




[image: images]










[image: images]









For my family. And for the survivors, for those who are stuck, for those we have lost.









I thought it would make more noise.


Afterwards, I ran quickly, but not too quickly, back to the car, my eyes down, trained on the wet darkness of the tall grass, taking each step carefully. I couldn’t afford to fall. I couldn’t afford to drop the gun. It was too dark, and I wouldn’t be able to locate it if I did. When I reached the car, I peeled off a rubber glove to open the door, then slid the gun beneath the driver’s seat before removing the other glove. I felt eerily calm. I felt, strangely, nothing. It had to be done. It was simple.


I pulled away from the kerb and rolled the driver’s side window down, letting the cool night air whip around me. It felt restorative, cleansing, even though I knew it would do nothing for the gunshot residue on my clothes. The rain that had soaked me as I ran might have helped with that, but I’d read enough crime fiction to know that I would have to clean everything, to dispose of what I could, when I got home.


I gripped the wheel at ten and two and drove home carefully, like the law-abiding citizen I no longer was.










NOW
Friday, 3 May


Leah


The key is to go to a few different stores. I used to always go to Jerry’s Liquors on Bonifant Avenue. I was a regular. Too regular. Jerry’s mouth had started to form a thin line when I went in. I could see the conflict on his face. He was glad for the business, but judgemental about the frequency of my visits.


Don’t make this hard on me, his face seemed to say. Don’t make me feel bad for you.


Jerry, like so many others, didn’t want to be bothered with sympathy.


Now, I don’t go to Jerry’s anymore. I have five other stores I frequent, all within a fifteen-mile radius of my house. They all think I’m a regular. A devoted and loyal customer.


They’re all right.


Typically, I stop by each one once a week. One store per day, Monday to Friday. I like to go in the early afternoon. Always after three, but usually before four.


My favourite store is Pine View Liquors on Main Street. My Friday store. It’s a little bit chichi, amid the boutiques selling clothing of the type I used to wear in my former life, and restaurants serving tapas and crepes, and housewares shops displaying accent chairs to be admired but not sat upon and kettles to be visible in the background of Instagram posts but never used and candles to be sniffed but not lit.


In addition to beer and wine and liquor, Pine View sells bags of kettle chips that shimmer with oil, colourful artisanal sodas, and speciality chocolates stuffed with PB&J, salted caramel, and cookie butter. I always load a few such items into my basket to distract the cashier from the fact that I’m a five-foot-four woman purchasing seven hundred and fifty millilitres of Grey Goose vodka, just as I do nearly every Friday.


It was in Pine View Liquors that I first saw her.


It was like looking at myself, nine months ago.


Her jeans were neither light nor dark, just blue. They grazed her ankles and the hems were frayed purposely, rather than from wear. I knew, because I have the same ones. A flowing white blouse rested at the level of her narrow hips. She was wearing taupe espadrille wedges – closed toe, it was only May, not quite open-toe shoe season in Maryland. But her fingernails were a shiny coral hue and I could only assume her toenails matched. Her effortfully golden blonde hair was loosely wavy, as if she had braided it when wet the night before.


This morning, she woke up, undid the braid, sprayed dry shampoo at the roots and hairspray at the ends and tousled them, for a beachy-looking effect. I could almost see her doing it. She may have wound a few sections around a curling iron for several seconds to enhance the definition of the waves, for a more polished look.


That’s what I used to do.


Her mouth was twisted in concentration as she inspected the wall of white wine. The sunlight filtered in through the abundant windows on the front wall of the store, reflecting off the silky-looking yellow liquid filling the bottles, and casting a warm glow across her pretty face. The shelves of wine are in the front of the store, near the windows, while the bottles of liquor and the people who buy them, people like me, are relegated to the back.


Finally, she selected two bottles – one Riesling and one Sauvignon Blanc – and carefully placed them in her red plastic basket, which already held a six-pack of beer. An option for those who like something sweet, and an option for those who don’t. But what about everyone in between?


I stood frozen at the edge of the aisle, watching her, but she paid me no attention until she turned away from the shelves. She moved out of the aisle, smiling slightly at me as she passed, the way strangers in close proximity do when they don’t feel threatened by the other person.


I took her place in the aisle, still fragrant from her presence, and added the same two bottles of wine to my own red plastic basket, even though I’m not usually a wine drinker. Not anymore.


The bottles clattered against each other and the Grey Goose as I followed her to the checkout line. I pictured the bottles shattering from the force of being knocked together, the liquid gushing to the floor in a waterfall, soaking my yoga pants and sneakers, the woman turning to look at me as I melted to the floor in embarrassment.


That didn’t happen, and I didn’t know whether I wanted it to, or not.


But I had become the sort of person to whom something so shameful might happen. Not like her. Her bottles would never shatter. Mine wouldn’t have either, back then.


On my way to the checkout line, I tossed a bag of chips and two chocolate bars into my basket. I didn’t notice which flavours I selected, and that was because it didn’t matter. I wouldn’t taste them anyway.


I stood in line behind the woman, approximately two feet away. I imagined that I was her. I wished that I was.


And I almost laughed. Because I used to be.


I could see a single grey hair sprouting from the back of her head. It must have been missed when she last had her highlights done. I resisted the urge to reach out and pluck it for her.


I have started to notice a few grey hairs on my own head as well, even though I’m not quite thirty. They’re mostly underneath the top layers of hair, around my ears. I too used to sit in a black leather swivel chair for three hours every few months while a woman whom I knew very superficially would paint odorous dye onto my head and fold sections of hair into the same aluminium foil used to roast potatoes or salmon. It’s been a long time since I’ve done that, and I don’t plan to resume the dreaded ritual any time soon. I have no need for dyed hair, for multifaceted tresses, for covering greys. Not anymore.


