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        To those who’ve walked into our lives without first asking permission...

      

      

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            PREFACE

          

        

      

    

    
      
        
        There’s a woman not long dead

        who rests down

        by the water’s edge.

        Her final words were,

        “Please. Just get it over —”  

        She never did get the second half

        of her sentiment out.

        I made sure she never would.

        Some things are best left unsaid.

        In the end, it didn’t matter anyhow.

        I knew she was ready to die.

        And she knew it, too.

      

      

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

      
        
        There’s a woman who rests down

        by the water’s edge.

        She wasn’t good for us,

        but you tried to make it okay.

        It cost us—that’s on you.

        I knew keeping her was wrong.

        I just wish you had, too.
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              [image: ]
            

          

          KATE

        

      

    

    
      
        
        AFTER

      

      

      Life often has a funny way of leading you around to where it wants you to be, at least that’s what I’ve come to find. Speaking of finding things, I know I shouldn’t be here. It was a risky move, coming, but at the same time—a promise is a promise. I said I’d take care of this, and I’m determined to hold up my end of the deal. Still, that doesn’t mean I have to like it.

      Get in. Get out. I repeat this to myself over and over, step by step, until I reach the front porch. When my foot hits the first stair, I pause and glance backward over my shoulder. I just need a moment. The sun is bright today, but the sun is deceptive. It isn’t warm; there’s a chill in the air, and it’s the kind that stings when it hits my skin. The wind whips my hair, covering my face; it has little concern for anything that stands in its way. I brush it back and climb the remaining steps. If only it weren’t so cold out. I might’ve stayed put; I might’ve changed my mind. I might’ve gone back home to you.

      Ring the bell, I say to myself. Lift your finger and push the bell. I know what to do; I just can’t make myself do it. Thankfully, the decision is made for me. Before I gather the nerve to press the bell, the door swings open, and something shifts—and it isn’t the wind. It’s something within me, and that something feels a whole lot like my resolve. I swallow hard, trying to dislodge the lump that’s formed in my throat. It doesn’t help. Turns out, a little saliva has nothing on fear, and so the lump remains. Also, I’m standing face to face with him, and it feels like a long time coming.

      Up close, he’s different than I imagined. That’s not to say that I really imagined much. I guess I’d just expected a little more from her, is all. Someone not so… ordinary looking, would be one way to put it. If this is her type, then what do I know? Maybe it’s the gray that peppers the dark hair at his temples, or maybe it’s the way his smile turns downward, but he seems older than I thought he’d be.

      He doesn’t speak immediately. He greets me with a nod, and we stare at each other in some sort of silent standoff, sizing one another up, or at least I assume that’s what we’re doing. I wonder if he can read the sleepless nights on my face, or see the effects of the twelve pounds that I’ve lost in just two weeks alone. Can he see the guilt in my ashen face? Can he feel the sadness in the pit of my stomach? Does he see the despair in my eyes? Does he know that I’m a failure, as a mother, a wife, a friend? If he can, he doesn’t say. He simply moves to the side, allowing me to slip by and into his world as though we’ve known each other our whole lives.

      For a moment, I consider that he isn’t the man I’ve come to see. But as I pass, I notice in his expression a mild curiosity, the kind she described, and I realize it’s definitely him. Also, that I shouldn’t have come.

      What are you doing, Kate? It’s your voice, not mine, that I hear and it suddenly becomes clear—really clear—that no one knows I’m here. Still, I can’t help myself. I showed up for a reason, and I know I won’t be able to forgive myself if I don’t see this through, and so when he rounds the corner, and he beckons me to follow, I do. Better to get it over with and get on with your day, his posture seems to say.

      The inside of the place is darker and stuffier than it looked from the outside. I was pleased to see when I Googled the address, that he offices out of an old home. I’ve always had a thing for old houses, and this one does not disappoint. From the curb, it is apparent it is well kept, but in here, it feels empty—lonely—in need of something I can’t quite name. Just like her.

