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PART ONE











CHAPTER 1



Jasmine


The Day of the Flight


I had to move carefully, quietly, grabbing only what I could in the dark without waking Glenn. He snorted and rolled to his side, and I froze, hand in midair above the suitcase, ready to abort the mission and slip back under the covers if needed. I could always lie and tell him that I had just gotten up to use the bathroom. If that happened, I was praying that he wouldn’t notice I was wearing jeans.


His mouth began to gape open in a comical way, and he lightly snored. He seemed to be solidly asleep, perhaps thanks in part to Ambien, his sleeping medication. He hadn’t exactly taken one by choice last night. I had crushed up a pill and put the powder into his beer can. He kept the Ambien in the bathroom cupboard. They came from a buddy on the black market and were extra strong, he told me, more than any doctor would prescribe. These would usually put him out like a light.


But even with him asleep, I couldn’t risk opening a dresser drawer. That old wooden dresser creaked with every tiny move. I also couldn’t take the chance of the clatter of hangers in the closet, so I would have to select from what was on the floor or in the laundry hamper to take with me. A pair of sweatpants and leggings, some underwear and a bra from the hamper, a couple of shirts of mine, and one warm red flannel button-up of Glenn’s I had always liked. It was January, after all, and I was headed from Wisconsin to Denver. Giving me his flannel shirt was the least he could do.


I couldn’t find any matching socks, so I took a few orphan ones and threw them in. I could buy new socks in my new city. Same with a toothbrush and other necessities. I wanted my patchouli perfume, though, and quietly I plucked the small sample bottle from the drugstore off the top of the dresser, dabbing my wrists gently with the familiar scent that so reminded me of my grandma before securing the lid tightly so it wouldn’t leak in my purse.


Slowly I slipped on my tennis shoes, keeping my gaze on Glenn the entire time. His eyelids were fluttering in REM sleep. My heart seemed to be going just as fast. He usually wasn’t up until around eleven a.m., six hours from now. I had tried to time it perfectly, to make my escape two hours after he fell asleep.


Glenn would never guess that I was at the airport. If he was suspicious, he would probably check the bus station in downtown Madison, maybe the train depot in nearby Columbus. More likely he would think I was at a friend’s or coworker’s and just pouting for a night, and he would go storming around looking for me, as he had in the past. No way he would believe that I had money for an airplane ticket, but I did. I had been squirreling away my tips at the bar for more than a year, and grabbing the occasional ten or twenty from Glenn’s wallet when I thought he wouldn’t notice. Paydays and lucky nights at the casino were usually prime times.


As I stood up, my eye caught the outline of my face in the mirror above the dresser, moonlight illuminating half of it. Long blond hair, a pair of fake circular glasses from Goodwill that always reminded me of John Lennon. They didn’t have real lenses, just clear plastic ones, but I liked the way I looked in them and would put them on occasionally. I was proud that at my age of forty-four I still didn’t need real glasses.


Easing one of my shirtsleeves up, I winced looking at the deep bruise with the finger marks that Glenn had created a few nights ago. Our last fight. The one that broke me. He accused me of flirting with guys at the bar, called me a “fucking whore,” and pushed me onto the bed, forcing sex. I turned my head away and shut my eyes. When it was over, he grabbed my arm, the one now bruised, and squeezed it until it became numb.


“What’s wrong? Are you thinking about one of the guys at the bar instead of me? Huh? Don’t fucking lie to me . . . bitch.”


He kept the pressure on until I begged him to stop. Finally, he tossed the arm back down to the bed hard and went to shower. He liked to tell me I was dirty. I would always curl up into a ball while he was in the shower, crying softly, biting my fingernails, and plotting my escape.


I had tried twice before to leave him, but he found me, dragging me by the hair, throwing me into his pickup truck, and bringing me back to his trailer. He didn’t allow me to have my own car. He would pick me up and drop me off for work, and often he spent most of his night in the bar too, ostensibly playing pool or darts, but I could feel his eyes on me, especially as I waited on other men.


How had it gone so wrong? When I first met Glenn, he was one of those bar guys. I’d had a series of jobs I never enjoyed over my life but had landed at a large, rollicking Midwestern tavern thanks to my old high school friend Anna, who worked there. It was the kind where the beer and laughs flowed freely late into every night. I was feeling like I could begin to stand on my own two feet coming off a long, tumultuous relationship. It was just three months after the breakup, in fact, and I wanted to spend time alone to heal and then try to meet someone decent. But my alone time didn’t last nearly long enough.


Glenn was a burly guy who made an entrance wherever he went. He had broad shoulders and long hair in a ponytail, and he caught my eye right away. Before I knew it, we started flirting as I brought him his bottles of Miller High Life.


He seemed so kind at first, offering to walk me to my car after closing time so that I would be safe, politely asking me if I would share my phone number with him. On our first date, he insisted that I not get out of the pickup truck until he could walk around and open my door. It was so old-fashioned it made me giggle.


