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    This novel was a test of faith, persistence, and Mike and Ikes. I think I passed all three tests; well, except for the Mike and Ikes. We formed a study group.


    This was my first opportunity to work with the ever-patient, ever-prodding, and ever-positive Jamie Chavez, my developmental editor. As evidence of my card-carrying membership in The Jamie Fan Club, I’ll admit that I was delighted to receive her eleven-page, single-spaced editor letter. If you need to make order out of chaos, Jamie is your woman. I’m so looking forward to working with her on future projects.


    Volunteering to share life’s experiences with honesty, openness, and sometimes pain requires courage and trust. I’m humbled and grateful that Allison so generously spent time with me to develop this story.


    One person I’ve neglected to mention along the way is my forever friend Claudia Schulz who provides me with medical-related information. She’s not at all shocked to receive a phone call from me starting with requests such as, “I need a disease, not cancer, with a sudden onset that could happen to a man in his 30s and cause him to die in less than a year.” Our husbands ignore our conversations about different ways characters can die, but I’ll bet most nights they’re sleeping with one eye open.


    I appreciate my posse of writing and reading friends who provide me some time to whine and some time-outs because I do. Many thanks to Jennie, Kristen, and Sibella for their e-mail rah-rahs. And to Shelley, Carrie, Michelle, and Carole who ground me.


    Of course, cheers to Abingdon Press and Acquisitions Editor Ramona Richards and agent Sandra Bishop.


    To my brother John and his husband, Ricky, thank you for the meals you cooked and all the ways you helped as deadlines neared. My children, Michael, Erin, Shannon, Sarah, and John, are endless sources of entertainment when I’m frumpy and forgiveness when I’m snarky. And then there’s earth, water, air, fire, and Ken. My life essentials.


    And I’m grateful that God gives me endless quizzes to prepare me for the greatest test of faith that awaits me.

  


  
    1


    Since I couldn’t kill my husband’s mistress, I settled for toleration. As long as Logan agreed to reserve at least one night for me, I’d endure the other nights alone.


    Well, at least I didn’t suffer the agony of deceit. Election day was six months away, and the all-consuming political campaign that seduced my husband would end. I’ll deal with the “then what?” later. For now, I’ll add it to the “then what” collection and wait for it to decay like the others.


    Tonight, though, she beckoned him away to another hand-shaking, wide-smiling, campaign-promoting event.


    For too long, our physical relationship languished on the Logan Butler, Candidate for State Representative, “to do” list. Matt Feldman, his campaign manager, probably slotted it in on his calendar:


    



    10:20 p.m. Make love to wife


    10:25 p.m. Sleep


    I told Logan weeks ago, after another night of my hand returning with empty hope after reaching across the bed to him, I’d never have to worry about another woman taking him away.


    “And why is that?” he asked. The words bounced back to me from the wall he spoke to. A wall that saw more action than I did considering the number of times I’d painted it in the last two years.


    “Because the campaign’s already your mistress. You don’t have time for anyone else,” I said and crunched my pillow under my head.


    He rolled over, scooped me into his arms, and in a voice as smooth and soft as the sheets, whispered, “You know I love you.”


    “More than . . . ?” When he didn’t answer, I thought my pillow had suffocated my question. But his breathing was slow and measured. He had fallen asleep. My sadness spilled itself out in quiet, hot tears.


    By morning, I’d tugged on the good wife costume again. And by lunchtime, I’d sat across from two silver-haired gentlemen who double-teamed me at checkers at the East Haven Home for the Elderly while Logan surprised the ladies’ Zumba Gold class as their bodies convulsed to the calypso beat of Harry Belafonte’s “Jump in the Line.”


    And that was my life as the wife of a politician running for office. Smiling, playing checkers, smiling, and hoping to have a reason to unwrap my ivory, lace-appliquéd satin slip.


    But since the meeting with his staff tonight didn’t start until seven o’clock, I knew not to expect any more than his arriving home in one piece.


    “It’ll be over soon. I promise.” Logan grabbed the back door handle and tossed his farewell over his shoulder like an old, nubby sweater. The state of Louisiana was not to be denied. Just me.


    He paused, the door still open. “I love you. You know that, don’t you?” he said in a voice that seemed wrapped in silk.


    I closed my Southern Living magazine and looked into those eyes of his that caressed me and pulled me in as if he’d reached out his arms. The eyes that made me shiver with anticipation. “It’s what saves you every time,” I said.


