchy-red, and a muscle in his right jaw quivered. Cold anger rippled across his face, and a building rage waited in the icy depths of his eyes. Janet held up her hand and began to back away.

“Fine, I’ll finish dinner. Call if you need anything.”

Gary squared his shoulders and drew back his head. His sneer changed to a snarl.

“What I need you can’t, or won’t, give. You dumb bitch.”

Janet winced. He spoke from anger and frustration, but it hurt her. It was true that she needed to lose a few pounds, and also true she didn’t understand investments, but she wasn’t a bitch! Through everything, she had managed to be as kind, loving, and understanding as possible. She let Gary make all their decisions; she gave in to Gary in every area. Except one. Her Grandmother Carter had left her thirty-five acres. Janet vowed she’d keep it for her children. Could that be so wrong? She chewed the inside of her lower lip, wondering how to appease Gary.

When Gary’s clenched fist caught Janet under her jawbone, her teeth bit through the soft lining of her mouth. Blood seeped around her lower teeth and lay salty on her tongue.

“Gary, no, please. Don’t.”

Before she could turn to run, Gary grabbed her right arm at the wrist and elbow; he jerked the arm around behind her, twisting the flesh. Then he pulled her wrist up between her shoulder blades. The pain, like liquid fire, shot through her arm and exploded in her shoulder.

“Gary, stop. Let me go.”

Gary tightened his hold and jerked her arm higher, pressing his body into hers. The muscles in his chest and upper arms were rock-hard. Janet struggled, and his grip tightened. She sobbed and clenched her teeth in pain. She knew from experience that fighting back enraged him.

“I need that money, Janet. You stand in my way. Always in my way.”

Janet tried to make herself smaller, to ease away. Suddenly, Gary freed her arm, but it was numb. For a second it stayed twisted behind her back. When she pulled her arm back to a normal position, it hurt worse. Sweat popped out on her upper lip while a teacup-sized spot of nausea churned in her stomach. She started to lurch away toward the kitchen.

Gary shoved her.

He drove his shoulder into the center of her back. Her arms flew upward, and the air rushed from her lungs. She tried to keep her balance, but the momentum was too great. She landed in a heap on the green shag carpet. Before she could get her legs under her, Gary dropped on top of her.

He straddled her hips, and his weight crushed her. She looked up at him in terror. She opened her mouth to plead, or scream. She wasn’t sure which. His eyes narrowed to cruel slits while he held his bulging fist in front of her face.

“This time, I’ll teach you a lesson you won’t forget. When I’m through, you’ll beg me to take that property.”

Janet crossed her arms in front of her face. She twisted and turned, struggling to get away. Gary drew his knees in tighter, keeping her pinned to the floor.

Kate, Tommy, Janet thought. Was she worried for their physical safety, or emotional stability? She couldn’t say. Fear and shame mixed with her concern for them. She wanted to lash out at Gary, hurt him the way he was hurting their family. For an instant, anger and hatred overcame her fear.

“I hate you,” she screamed at him. “It’s because of you. You, not me! You’re the one who takes every penny. Betting, gambling, throwing our money away. You’re the one who is ruining us, destroying our lives with your selfish habit.”

“Shut up. Shut up.”

Gary lifted his right knee and planted it on her chest. He put his weight on the knee, and a searing pain shot through Janet’s breast. She screamed, and as her lungs fought to expand, it felt as if they might burst. Then Gary raised his hand and brought it down across her left cheek. Her head whipped to the right. She heard, or felt, something in her neck crack.

Janet cried out and raised her legs to kick Gary, but he sat too far forward on her body. While she fought and struggled, he tightened his fingers into a fist and pounded her. The first blow struck her temple, and as stars swarmed before her eyes, she moaned more than screamed.

When Gary’s knuckles struck her mouth, Janet’s upper lip caught between his steel fist and her hard enamel teeth.

The soft lip split.

A new flow of blood added to the pool in her mouth. As he beat her, Gary’s fury seemed to increase.

“Tramp, slut. I’ll show you.”