At first, I didn’t know if he’d actually be into me. He wasn’t even forty yet, and I felt like a much older woman next to him. But we both liked live music, so we had gone to concerts and shows, and in the dancing and sweat and heat, we had our first kiss, and I spent the night at his trailer.


For months, things were great. I thought I had found my Prince Charming. We would stay up late, sleep in, make love before breakfast and sometimes after, and take rides out to the country on weekends on his Harley. I moved out of my place and into his in short order, my original plan to be alone for a while fading at the prospect of new love.


But the first sign of things going awry was when my car broke down. Glenn insisted that we just sell it for scrap and that he would drive me wherever I needed to go. I didn’t like the idea of losing my car. She had been with me for almost ten years. I nicknamed her Motoring Maeve, and I didn’t relish the idea of Maeve being gone, forcing me to depend on Glenn. But he insisted that it made the most sense since he had a flexible construction job and could come and go as he pleased. The scrapyard gave us $600 for dear Maeve. Glenn declared it would go to “household expenses” and pocketed it.


Then his jealousy started. If I talked to a salesclerk at a store, Glenn would press me for whether I found the stranger attractive. He also started telling me what not to wear at work: “That top shows too much of your tits” or “That color makes you look even older than you are.”


He didn’t like me to be alone, not even for a Sunday stroll. “Why would you need to go without me?” he would ask. “Aren’t we in love?” He always kept his arm tightly around me the entire time. At first, it felt loving, but as time went on, it morphed into possessiveness.


The rough sex was next. He wanted to try tying me to the bed and I balked. He said I needed to please him and we would try whatever he wanted, and then he pushed me down and just did it, my arms pinned to the bedpost. After that, it was sex whenever he wanted in whatever way he wanted, no matter how exhausted I was when I got home from work.


But the worst of it happened unexpectedly in the middle of the night. I was sleeping when suddenly I felt a deep pressure around my head and an inability to breathe. Realizing with horrifying clarity that there was a pillow on my face, I heard Glenn laughing as I began to flail. Just as I tried to belt out a scream, he lifted the pillow and fell over on his side, cackling uncontrollably.


Tears came to my eyes as I coughed and sputtered, finally gaining enough breath to blurt, “What the fuck?”


“Oh my God, Jasmine. Your face, your face when I took the pillow off. Your eyes, holy shit, I’ve never seen your eyes look like that . . .”


He continued to belly laugh, clutching his side and falling over, as I reached over and pounded his arm with my fists, crying and coughing.


“That. Is. Not. Funny. Jesus Christ, Glenn.”


“Come here, baby, I’m just joking around.” He pulled me into his arms and started kissing my head and face.


That’s when I decided to take part of my tip money each night and hide it in a tampon holder in my fringed purse. He always wanted some of my tips to go to those elusive “household expenses,” but I could manage to slide a bit away without him noticing. I would then transfer the cash into a photo album I kept in a cardboard box in the storage area of his trailer. He would never look there. He didn’t care about my childhood pictures or the cards and mementos I had in the box. I figured he would just trash the whole thing or throw it into a firepit once I was gone.


To make room for my ever-growing stash of cash, I removed the plastic holders from the circular metal hooks in the photo album, taking the aging pictures out of their liners and keeping those loose-leaf. With no full page holders, I had space for bills. Using a box of matches, I set the holders on fire out back while Glenn was at work, the scent of burning plastic and paper overwhelming my nose and making my eyes water, but also smelling like freedom to me.


It went on like this for over a year, me faking that things were normal with Glenn while plotting my escape. I had become a robot around him, a shell of the former lively Jasmine that I was. Jasmine Veronica was my name. What my mother was thinking I never knew. Then again, she had felt like a stranger to me for much of my life. Mom had three kids with three different men, and for some reason she decided early on that I was the bad seed. I must have been only eight or nine when I overheard her tell a friend that she never should have had a third, that my dad was the worst of the bunch, that I was too much like him. Rumor had it he was in jail somewhere. Not that any of our fathers were ever around. Mom resented being saddled with kids—that much was clear—or at least she resented being saddled with me.


I was five years younger than my sister and seven years younger than my brother. I grew up feeling like a constant outcast. Skinny and awkward, I needed years of braces while my siblings were blessed with near-perfect teeth. Mom complained constantly about the cost. I struggled mightily in math and science while they both seemed to find everything about school easy. It got so bad for me that I was almost held back a year. Mom told a friend, in front of me this time, how mortified she was.


Everything I did or wanted seemed like a bother, even basic needs such as food. “You’re hungry again?” she would say with a deep sigh and a long stare, even at what felt like normal mealtimes to me. She nicknamed me “Little Piggy” and would call out “This Little Piggy went to market . . .” when I came hunting for a snack. My siblings were no help. They never seemed to find me anything but annoying, telling me to leave them alone when I tried to initiate play or talk about any emotions.