Last Wednesday, when I awoke in the basement guest room, my head pounding and pulsing like a car full of teenagers, my mouth bone dry, I pawed at the nightstand, feeling for my cell phone so that I could check the time. Instead, I’d located a small cardboard box. I’d held it inches from my face trying to make out the words.


Permanent hair colour. Ash blonde.


I hadn’t purchased it, and I hadn’t put it there. I’d thrown the box across the room with strength I hadn’t known I possessed.


My only thought: I wish I could lock him out.


Abruptly, the woman turned. My mouth fell open in surprise and I almost gasped. Almost, but I didn’t. I swallowed it down like a shot of vodka.


‘Sorry,’ the woman said. She smiled slightly at me again before moving out of her place in the line and ducking past me.


That’s okay, I wanted to say.


I wanted to, but I didn’t. Instead I stepped forwards and assumed what had been her place in the line. I glanced over my shoulder to see her standing in front of the rack holding bags of kettle chips. She selected two and put them in her basket. I turned away, focusing on the bald head of the man in front of me, watching as he moved forwards to pay for his six-pack of beer.


I sensed, rather than saw, the woman standing behind me.


Would she, I wondered, rip open one of the bags of chips before backing out of her parking spot, and eat one after the other on her way home, wiping jalapeno flecks and sea salt and black pepper onto her thighs, like I do? Would she open one of the bottles of wine and pour a few fingers into a stainless steel water bottle that waited patiently open-mouthed in her cup holder? Does she have a wine opener on her keychain, along with keys to her car and her house? I do. Even though I’m not usually a wine drinker – not anymore – I do. Would she sip from the bottle as she made her way home, feeling the warm blush of relief burgeoning in her belly?


I felt the buzz of attention. I felt an oddly pleasant glow of affection towards this woman standing behind me. I didn’t know for certain whether she was looking at me, but I felt she was. I wondered whether she was taking her turn, taking stock of my grey hairs.


Was she examining my once-black but since faded to charcoal-grey yoga pants? Was she seeing the way they stretched, with great difficulty, over my thighs and backside, which had, in the not too distant past, been as small and taut as hers? Was she looking at my oversized Georgetown Law sweatshirt – one of the few items I possessed that could still be considered oversized on me? Was she thinking that I looked sloppy and pathetic? Was she a person who had time for sympathy?


When the bald man turned away from the checkout counter, his cardboard carton of beer in one hand, his other tucking his wallet into unflatteringly too-tight jeans, I stepped forwards and heaved my basket up and onto the counter.


‘How are you?’ said the cashier. It was a new cashier, which was strange. Usually Simran works on Friday afternoons. This cashier had a heavy brow and thick, dark eyelashes. He was very young and hopeful looking. He shouldn’t be working in a place like this.


‘Great,’ I lied. ‘How are you?’


‘Great,’ he echoed. He was lying too.


Why bother asking, I wondered, when we never told the truth?


I looked at his name tag. It said ‘Evan’. I wanted to ask if he had taken over the Friday afternoon shift. I wanted to know what had happened to Simran, and why she wasn’t working.


I didn’t ask about any of these things because, although I wanted to know the answers, I also wanted to enjoy this modicum of anonymity. Evan does not see me as a regular. He does not realize that I’ll be back next Friday, around the same time, purchasing another bottle of vodka the approximate height of my calf.


He tucked each bottle, three this time – I was splurging today – into a brown paper sleeve with exaggerated care, before placing them into a cardboard box. He arranged the bag of chips and chocolate bars in the opposite end of the box after swiping them across the scanner.


He looked up at me, something not unlike surprise registering on his face. It was as if he had become so subsumed in packing my purchases that he had forgotten I was there.


‘May I,’ his voice cracked, ‘see your identification?’


I smiled and reached into my wallet. I slid my driver’s licence out and handed it to him.


‘Thanks,’ he said, holding it in front of his eyes, making a show out of inspecting it, though I doubted he was even looking at my birth year or performing the requisite calculation.


‘No problem. And, thank you,’ I said. ‘I’m flattered.’


It was a stupid thing to say, a shockingly unoriginal excuse for a joke, usually reserved for people much older than twenty-nine.


He laughed anyway, then handed my licence back to me.


My total came to ninety-three dollars and forty cents – much more than I usually spent – and I handed over five twenties. He accepted them as if I had just handed him Monopoly money, froze for a few seconds, then sprang into action, punching at the keyboard, tucking the bills into their compartments in the money tray and pulling others out. He dropped some coins into my hand and I promptly let them fall into the ‘Take a penny, leave a penny’ tray on the counter. I despise coins. I always have. Dirty and slimy and covered in germs and memories.


I feel the same way about paper money, but I had no choice but to use it.


I can use the credit cards at my stores, and sometimes I do. But the credit cards provided too much information. Information I didn’t want him to have.


I slid the bills into my wallet and wrapped my arms around the cardboard box. I pulled it off the counter.


‘Thank you,’ I told Evan, and he smiled at me. I tried to smile back, but my lips wouldn’t obey. My heart was thudding in my chest. I could practically hear it, pounding, echoing, like someone dribbling a basketball in an empty gym. I turned away from the counter and my eyes were dragged towards the woman waiting in line behind me, as though compelled by a magnetic force.


Her eyes met mine, for just a second, before she flashed a small smile, identical to the one she had displayed when we had passed in the wine aisle, and turned to load her items onto the counter.


I felt a faint blush creep across the back of my neck. I didn’t want her to think I was strange. I didn’t want to be caught watching her. And yet, I couldn’t seem to stop. It felt like looking into a mirror, into an earlier time. A simpler time. A happier, and more hopeful time. A time before I’d begun to drown in shame, to have to push myself to the surface and try to gasp for air.