      Making my way through the hall, I wonder if he lives here, in this old house, with the loneliness and the unnameable things. I almost ask, but he ushers me into our final destination, a second living area which has been converted into an office, and I think better of it. The room is smartly decorated, which makes sense, considering his connection to her. But maybe I’m projecting. If so, I’ve certainly come to the right place. I laugh softly at the thought, maybe because I’m nervous, or maybe it’s the book that catches my eye.

      In any case, there’s not much to the space, aside from a desk, a small couch, and an armchair. He clears his throat and then shuffles his feet, and it suddenly occurs to me that I haven’t got all day, and I probably ought to get on with it.

      He doesn’t say so, but his straight back and upturned mouth give the impression that he holds all the answers one could ever need, tucked neatly into his back pocket, and it momentarily crosses my mind that maybe I don’t really want to know them after all.

      I can feel his eyes on me, which is why I meet his gaze. His expression appears to say that he expects I’ll be comfortable here, and I hope he is right. Does he know I can’t decide whether I’ve come to kill him or simply to satisfy my curiosity? It’s hard to say. What I do know is the intensity with which he studies me also makes me want to go, to press rewind and reverse every mistake I’ve likely just made by coming here. But I won’t. I can’t.

      When I step further into the office, he follows. I glance toward his desk. I don’t see any therapist-type things on it— there aren’t files— and there aren’t pens or notepads. Instead, it’s covered in books, stacked neatly in rows. I inhale, and if life-changing had a scent, it would smell like this. It’s The Great Gatsby that caught my eye. The irony of the past, beckoning. “It was my father’s,” he says, clearing his throat, and I don’t know if he’s referring to the book or the desk, and I don’t ask.

      I shift, but I make a mental note to get a better look at the selection of books he owns before our time is up. It’s interesting; I don’t know what I’ll find on that desk, only that it’ll be something brilliant, probably something a little uncomfortable, like Lolita or The Scarlet Letter, the type of book that stretches the reader. He sees me looking, and he smiles. I know that whatever is in those stacks, I won’t find anything simple or cozy or sweet, but rather something in your face— direct— the kind of book that asks something of you. Set your feelings aside, it says. Let me take the lead; I’ll show you how this goes.

      He closes the door behind him, and I wonder whether this is customary—a convention to make me more comfortable— to get me to open up, because it doesn’t appear there are any other occupants in the house. Also, up close, he’s tall. Taller than I realized. Taller than you, even. He moves quickly across the room, like a cat, and takes a seat. He doesn’t motion for me to sit; he just assumes I’ll know what to do. He’s all business, until he isn’t.

      “Would you care for something to drink?” he asks, raising his brow. “Tea? Coffee? Vodka?”

      His voice is low; it resonates somewhere deep inside, bounces around and lodges itself just where it wants to be. Like yours. I glance at an imaginary watch on my wrist. “It’s a little early for vodka,” I say.

      “Just barely,” he tells me, and the words catch on his lips and hang there. I don’t respond. I study his hands instead. They seem like capable hands—like yours, like hers, I think. He folds them in his lap; he isn’t one for small talk. When I look up, I shift my focus to his face. I’m trying to get a sense of the direction he’ll take, but all I see is nothing, and I can’t guess which way things will go. He knows her, too. “So—Mrs.—”

      “Water,” I interject, and my voice comes out smooth, just the way I wanted it.

      “Water. That’s right. I remember now from your email,” he says and then he pauses to look up at me, peering over his glasses as he does. “What an interesting name…” he adds and then he furrows his brow as though he’s just remembered something long forgotten. I’ve seen that look before. You have it down to an art.

      Still, he doesn’t take his eyes off mine. “But I bet you’ve heard that before.”

      “A time or two, yes,” I answer, averting my gaze. I don’t mean to look away, but those eyes of his, they burn. They’re the kind that see through you, and I don’t particularly want to be seen through. He nods curtly, and he waits before he speaks again, although I’m not sure for what.