    Logan left, but captured in the residual flush of his “I love you” was the Logan of long ago. He didn’t look much different now, maybe bulkier shoulders and more expensive clothes. The scruffy beard replaced in the name of politics by a clean-shaven, only slightly stubbled look. But the J. Crew jeans and T-shirt he wore tonight erased the years between then and now.


    It was disconcerting to have a husband more handsome than I was pretty, which had made his marriage proposal all the more surprising. He knew even then the track his career would race on. Why not pick someone who would be a photogenic ornament on his arm? Logan joked that he didn’t want an “eye candy” wife. “Once she’s gobbled up, there’s nothing left,” he told me. I figured I’d have to be someone with substance, like gourmet granola. With panache. Someone to be reckoned with, not devoured.


    Logan told me I had a “classic beauty.” In my universe that translated to “You’re a woman who can pull off wearing your mother’s clothes.” My parents’ professional careers did nothing to improve my pedigree to win the Blue Blood Ribbon in Martha Butler’s status contest. My mother, Nancy Claiborne, didn’t claim membership in Daughters of the American Revolution, and neither she nor my father, John, could have been considered even remotely related to landed gentry.


    But something about the first Mrs. Butler made me wish I’d been born with a rearview mirror attached to my shoulder. Her physical presence alone intimidated me. Any woman see-sawing between the ages of sixty and seventy who could have been mistaken as my husband’s older sister made me want to avoid looking in a mirror. If her features had been cosmetically induced, I might have felt less insecure. And she and I stood eye-to-eye until someone brought up the topic of the homeless, taxes, or the New Orleans Saints. Then, as if the heat of her righteous indignation ignited some turbocharger under her feet, she seemed to hover three feet above everyone else during her rant.


    It was that startling aspect of her personality that made me wonder why she didn’t pursue politics after her husband’s unexpected death. Logan and I were in college then and had just recently rediscovered one another. Daniel Butler, his father, had been a state representative in Louisiana for over two terms. Daniel’s charisma and charm endeared him to his New Orleans constituents as evidenced by their outpouring at his funeral. Logan said his mother refused to finish out his term. The city adored the Butlers, so that would not have been improbable for her to accomplish.


    “She doesn’t have the heart for it, does she?” I asked him.


    “No,” he’d replied. “She said she didn’t have the stomach for it.”


    We didn’t speak much of Daniel. The mention of him twisted Martha’s lips into a figure eight, and Logan had little to say that could be considered positive remembrances.


    My mother-in-law waited over four years before nominating me for membership in Junior League. “I needed to be sure,” she had told me the day we had lunch in the Tea Room. She sipped her coffee, but from under her sparkling plum-shaded lids, her eyes pinched my composure. Logan may have inherited his mother’s soft sable eyes, but his weren’t comfortable in the Arctic tundra.


    “Certainly,” I purred. “As did I.” My voice surprised even me.


    Her eyebrows rose and met one another like small peaks on her forehead. The retort from her daughter-in-law had thrown down the gauntlet.


    After that, I became Martha’s project. At first, I questioned her motives because for four years she played on the team of doubt and expected to be declared a winner while I sat on the bench and waited to play. When Logan decided to run for city councilman, she told me, “Let’s start with the one goal we have in common, and that’s Logan winning.” We did, and he won, but she continued to chip away at my veneer of self- confidence. Suggestions meant to be followed were disguised in questions beginning with “don’t you think it would be better if . . . ?” It didn’t take too long for me to learn the basic lessons: hemlines down, necklines up, perfume probably not, smile probably always, and Logan first always.


    Now Logan was campaigning for state representative, and Martha was still as snarly, still as overbearing, and still as persistent. I was still as compliant because if Logan lost, it wasn’t going to be because I wore short skirts or a plunging neckline.
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    Tonight’s reprieve due to Logan’s meeting meant I could devote time to assessing the requirements I needed to fulfill for my provisional membership in the local Junior League, one of Martha’s recent victories. I kicked off my flip-flops, rested my feet on the chair across from me, and when I leaned back, remembered why I regretted not buying upholstered chairs. Ladder-back chairs stained Tuscan Walnut appeared stylish in the furniture store. And they were. But, like most things I discovered in my journey up the social ladder, comfortable and fashionable were generally mutually exclusive.


    I opened my laptop and found the folder I’d labeled JL Stuff. I scrolled through the list of requirements. Welcome reception? Check. Provisional education meetings? Check. Two community agency visits. Check one. Four general meetings? Check two. Service hours? Not even half of the almost ninety-two hours needed. Somewhere, I had to find almost thirty days to squeeze in two hours of volunteering a day. The Art in the Park Camp for special-needs kids and adults was the last week in June. If Logan didn’t have me scheduled to kiss any babies or dance with grandfathers that week, that would work. In fact, I might even ask him to leave me off the calendar and consider inviting Martha to replace me. She’d pounce on a chance to be indispensable.