Janet cried, tears mingling with the blood trickling off her chin. “Stop, Gary, stop. The children...”

The blows continued to land on her head, shoulders, arms, and chest. She slid into a hazy realm where all feeling became painful. Marks, she thought, there are going to be marks to cover.

Gary lunged forward, thrown off balance by the small body that hurled itself onto his back. Gary snarled and twisted to free himself of the burden. Tommy. Janet blinked and gathered enough strength to pound at Gary.

Tommy held on while Gary struggled to throw him aside. Janet took advantage of the distraction and clawed her way out from under Gary. As she gained her freedom, Gary hit Tommy, knocking him across the room. Tommy landed on his bottom. He doubled up like a rag doll thrown into the corner.

Janet screamed with rage and flung her body over Tommy, hiding him from Gary. Janet and Tommy huddled near the wall. Gary, walking on his knees, came toward them as if he were wading through a stream.

Janet faced Gary. Her hair hung in curly strands, making a heavy veil over her eyes. She swept it back with one hand and held Tommy behind her with the other hand. Gary stopped and glared at them. His chest heaved, his lips were slightly parted, and his eyes glistened ice blue. If he makes a move to touch Tommy, Janet thought, I will try to kill him.

“Get away, Gary. I mean it.” Janet’s lips felt thick and wooden. Her words sounded dull and far away.

Gary stared for a minute, as if assessing the damage he had done. Then, he put one foot under him and pushed to a standing position. He shook his head.

“You’re never going to change your mind, are you? Stupid to the end!”

Gary wiped his hands down the sides of his jeans, then ran his fingers through his hair, smoothing it back from his face. He took a step forward, and then, instead of another step, he leveled a kick that landed on her left thigh. It felt as if the toe of his shoe parted the muscle and slammed straight into the bone.

Janet screamed. Tommy drew up into a small ball behind her. Gary stomped toward the front door. When he reached the foyer he turned, and filling his mouth, he spat. The blob of spit landed on the green shag carpet and hung there like sliver slime. When she looked up Gary was gone. The door slammed behind him. Then she heard the roar of his red Lexus.

For a couple of minutes, Janet held Tommy. His deep brown eyes studied her face until she looked away in shame.

“You okay, Mom?”

“Sure I am.”

Janet tried to smile but had to raise her hand to hold back a trickle of blood. Kate stood in the hallway, clutching Martha. She stared at her mother and brother. Then Kate calmly searched the front room. When she saw that her father was gone, she stepped away from the safety of the hallway.

“Martha is hungry, and me too.”

Janet’s heart broke, and tears poured out. It was too much. She couldn’t hold together any longer. Gary was getting worse, more unpredictable.

‘Stupid to the end,’ he’d said. Well, it seemed the end was near, in one way or another. She’d thought of leaving him, at least a thousand times in the past few years. But she’d never had enough money to pay for even one night in a motel. Where could she get money for a divorce lawyer? How would she support the children? She’d never held more than a part-time job. Who would stay with Tommy and Kate? Gary had sworn he’d go to jail before he paid alimony or child support. Janet laughed. Gary pay anything? What with? Every dime went to his bookie. Some creep in the District. Numbers, horses, dogs, every kind of sport. Any game of chance gave Gary a thrill.

Before they were married, Janet had never suspected Gary of any addiction. The year Kate was born, she finally realized Gary had a problem. By then, it was too late. The money she had brought to the marriage was gone. When she remembered how Gary had squandered her inheritance, Janet wanted to throw up. Two hundred and fifty thousand dollars. Not a million, but certainly enough to provide a secure future, if it had been handled properly. How trusting she had been and how foolish.

Janet had lived at home with her parents in Greensboro, North Carolina. Her father, Roth Carter, was a US Air pilot, and her mother, Carol, spent her time making herself beautiful for her husband. At twenty, Janet was free to come and go as she pleased. Neither Carol nor Roth paid much attention to her. They were happy with their own company. Everyone assumed Janet would finish college and eventually marry. Janet thought that, too.