I hurried towards the front door and burst out of the store, my last few seconds of quickness, of vigour, before the lethargy and inertia set in. I walked to my Lexus SUV and placed my box on the front passenger seat, before climbing into the driver’s seat. I had deliberately parked far from the doors to the store. It was my usual spot, by the hedges around the side. I park where I’m less likely to be seen. I reached into the box and lifted the paper bag concealing the bottle of vodka. I twisted the top loose, before pouring a few shots into the empty water bottle resting in my cup holder. I took a sip, feeling the lukewarm liquid run down my throat. It began to burn as it reached my empty stomach. I tore into my bag of chips and crunched down on a handful, crumbs falling onto my lap.


‘You are such a slob,’ I said. ‘Disgusting slob,’ I added as I watched her exit the store. ‘So sloppy,’ I threw out. That one he’d said just the other day. I laughed as the woman loaded her brown paper bag into a navy Lexus SUV, a model or two older than mine.


I wiped my salty hands across my yoga pants and started my car. When the woman backed her SUV out of her parking spot, I did too. I could have pulled out of the parking lot right behind her, but I waited for another car to pass first so that there was a buffer.


I hadn’t made a conscious decision to follow her, but that was clearly what was happening, and it felt as if I was powerless to stop. Anyway, she was headed along the same route I take to get home. It could have just been a coincidence that I was one car behind her.


It wasn’t, but it could have been. I didn’t know her, but I wanted to. Know about her, at least.


It wasn’t a recognition. Not quite. It wasn’t that we’d ever met before. It was more as if I’d seen her in a dream, even though I no longer dreamed.


There was something about this woman.


She looked the way I used to look. She drove a car just like mine. Did she live in a house like my house? What went on inside? Did things look idyllic from the outside? Was there hate and fear behind the pristinely painted front door? Or, was there love? Was there perfection? Was there everything I used to have? Everything I’d thought I had?


I needed to know more.


When we reached River Road, we passed the street leading to my neighbourhood, continuing for another mile, before her turn signal began to blink. I slowed until she had made the left turn onto Orchard Grove, and then I followed.


The neighbourhood appeared to be identical to my own – single-family colonial-style homes between three to four thousand square feet, two-car garages, close-clipped green lawns, professional landscaping, and luxury cars. I could tell that, like in my own neighbourhood, paved walking paths were woven among the houses, connecting the streets together. There weren’t many people out. The younger kids weren’t yet out of school, and the nannies and au pairs hadn’t yet emerged from the houses to retrieve them. The homeowners weren’t home. Still hard at work, earning the money that allowed them to afford a neighbourhood like this.


After hanging a right onto Apple Blossom Lane – all of the street names seemed to reference some type of fruit – I saw the woman’s navy SUV turn into a driveway up ahead. I kept driving, but I glanced towards the house, committing it to memory, as I sped past. It was light brick with green shutters and a garage at the side. Several large, terracotta pots exploding with pansies decorated the front steps.


I turned onto Pear Tree Circle, which in fact curved, indicating that it was at least somewhat appropriately named. (I didn’t see any pear trees, although admittedly I didn’t know what a pear tree looked like.) I had planned to find a cul-de-sac in which to turn around, but in looking around me, I realized that Pear Tree Circle ran behind Apple Blossom Lane, and I recognized the light brick of the woman’s house. I cruised a little further down the road to a spot that wasn’t directly in front of any houses, but also wasn’t too far from one, such that my car could still possibly belong to someone’s guest. The back of the woman’s house, glass doors, a patio, were visible from my parking place.


Anyway, I wasn’t worried. There’d be no complaints about my Lexus parked on the street. No complaints about a thirty-ish blonde woman sitting inside.


Besides, it wasn’t unusual, at least in my neighbourhood, for non-residents to arrive by car, park on the street, and stroll along the walking paths, pretending that they belonged, wondering what life would be like if they did. The residents didn’t like these outsiders who enjoyed the perfection of the neighbourhood without paying upwards of four thousand dollars a month on a mortgage, but there wasn’t much they could do about it besides cast disapproving glances as they went out for walks of their own.


I could simply be parked here, typing out a work email, before heading out for a walk. It wasn’t a bad cover story.


I drained the rest of my drink and turned my attention to the back of the woman’s house. I could see a flagstone patio with a built-in fire pit, around which several Adirondack-style chairs were arranged, and a wicker sofa and armchairs with white cushions, which seemed highly impractical for outdoor furniture. I wondered whether she brought them inside every night, to protect them from the elements, as if they were her little children. I wondered whether she had any children.


I covertly poured a few more fingers of vodka into my water bottle and took a sip while I waited. For what, I was not sure.


Finally, I saw a car park on Apple Blossom Lane outside the woman’s house. It was a silver sedan, and through the trees lining the street, I caught glimpses of a woman approaching the house. She was petite and had a sleek black bob. Seconds later, another car pulled up. A door slammed, and the woman who had been approaching the house stopped, waiting for her friend to catch up. This woman was blonde and very tall. They disappeared from my view, and again, I waited.


I drained my water bottle that wasn’t used for water and wondered whether I should just leave. I had no idea what I was doing or why. I was steeling myself to pull away from the kerb and make the short drive home – I was confident I could manage the trip even after several drinks – when I caught a glimpse of movement on the patio. The trees were sparse. There was nothing to obscure my view, but for the distance between my car and the woman’s back door, across her backyard and the county land, the open-space property owned by the government, abutting it.


Three women, the blonde from the store and her two friends, had emerged from the French doors at the back of the house. The dark-haired woman was carrying two bottles of wine, the tall blonde had three wine glasses tucked between her fingers, and the other blonde, the host, was holding a basket full of kettle chips.