    Ever since my last year of high school when I realized my friend Jenn’s beloved sister lived in a group home for disabled adults, I’d looked for ways to be involved with special-label kids too. These kids taught me we’re all retarded—it’s just a matter of degrees. I thought the term was misunderstood because I was always the one who walked away feeling special for having been with them. I went into occupational therapy and focused on special-needs kids because I loved teaching them skills to help them achieve independence and enjoy their lives. Like Jenn’s sister. I focused on children with the alphabet-soup of conditions. Autism, low birth weight, premature birth, fetal alcohol syndrome, congenital anomalies, neurological disorders. But building a politician took priority over building a practice, so I retired early. I knew, though, that the list of kids and conditions that qualified for services never shortened. It wasn’t how I wanted to have job security, but I never doubted returning to the profession would be difficult.


    I blocked off the week on my calendar and sent Logan an e-mail with the dates for an Art in the Park appearance and a suggestion to schlep Martha along if he wanted company.
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    After working through a schedule of sorts, I’d traded my laptop for laundry and was folding a hill of towels that covered the kitchen table when Logan plowed through the back door. His limbs flailed as if a mini-typhoon blew behind his back. He blinked as fast as a camera shutter, and I pictured what his eyes had captured. My hair swirled into a banana-sized clip, my freshly three-step cleansed, toned, and moisturized face, and my scrubs that sometimes doubled as my painting attire. I was Victoria with a megaphone, clearly not with a secret. He must have recovered in another blink because the excited glow on his face could not have emanated from the sight of me.


    “He might be withdrawing from the race.” Logan grabbed a bottle of water from the refrigerator, then sat at the table across from me.


    “Who ‘he’?” I moved a folded stack to the side to be able to see him.


    “Chad Wiggins.” He pulled his cell phone out. “I’ll tell you why. I’m calling my mother so you can both listen at the same time, and I won’t have to repeat the story.”


    Chad was Logan’s opponent in the primary. If he dropped, then Logan would automatically be the candidate for his party. And one less opponent to battle in the media would give our finances time to breathe before the big race. But “might” suggested he might not. Huge territory between “be” and “not.”


    I heard Logan say, “Walk over,” and decided I needed to divert my attention to the conversation. A year ago, in what I’m still convinced was a strangely fortuitous happening, a house three doors down from ours went on the market. Martha bought it. Those two words together crashed into my brain as “brace yourself for the diatribe” or, when given more lead time, “feeling urpy. I need a nap.”


    My husband shook his head and mouthed, “not coming.”


    I stopped holding my breath now that I’d been granted parole. But what he told us both was not anything to celebrate. He ended the call with his mother, and the enthusiasm that propelled him through the door had the decency to dissolve into seriousness.


    Logan finished his water, then spoke to the table as if it, not I, waited. “Martha said the news about Chad was an answer to prayer,” he said.


    “Really?” Steam rising from the indignation boiling in my gut burned my face. “Did she pray that his wife would be diagnosed with cancer and he’d decide to withdraw?” I grabbed the laundry basket like it caused Martha’s insensitivity. “Your mother needs to be careful what she prays for. She just might get it.”


    I learned that lesson what seemed like a lifetime ago. It taught me at least one thing. To stop praying.
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    I thought I’d outgrown naiveté in eighth grade. I discovered the startling truth of Ben Franklin’s “three can keep a secret if two of them are dead” the day Jason Knight, the hottest kid in the school, sauntered past me in the cafeteria and said, “I hear you want me to invite you to the spring dance.”


    But I guess not, because the next night was supposed to be our politics-free time, and Logan informed me between my serving the salad and the lasagna that Matt, who managed the campaign, was coming over later to vet our personal histories. Again. Chad had dropped out officially this morning, and this politics thing had just leaped to the next level.


    “Didn’t we do this already? How many times do we have to submit ourselves to these interrogations?” I stabbed an olive in my salad that seemed to be eyeing me with suspicion.


    “We did do this, but since Matt wasn’t around then, he wanted to meet with us himself. Plus, he said he has some other papers for us,” he said. “At least the inquisitor is a friend.”


    Matt and Logan met their freshman year of high school. Two awkward-limbed kids who made the junior varsity football team, then bulked their way onto varsity. Matt played offensive tackle, and Logan quarterbacked the team. Later, he served as Logan’s best man in our wedding. And his job continued to be making sure Logan wasn’t blindsided. When his wife gave birth to their twins two months ahead of schedule, he asked Logan for a campaign sabbatical so he could be around to help.