As I grew up, I had some run-ins with the police in high school. Wasn’t that normal? Then I got knocked up and had an abortion that Mom had to pay for when I was eighteen. Wasn’t that better than bringing an unwanted kid into this crazy world? So I didn’t go to regular college like my brother and sister. I tried cosmetology school because I had always liked playing with makeup, but Mom told me that she was done paying for stuff, and I had to drop out when I couldn’t afford tuition.


The truth was she just didn’t like me and never had. The fact that she worked as a nurse’s assistant at an old folks’ home was the ultimate irony. She could care for complete strangers with tenderness, but not show an ounce of TLC for her own daughter.


Mom and I really drifted apart after the abortion and the cosmetology school mess. For some years, we exchanged perfunctory Christmas cards, the writing increasingly stilted and formal, as if we were talking to a long-lost neighbor, not a close family member.


“Have a very Merry Christmas,” Mom had written on the last one. It didn’t even have my name on the inside, and she had signed it “Your Mother” and not “Love, Mom.” I couldn’t help but mentally compare it to what I thought she would be writing to my brother and sister, and I decided then and there to stop exchanging cards, or words. When I moved to a new apartment in town, I didn’t give her my address. We hadn’t talked since. Last I heard, my brother lived in Chicago and my sister somewhere in upstate New York. He did something with computers, and she was one of those businesswomen who worked as a pharmaceutical rep and who I imagined jetting around the country to important meetings and stuff. I hadn’t shared my new address with them either. The same year I moved on from Mom, I moved on from them as well. It was just easier for me all around to harden my heart.


I tried not to think of them or Mom very often. It made me angry and sad. I was mostly OK being away from all of them now, but sometimes I wished I had a family to lean on. This was one of those times. Instead, I would have to rely on my own smarts. I might not have been book-smart, but I was street-smart, I knew that.


It was my time.


The city of Denver sounded attractive to me. I didn’t know why, didn’t know anyone there, had never been, but a place with mountains and a bunch of laid-back outdoorsy people seemed glorious. Why not make a new start there? I didn’t have much of a plan beyond getting to Denver with enough money to live until I found a job. I just needed to leave Glenn safely first. I had my cell phone, the huge wad of cash that I had retrieved from the photo album after Glenn had fallen asleep, some clothes, and a plan to fly that afternoon.


My big dilemma was how to get from our trailer to the airport without a car. Having never used Uber before, I asked Anna, the high school friend who had secured me the job at the bar, to show me how to install the app. We did it in the women’s restroom after we were done cleaning up the night before. Anna was good at this sort of stuff, always had been. Back at Madison North High School, she liked to show us all kinds of technology that kind of blew our minds. At first it was stuff on a desktop computer. Now it was iPhone tricks, AI art, and what types of questions you could ask ChatGPT.


In the darkness of the trailer now, I nervously slipped my phone from my purse and cupped my hand around it so the light would not be too bright for Glenn. I was trying to summon a ride to the end of the drive where Glenn’s trailer was parked. If this Uber app didn’t work, I wasn’t sure what I would do. Maybe abandon the plan for another day or week until I could get Anna to show me what I had done wrong. But as I searched for nearby cars, it seemed to function perfectly. It put a dot on my exact location and said a car driven by someone named Carlos was fifteen minutes away.


Fifteen minutes. Breathe, Jasmine, breathe. Confirming the pickup, I looked over at Glenn. He was naked, the way he always slept, with a thin sheet haphazardly flung over him. I was always cold and needed warm pajamas and sometimes two blankets, especially in January in Wisconsin. He called me an “old fucking lady” and tried to get me to sleep naked too, but I would shiver all night if I tried.


Bending down, I pushed the bulk of my cash into the suitcase and started to carefully zip it closed. This might be the trickiest part, other than actually sneaking out the front door without making too much noise. Carefully, I inched the zipper a centimeter and waited to see if he had any reaction. Another centimeter and I waited again. I tried an inch the next time, but he flipped onto his back, his arm going up over his head, and I stopped and waited until he fully settled into sleep again.


I glanced at my side of the bed, and a fantasy flashed into my head: What if I grabbed my pillow and smothered his face while he slept? What if I didn’t release it as he had to me? I could just leave him there, dead. But I wasn’t sure I could overpower him, and the prospect of a life in jail was too much. Everyone would know it was me.


No, just pure escape was best. Back to the centimeter plan with my suitcase. It took me over five minutes to get it fully zipped. Picking it up in my arms so as not to roll it, I backed out of the bedroom like a thief, eyes trained on Glenn the entire time.


The front door was next. It had a heavy main door and a squeaky screen door, but I had played a trick on Glenn a few days ago, taking a box cutter from his toolbox and slashing a gash into the screen that I said was from the recent winter windstorm knocking it open. That forced Glenn to take it to his buddy at Monona Storm and Screen for repair. With the screen door out of the picture, the front door wouldn’t be as bad to open.


And I was the stupid one? I’d show him, my family, everybody.