I watched as they settled down onto the outdoor seating. The woman from the store perched on the edge of an armchair while her friends sat down on the sofa across from her. They poured themselves healthy servings of wine and deferentially reached into the basket for chips.


I wanted something sweet to balance the salt and spice from my own chips, so I used my keychain to uncork my bottle of Riesling and poured a helping into my water bottle. The taste of the vodka lingered, but it still sated my craving. I continued my reconnaissance of the women. After fifteen minutes, they had all sunk deeper into the furniture, becoming loose and heavy from the wine. The chips lay forgotten in the middle of the table. When the tall one threw her head back and laughed, I found myself smiling along with them, wishing I was one of them. I wished I was the sort of person who could spend a Friday afternoon sipping wine and chatting with her friends. I wished that I still had friends. The other armchair was empty, almost as if it was waiting for me.


The French doors opened again, and the blonde woman from the store jumped. I did too. I hadn’t seen any other cars approaching, I’d been so engrossed in the little party to which I hadn’t been invited.


This time, it was a man who emerged from the house. He was tall and fair-haired. He wore a navy blazer over a Kelly-green crew neck sweater.


The woman from the store popped up from her seat as if she’d been burned by it. The man strode towards her, bent his head downwards, and they kissed so briefly it was almost lost in a blink. My eyes were becoming heavy from the liquor and wine, but I could swear that she didn’t want to kiss him. The man stepped towards the friends and bent again to bestow a superficial cheek-kiss upon each of them. Everyone was all smiles and polite conversation, but there was something quite spurious about the whole scene. A cloud of tension hung over the little group, and when the man turned and went back inside, it only dissipated slightly.


The women continued to sip their wine and chat. A dog began to bark. A rumbling in the distance jolted me, and I was no longer sitting on the patio with them. The fantasy had slipped through my fingers and was replaced with reality. The wine was mingling with the Grey Goose and stomach acid. It felt like a corrosive combination, and I swallowed the urge to vomit. For once, I wished that my water bottle actually held water. I looked up to see a school bus rolling down the street, towards my car. I turned on the engine and checked the time on the dashboard. 4.02.


The fun was over anyway.


I put my cardboard box on the floor of the car, hoping it would be less visible there, and that it wouldn’t spill. I did not want to spend the rest of my afternoon cleaning wine off the floor. It would be a nightmare to get the smell out. Not that the smell would bother me, but I expect it would get me arrested on the spot if I ever got pulled over, and that could not happen.


Drinking was an approved activity, when at home, behind closed doors. But drinking in the car? Drinking while driving?


That could get me killed.


Although, not in the manner one might expect.


I glanced at the women one last time before I pulled away from the kerb. The blonde from the store was perched at the very edge of her chair again. Her shoulders were hiked upwards, towards her ears. The light, the vivacity, had left her face.


I was no longer sure whether I wished I was her.









McKenna


It was my fault. As always, it was my fault.


I never should have told my friends that we’d had a new patio installed at the back of the house. But I’d used that as an excuse last time they had suggested we get together.


Alyssa had asked me if I wanted to grab lunch at one of the little cafes on Main Street. ‘I already talked to Mina,’ she’d said on the phone that morning. ‘She’s free too. Daniel is going to watch the baby.’


‘Oh, I’d love to,’ I had told her, ‘but we have workers at the house, finishing up our new patio. I can’t leave them unattended.’


It had been a long time since I’d seen my friends. I had successfully made excuses week after week, but I was running out of material. I prayed they weren’t onto me. I prayed they wouldn’t drive by my house to see that there weren’t in fact any workers there or that the patio was already finished.


‘Why do you have to be there?’ Alyssa had asked. ‘They’re not inside the house. Why can’t Zack stay home?’


‘He’s working,’ I had told her, which was another lie. I had ignored her first question, and she didn’t press.


‘Okay,’ she said. ‘Next time.’


And this was next time. In our group text message thread, Mina had suggested a Friday afternoon get-together. Daniel’s parents were in town and she needed a break from them. Alyssa had taken the afternoon off work.


It was easier for me to avoid them when they suggested weekend activities. I could claim plans with Zack. Special dinners downtown. Shopping trips at City Center. Weekend getaways. Sometimes it was true. Sometimes it wasn’t. Then, I would have to hide for the weekend, fearful that if I went anywhere, I might run into one of my friends or someone else with whom we associated and who might casually mention seeing me out and about. Zack was aware of everything, of course, and he gamely played along. Almost too enthusiastically. He would order food to be delivered or run out for takeout. He would suggest movies we could rent from our family room.


My friends had proposed a happy hour at someone’s house, and I’d had no choice but to agree. Mina’s wasn’t an option. The whole point was for her to escape her guests. Alyssa’s one-year-old would be at her house with the nanny. There’d be no avoiding her. She was going through a phase where she was glued to her mother whenever Alyssa was home. I had said maybe we could go out to a restaurant, but Alyssa had suggested my house instead.


We want to check out your new patio! It’s supposed to be a nice day. We can sit outside, she had texted.


What was I supposed to say to that?


I had no choice but to agree. That’s what I told Zack.


‘Of course,’ he had replied. ‘You should invite them over to enjoy the patio.’ He had chuckled. ‘That’s why we had it put in. To entertain.’


But we both knew that wasn’t the truth.


I’d made my usual Friday trip to Pine View Liquors. In addition to Zack’s six-pack of beer, I had purchased two bottles of wine: Riesling for Alyssa and Sauvignon Blanc for Mina. I’d send whatever remained in the bottles home with them. The chips had been an afterthought. An impulse purchase. Every good host, every perfect wife, knew that when serving alcohol, one should also serve something on which to snack.