    “You’re right. It is good that he’s a friend because he won’t mind that the kitchen smells like garlic and that his shoes might stick to the floor.” I wagged my fork in his direction. “You’d better hope that one of his questions isn’t how much advance notice you give your wife about guests.”


    Logan held up his hands in surrender. “Guilty as charged. I promise no more surprise vettings.”


    “Holding you to that one,” I said and started clearing the table. “Now I’m going to be vetted by our campaign manager who will use important vetting documents to vet me? It sounds ridiculous.”


    Logan handed me his empty dinner plate on my way to the dishwasher. “Well, yes, it does seem ridiculous when you say it that way.”


    But the process was as far from ridiculous as I was from transparent. Which explained why I scraped most of my dinner into the sink where the disposal could chew it up more than I did. I knew when Logan dipped his toe in the political pool he’d have to dive in sooner or later. I hoped for later. I wanted to ease into the water, not experience the breath-sucking shock of leaving what was comfortable.


    I flipped the switch to send the uneaten lasagna and salad swirling into the garbage disposal. Bits of food shot out of its black rubber mouth accompanied by a grinding, clanging ruckus in its belly. It was a weirdly riveting performance of what I felt going on in my stomach.


    Logan shut the disposal off, and when the noise wore itself out, reached in and pulled out a teaspoon gnawed by the metal teeth. “Are you okay? Why didn’t you just turn it off?” He handed me the disfigured spoon and pulled the faucet toward him to wash his hands. “You need to relax about tonight. Matt’s our friend, and it’s going to be fine. Unless . . .”


    “What? Unless what?” The wood floor beneath me shuddered.


    He leaned against the counter and smiled at me. “Unless you ever killed someone. You’d have told me that, right?”


    The hands that had clenched my lungs let go. I returned the smile. “Right. Absolutely.” Later I wondered if that might have been easier to share than my secret. At least dead is dead.
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    Matt sat across from the two of us, his hands palms down like paperweights on the two manila folders in front of him. “Here’s how we’re going to look at this. The two of you are in the confessional, and it all stops with me. We don’t want to do damage control, especially now that we’re getting ready to go head-to-head with the other party.” He slid one folder to Logan and one to me. “The questions are the same for both of you. Some are just simple yes or no. Others may need more explanation.”


    My stomach crawled into my throat and collapsed. Logan’s hand patted my knee. An unusual display of affection from him, especially now. But when the pat became a firm press, I realized my left leg had been bouncing up and down, up and down, up and down. Whenever I felt trapped, smothered, or on the verge of a primal scream, I tried to bounce the anxiety out of my body. It was why my wedding shoes were pearl and glass-sequined ballet slippers and not stilettos. Logan, that day, I was sure about. My mother, left alone with Martha, was potential for disaster.


    “It’s not like you don’t already know most of my life,” said Logan. He nodded in my direction. “And Elle’s, too.”


    “Look, man, I knew before I came here tonight that you’re what this state needs. Otherwise, I’d be sitting in someone else’s kitchen. But it’s my responsibility to scare the skeletons out of the closet before the other side finds them. I’m not judging either one of you. Just asking you to spill it all out now. If you popped a few Adderall to pull all-nighters before exams or smoked pot, I need to know before your opponent accuses you of being a drug dealer or user or both. I don’t want to read the morning news and see a list of people you’ve slept with or sent inappropriate texts or pictures to.”


    I opened the folder and scanned some of the questions: Were you a member of a fraternity/sorority? If so, what hazing was there? Were there racial or religious restrictions? What was the fraternity’s/sorority’s reputation? Were there any bizarre rituals? Did the fraternity/sorority engage in sexual harassment? Did you ever use drugs? Sniff glue? Take your parents’ prescription medicines? Attend parties where drugs were used?


    “These questions reek of witch hunt, don’t you think?” I looked from Logan to Matt and waited for an answer.


    “The difference is this isn’t designed to punish you. We’re doing this to make sure you don’t get punished,” Matt said on his way back to the table after fixing himself a cup of coffee. “You don’t have to finish this now. Of course, if it takes you days to complete this, then we have bigger problems than an election.”


    He stared at us as he stirred. “That was meant to be funny.”


    “Okay, the two parking tickets, the speeding ticket”—Logan closed the folder—“the time in college when I may have been over-served and tried to catch a goldfish in one of the ponds . . .”