Suddenly, I thought of the coming Uber and wondered if I needed to hurry. Would the driver honk if I wasn’t there right at the appointed time? My heart went even faster, and my hands began to sweat, causing the suitcase in my arms to slip for a moment. I righted it, wiping each palm quickly on my jeans as the other arm held the suitcase.


I could still hear Glenn’s rhythmic breathing down the hall of the trailer, the rasp of air in and out of his lungs. He was such a heavy breather. My right hand went to the door handle and turned it a millimeter at a time, listening for that final click as it yielded open.


An owl hooted in a nearby tree, and the sound both startled and calmed me. With renewed purpose, I pulled the door open and stepped outside the trailer. Breathing in the cold air, I shut the door behind me as carefully as I could. A blast of winter shouldn’t be the thing to wake Glenn.


It was so frigid outside that my breath crystallized, but it would be quiet weather for flying. A snowstorm would have foiled my plans. I had been watching the forecast on the local CBS affiliate for a week to be sure. Their main meteorologist was my favorite. He was good-looking and funny. Glenn had once asked me if I thought the meteorologist was sexy. I lied and said no.


There was the sound of a car rolling along the gravel in the distance, and I saw a sweep of headlights. Glenn didn’t like full-blown RV places—too many people, he said—so he had gotten a small plot of land and set up his trailer there. We had some neighbors within walking distance but not close enough to see on a daily basis.


Cocking my head to listen for any movement from Glenn over the gravel sound, I was filled with relief that the trailer remained silent. Wrapping my arms around my suitcase, I straightened up to walk as upright and confidently as I could toward this waiting Uber. I had to look in control, not like a madwoman on the run. Taking deep gulps of air and composing my face into a bright smile, I made my way to the car.


I planned to tell the driver I was going on a business trip if he asked. I thought of my sister with what I imagined to be fancy clothes and all the makeup she wanted and expensive shoes on her feet. I could act like I was important and fantasize that I would be wowing some room with my business savvy later in the day. Maybe it wasn’t too late for that life for real. Maybe I could take some business classes in Denver and eventually find my way to a job like that. This was the new me.


Carlos was a heavyset guy whose unkempt hair made me wonder if he had just woken up, but he was chatty, asking me lots of questions. I started in on the lies. Why was I flying? “Business trip.” What did I do? Channeling my sister: “I work for a pharmaceutical company.” Where was the trip? I didn’t want to say Denver, just in case Glenn somehow tracked this man down, so I picked my sister’s state too: “New York.” I figured there had to be plenty of conventions and meetings there.


Deftly, I turned the conversation to him, and he started droning on about his kids and their extracurriculars. Perfect. Zoning out, I stared out the window, making only small comments of affirmation when I felt I should be responding.


Carlos pulled up to Delta departures. As he was retrieving my bag from the trunk, I had a sudden flash of fear. What if I saw someone I knew at the airport who happened to be flying the same day? Someone from the bar or from my other previous jobs around town, including gas station attendant and maid at several places? I had a plan, but it didn’t feel very foolproof.


A blue Los Angeles Dodgers baseball cap from a thrift shop sat in my purse. That, plus those fake round glasses, would be my partial disguise. I could also hide in a corner chair or even in the women’s bathroom for as long as I needed to before the flight took off.


Quickly, I slipped on the cap and tucked my hair up into it as best I could, keeping my eyes low as I made my way to the ticket counter. A perky woman with a flawless bob and way too much eyeshadow greeted me.


“Good morning! Checking in today?”


How could she be this awake at 5:30 a.m.?


“Yes, I actually have to buy my ticket. It’s OK to pay cash, right?”


“Sure is,” she answered, but I thought I could also feel her eyeing me. What woman shows up in a baseball cap and pays cash? “And where are we headed today?”


“Denver,” I replied and mustered up fake enthusiasm. “Bachelorette party. Girls just want to have fun, right?”


“Yes, they do,” she said, taking my driver’s license and typing in the information as I carefully reached into my purse and removed some of the cash. Not enough for her to see the wad that remained, of course. I didn’t want her to get suspicious. I set the bills on the counter and added, “I’ve been saving up tip money for this. I can’t wait!”


“Do you need a return ticket too?” she asked.


I hadn’t anticipated that question. I had to think fast.


“Uh, no . . . I’m driving back with one of my girlfriends Monday.”


She nodded and counted the bills, then hit a few buttons and a ticket started spitting out, the whir of electronic printing sounding like further freedom to me. My shoulders began to relax just a touch.


“You’re here awfully early.” She cocked her head slightly to the side. “Your flight doesn’t leave until this afternoon.”


My shoulders tensed again. I tried to act as if I were laughing it off.


“Oh. I have some work to do, so I thought I would just do it here.” I gestured toward the carry-on. “My laptop is in my bag. And another girlfriend is joining me for lunch before we board.”


She handed me the boarding pass. “Terrific. I hope you have a great girls’ weekend!”