I’d been making my Friday afternoon pilgrimage to Pine View Liquors every week since January. Zack was a regimented person. He drank only at the weekends – Friday evening, Saturday afternoon, into the evening, and Sunday afternoon. One six-pack of beer per week. He used to stop at the liquor store on his way home from work on Fridays, but once I stopped working, that became my responsibility. What else did I have to do? He would send me a text message during the day, or give me a call, to check in, and to tell me what he wanted me to buy for him.


My friends arrived at the same time, precisely three o’ clock, just when they said they would be there. They were on their best behaviour, having essentially forced themselves into my home.


We carried our provisions out to the patio.


‘Be careful of that loose stone,’ I’d said, as we’d moved towards the furniture. ‘I tripped on it the other day. I’ll have to call the company that installed the patio to come back out to fix it.’


Perhaps that could serve as an excuse in the future, to avoid plans.


Mina and Alyssa sank onto the sofa, and I perched on a chair across from them. I was embarrassed when I realized that the wine wasn’t chilled. I should have thought of that. I should have purchased the bottles the day before, as soon as Zack had given his approval for our plans. But a Thursday trip to Pine View Liquors would have been a deviation from routine, and Zack wouldn’t have made his beer selection by Thursday, so I would’ve had to return to the store on Friday too.


Mina and Alyssa had waved my apologies away like stray gnats floating in their faces.


‘Are you kidding?’ Mina asked. ‘I could not care any less about the temperature of this wine. Do you know how long it’s been since I’ve had a drink?’ To prove her point, she moaned as she took a sip. ‘I pumped two bottles of milk for William this morning just so I could do this. I’ll probably have to pump and dump when I get home too, but I don’t care. It’s worth it.’


Alyssa topped off her glass and pointed the bottle at me. I shook my head. I shouldn’t be drinking at all. I knew that. But Zack was at work. I would wash and dry my glass before he got home.


‘How are you doing with that?’ Alyssa asked. ‘The breastfeeding.’


They both looked at me. Is this okay? asked their eyes. Is it okay to talk about this?


I nodded bravely. It’s okay.


‘It’s fucking hard,’ Mina said. She leaned back against the white cushions of my outdoor sofa and closed her eyes.


I had wanted the navy cushions. The white ones would be too hard to maintain, I’d told Zack. I like a challenge, he had said. But of course it was my challenge, not his.


‘I went to see a lactation consultant again this week,’ Mina continued. ‘She should be solely credited with my persistence. There is no way I would still be nursing if it weren’t for her. Her and the intense guilt I feel every time I think about stopping.’


‘I know what you mean,’ Alyssa said. She swirled her wine around in her glass. We all watched the yellow liquid spin until it crashed down in tiny waves. ‘The guilt was the only thing that kept me going as long as I did. I was certain that if anything ever went wrong with Layla, it would be all my fault because I didn’t nurse her until her first birthday. I would go down as the worst mother in history. My face would be plastered all over the Internet.’


Mina groaned. ‘Don’t say that. There is no way I can keep this up until he’s one. I know that’s what doctors recommend, but I just don’t think that is realistic. I mean, hello? We have jobs.’


They fell silent. I could tell that they were thinking about the fact that I had neither a child nor a job.


‘It was definitely hard,’ Alyssa said. ‘My company was really flexible with me. I still don’t think I’ve worked an eight-hour day since Layla was born. Anyway –’ she cleared her throat – ‘how are you doing, McKenna?’


I ate a chip. ‘Great,’ I said.


I could see her mind working behind her hazel eyes. How to ask what she wanted to know without just coming out and saying it? She tried again. ‘Are you, um, still trying?’ she asked.


I ate another chip. It went down as easily as sawdust. ‘Mmhmm,’ I lied.


‘I know it’s hard,’ said Mina. But she was lying too. She had got pregnant on the first try, and that pregnancy had resulted in the birth of William, who was now almost three months old. No miscarriages for her. No struggles with fertility.


‘Good luck,’ Alyssa said. She leaned over and squeezed my forearm. ‘I know it will happen for you.’


‘Thanks,’ I said. I smiled bravely again. I hoped she was wrong.


The French doors clicked as one side opened. My stomach felt as if it had dropped straight out of me. I put my wine glass down on the wicker coffee table in front of me, pushed it towards the middle. But it didn’t matter. There were three people and three glasses. It could only be mine. He would smell it on my breath. He would taste it on my lips when he kissed me, with the salt of the chips, which he stepped forwards to do.


‘Hi, honey,’ he said. My husband turned and bent down to kiss Alyssa and Mina on their cheeks. ‘Please, don’t get up,’ he said, ‘and don’t let me interrupt. I won’t bother you ladies.’


He asked Mina about William and Daniel, and he asked Alyssa about Layla and Kent. He smiled his dazzling white smile.


I looked at the faces of my friends as they smiled back at him. I knew they saw a tall and handsome man, well-dressed and polished and successful. But when I looked at him, all I saw was danger.


‘I’ll be no bother,’ he said again. ‘I’ll just be in my office, working on my notes from my sessions today.’ He flashed one last brilliant smile before disappearing through the French doors through which he’d come.


My friends waved to him, and then continued chatting. I tried to focus on them, to hear their words, to see their faces, but I couldn’t. Their stories felt inane and superficial. Their presence was unwelcome. I wanted them to leave, but at the same time I wanted them to stay forever. I sat immobilized, perched on the edge of my chair, waiting for time to pass.


Clearly, he had come home early to try to catch me. Clearly, he had done just that.


Abruptly, Mina pushed the basket of chips away from her. ‘Ugh, please get these out of here,’ she said. ‘I’m trying to lose the rest of my pregnancy weight.’


Grateful for a distraction, a reason to move, I snatched the basket off the table. ‘Sure,’ I said. ‘I’ll just put it in the house.’