Roth had kept a small, single-engine Cessna for his private use. He and Carol flew away when the mood seized them. Who could have guessed that the activity that brought them so much freedom and pleasure would kill them? Yet, that was exactly what happened. One beautiful, bright October Saturday, Roth and Carol were flying to Knoxville. They never made it. They were across the line into Tennessee, near Big Butte. The weather changes fast over the Smokies; even seasoned flyers must beware. That factor, along with an engine malfunction, caused the Cessna to go down. The area was rugged, and it took three days for a rescue team to reach them. The plane lay broken and scattered, Mr. and Mrs. Roth Carter both dead.

Janet was suddenly alone, except for Pam, a half-sister by her mother’s first marriage. Pam was six years older than Janet and living on her own in Washington DC. Since Roth wasn’t Pam’s father, and they hadn’t gotten along well, Pam had left home at the first opportunity. When they settled the estate Janet found out the depth of the estrangement.

Pam received thirty thousand dollars from their mother, but all the money that Roth had accumulated in the twenty-year marriage he left to his only daughter, Janet. Still, despite the inequity, Pam was helpful. She stuck with Janet until they sold the house, liquidated the bank accounts, and collected the insurance policies. Then, she invited Janet to come share her apartment until Janet decided what to do with herself.

It didn’t take Janet long to find something, someone actually, to occupy her. Gary, an acquaintance of Pam’s, swept Janet off her feet. He was twenty-seven years old, worked in a brokerage office, and knew all the most wonderful places in town. In a word, he was fascinating. Janet could not understand why such an exciting person found her attractive. She had always felt frumpy, disorganized, and somewhat shy.

Janet often wondered if she would have married Gary had he known of her inheritance. But he didn’t know. She had sworn Pam to secrecy. The money embarrassed Janet; it seemed payment for her parents’ lives. However, once she and Gary were married, she told him.

The money was a complete surprise to Gary. “I have you and money too?” He’d swung her around and laughed. Who better for her to marry than an investment broker, Janet had thought.

Gary handled their finances. He was happy, she was happy, and in two years, Tommy was born. In the year before Kate arrived, Grandmother Carter, Roth’s mother, died. She left Janet thirty-five acres of rough mountaintop in northwestern North Carolina. People die and I profit, Janet had thought.

She had cried for her grandmother and went to Cold Creek for the funeral service. Gary didn’t go, business to attend to he’d said. Janet had taken Tommy, and those who knew the Carter family said he looked like his granddad, Roth.

Kate tugged at Janet’s sleeve. “Mommy, Martha is hungry.”

Janet hugged Kate and cried some more. Pitiful, she thought. I’m a sloppy, pitiful mess. She looked around, tears blurring her vision. The room reeked of beer. Soaked papers were scattered on the floor. A trail of dark spots stained the green carpet. Her blood, probably. Every breath she took hurt. Bruised ribs, maybe they were broken. She rose up and gently explored with careful fingers.

Then, she stretched Tommy out on the carpet beside her and lifted his tee-shirt to examine him. An ugly, red bruise marked the skin under his left nipple. Otherwise, he seemed okay. Tommy pulled his shirt down, got to his feet, and put his arm across Janet’s shoulder.

“What are we going to do, Mom?”

“I don’t know, honey. But for tonight we’ll go to Aunt Pam’s.”

Kate and Tommy looked at each other. Tommy rolled his eyes, and Kate drew her lips into a tight little pout. Janet couldn’t understand it; Pam was nice to the children. Christmas and birthday presents were always forthcoming, and expensive ones at that. Perhaps the problem centered on Pam’s lifestyle. She lived in a totally adult world. Pam had never married, and her work as an insurance agent took up every minute. She worked at an independent agency in the building where Morrison and Craig had their office, that had been her connection with Gary. Tommy and Kate were the only children in Pam’s life. At times, she displayed awkwardness in dealing with them.