“Thanks.” I smiled and wheeled my carry-on filled with mismatched socks and dirty clothes to the security area, picturing Glenn, still deeply asleep. But what would happen when he woke up? Nervous energy began to settle in, and I started to chew my fingernail. He might or might not report me as missing. I was pretty sure he wouldn’t because he wouldn’t want to be the center of a police probe. They could find out he never paid taxes and got paid mostly in cash from his construction buddies. Nor would he want the feds to see the pot plants he kept in the window by the sink. Marijuana was still illegal in Wisconsin. Would he care enough about me to file a missing person’s report? Or would he chalk it up to “oh well, the bitch is gone” and move on to find someone new? I guessed the latter.


I figured I had maybe a week before he would do anything too big. In the meantime, he would be calling me, texting me, trying to track me down across town, threatening me, telling me I had better fucking get home. But after a week, I could imagine him reaching a decision point. Would he inform the police, or would he think that was too risky on himself? Continuing to mull this over as I got through security and found the gate, I slid into one of the black vinyl chairs and found a different nail to chew.


Squeezing my eyes tight, I thought of my grandma, the one person in life who I had felt truly close to. Grandma had died right before I hit high school. Mom later said that Grandma would roll over in her grave if she saw how I had turned out, but I didn’t believe that. The Grandma I remembered brought me presents and candy and let me sit on her lap as long as I wanted as a young child, the smell of her patchouli perfume comforting me. She used to tell me I was smart and pretty, in that order, and not to confuse the order. That was even after my struggles with schoolwork, and those words meant so much to me. Now I needed her to look down from heaven and help guide me. I wasn’t the praying type, but I shut my eyes and sent one up to Grandma anyway.










CHAPTER 2



Stephanie


The Night Before the Flight


Packing was one of my least favorite activities. Ironic, given how much I traveled. Oh, sure, I always had a small bag of toiletries ready, travel-size shampoo and conditioner from my favorite brand, a bar of moisturizing soap in a pink plastic container, a sample of my favorite perfume (floral and airy), but it was the organizing of clothes that had always been a chore for me. Now it was 10:30 p.m. and I couldn’t put it off any longer.


I had promised my team I would work a half day the next morning before leaving for the conference. You know, get them going on the right foot before the boss was gone. It was going to be a long travel day: Madison to Denver. Denver to San Diego. The News Coverage Summit started Thursday morning.


In attendance would be a hundred news directors, none of whom had ever met each other, all coming together to hear from experts and share opinions. Television stations across the country were trying to make local TV news better than it was. Viewers wanted something different—declining ratings proved that—and we were all attempting to figure out exactly what.


When I looked over the clothes in my closet, a dark green silky blouse caught my eye, and I slid it off the hanger, pairing it with some tan work pants; that would work for outfit number one for the first day.


Now for outfit number two. My eyes scanned the rows of professional clothes. I had tried to organize my closet by work and play, half on one side and half on the other. The play side was a mess: yoga pants and sweatshirts haphazardly strewn about, jeans discarded on the floor. But the work side I kept fairly well organized. Had even arranged it by color. Green was taken care of with the blouse, so how about a pop of something else? I spotted a bright pink blazer and found a fitted black shirt to go under it with some black pants. Those could go with black pumps. For outfit number three, I dialed it back a bit and chose a navy blue sweater and houndstooth pants with shoes that looked like sneakers with a heel.


Now that the main outfits were taken care of, I could add the supplementary ones. A long floral dress and a shorter black one, pajamas, workout shorts, running shoes, my favorite pairs of underwear, several bras ranging from practical to lacy, Spanx of various configurations, and a mix of socks.


Adding my prescription sleeping medicine, Ambien, and a flat iron and curling iron for options, I packed up a travel jewelry box with short and long earrings and a selection of necklaces. Finally, around 11:15, the duty was done. Heaving a sigh as fatigue started to creep up behind my eyes, I was zipping the suitcase closed when Fred came and rubbed against my leg, purring softly.


“Hey, Freddie boy.” I picked him up and cradled him on his back like a baby in the crook of my left arm. He blinked at me approvingly and purred more as I continued to pet his belly with my other hand. “Yes, Mama is going away, but I’ll be back soon. And Robert will feed you.”


Mama had to go away too often. My boss, Dave, was always asking me to represent the station at conferences, seminars, workshops, and our quarterly meetings at corporate headquarters in Cleveland. I had been feeling for a long time like he probably thought I was the easy button to push. Maybe I was. A divorced woman with a grown child and only a cat, I could drop everything and go, that much was true, but the travel was wearing on me. None of it was fun travel. It was work, and I had to be “on” all the time, schmoozing with others and talking corporate-speak. This was the fourth work trip in the past six months I had been asked to go on.


Kissing Fred on the top of his head, I put him back on all fours. He sniffed the suitcase, rubbed his cheek against it twice, and jumped on my bed, walking in a slow circle to find his spot, ready for sleep.


Changing into flannel pajamas and pulling on some slippers to combat the relentless January cold, I headed down to the kitchen, took out several cans of wet cat food and a bag of dry food, and put them on the counter, scribbling a note for Robert.