I realized belatedly that I’d done the wrong thing. I should have said, ‘You don’t need to lose a single pound. You look great.’ I should have considered that perhaps Mina hadn’t actually wanted me to take the chips away. But I was becoming desperate for something to happen. I now wanted this get-together to be over. I welcomed the inevitable.


I tossed the basket onto the kitchen island. The house was silent, but not in a peaceful way. It was like the stillness in the air before a thunderstorm rolled in. Zack was nowhere to be seen.


When I returned to the patio, Alyssa and Mina were standing up, brushing off their jeans, and draining their wine glasses.


‘We should get going,’ Alyssa said. ‘Thanks for having us over.’ She was smiling, but I could tell she was wondering why she had worked so hard to make plans with me.


Maybe next time she wouldn’t try so hard. It was probably for the best.


We carried our wine glasses inside and I loaded them into the dishwasher. I insisted that they each take the remnants of the bottles of wine. ‘Please,’ I said. ‘I’m not drinking much these days. Trying to be careful.’ I smiled meaningfully.


I walked them to the front door and embraced each of them facetiously, the way one might hug a person with foul body odour, although they both smelled lovely. ‘We will have to get together again soon,’ I said, and they agreed heartily. That time, we were all lying.


I closed the door behind them, flipped the lock, and returned to the kitchen. Zack joined me there seconds later. He stood at the kitchen island, gripping it with both hands. His knuckles were turning white.


‘Wine, huh?’ he asked. ‘How much did you drink?’


‘I only had one glass,’ I said. My eyes flitted around the room, looking for something with which I could busy myself, but there was nothing. It was immaculate, everything in its place. ‘Just a little glass.’


His knuckles turned even whiter. ‘Like how earlier this year you had “just a little stomach virus”?’


I should have known that was what he would say. I should have seen it coming. I should have been prepared. I never should have had the wine. I never should have had my friends here.


I looked down, inspecting the swirls in the marble countertops. ‘I’m sorry,’ I said. ‘You’re right. I don’t know what I was thinking.’


‘And chips?’ he asked. He nodded towards the basket resting in the middle of the island.


‘Oh,’ I said. It was another mistake. I knew that it was. ‘I just wanted something for my friends to snack on. I grabbed them from the store when I bought the wine.’


‘But you ate them,’ he said. It wasn’t a question.


‘Just a couple.’ I winced. Just a couple of chips. Just one glass of wine. Just a little stomach virus.


‘I don’t want my perfect wife gaining weight,’ he said. ‘Not until she’s pregnant.’


‘I know,’ I said. I wrapped my arms around myself. ‘I’m sorry,’ I said again.


He moved towards me, and my heart pounded. But he wasn’t going to hit me. He didn’t hit me. Not my husband. When he got close enough, he bent to plant a kiss on my forehead. ‘Good,’ he said.


He walked away, but first he reached for the basket of chips on the table. I thought, for a second, he was going to take one and pop it into his mouth. But then I felt silly, because he grabbed the basket and threw it against the wall. The chips scattered and skittered across our dark, hand-scraped hardwood floorboards. The basket spun in a tight circle before finally coming to a rest. We both stared at the mess for a few seconds.


Zack turned away. ‘Clean that up, would you?’ he asked as he headed down the hall towards his office. ‘I need to finish my work.’


And the saddest part is that I was just happy to have something to do.









Monday, 6 May


Leah


The weekend had oozed slowly by like molasses from a tipped-over jar, just as it always did. All I could think about was when I could next watch her. I was desperate to understand what I’d seen. What I thought I’d seen.


Surely, the tension had been real, not imagined – a false premise induced by vodka and wine, by my own circumstances.


I was alone for the week, and for that I was eternally grateful. It was the only thing that got me through the weekend. I couldn’t watch her with Liam home, but knew I’d be free to go as much as I wanted come Monday.


More importantly, I’d be free of him. It would just be me in the house. Most people would be disappointed if their spouse was out of town for the week, visiting their mother in honour of Mother’s Day.


Most people don’t have a spouse like mine.


He had asked me to go with him, to fly down to North Carolina to surprise her with a visit on Monday morning. In a brief moment of courage, or stupidity, I wasn’t sure which, I’d told him he’d need to come up with an excuse for my absence because there wasn’t a chance in hell I was going. That had made him angry, but he had agreed. He was still trying to behave.


For now.


I awoke to a pounding head, which was typical. I couldn’t remember the last time I had woken feeling refreshed and pain free. I reached for the bottle of Excedrin painkillers I keep on my nightstand for just that reason, but my hand didn’t lay purchase. I cracked an eye. The bottle was gone. In its place was a note.


Didn’t want to wake you. Will text when I land. See you Friday p.m. Be good. Love, Liam


I ripped the note in half, stacked the pieces on top of each other and ripped them in half again, then again and again, until the shreds formed confetti that rained down onto the bed.


I closed my eyes so that I could focus, and I listened. Despite the note, I wanted to be certain.


The house was silent. He was gone, and I hated that he’d been in my room at all.


Be good, which meant, Stay here. Don’t leave. It meant that if I left, it might be the last thing I ever did.


It meant that if I left, my mom would be in danger.


I climbed out of bed and moved towards the door, my heart in my throat. I breathed out a sigh as the knob turned.


I showered in the basement guest bathroom, my bathroom. I spun the dial, turning the water to its coldest setting, and let it pound onto my skin while I counted to ten – the number of months I’ve been married to Liam. It was punishing, but I felt I deserved it. I dressed in a clean pair of yoga pants and a long-sleeved t-shirt I’d collected at the finish line of a half-marathon I had run a year ago, trying not to think about how I’d fare if I attempted the same feat now, nor of the racks packed with sleek navy and black suits and silky blouses hanging in my closet two floors up.