Janet slowly stood up. Suddenly, she noticed smoke and the smell of burnt food. In the kitchen, smoke seeped from around the oven door. The potatoes were shriveled and black, charcoal finger food. She dumped the potato cinders into the sink and set the hot pan on top of them.

Janet moved painfully across the kitchen and out onto the patio. She grabbed the garden hose and left the grill standing full of water. Let it rust out, it was all the same to her. She felt sick and feverish. Along with her stinging, swelling lip, her weak legs trembled. Maybe she couldn’t make it to Pam’s Arlington apartment.

She sat down on a kitchen barstool and reached for her cell phone. If Pam wasn’t home, Janet wasn’t sure what she would do. The huddled children looked like frightened kittens waiting to be carried to a new hiding place.

“Go pack your pajamas and toothbrush, Tommy. Help Kate with hers.”

Tommy nodded and took Kate’s hand, leading her and Martha away.

Janet still drove the Buick she’d bought just before getting married. The car ran well, and she had it serviced regularly. It was her means of escape. The Buick was her last link with independence. Tommy and Kate rode buckled in their seats with bags stacked around them. When Janet reached Lee Highway, she turned east toward Pam’s apartment building.

Pam had sounded sympathetic on the phone, eager to help. Janet knew it was an imposition and hated disrupting Pan’s evening. Thank goodness for Pam, Janet thought. Pam was a lifesaver. As Janet drove through the twilight she thought about Pam. Perhaps Pam’s choice of remaining single was best after all.

Then she glanced at Kate and Tommy. They were worth it all. Yet, what was going to become of them? Janet thought about everyone in her life, except Gary.

Gary was too large a force to deal with, too big to think about. Their family rolled and tumbled from one disaster to another. Her life resembled an immense blue-black thundercloud. It constantly churned, roiling over and under, turning in upon itself and spiked through with fierce lightning bolts. She had no control over Gary; she simply hung on and rode the wild ride because she didn’t know how to turn loose. Life was an unrelenting, overwhelming force that left her baffled and crying for help.
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Chapter Two
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The ten-story Crystal Towers apartment building stood on a slight rise, a block off Lee Highway in Arlington. Pam’s two-bedroom apartment on the seventh floor faced the Potomac River. However, billowing oak and hickory trees along with high-rise buildings prevented a river view. Janet left the Buick in guest parking and herded her two children, along with four pieces of luggage, through a back entrance to the service elevator.

Janet kept her head down. She couldn’t face anyone, not even a stranger. Failure hung over her shoulders, clung to her body, and flapped around her legs like a wet black crepe dress. She felt responsible for Gary’s behavior. If she were a better wife he would be different.

Janet, Kate, and Tommy stood on the maroon carpet in the dim seventh-floor hallway, and Janet pushed the doorbell. As the bells chimed, Janet hugged Tommy. She knew how poor immigrants must feel, hopeful and eager, yet filled with a sense of shame. Shame perhaps that their own home did not offer the comfort, love, and hope they needed.

The door opened, and Pam welcomed them to her apartment. Tall, model-thin Pam. Janet always marveled at Pam’s polished appearance. Pam had hipbones; they were visible protrusions under the fuchsia slacks. Her white, scoop-necked blouse was trimmed and belted in the same bright color as the pants. A delicate gold chain circled Pam’s neck, the tiny links following the contour of her sculptured collarbone. Her hair was baby-blond and swept back behind her right ear. A pearl, held in a gold setting, decorated the exposed ear.

Pam looked enamel-bright and porcelain-smooth. Janet took in Pam’s appearance at a glance. She was probably going out.

“Pam, I’m sorry to barge in. If you were going out, please go. Just let me borrow the kitchen and a bed. We’ll be gone in the morning.”

Pam picked up a bulging, blue canvas bag. “Don’t be silly. I’m not going anywhere. I didn’t have a thing to do this evening. I’ve finished my weekend work. We’ll put your things in the guest bedroom. To the right, Tommy, you know where it is.”