    Matt laughed. “I remember that night. And, if that’s the worst you have, I suppose the bad news is your opponent can’t depend on character assassination to deflect voters.” He paused. “Elle?”


    My conscience bit its fingernails and reminded me this was not the time or place to dredge deep. I recrossed my legs and made sure to hold on to my knee so I’d be less tempted to bounce. “I stole a pair of earrings,” I said.


    They made eye contact with one another before Logan leaned back a bit and looked at me as if I’d just dumped a bowl of cereal on his head. “Earrings? You stole earrings? When?”


    “The summer after eighth grade.” A flash of memory. Julie stood next to me and pretended to admire a pair of large gold hoops while I slipped a pair of the silver ones in my cargo pants pocket.


    “Whew,” said Matt. “My brain was already wondering how we’d spin this one.”


    Logan refilled Matt’s cup and returned with one for himself. “You never told me this.” He sounded more apologetic than I did.


    I released my leg, gulped some water, and shifted in the chair. “It was before we met.”


    “What happened?”


    “My mother dragged my friend Julie and me to the grocery with her because she didn’t want to leave us alone.” I stopped doodling on the outside of the folder and looked up at the men to acknowledge what I already knew they must have been thinking. “I know. Absurd, right?” I returned to my scribbling. “At least the store was in a neighborhood strip mall. Julie and I went to the little gift shop next door while she went to the grocery. We looked at the earrings, and I thought I couldn’t live without this pair of silver hoops. But I didn’t have any money with me. Julie told me that wasn’t a problem. At first, I thought she meant she’d pay for them. But when the sales clerk walked to the register to check out the customer already there, Julie handed them to me, pointed to my pocket, and that was that. I just slipped them in. We stood there for a few more minutes, spinning the display and pretending to be interested. Then, when the other customer left, we walked out after her.”


    “What are we talking about here, twenty dollars?” Matt almost looked amused. “Stealing is stealing, but as long as we weren’t talking about diamond earrings or something equally expensive, it’s not that damaging an issue.”


    “Then you’ll love this part,” I said and put the pencil down. “That night my mother asked where the new earrings came from. At first I told her Julie, but then she wanted to know why she gave them to me because my birthday was four months ago. She wouldn’t stop asking questions. I broke and told her what happened. Next thing I knew I was in the car with her and headed back to the gift shop. My mother paid for the earrings, and I apologized to the sales clerk who told us she wouldn’t press charges. I paid my mother back by cleaning the house for a month, and I couldn’t hang out with Julie for a few months.”


    “I think Martha would have threatened some Old Testament justice, like chopping off my hand,” said Logan. “Good for your mother. She taught you an important lesson.”


    “Not the ones she intended, I’m sure.”


    “How’s that?” Matt asked.


    “I learned to not cave in to my mother, and I learned to not get caught.”


    “We’ll just need to make sure your mother doesn’t bring that up in any interviews,” said Matt. “Sometimes parents don’t think of the big picture when they’re telling those sorts of stories.”


    I looked at Logan and hesitated. How honest should I be here? His silence was my answer. “Actually, I don’t think that will be a problem,” I said as I focused on the pencil I twirled in my hands. “My mother and I don’t talk much, and we don’t see her that often. She still lives in Lafayette and, since my father died, she stays busy helping my sister, Cam, with her son.” I set the pencil back down on the table. If he missed the shade of sadness in my voice, I didn’t doubt that he’d see it when our eyes met.


    “Elle, this might be a good time to call your mother. You know, just to touch base. It would be a nice gesture, and it would give you a chance to give her some advance warning in case she gets any calls. You never know,” said Logan.


    “Logan has a point,” said Matt. “And I know this is personal, but that’s what tonight’s about. Is there something going on between the two of you that you don’t communicate much? If there is, we need to deal with it now.”


    Where was I going to start with this one? I had no doubt my mother could keep a secret. She and I learned that about one another years ago. But, I couldn’t tell my husband or Matt that. Not now. “No, we’re fine. I mean, we’re not exactly best friends. Since she and my sister only live about five miles away from each other, it’s much easier for the two of them to spend time together. Driving three hours one way to visit us isn’t an easy weekend for her. She’s a dentist, and she does some relief work when she can. I don’t demand much of her time.” And she’s probably grateful for that.


    “Still, I’d appreciate if you’d take Logan up on his idea of calling her. Maybe even plan a visit. You could drive to see her, right? We’ll find time in your schedule.”