      “Anyway,” I say. “It’s Ginny,” I mention, because silence seems like the wrong way to go. I offer the name because I need something to fill the space, but also because it feels good rolling off my tongue. Ginny. It’s a girlish name, one that reminds me of someone who’s perpetually young— bright— sunny and happy. A person named Ginny could never do anything bad. I picture her in my mind. She would be nothing at all like me.

      “Okay then, Ginny—” he starts. I know I am supposed to maintain eye contact, and so I do. It isn’t easy. “You’ve come a long way,” he says, and he’s only partially right.

      “Yes,” I tell him.

      “And you mentioned in your email that you have something of mine?”

      “Yes,” I say, bending down to remove the book from my bag. I look up at him, and suddenly it seems odd that he didn’t ask for it at the door. But then, I knew he wouldn’t. He may not be the kind for small talk, but he’s not impolite either. He watches me carefully. I lean forward and hand it to him.

      He takes it from me carefully, as though it might slip through his fingers. I watch as he studies the cover and flips it over in his hands. “Lady Chatterley’s Lover,” he whispers, running his fingers along its edge. He glances up suddenly. “Where did you get this?”

      “I found it on a bench in the park…”

      “Which park?”

      “Downtown.”

      He cocks his head. “Where downtown?”

      “Lou Neff…”

      “Huh,” he says.

      “I was running the trail—I stopped to stretch and there it was…”

      He flips open to the title page. “And you saw my name here,” he says pointing.

      I grit my teeth. “I Googled you. I hope you don’t mind.”

      “Not at all,” he tells me and exhales. I hear relief in it. “This book is very special to me.”

      “I figured as much…” I say. “Seeing that your name is inside.”

      He looks away again, and it doesn’t escape me that maybe he knows I’m lying.

      “It says, I love you always. I figured it might’ve been a gift.”

      “Yes,” he replies. “It was.” I can see that he doesn’t want to say more—that he isn’t going to— but at the same time, I’m not ready for the conversation to end.

      “I’m glad it’s found its way back,” I say.

      He nods, I smile. “Anyway—seeing that you’re a therapist and all, I was wondering if you might have time for a quick question?”

      He nods once again, as though maybe he were expecting as much. He doesn’t tell me I’ve come to the right place. He doesn’t reassure me, not like most people would. He isn’t trying to sell me, and I respect this about him.

      “I’ve been wondering how one knows…” I start, and then I stop and twist my hair around one finger. I pull it tight and then let go. “I was wondering how one might know—or—rather, I guess what I’m trying to say is—” I pause to take a deep breath. “I was wondering how someone really knows when it’s time to end a relationship.”

      He tilts his head, like this is the most interesting thing he’s heard in a long time, when we both know it isn’t. “That’s an interesting question.”

      I offer a nervous smile. “An interesting question that has an answer?”

      “Well,” he begins, and he pauses to rub his jaw. “How long have you been asking yourself whether or not you should end things?”

      “Eight months, two weeks, five days.”

      He raises his brow, drops his hand. “That’s pretty exact.”

      “Yes.”

      “Are you always so precise?”

      “Lately…”

      “I see,” he says. Then he narrows his eyes, his gaze boring holes through me. “And what would you say has changed?”

      “Everything.”

      “I see,” he tells me thoughtfully, but he’s wrong. He doesn’t see.

      When I don’t say anything he adjusts his glasses. “Do you want to extrapolate?” he asks, and there isn’t any emotion on his face as he says it, and I want to know more about how he hides his emotions so well. All of a sudden, he reminds me of you, and I’m not sure what to make of this either. I’m not sure what I expected to find, coming here, only that somehow this revelation isn’t helping any.

      I shrug slightly and then tuck my hands between my thighs. “I just thought maybe there was a way to know…”

      “Do you still love this person?”