Kate and Tommy dutifully pulled their bags toward the hallway. Yes, Tommy did know where the guest bedroom was; the thought stung Janet almost as much as the cut on her lip. Then she shrank with shame. Pam didn’t mean anything by saying that. Janet was sick, exhausted, and undeniably touchy. Not fit to be among humans.

With her usual efficiency, Pam prepared dinner for them. There was macaroni and cheese, steamed broccoli, sliced tomatoes, and a pan of crescent rolls. While the microwave hummed and counted off the minutes, Pam glided around her small kitchen bringing out plates, silverware, and glasses. By the time the table was set, the food was hot and steaming.

Tommy and Kate sat on the dining chairs, their legs hanging motionless and their eyes wide as they watched Pam. The glass-topped dining table revealed the pale mauve carpet below. Janet desperately hoped the children could manage to keep their food on the table. Visions of yellow cheese and red tomato on the spotless carpet spoiled her appetite. Not that she had one to begin with. But the children ate carefully, and they ate quite a lot.

Janet swelled with love for her babies. They were survivors. They didn’t know what tomorrow might bring, but they prepared. They made themselves strong by eating, and when they finished, without a whimper, they went to sit on the sofa. Unfortunately, there were no smiles either. Janet offered to help clean up the dishes, but Pam shook her head. Janet wasn’t surprised; Pam always did everything herself.

“No,” Pam said, “there’s no need. Why don’t you and the children take a bath while I finish here? There’s some of the herbal bubble bath you like. Neiman Marcus had a sale last week. Do you need to borrow a robe?”

Janet shook her head and guided her babies down the mauve carpeted hallway to the glass and tile and brass bathroom. The bathroom had a tiled shower in one corner and a soaking tub with whirlpool jets in the other. Between them stood a wide, marble-countered basin and a stool. Above the stool hung white shelves stacked with thick cotton towels. Above them, more shelves with soaps, dusting powder, and the bubble bath Pam had mentioned. Kate and Tommy stood silently studying the gleaming room.

“Okay, buddy...” Janet said to Tommy as she pulled his tee-shirt over his head, “...you first.”

When the children were settled into bed, Janet returned to the bathroom. She lifted down a plastic bottle of shampoo and another of conditioner. The whirlpool bath looked enticing. She could imagine the warm, soothing water washing over her aching body, but her mind wasn’t ready for that. It seemed like a reward that she didn’t deserve. Rewards were for people who did good things. Rewards were for women who kept their homes together.

Janet lifted her shoulders, sucked in her stomach, and unbuttoned her tan twill pants. They had dark spots on the legs, her blood. She should have changed before coming to Pam’s, but who could think of that? She was lucky she had managed to drive across town. She dropped the pants on top of her leather loafers and unbuttoned her blue blouse. That too went onto the pile. Next she unhooked the front-closing bra, dropped it onto the stack, and stepped out of her panties. Then she reached up to unclasp her hair.

The bathroom had several mirrors. One stretched above the basin from the right-hand wall to the towel shelves. There was another above the tub. Then on the back of the closed bath door hung a full-length mirror. She had carefully avoided looking into any of these. Now, with nothing except bare flesh between her soul and the mirror, Janet slowly raised her head and stared.

She had washed her face before leaving home, but there were still flecks of dried blood along her jaw line. Her curly, cinnamon-brown hair hung to her shoulders and stood in wild disarray about her face. Heavy purple shadows filled the hollows beneath each eye, but under her right eye the purple mingled with red and spread out over her cheekbone.

On her left jaw a lump the size and color of a strawberry made her look as if she had hidden a walnut in her cheek. Janet’s lips trembled; she wanted to turn away. She hated seeing herself this way. The pain and humiliation threatened to crush her. Why was she still alive? She forced her eyes up again. She must look. She needed to see what she had let happen to herself.

Her swollen upper lip wore the color of a ripe plum. It looked like a wide cut, but she suspected it was mostly dried blood. Janet leaned closer to the mirror and pulled down her lower lip. The inside bore the marks of her teeth, small, gouged-out pockets, four cherry-red blood blisters. She swallowed and continued the inspection.