    Not what I wanted to hear. I thought Logan would see the pleading in my eyes to save me from Matt’s suggestion to visit, but he didn’t dive in to rescue me. I still had time to wiggle out of that one, though. Or, I could use my commitment to the center as a valid reason to stay home.


    “Sure, we can see if that works. But between my volunteer work for the Junior League that Martha graciously invited me to be a part of and trying to pull together plans for the center that I’ve adopted as my project, it might be difficult. At least for now.”


    Logan reminded Matt about my idea to build a center for adults with special needs, someplace they could hang out during the day and where businesses could bring work to them. “Elle’s already talked to the Diamond Recycling Corporation. They put together information packets for their clients, and they’re willing to turn that over to be done at the center. The state tourism commission puts together Mardi Gras bags for companies inquiring about conventions, and they’d be willing to turn that over too.”


    “I’ve been making plans for a fund-raiser, but with everything happening with the election, it’s been pushed aside. That’s another thing I really want to devote my time to,” I said, still hoping to schedule a fun run and a golf tournament to raise money.


    Matt explained the fund-raising itself wasn’t an issue, but we had to be sure to avoid accepting money from special interest groups entirely unrelated to what we were trying to do. “The lobbyists for the gambling and alcohol boards might show real interest. The kind that would be reflected in large contributions. But you don’t want someone supporting you that Logan wouldn’t support. It could make him an easy target for being accused of compromise and lying.”


    I reassured them both I would handle raising funds with the utmost propriety. “And if I ask Martha to be involved, I’m certain she would be careful to avoid anything that could jeopardize votes for her son.”
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    Before leaving for the night, Matt suggested we shut down any personal social networking sites and let the press relations coordinator take care of communicating. “We don’t want any Twitter or Facebook controversies. Sometimes an innocent comment can be misconstrued, and even if we take it down, someone’s captured it. The exponential effects of that instant access are almost impossible to control.”


    “Let’s hire someone just to navigate social media. It’s too important, and just keeping up with the print and other media keeps her in a frenzy,” said Logan and made notes on his iPad.


    “Were you two aware that Martha has a Facebook page and a Twitter handle?”


    Matt and Logan looked like two men who just heard the pin pulled out of a hand grenade.


    I pulled Logan’s iPad over and opened her Facebook page, then clicked over to her Twitter page. “She uses the handle ‘PoliMom,’ because ‘I’m the mother of the best candidate for State Rep!’”


    Logan reached for his cell phone. I tugged his arm. “What are you doing? You can’t call her now,” I said.


    Matt nodded. “No, dude. Not over the phone. She’d probably tweet about it. Just talk to her in person. She’ll understand.” He tapped his pen on the table. “I hope.”


    My husband’s face reflected the same doubt Matt expressed. “Maybe you need to tell her, Matt. She’ll listen to you with your campaign manager hat on.”


    “Especially if she thinks she’ll lose voters for him.” I patted Logan’s arm. “Take heart. I can get her involved in my adult center, and if you know anyone in the local theatre group, maybe they’ll pick her for that part she wants. And that’ll keep her busy.”


    “Part? She wants a part?” Surprise lifted Logan’s eyebrows the same way it did Martha’s.


    “You have been disconnected, haven’t you? The next production is A Streetcar Named Desire, and she wants to play Blanche.”


    “Is she crazy? I’m running for office, and she wants to play an oversexed, tragic woman who gets taken advantage of by her brother-in-law?”


    “Honestly, I think she just wants to utter the line, ‘I’ve always depended on the kindness of strangers.’”
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    I woke up early the next morning after catching sleep between the horizontal aerobics of tossing and turning from the streaming video of the night before and things left unsaid. I scrunched my pillow and rolled over to see if Logan was awake. Not there. It was still dark outside, which meant he hadn’t left yet for work. No doubt I’d find him in his office doing his morning devotion. Sometimes I wished he’d have studied me as faithfully and fully as he did his Bible. He was committed even when it meant setting the alarm clock to wake up earlier than usual to read Scripture passages and write in his prayer journal.


    I untangled myself from the sheets and slipper-shuffled my way into the kitchen to make coffee. I filled his mug and brought it to him. Knowing he probably didn’t see me, I stood at the open door for a moment just to frame the picture of him in my mind. His chair pushed back from the desk, his open Bible rested on the crook of his leg. The pen he held tapped the open page as he read. Unguarded moments were rare for Logan, and I experienced a calmness watching him. It was the kid who wouldn’t fight back, the person who refused to engage in the argument, the peace that eluded me, that let my fingertips brush up against its softness, but wouldn’t fill my hands.
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    Neither Logan nor I mentioned anything to Matt about how we met and how long we’d known one another. I followed Logan’s lead, and since he never introduced it in the conversation, I didn’t either. Even after Matt left, we didn’t discuss our not having discussed it.