      “More than is good for me,” I reply, and the words slice through my insides on their way out.

      “And yet you feel unsure as to whether you want to stay in the relationship,” he states. Then he pauses, again. He likes to leave space between his comments, crevices one can just fall into. It’s a minefield, navigating all that space. It’s a question, but not a question. It’s brilliant, is what it is.

      I nod my head. “Yes.”

      “May I ask why?”

      “I guess you could say it’s no longer compatible with my lifestyle.” And there it is, each syllable taking all of me with them when they go. I don’t know what I feel as they hang in the air between us. Maybe nothing. Maybe something. Maybe I just needed to say the words. Still, I wish I could take them back, suck them in, make it not so. But I can’t. Turns out, most things, you can’t take back—what’s done is done.

      “I’m sorry,” he tells me, and it’s genuine.

      “Me too,” I say, and I look away.

      “Letting go of someone special can be very difficult.”

      I swallow hard, and the tears come even though I don’t want them to. It’s like everything that’s happened—it all hits me at once, and I can’t help it. Not this time. I wipe my cheek with the back of my hand and then I meet his eyes. “Tell me about it.”
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          KATE

        

      

    

    
      
        
        Before

      

      

      I’ve been studying her for months. I know how she takes her coffee, the color she prefers on her nails, the way her mouth moves when she sleeps. I don’t know what she looks like when she’s happy. But I will.

      That’s not to say I meant to keep her this long. And, of course, you, well you, never intended to keep her at all. But then, what’s done is done.

      “I want you to be happy here,” I told her the first week she was here, not long after we let the drugs wear off completely.

      “I don’t see how that’s possible,” she said.

      “Tell me what makes you happy.”

      I could see her thinking about my question; I could see that I’d set something into motion. It wasn’t immediate—most things that are truly great rarely are, but eventually her lips turned upward. Slowly, she broke out into a full-on smile, and it was like the sun coming out on a cloudy day. “He makes me happy.”

      “Your husband,” I said. It wasn’t a question. Mostly because it hadn’t occurred to me that it should be.

      She laughed just slightly. The smile remained. “Something like that.”

      “I see,” I told her, raising my brow.

      She looked at me then, really looked at me. The smile faded but her eyes lit up. “Not yet, you don’t,” she said. “But you will.”

      I didn’t reply. I’m not sure what I could have said that would have been appropriate in a moment like that. Still, I took it for what it was, a promise. Hope. Something for the future. She wasn’t offering everything. But it wasn’t nothing, either.
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        * * *

      

      It can take weeks, sometimes months, to break a person down. My father taught me that. It’s why I’m doing all this. It’s why I go to the lengths I go, to try and cheer her up. But I’d be lying if I said I was sure it’s working. From the looks of her, I’m not so sure at all.

      I watch her on the monitor as I always do before going in, studying her demeanor. From that vantage, I do my best to gauge her mood, to put myself in the right mindset to get what I want from her, to give her what she needs from me.

      She looks up, and even though she can neither see nor hear me, she senses I’m there. It’s easy for her, in a way. I visit every day at this time. I lean into the monitor to take a closer look, and I can’t help but notice the way her collarbone juts out from her shoulder, the way it connects to her neck, and I wonder: Was it this pronounced yesterday?

      She sits on the floor, just as she has since the day you put her here. I consider her position, her shoulders; they’re squared in the oversized T-shirt she’s wearing. But are they as squared as they were yesterday? The day before?

      Six months ago, I purchased a size medium, but you wouldn’t know it now. You’d think I bought an extra large the way it hangs off her now. The pajama bottoms are barely hanging on, just the same. Thinking about those pants, I remember how we argued over them, you and I. It was one of the few times we’ve fought since before. Since she’s been in our lives. You didn’t take it so well when I bought her these clothes. She isn’t staying, you told me, but you didn’t meet my eye when you said it, and now I wished you had. Maybe I should have challenged you more from the beginning, set some ground rules, but who could’ve known how good this would be for us.