Her shoulders gently curved into rounded, cream-colored arms while her full breasts rose above an arch of ribs that stair-stepped down to a slim waist. Her hips flared wide, but at mid-thigh her body began a gentle taper ending in dainty ankles. Janet sighed; her body was more attractive nude than clothed. Her physical beauty disappeared under shirts and jeans. Her lack of confidence hid her abilities and self-worth. She was a hidden woman.

The bruises up and down her arms were in varying degrees; some should fade fast. She could keep the ones on her stomach and back covered, but hiding the marks on her face would be a problem. She turned sideways; the spot on her thigh was horrible, and it would be impossible to wear shorts for a long time to come. Where Gary’s foot had made contact it left a riot of color: lavender, rose, deep green, and more of the black-plum shade.

As she viewed the damage, something in Janet collapsed. She folded up, sitting on the woven navy and white rug, with one arm on the stool lid; she put her head down and cried.

She sobbed silently, each shuddering gasp threatening to turn her inside out. Her shoulders shook from the hard sobs. She cried with abandon. She felt like a worthless nobody, crushed under the heel of another. And she suspected that somehow everything was her fault. That possibility brought a fresh landslide of pain.

When she ran out of tears, Janet slowly pulled to her feet and stepped into the shower. She washed her body and shampooed her hair, while her mind repeated the monstrous question: “What am I going to do?”

Pam had not pressed; she had only asked if Janet needed a doctor. She had waited until the children were out of the room, and then asked quietly. Pam was precise and careful in all that she did. Nothing at all like Janet. It was hard to believe they shared even one parent.

Pam had always seemed grown up to Janet. Pam had taken care of her when they were small. She picked out Janet’s clothes, took her to the bathroom, helped to feed her, and helped her make decisions.

Pam had a right to take charge. She had been with their mother long before Roth came on the scene. That put her far ahead of Janet, the product of a second marriage. Janet believed her mother had loved her, there were hugs and kisses and constant smiles. Yet it sometimes seemed Carol had produced her as an offering to Roth. If Carol had given birth to Janet to please Roth, she had succeeded. Roth Carter insisted that Janet was the most wonderful child ever born. Roth called his daughter sweetheart and baby. Then, as Janet grew into an awkward teenager, Roth’s interest seemed to wane. Still, he was the only person who ever treated her with any real tenderness.

Janet’s chin trembled. If her father were alive, this wouldn’t be happening. There wouldn’t have been any money for Gary to gamble away, and when Grandmother Carter died, she would have left the North Carolina land to her only child, Roth. For the last several years, Gary had been angry with Janet over the land. Even if she wanted to let Gary have the proceeds from a sale, she couldn’t. The property had been on the market for three and a half years, and not a nibble so far. Land in that rugged region didn’t sell fast. Now if it were further south, around Asheville, there might be a chance of a sale. Janet wasn’t sure if the old log cabin that served as her grandmother’s home for fifty years helped or hindered a sale.

The cabin was a nice size, and her grandparents had kept it in good repair, although she couldn’t imagine what had happened to it setting empty all this time. But no matter, she’d lock the money in a secure account for her children when the place did sell. She’d part with her life before she parted with this last bit of their security.

As Janet dried with one of the thick, white towels, a terrible thought suddenly struck her. If she died, the property would go to Gary! She was positive her children would never see a penny of the money. She put on the flowered, zip-up-front housecoat she used as a robe. Pam had hung a fluffy yellow terry cloth robe on the bathroom door, but Janet felt more comfortable in her own clothes. Sometime, somehow, she must become self-reliant. The robe was a small place to start; yet, it was better than doing nothing.

She looked in on Tommy and Kate. They were sleeping soundly. Tommy had dragged a pillow to the foot of the bed while Kate curled up in the middle with her arm tight around Martha’s neck. They were good children; they didn’t deserve this. Even if they weren’t good, they didn’t deserve this pain. Janet bent down to kiss each one.