Hi Neighbor. Thanks again for feeding F. I’ll get you a present from CA. Good luck on your date! Also, I decided to get that alarm clock that wakes you up with light, the one you told me about. It’s coming Friday. Can you bring it in?


I was so thankful for Robert. We had become good friends since he moved into the townhouse next door to me two and a half years prior. Our relationship started on a summer day when he was unpacking. We both had windows open, and I heard him blasting the soundtrack to Fiddler on the Roof. As a former high school theater kid myself, I started humming along and smiling. Later that afternoon, I was out front watering the plants on my side when he came out with a load of folded cardboard moving boxes in his arms.


“Oh, hey there. Are you my neighbor?” he asked cheerily. Quickly, I sized him up. Silver hair, black-rimmed glasses, and a smile that was slightly crooked. He was wearing a T-shirt that said “Gay and Gray. Wanna Stay?”


“Yes, hi, I’m Stephanie,” I said, trying to put on my best cheery-neighbor voice. “Stephanie Monroe. Welcome.”


As I extended my hand, he put the boxes down and took it. The grip was firm and confident, and his eyes sparkled as he pumped my arm.


“Thank you. Happy to be here. I’m Robert Tayburn, the new and obviously obnoxiously loud person next door to you. I hope you don’t mind. The first thing I do in a new place is hook up the Bluetooth. I can’t unpack without a little fun music to bop around to.”


“No, I don’t mind. In fact, I love Fiddler,” I said and then added some of the lyrics for good measure in a singsongy tone: “To life! To life! L’chaim!”


“Oh. My. God. You know the words!” He threw his head back and laughed.


“I was in the cast in high school.” I smiled. “Just the ensemble, but I loved it.”


“I may have died and gone to neighbor heaven!” Robert cried out.


From there, we just kept talking. Since we were a pair of self-professed musical connoisseurs, Robert suggested “Broadway and Bubbly” nights, and we took turns at each other’s townhouse, eating from charcuterie boards, drinking champagne, and singing along. He also had a cat, and soon Evita and Fred were a shared conversation topic.


Robert had never been married. He told me about dates he went on and new men he met, and he encouraged me to get out there more. I told him about my time-sucking job and the crazy television news business I was in. He never watched the news unless there was a storm coming and he needed to see the weather. The rest he considered too negative or too fluff. More than once, he chided me for my profession in a joking way. Eventually, though, he became my confidant. Because he didn’t care that our anchors or reporters were locally famous and because he was a good listener, I found myself downloading things that happened at work.


“So you’re telling me this anchor was acting like the evil stepmother in Cinderella?” he would ask. “Just turn ’em into a pumpkin and move on, sister! You’re the boss!”


He helped when I complained about the still male-dominated field. Sometimes at awards banquets or events, other news directors in town, who happened to all be male, would sit together in what appeared to be a good old boys’ club.


“They’re jealous,” Robert would counsel. “Because you’re kicking their ass and they feel threatened.”


At least I had a good boss. Dave treated me with nothing but respect, and Robert liked him for that.


“But don’t tell Dave that you don’t watch local TV news,” I had laughed one night during Broadway and Bubbly. “You’re part of the problem that every station is trying to fix.”


“Don’t worry, I’m an excellent liar,” he said, giving me his full crooked smile. “He’ll think I’m the biggest Channel 3 fan out there.”


Robert felt like a brother. He worked from home for a local tech company, so he was happy to feed Fred when I was out of town. I could trust him with a key to my place, which was why he always had one on his side of the townhouse.


Back upstairs after writing the note for this latest trip, I brushed my teeth, washed my face with an apricot scrub, wiped it with exfoliating pads dabbed in witch hazel toner, applied under-eye night eye cream, and put on way-too-expensive face moisturizer that Gwyneth Paltrow claimed in an Instagram ad was a miracle product. I had clicked on it in a moment of weakness when my forty-five-year-old face looked closer to fifty than forty to me. It smelled like roses but had done nothing so far to tighten my skin.


Spritzing my pillow with lavender sleep spray that also smelled nice but didn’t seem to induce instant sleep very often, I climbed into bed next to Fred and reached for my phone on the bedside table. Yes, I knew the blue light was bad for me. Yes, I knew I should be reading a book instead, but the lure of a digital hit before bed was too great.


My order of checking items was always the same: texts, Teams messages, work email, personal email, Facebook, Twitter (I refused to call it X), Instagram, Threads, TikTok, and my news app. As news director, I had to be constantly up on what was happening both here in Madison and also across the country.


Thankfully, there were no texts. You never knew what you might get when you oversaw a newsroom full of young journalists. People were always asking questions, feeling the need to text me or my assistant news director at any time of day or night, especially the overnight crew, who arrived at ten p.m. and worked to produce the morning show. They were fresh out of college and fearful of making mistakes, so they asked a lot of questions.