Upstairs, I brewed myself a cup of coffee and peered into the liquor cabinet, parked against the back wall of the dining room. I located a bottle of Kahlua and tipped it over my mug, adding a healthy pour to my coffee, before returning to my basement bedroom. Strangely, the room had become both my jail and my safe place, within the house that no longer felt like a home.


I sat down on the edge of the bed and switched on the flat-screen television hanging on the wall across from me, then flipped through the channels, settling on a news programme. The anchors’ voices melded and swirled in my head. They may as well have been speaking a foreign language I couldn’t understand.


When I had finished my coffee, I rinsed the mug in the bathroom sink, then stood at the vanity, filling the mug with water and drinking it down, cup after cup. I stared at my reflection. It looked the way I felt – tired, grey, and cadaverous. My head was still pounding. I still needed Excedrin.


I pulled my hair back into a ponytail, tugged a baseball cap over my head, and placed my cell phone on the island in the kitchen before heading into the garage. Liam’s silver BMW was still there. He must have taken an Uber or Lyft to the airport. I slid past it and climbed into my SUV.


I drove to the nearest CVS, where I purchased a bottle of extra-strength Excedrin and a bottle of water. I paid with a debit card, requesting forty dollars of cash back when I made the purchase. It was all I could afford to do. Any more might raise alarm bells. Any more, and he might ask to see the receipt, which I crumpled and dropped into a trash can as I left the store.


If he happened to ask, I’d apologize. Sorry, I’d say. I accidentally tossed it.


When I returned home, I’d hide the cash in my bedroom. My Escape Fund. Except it was difficult for my Escape Fund to grow into anything meaningful. Usually, it was diminished by alcohol purchases.


Back in the car, I swallowed three pills. I stopped at a gas station to fill up my car. And then, what? I felt like a kid with an English class assignment to write an essay, and the day was a blank page. I didn’t know how to fill it.


Before I lost my job, the days felt too short. They never seemed to have enough hours to accomplish everything I wanted to do. There were my morning runs, my client meetings, hours spent drafting contracts and agreements, conference calls with opposing counsel, lunches with colleagues. In the evenings there were networking happy hours and bar association events with judges. Now, the days felt far too long. If I could, I would trim off a few hours as if they were the ragged split ends of my hair.


With no other ideas about how to pass the time, I drove to her neighbourhood. I cruised by her house first, but I didn’t see any action, so I returned to the approximation of my parking spot from Friday afternoon. I looked out at the flagstone patio and impractical white cushions. But that’s all there was to see. The woman didn’t emerge, and with sunlight reflecting off the windows, I wasn’t able to see inside the house.


After fifteen minutes, I pulled away from the kerb and drove to my Monday store, Normandy Heights Liquor, in a strip mall ten minutes away. I was earlier than usual, and I didn’t recognize the cashier working at the counter, which was just fine with me. I returned to my car with my bottle of vodka concealed within a brown paper sleeve and drove home. I’d finished Friday’s bottle over the weekend. The wine, I had poured down the drain in the bathroom. I’d concealed the empty bottles beneath my mattress, and I’d drop them in our next-door neighbour’s recycling bin late at night or early in the morning, before collection. The wine had made me feel sick Friday night, and I hadn’t wanted to drink any more of it.


There was abundant alcohol in the house, but Liam kept tabs on it. He could watch the levels in the bottles dip down each day. He could use that information against me. It was better for me to have my own stash, some of which was purchased with cash, about which he didn’t know.


Back at home, I filled a glass with ice and vodka, adding a splash of Perrier. Due to Liam’s absence, I enjoyed the luxury of sliding the bottle into the fridge. I’d have to remember to take it out before he got home. It was a ridiculous thought, because there was no way it would last until Friday. I’d probably be making a trip to my Wednesday store in a couple of days.


I carried my drink to bed and climbed in. I sipped it slowly, letting the warmth wash over me. It brought a modicum of comfort, but far less than it once did. I was having to consume more to achieve the feeling I used to get from a couple of shots’ worth. But by the time I finished my glass, my eyes were becoming heavy, and I drifted off into a light but mercifully thought-silencing sleep.


When I awoke, the room was far darker. I had slept the afternoon away, sunset was approaching, and that was as close as I came to accomplishing anything worthwhile these days.


Pulled by a desire to see the woman, hoping that with the darkening sky I’d be able to catch a glimpse of her moving about inside the house, I pulled my baseball cap back over my head and went upstairs. In the kitchen, I stood in front of the counter and shovelled granola into my mouth straight from the bag and drank two glasses of water. My head still felt foggy, so I brewed a cup of coffee, poured it into a travel cup, and went into the garage.


Automatically, I moved towards my SUV, but I paused. I’d already parked it in the woman’s neighbourhood twice over the past few days, and I didn’t want that to be noticed by anyone. Instead, I climbed into Liam’s car and started it.


Abruptly, I wanted very badly to plug the address for my mom’s house in Stamford, Connecticut, into the GPS and drive straight there. I wanted to let her wrap her arms around me and fix the mess I’d made. But I couldn’t. I couldn’t let her see me like this. I couldn’t tell her the truth. The truth would hurt her, and I’d hurt her enough.


I parked on Pear Tree Circle, from where I could see the back of the woman’s house. Darkness had fallen, and the windows were illuminated with movement and light. There was a wall of windows lining the rear of the house, along with the French doors, and no curtains, as far as I could see. Perhaps they thought that their house was private, as there was no other house directly behind it, but they hadn’t considered that it could be seen from the road or the county property abutting their yard. Or perhaps they liked the idea of being watched. I might have been doing them a favour.


I could see her shimmering blonde hair as she moved around the kitchen. She was wearing a long-sleeved black top that clung to her slender frame. It looked as if she was preparing dinner.