Pam was waiting for Janet in the living room. She was sitting on the gray wrap-around sofa that curved along one wall and stretched in front of the tall windows that faced the Potomac River. Pam had set out two glasses of wine on the huge slab of polished walnut burl that served as a coffee table. The wine was the white zinfandel that Janet liked. Soft music played, and the black night beyond the windows sparkled with pinpoints of light. It was difficult to tell where the sky full of stars ended and the city lights began.

Pam smiled and held out the wineglass to Janet. “You look much better,” she said.

Janet sat down and took a sip from the glass. The alcohol stung her cut lips, but the wine tasted good.

“I do feel better. But I’m ashamed, Pam. I hate to impose on you. Still, I know what Gary would do if we were there when he came back. He storms out, ends up getting very drunk, and comes back in a worse mood than when he left. I’ll be able to talk to him in the morning.”

Pam’s smoke-gray eyes widened. “You’re not going back. Janet, I didn’t want to say anything, but you do look terrible. He must be crazy. I almost suggested calling the police, except I know you’ll never do that.”

Janet frowned, took a sip of wine, and swallowed slowly as she thought about what Pam said. Pam leaned toward her.

“Well, you wouldn’t call the police, would you? Actually, I don’t believe it does any good. That’s why I never insisted. Besides, you don’t want to be dragged through all that.”

“Do you think I should get a divorce, Pam?”

“I can’t tell you that, Janet. You’re the only one who can decide. But I do think you should get away for a while. Staying there with Gary isn’t accomplishing much.”

“There is no money to rent a place. Where would I go? Unless, Pam, could you stand to have us here for a few days? I am going to have to leave him if he doesn’t change. Maybe I could find a job and share the rent here. Or at least I could do all your cooking and cleaning to repay you.”

Pam’s lips kept the soft smile, but her eyes seemed to harden a bit. Well, Janet couldn’t blame her. It was a bad idea. Pam didn’t need help with her rent, cooking, or cleaning, and she most certainly didn’t need the burden of Janet and her children. Still, if Pam could make this one last effort to help, it could be better for them all in the end.

“Pam, I know this is a lot to ask, but could I stay here while I find a job? I’d take just anything.”

Pam’s smile widened. “You’d have to. I don’t want to discourage you, but jobs are hard to find.”

“Maybe I’d do better than you think. I don’t mind hard work. I read an article about women using the talents they have to start their own business. If cleaning is all I’m good at, then why not go with it. I could find several other women in my same position and form a cleaning crew. Who does your apartment, Pam? You’d hire me over a stranger, wouldn’t you?”

“Yes, but...”

“But, nothing. You see, I can do something.”

“Oh, Janet. You’re just desperate. Be realistic. You’ve never done a bit of real work in your life. I’m not putting down homemaking, I know that is hard work, but the business world is different. The only job you ever held was as a part-time receptionist. It isn’t that I don’t want you here. I simply don’t think that is the answer. You should go farther away. If you were here, Gary would be over every night. You know he would.”

Janet nodded. That was the crazy part of her situation. Gary exploded and became a raging animal, then the next day he always begged her forgiveness. She’d seen tears in his eyes. He’d promise to never raise his hand to her again. It was the same after a long losing streak when he’d promise never to place another bet. Why did she continue to believe him?

Pam refilled their glasses.

“Janet, I think you should go to North Carolina. Stay in your grandmother’s cabin.”

Janet blinked in surprise. That was a strange suggestion coming from the ever-practical Pam.

“If you think jobs are hard to find here, imagine what they are in Cold Creek. Besides, that cabin is old. I don’t think we could live in it.”

“I don’t mean forever. Treat it as a camping trip. The kids would love it. You could rest and do a lot of thinking. In the meantime, it would give Gary time to decide what’s important in his life. Or, there is something else you could do, but you probably wouldn’t want to.”

“What?”

“Well, you might sign the property over to Gary. Give him what he wants and see if that improves your marriage. It probably makes him furious to think that you don’t trust him with the money.”