I was glad to see that it appeared to be a quiet night in Madison. That was one of the reasons I liked being a smaller-market news director. Shootings were rare. Our biggest events were tied to the university or state politics. We still covered things like the opening of the RV show or the Little League tournament that brought out thousands.


I had done the big-city thing, had gone to college at DePaul and worked in Chicago, moving up the ladder from intern to executive producer. The long commute from our suburb to the NBC affiliate in downtown Chicago was just about killing me, though, ninety minutes each way on a good day, so when an assistant news director job opened in Madison, my then husband Jason, our son Evan, and I packed up and decided to give smaller-town living a try. Two years in, the news director left and Dave promoted me. I had been in the role ever since.


Evan was just out of college now and working his first career job doing marketing for a soccer team in Minneapolis. Jason and I had lasted only a year past Evan’s empty-nest departure for college. We found we just didn’t have much to say to each other without the hustle of a shared child, and we drifted further apart, watching our favorite TV shows in separate rooms, finding excuses to stay late at work, and exercising, shopping, and eating at different times.


I would steal glances at Jason around the house and try to find the young guy I met at DePaul, but everything seemed to have changed. His face was older, of course, as was mine, but I couldn’t identify the handsome kid I had fallen in love with. Instead, things he did annoyed me: the way he never rinsed out his coffee cup but instead left it sitting next to the sink so that a dark brown film hardened on the bottom; his obsession with football and how he seemed to think he was part of the game himself as he rocked and swayed with each play; the way he not only snored but snorted when he fell asleep on the couch; the way he always left the grocery shopping and laundry to me, even though I worked longer hours. When we took walks, we walked at different paces. His stride was much longer than mine, and I noticed he didn’t slow down like he used to in order to let me keep up. Even a simple walk showed how out of sync we were. We were so young when we had Evan, and Jason had been a good father, but I was just bored and increasingly irked by him.


Finally, one night, I built up the courage to ask him if he thought we were still compatible. He sat up from his reclined position on the couch, looked at me without speaking for a solid thirty seconds, and then said, “I guess we’ve both been feeling the same thing, huh?” My stomach dropped. When he added, “Maybe we should try living apart,” I felt an equal amount of relief, hurt that he had been the one to propose it, and sadness that a partnership that had raised such a solid kid was coming to an end. We never even tried counseling. It was an amicable divorce and it was fast. Thankfully, he told me he had no problem with me keeping Fred. I would have fought hard for my Freddie boy.


Jason remarried sooner than I would have thought, which gave me a few pangs when I saw the wedding pictures with his new wife and her daughters, plus Evan, looking so dapper in his suit, but a part of me was happy for Jason. Truth was, I just wanted the same. I liked my life, but I longed for the sort of easy companionship I had with Robert, just with someone who found me physically attractive. Maybe I’d meet a guy this weekend—dark and handsome came to mind. A new romance would be so exciting. I longed for adventure, change, a vacation, and a life partner. None of it had been happening in my life for way too long. When I suggested to Dave that my assistant news director, Bruce, be sent to this conference, Dave said that Bruce would have a hard time getting away because he had two younger children still at home. I tossed a few other names from the newsroom out to Dave, saying that they might enjoy a conference, but Dave shut them all down. They either also had families, or they were too young and inexperienced to represent the station. So I just kept going on a hamster wheel I seemingly had no control of. It was long past time to step off, even briefly.


If someone looked at my life from the outside, they might be impressed. I had money and a career and a healthy adult son. I had never had a major disease, and while my body could stand to tighten up a bit—the little bat wings under my arms especially bothered me—I was still in decent shape. My brown hair had a slight natural wave. Grays were creeping in, but I went to the salon to have it dyed every other month and wore it in a professional cut below my ears and above my shoulders. I had my eyebrows microbladed twice per year and my fingernails and toenails gel-polished every three weeks. This month both were a soft pink. I had a Peloton that I didn’t use nearly as much as I used to, a treadmill, yoga mats, bricks and bolsters, Pilates balls, and a home weight set, all in a spare room in my townhouse. Clothing arrived in a box from Stitch Fix, meals in a box from Hello Fresh, anything else I wanted in a box delivered within twenty-four hours from Amazon. Sometimes I felt as if my life was a series of boxes. Robert joked that I was “boxed in.” He preferred shopping in actual stores.


I guess I was just a normal American female executive. But I felt a sameness to my days, a lack of camaraderie outside of Robert. Even my relationship with Evan seemed like it was slipping out of my control. He appeared to be upset with me, not Jason, over the divorce, for reasons I couldn’t fathom, and now he usually said he was too busy to talk. Our once-per-week conversations were becoming more like every other week or even less frequent. He had chosen Jason’s house for both Thanksgiving and Christmas this past year, saying it was more fun with his stepsisters in the house. I practically had to beg just to get him to meet me for lunch the day after Christmas.