    But we hadn’t talked about that summer we met at Leadership Camp for a very long time. Of course, that summer was a very long time ago.


    The last time it came up was a few months ago after I discovered Melody Loeman’s office building spotlighted on one of the sites I’d found while cruising the Internet for landscape architects. “Well, baby, look at you now,” I said to her picture, my voice two parts stunned and one part envious. Melody, my roommate at the camp, could have posed as the poster girl for Nerdville at the time. On the geek thermometer, she registered in the high fever range. Plaid shoelaces often tied her braided pigtails together, she wore stretch pants under her shorts, and t-shirts with “Obey gravity. It’s the law,” or “Actually, it IS rocket science.” On her hot pink Converse sneakers, she’d written the last names of her favorite scientists. Melody sometimes referred to herself as Willow, the equally nerdy, computer-savvy character in Buffy, the Vampire Slayer. I didn’t mind hanging out with her because, next to her, my own dorkiness came off as cool.


    That summer before my junior year at Washington High School, my high school counselor, Mr. Hargrave, selected me to attend Leadership Camp at Louisiana State University in Baton Rouge. In my small town of less than four thousand people, with only one high school that could pick only two students to attend, I couldn’t wait to spend time on LSU’s campus. Especially for four weeks. Four parentless, sisterless weeks. Of course, some discontents claimed I was the choice because my mother was the town’s only female dentist and my dad, the principal at the middle school, had just been elected to the Board of Deacons. The grumblers would rarely mention the fact that I had a 3.998 grade point average, was president of the National Honor Society and Student Council, and played on the varsity soccer team. It did, though, provide my parents some bragging rights among their friends and annoy my older sister Camden by trumping her having been voted Homecoming Queen when she was a senior.


    The second day at camp I met Logan when we were placed in the same small group for the duration of the week. He’d just graduated from Montgomery Prep, an exclusive academy in New Orleans, and made himself known when he challenged my idea for creating music therapy for kids with disabilities as the group’s social action plan. Logan thought we should investigate the possibility of providing learning centers for homeless adults.


    After he pitched his idea, the short-shorted, long-legged, Meg Ryan-haired clone—her name was Carole—sitting next to him rolled her eyes, then tossed a few blades of grass she’d been snapping out of the ground in his direction. They fell as lazily as her voice. “Really, Logan? You live in Highland Estates where the houses practically require a map to get from one end to the other. Have you even seen a homeless adult?”


    I wondered if I was the only one thinking of imagining him shoving a patch of grass in her mouth. Since I’d met this group just the day before, I didn’t know anyone enough to exchange one of those “what the—?” glances. I eyed Logan, who didn’t stop folding the agenda handout we’d been given earlier in half, then half again and again. He moved his thumb along the crease of every fold. Slowly. Deliberately. Later, I’d know this sort of fixation was Logan’s mental processing time. But in that circle of students, with my too-tight jeans smothering my hips and my bangs competing with sweat for my forehead, I couldn’t decide if I wanted to slap Logan or Carole first for making this not about the action plan, but the two of them. Her knee still rested against his thigh, like it’d been there before. Neither one of them inched away.


    The group held its collective breath, waiting to find out just how much steel he had in his backbone. He flicked his paper football. “Carole, I haven’t seen God, but I still believe He exists,” he said, his tone as light as the paper that sailed toward her.


    For me, God might as well have been Elvis. I knew God existed, but I had no idea where He was, and I’d heard people talk about having seen or heard Him, but He never dropped in on me. But, with that one answer, I knew even then to never underestimate Logan Butler.


    What I did underestimate that day when Melody popped up on my monitor, months before all our vetting started, was his reaction. “Remember the wells in Kenya action plan during Leadership Camp? The one that beat both our plans?” I walked into Logan’s office and interrupted his ongoing obsession with updating our personal and business finances on his new software program. “Guess who this is?”


    I set my laptop on a stack of file folders on his desk to show him the laptop screen. A three-piece suit of ice-blue satin with a nipped-in waist jacket, pleated shorts and vest, high T-strap sandals. Wearing it all was wavy-haired, coyly smiling Melody. President and CEO of her own commercial landscape architectural firm. I waited for the curtain of recognition to rise on his face.


    He looked at me and shrugged. “Who?”


    “How many women do we know with eyes the color of nickels and whose idea of an exciting night was cutting letters out of periodic tables to send people notes?” I tousled his hair.