      I get chills when I think about it now. But it could be that it’s cold in this room. It’s always cold. It’s this way on purpose, you say. We wouldn’t want our captive getting too comfortable. Who could be comfortable in a 16x16 foot holding cell, I wanted to argue, but I didn’t. Mostly because you’re right. Also, we’re on a winning streak, we’re in our zone, and I refuse to be the one to mess that up.

      The only trouble is that when it’s good, it makes it easy to remember how bad it can get. It wasn’t always this way, this seamless, but it was always a possibility. I see that now.
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        * * *

      

      From the beginning, it was something in her eyes that made me think I didn’t want to kill her. That certainly would have been the plan, had we had one. All I knew is that I wanted her. She had something, I saw it in her eyes, and whatever that something was, I knew I needed it in my life. She looked up at me from the trunk, and it’s like, that was it. Her eyes, they weren’t desperate. They were something else. Something indescribable.

      That’s what it was that sealed the deal. Pull the proverbial trigger—or don’t— something deep inside of me usually says. It’s how I choose who lives and who dies. I wish I could say it was something more elaborate, something deeper, but it isn’t. It’s pure gut instinct, and really, what could be more honest than that? To be honest, rarely is the answer ever in the other person’s favor. With her it was different.

      Maybe different was what I was looking for. It’s just that after all that competing with you last year—after all of those kills, one after another—well, I guess I just got a little burned out, is all. I wanted more. I wanted something meaningful. Something lasting.

      Ironically enough—that’s exactly what I got. I got her, and all because things didn’t go according to plan, I have her to thank. Cheryl Edwards-Steinbeck is no doubt responsible for my transformation, for bringing meaning back into my life. Maybe that’s who you were before, she said. Maybe it’s not who you are now. She’s smart. It’s the reason she’s still around. It’s that thing I see in her eyes. She sees me. And I want to see her right back.

      You and I aren’t in agreement on this. Even though you hide it well, it makes you angry. You’d never admit it, but from the first moment she woke up here— really woke up—there was something about it all that just made sense. Like she was something this house was missing all along, a gift that fit just right. All I know is, I’m a better person for having her here. I think there’s a small part of you that sees it, too. Even if you choose to be stubborn about it. After all, it was Cheryl who gave me the idea to join the PTA; she encouraged me to get involved. It was her who thought remodeling would be a good idea. She was right about it all. I wanted to take a break from the killing, and I wanted to control the urges, and she showed me how. She said I just needed to keep myself busy, and I am. I have. Now that my days are jam packed with committee meetings, and kids, and you— I find myself far too exhausted at the end of them to think of anything but my bed. It helps that I can talk to her, tell her things, and I do. Not so much today though.

      Today, I have other things on my mind. Today, I’m wrapped up in you. I have a stock of questions with your name written on them. The most pressing of all: Will you still burn for me long after the shine is gone?
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        * * *

      

      “Kate,” you said. “There’s something I want to show you.” I guess you could say it all started with that sentence. I lived here a year before you showed me this room. A whole year, Jude, and we didn’t speak of it. Not until after Olivia was born did you shove the built-in bookcase aside, take me by the hand, and let me in.

      “This,” you said, “is a panic room.”

      I looked at you sideways, anger bubbling within, quickly rising to the surface—too quickly to shove it back down the way I’d wanted to—that familiar feeling of being betrayed seeping into my pores. Back then, I couldn’t have imagined something good like her could happen to this room, this house, to us.

      “I hope you’re not mad,” you said, as you studied my profile.

      Of course, I was mad! “I don’t understand…” I told you once I’d almost gotten my bearings. I don’t know if you saw how hard it was, or if you could tell how dry my throat had gone, how the words refused to rise as easily as my anger had.