At night, when I lay awake staring at the ceiling, I would sometimes wonder if all the times I had missed school events when I was working nightside or pulling a double in television news had hurt our relationship too. Jason’s normal day job let him be there for everything. Could Evan harbor resentment about me pulling those late hours and not being able to slip away to all of the band concerts and soccer games of his youth? Or taking a phone call from a young staffer during dinner, stepping away and telling Evan I’d be right back as I answered some urgent plea about something? He had never said so, but the thought gnawed at me. The thing was, we had needed the money, and those were my hours and duties in a 24/7 business, so I didn’t regret it from that standpoint, but my son’s recent coldness had ripped a small seam in my soul that seemed to be expanding.


Sometimes I thought that Evan might need a reminder of how important I was to him. Nothing tragic, of course, but if I were diagnosed with a disease that would scare him just enough but I would recover from, maybe he’d feel some sympathy for me and get back into my corner. Or if I got lost in the woods for a few nights and returned as the conquering hero—would that make him respect me again? Would he come running into my arms like he did when he was a toddler? Maybe that would be the kick in the butt he needed. I had been a good mother, damn it, and launched him into full adulthood with every tool he needed, and now he largely ignored me. I vented about it to Robert one night, and he chuckled.


“So . . . are you telling me you’d be willing to be kidnapped?”


“I mean, maybe, as long as I’m not hurt in the process.”


“A kindhearted kidnapper, got it,” he said. “I’ll put an ad on Indeed for you.”


I punched him in the arm.


But truly, Evan wasn’t my only issue. I longed for the old me when I used to be a rebel in college. I had been the one willing to skip class or use a fake ID to get into a bar. I was known for playing pranks on others in the dorm, or dressing up as a professor and doing an imitation of their style. Sadly, those days seemed another lifetime ago. I was a professional woman now and had appearances to keep up. Secretly, though, I ached for something fun and rebellious.


At least I would be meeting Diana, a new friend, in San Diego. We had a lot in common. I had just recently connected with her, and she seemed as interested in having an adventure as I was. She didn’t work in news, but she would be a good help to me in having just a little bit of excitement this weekend.


I had been dreaming of just running off, starting a whole fresh and invigorating world for myself in Mexico, getting out of the news business and retiring to a life of wine and good books. Maybe that would make Evan want to visit me just to be living at my beach shack, checking out the girls down at the surf. This life-as-an-expat fantasy came more and more often lately. I found myself watching House Hunters International and making a list of places I could move to in Mexico due to its warmth and easy proximity to the US. What was keeping me in this cold northland other than Robert? He was a great neighbor, but I couldn’t pin my whole world around that, could I?


I sighed as I put my phone back on the bedside table. My long-term future was too much to ponder at 11:45 at night. I just needed sleep. Clicking the light off and closing my eyes, I tried deep breathing to slow my heart rate. In for four counts, hold for seven, out for eight. The lavender scent from my pillow drifted into my nostrils, and I focused on letting it wash over me.


But it wasn’t working.


As I lay there with my fluffy flowered comforter surrounding my body, and Fred by my legs, I felt myself becoming more alert instead of more tired. The fatigued feeling I’d had just forty-five minutes prior was disappearing. I felt like I had missed my window of sleep. There was anxiety poking at me about the trip ahead.


Opening one eye and peeking at the clock, I saw that it was almost 12:30. I had to be fully functional as the boss of a TV newsroom in less than eight hours, up in six and a half. Fuck. This wasn’t good. Go to sleep, I told myself. Go. To. Sleep. But my mind fired back and said no.


At 12:45, I gave up. Heaving myself out of bed, to the annoyance of Fred, who lifted his head and gave a meow, I zipped open my suitcase, dug around in the dark until I found the bottle of Ambien, twisted the cap off, and swallowed one pill whole, washing it down with the water in a glass at my bedside table. My doctor had warned that I shouldn’t drive within eight hours of consuming Ambien, and now I would have to be on the road in just over seven, but I needed to sleep. Sorry, Doc.


I hated nights like this, and they came too often, my mind whirring with a variety of worries—personnel issues, viewer hate mail, viewer love mail for some of our anchors and reporters that bordered on stalking, declining ratings, social media shenanigans by our staff. The list went on and on.


Crawling back under the flowered comforter and fumbling for my phone, I typed “ASMR” into the search bar. One of my girlfriends from an annual girls’ weekend had turned me on to this years ago, and when I really needed sleep, I leaned into it. There were thousands of videos to choose from, mostly women but also some men. They did things like role plays where you were visiting a doctor or getting a facial. The soothing sound of their low talking promised to give you an autonomous sensory meridian response (ASMR)—or, in other words, a tingle in your head. It was my secret weapon for relaxation. I dialed up an oldie but goodie: a woman pretending she’s giving you a consultation in a tattoo shop. Between that and the Ambien, I was finally getting sleepy a little after 1:15 a.m. As I drifted off, I kept thinking that maybe a change of scenery this weekend would be just what I needed. Maybe I’d actually have fun. Or have a fling. Maybe my life would never be the same again.
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