“I don’t trust him! But there isn’t any money anyway. We can’t find a buyer for the place. I have a real estate lady in Cold Creek, Nora something or other, but things aren’t moving. Gary couldn’t sell it any faster than I can.”

“Have you thought of getting a loan? Get a bank to loan as much as they will, and if you don’t keep up the payments, well, let them foreclose. It’s the same as selling, just at the price of the loan.”

“I can’t believe you think I should do that. I told you, I’m saving that for the kids. If something happens to me, I want that to go to them. Which reminds me, shouldn’t I have a will? If I died, wouldn’t Gary get what I’d owned?”

“I’m no attorney, but honestly you have enough to worry about right now. You can find out about that later. You should be making plans to leave town. Try it a week or two and see how it goes.”

“Look, Pam, when I said I didn’t have any money, I meant it. If it cost ten cents to breathe, I’d be purple right now. Besides, what’s to keep Gary from following us?”

Pam stood up and gazed out at the nighttime city.

“I would. I’ll tell him I gave you money to go to Florida. It’s off-season, I’ll say you leased a condo. Then, if he follows he’ll be looking in the wrong place. I don’t have enough money handy to send you to Florida, but I can put enough together to get you to North Carolina. Gasoline and groceries for a couple of weeks. That should do it, don’t you think?”

Janet held her hand to her head. Pam was going too fast. Janet’s injuries were catching up with her, and the wine had brought on a headache, to say nothing of the emotional strain the day had produced. She needed to sleep, rest, and then decide what to do.

“So...” Pam prodded. “...say you’ll go. I think it’s the answer. You’ll be away from Gary, have some peace and quiet with the kids, and maybe find out what’s keeping the place from selling. Absentee owners have a hard time selling property. I know you’re tired, Janet, but take my word for it, this is the best. Why don’t you go to bed. You look worn out. I’ll slip over to my bank and use the ATM. You can leave first thing in the morning.”

The room slowly spun, Janet blinked her eyes to bring it back into focus. She was exhausted. She should be in bed. Maybe Pam was right about leaving town. But Pam didn’t understand what that involved.

“What about clothes? I need things for the children. No, Pam, I can’t just take off. With two kids it isn’t like packing for only yourself. I’ll go home in the morning. Gary will either be there waiting to tell me he’s sorry, or he’ll be at work. I can call him there.”

Pam leaned forward to grasp Janet’s hands.

“No, you can’t go back. I didn’t want to tell you this, but I’m frightened for you. Gary is getting worse. I can see you’re in pain. I thought the wine might help, but I think you’re going to need something more. I have pills that should ease you enough to sleep. If you are this bad now, think what he could do next time. And there will be a next time! I won’t let you go back. You must get away.”

Janet doubled over, hugging her knees and rocking slightly. She wished Pam would stop talking. She was expressing fears that Janet had tried to keep hidden. Tonight she had wondered if Gary wasn’t trying to kill her. The thought was horrible enough to keep it forced to the bottom of her mind. Now Pam was saying the same thing. And she seemed so positive. Janet sat up and peered at her half-sister.

“You know something, don’t you? Did Gary say something? How often do you see him at work? I know you must meet at the elevator, or in the hallways. You’re bound to meet occasionally. Is there some gossip concerning Gary? What have you heard, Pam?”

Pam turned away, and as she looked out into the light-sprinkled night, she pressed her plum-colored lips together. Janet moved closer to Pam.

“Tell me, Pam. I have a right to know. Is it another woman?”

Pam turned, the surprise on her face clearly real. “No, that’s not it at all. Too bad it isn’t. Gary does have another love, but it’s money. He needs it for gambling, to support his habit. He keeps thinking he’ll hit it big one day.”

Pam gave a harsh laugh. “Gary is a loser. Nothing comes by chance. You must plan and keep planning. Oh, don’t think I don’t understand his desire for money. We all need it. I have a need of it to make me secure. I’m not as beautiful as our mother was. Men provided what she needed. I have to manage for myself.”

Janet frowned. Pam sounded bitter. That was hard for Janet to understand. Pam had everything: looks and a career.
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