      “A person can survive in here for months,” you said with a smile you shook off quickly. You read me well, and you know when you should and shouldn’t act too satisfied with yourself. “But that isn’t the point—it’s meant to be a quick escape should you need one…”

      I shifted slightly and crossed my arms. “I know what a panic room is.”

      You turned toward me. “Don’t you want to go inside?” you asked, motioning through the door.

      I sighed long and heavy. “I just don’t get it.”

      You cocked your head, and I could see you were considering my tone. Is this going to be a fight? That’s what you wanted to know. “I’m showing you in case you ever find yourself in trouble again…”

      I shook my head. “That’s not it⁠—”

      You watched my face, and you waited for me to speak. I could see that you were trying to be patient. I could also see it was taking its toll. You wanted me to show you appreciation—respect— when all I had were questions.

      “What I don’t understand is… how a person can live in a house and miss a whole room.”

      Your eyes lit up. “That’s the point.”

      “Well, it’s not my point.”

      “I thought it would make you feel safer,” you said, throwing up your hands, deciding you couldn’t be as patient as you’d hoped.

      “Yeah, well,” I told you, turning away. “You thought wrong.”
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        * * *

      

      “Coffee,” she says, eyeing me as I make my way in. “I’ve been waiting for that.”

      Her eyes light up when I hand it to her, and I can tell, all that I was worried about before—her weight loss, your lies— it means nothing now. Not now that she’s smiling, not now that I’m here with her. What a difference a day can make.

      It’s good that she’s happy to see me. The coffee helps. It wasn’t always this way, but thankfully we’ve moved past all that. It helps that she’s stopped asking about him. It helps that the bitterness is gone.

      Along with the coffee, I brought her flowers. It’s Valentine’s Day, and I want to appreciate how far we’ve come.

      I set the coffee down, and then I slide the bag off my wrist. Once I’ve handed it to her I place the flowers on the bedside table. Something is missing.

      There isn’t much to the room we keep her in, which is a shame if you ask me. Turns out though, you didn’t. Personally, I think we should consider adding on—a twin size bed, an armchair, with a small card table in front of it, just doesn’t seem to cut it. There’s another folding table, the kind old people put dinner trays on, that sits beside the bed. That’s where I placed the flowers. This way she’ll see them first thing when she wakes up and last thing before she drifts off.

      “I love that top,” she says, and it’s nice when a person with so little still finds room in their heart to compliment others. Also, I like the way she always notices when something I’m wearing is new.

      “That’s good, seeing that I brought you one just like it,” I tell her, my eyes narrowed, a smile playing on my lips. I know it sounds crazy, buying us matching clothes and all, but she doesn’t seem to mind.

      “Thank you,” she replies, her eyes widening. She places the bag on the table and it shakes. I tell her we probably ought to replace it, get her something more fitting, more elegant, and she looks away. There used to be a lamp on top of that table— before she came. I remember how you told me it was too dangerous to keep it as we stood over her unconscious body. I watched as you yanked the cord from the wall. “Remember,” you said, and there was a hint of warning in your voice. “This is only temporary.”

      I don’t remember if I said anything. It wasn’t that she and I intended for it to turn out this way, being besties and all. But how could I have known?

      We argued about it yesterday. It was the first time in as long as I can remember. You’d prefer I take all the blame for this. You say I don’t think things through, but you’re the one who went to see her in the first place. You’re the one who dragged me into the mix. I reminded you of this, although I’m not sure it helps my cause. In any case, plans change; things evolve.

      I don’t like being angry with you. You tell me I’m missing the point. Maybe you’re right. Admittedly, I didn’t see what an opportunity this could be, not immediately. But having a psychologist at the ready has really done us some good. Obviously, you would never outright say so, but having her here has become our secret weapon. She’s like that magic eight ball I owned as a kid. I can ask her anything, and usually I like the answer. If not, I get to ask again the next day and the next, and it just goes on until all is right in the world. And it is—all right. I have her. Even if you’re angry, even if you’re second-guessing it all, deep down you know that having her here keeps me sane, keeps us on our toes. It keeps everything legit.