Headlights flashed as a car pulled down the street and swung into her driveway. I slunk down further in my seat. Liam’s BMW was much lower to the ground than my car, and my view of the house wasn’t as clear, but I still felt safer borrowing his.


The woman’s husband entered the kitchen. She turned to greet him, he approached her, and they kissed. He moved out of view, and her shoulders slumped just a hair, as if in relief.


Something caught my eye straight ahead and I looked up. A glowing orb was swinging back and forth on the street ahead of me. I stared at it, trying to comprehend what it was. I panicked, turned on the car, and pulled away from the kerb. As I got closer, I realized it was a man walking his dog, carrying a flashlight to illuminate his path. He didn’t even glance towards my car when I passed.


I drove through the neighbourhood for a few minutes before returning to my spot. By now, the woman and her husband were seated at their kitchen table. He had ditched his blazer and was wearing a plain white short-sleeved undershirt. It was all very stereotypical, 1950s-esque: the pretty housewife having dinner ready for her husband when he got home from work. It looked like a scene from a movie, and there was an air of fictitiousness, of fraudulence, about all of it. It was as if they were playing roles.


Although, I had no idea whether this woman was, in fact, a housewife. She could have been at work all day, for all I knew. When I had seen her at the store on Friday, she could have been stopping on her way home. She could have taken the day, or afternoon, off to host her friends.


If I knew her name, I could find out more. I could type it into Google and locate a professional profile, or LinkedIn page, if she had one. But I didn’t know her name. All I knew about her was that she drove a dark blue Lexus SUV, she lived at 3224 Apple Blossom Lane, and that when her husband swept into the house, he brought with him a sense of unease.


Except . . . property records were public information. The State Department of Assessments and Taxation had a website, in which a person could type an address to pull up the complete ownership history and tax assessments for that property. I had used the site countless times for work, back when I was working. I felt stupid for not thinking of it before.


I’d left my phone at home – I had to. I knew Liam was tracking its location and I didn’t want him knowing my whereabouts, asking what I was doing. I’d search for their address when I got back.


I returned my gaze to the windows of the house. Dinner was over and the woman was clearing their plates from the table while the man remained seated. He was looking downwards, maybe at his cell phone. Absentmindedly, I reached for my drink, before realizing that I didn’t have one. Not in this car. All I had was my coffee, which I finished even though I no longer cared to feel alert.


I watched as the couple continued to talk in the kitchen. At first, they were just chatting. Then tension seemed to rise, like lava threatening to bubble over. The woman was leaning against the counter. The man was out of sight for a few seconds, and then he returned. He moved towards her and my breath caught in my throat. He was angry. I couldn’t see their facial features, but it was in his body language. I could feel it. There were ripples of heat steaming from him as if from asphalt on a hot day. I flinched. I knew what was going to happen next. I could feel the sting, the sharp pain.


But then, stillness. Surprise. The anger was gone. One of them had said something to defuse the situation, to suck the anger out of the room. The sense of pretence and fraudulence was back. He stepped towards her. He embraced her, pulling her body against his.


They were still like that when I started the car and drove away – touching, as if with love and care. I didn’t understand.


In a way, I felt betrayed.


I’d thought she was like me.









McKenna


I opened the oven to check on the salmon. There was liquid sizzling in the baking tray, and the fish had turned the tell-tale pink. I’d have to pull it out within the next minute or so, or else it would be overcooked. If the salmon was overcooked, it would start things off on the wrong track. Zack would not be happy if the salmon was overcooked.


He’d called from his car when he was leaving his office downtown. He’d told me he would be home by eight. He had sighed as he’d said it.


‘Is traffic bad?’ I’d asked.


‘Looks pretty bad,’ he had said.


‘We should move closer,’ I had suggested. ‘We could live closer to your office.’


We had chosen this suburb because it was close to my office. He had fallen on his sword. He had wanted me to have a short commute. He didn’t mind commuting if it meant I could get to work and back in less than twenty minutes.


That was what he had said, but really it was just something to hold over my head. It was Exhibit A, or slide number two in a presentation entitled, ‘Look What a Wonderful Husband I Am’.


And then, just under two years after we’d bought the house, and I was no longer working, it didn’t make sense for us to live here. We should have been closer to his office, not to an office to which I no longer drove every day.


That had been the wrong thing for me to say. The air had sparked with electricity. ‘Don’t you like our house?’ he’d asked. ‘You don’t enjoy our neighbourhood?’


‘I love it,’ I’d said. ‘It’s perfect. I just feel awful about you sitting on the beltway every day.’


That had been the right thing to say.


‘As long as you’re happy, McKenna. I’ll see you at eight.’


I’d timed it perfectly. If he arrived at eight, he would greet me and then he would go upstairs to use the bathroom and change. That would take five minutes. I’d remove the salad from the fridge, the salmon from the oven, at 8.02. I’d plate everything and have it on the table as he was walking down the stairs at 8.05.


Except, here it was, 8.05, and he was not yet home.


The only question was why. Had he hit an unexpected snare of traffic, or had he had told me the wrong time on purpose?


I turned the oven off, hoping to keep the fish warm but to not cook it any further. I heard the garage door rising, and I exhaled. But the relief was soon washed away by dread. I wanted him to get home. At the same time, I never wanted him to get home. Could he not be killed in an accident on the highway one day? Could police not show up at my door and tell me the news? I’d collapse in what appeared to them to be grief. Only I would know that it was relief. I often fantasized about exactly that situation in morbid detail. It was usually what I was thinking about when I fell asleep at night. My own macabre bedtime story. I imagined the accident itself. I pictured his head being crushed from the impact. His handsome face slamming into the airbags. His straight nose breaking. Blood, filling the car, crimson and gruesome. He would be pronounced dead at the scene.
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