      “You found it,” she exclaims happily, removing the contents from the bag. I watch as her face lights up. It’s the nail polish that she’s eyeing. I like the way she says so much without saying anything at all, and she’s right— it wasn’t easy— but I found it. How could I not?

      “What’s on the agenda today?” she asks. I like this question. I like that she likes hearing about our lives.

      “Well,” I start, and then I pause to make sure she’s listening. She always is. “The kids are having their Valentine parties today. It’s so cute,” I say. “They were really excited this morning… I made them cinnamon rolls, which of course Jude said was too much. They’re already going to consume enough sugar as it is, he said. But they’re kids, you know…and he’s mad at me about other stuff…so it probably wasn’t even about my breakfast choice.”

      “I’m with you,” she scoffs. “Let them be kids. It’s practically a rite of childhood—” she tells me as she waves her hand in the air— “consuming too much sugar on Valentine’s, that is.”

      “Exactly,” I tell her, and it’s nice that she knows so much about this stuff.

      She looks away.

      “Oh,” I say, reaching for the bag. “Look—I brought you one.”

      She grins. “Had to sneak it, did you?”

      “No, of course not,” I lie. I don’t want her to hate you. “He wants you to be happy here too, you know.”

      “I bet he does.”

      She’s right, though. I did have to sneak it. You don’t like it when I give her ‘special treatment.’ Isn’t that kind of the point, I always ask. I mean, if she’s going to die anyway. You don’t see it that way, I guess.

      “Kate?” she calls and once again my mind is on you. “Kate?”

      “Sorry,” I offer shaking my head—trying to get you out of it. You have that effect on me. Making me lose my mind and all. Making time stop.

      “So…how is everything going?”

      I jut out my bottom lip and really think about what she’s asking. I shrug. “Fine, I guess.”

      “And the urges? How are they?”

      “Manageable.”

      “Good,” she says. “Remember what we discussed—you have to feel your feelings. If you feel sad, then feel sad. If you feel angry, be angry. But the most important thing is that you use those feelings up. Go for a run—sprint, sweat it out, if you have to. Take up boxing. Watch old, sad movies. Do anything—anything but give in.”

      “I will,” I promise her.

      She presses her lips together. “We’re making great progress.”

      “You think?” I ask, not because I’m unsure, but because I like it when she compliments me.

      “I do,” she promises, and then she changes the subject. She does that a lot. I find it interesting, the way she keeps me engaged, keeps me guessing.

      She lifts the cinnamon roll to her nose and inhales. It’s the little things. “So—anything special going on tonight?”

      “Yes,” I grin. “We’re having a dinner party.”

      “A dinner party…” she comments, and her eyes shift. Eventually she’s smiling again. “I love dinner parties.”

      “Me, too.” I tell her, although it’s sort of a lie. After our fight, the last thing I want is to slap a smile on my face and pretend I’m not angry at you. “It’s been awhile.”

      She laughs then, and I really like the sound of it. It cheers me up just a little. In that laugh, I hear everything I’ve missed out on my whole life by not having a friend like her. “For me, too,” she says.

      I sigh, because I wish she could come. Maybe someday, I think, and even as crazy as it sounds, I wonder if it might someday be a possibility. I wonder if I could make her happy enough that she’d never want to leave, and right now I think the answer is yes.

      “What are you serving?”

      “Roasted lamb.” I answer. “I let the chef decide.”

      “Chef?”

      I run my hands through my hair and pull it back into a ponytail “Oh, well…I mean, I think he’s a chef,” I tell her with a shrug. I don’t want her getting too jealous. I remember her telling me how much she likes to cook. “He’s just some guy Josie recommended. The food she serves always tastes great, and so I figured why not…”

      “Huh.”

      Her one word response is infused with so much meaning that it’s hard to measure. I cock my head and I wait for it. I know she has more she wants to say.
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