    He pulled away, like a bee had just landed on his head, and shrugged. “No idea.”


    “A while ago you told me she even sent you one of those I’m-holding-your-differential-equation-hostage—?”


    “Melody.” The name tumbled out like a stock that had just dropped on the Exchange. “That was a long time ago. We’ve all changed a lot since then.” He glanced at Melody’s web page. “She looks . . . amazing.” Logan swiveled back to his computer monitor and refreshed the screen. “I’ll be finished in here soon.”


    “Well,” I said and closed my laptop with a biting snap, “that was a short trip down Memory Lane.” His hesitancy and sometimes avoidance of even harmless discussions about a one-month period of time so far away in our lives were all I needed to validate my decision. I’d know when Logan would be open to the truth. And now was not the time.


    I supposed it shouldn’t have been unexpected that if he wasn’t eager to discuss Melody, then months later he wouldn’t volunteer information about the summer we met.
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    I turned off the late night news and set the remote on the arm of the sofa. “I’m officially tired now. You?”


    “Almost.” Logan, sitting in the recliner, his feet resting on the ottoman, looked up from that day’s crossword puzzle. “What school’s motto is Lux er Veritas? Wait. Never mind. Yale.”


    “Light and Truth, right?” I impressed myself by remembering that one from Yale’s application.


    “Now are you ready for bed?” I slid my feet into my flip-flops.


    He scanned the puzzle. “In a few minutes. I’m close to finishing,” he said.


    “We both know ‘in a few minutes’ means at least thirty.” I leaned over and kissed his forehead. “Just wake me up when you get there.”


    We also both knew that was code for “wake me up so we can have sex.”


    “Sure,” he answered.


    And, again, we both knew “sure” meant, “maybe, but probably not.”


    Logan’s enthusiasm for having sex seemed diminished by his constant campaigning. And, when we did, whatever passion I’d felt was eroded by his unwavering decision to not want children. When I thought our lovemaking might, eventually, result in actually making something . . . like a baby . . . it seemed to elevate sex to a level that was beyond physical. Even with my fringe belief in God, I never doubted that we were participating in an act of creation beyond ourselves. Now, having sex was, well, having sex. Logan, before we married, didn’t equivocate about not wanting to be a parent. But I loved him, and the fear of losing him again far outweighed, then, the pain of our being childless. I was to blame for my own disappointment. I buried it far under the mounds of hope I’d built, convinced that, in time, Logan would relent. But he didn’t, and those constant waves of truth eroded my foolish expectations.


    “It’s not like politics, Logan,” I said to him one evening when I asked if he’d consider us going to a therapist. “We can’t reach a compromise and have half a child. Maybe if we just talked to someone—”


    “Why are we even having this discussion? Didn’t you agree with me you could live with this choice? We talked about this the first time we met. Remember?”


    The last week of Leadership Camp we spent most of the hours between dinner and curfew alone. We’d eat at one of the food courts at the Student Union, then walk to the quad or Indian mounds to talk. One night we went swimming at the apartment of a friend of Logan’s who’d graduated the year before. On the way back to the dorms, we stopped at the lake and spread out our towels next to one another.


    It wasn’t quite dark yet, and the lake still glowed like polished silver, but the sun had settled enough that we could enjoy the shade under the trees.


    We’d been talking about his father being in politics. Actually, I’d asked him if he’d expect his son or daughter to follow him into politics like his father did.


    “No,” he answered as he traced the letters of his name on my back. “I don’t think that will happen. I wouldn’t be a good father—I might treat my kids the same way my father treats me.” He kissed the nape of my neck where my bathing suit halter-top had been tied, and I trembled. Not from his finger moving like warm honey across my back or the softness of his lips. But from the trail of crushed ice along my spine left by his words.


    “What do you mean the way he ‘treats’ you? Are you saying . . . ?” I waited.


    He rolled on his back, his arms crossed underneath his head, and stared at the dark ceiling of night that blanketed the trees. “No. He doesn’t hit me. But sometimes I wish he would. . . .”


    Neither anger nor frustration filtered through Logan’s voice. But that absence of emotion left me more, not less, uneasy. I rested my hand on his chest, his T-shirt still damp from his having pulled it on after our swim. “You really wouldn’t want your father to hit you. Right? And, honestly, how could you hit him back?”


    In the same even-toned voice, Logan answered, “At least if he physically abused me, I’d have proof. But the crap he slings at me almost every day about how I’ll never be as successful as he is, how much I disappoint him, and telling me I’m too sensitive and I should have been born a girl . . . that doesn’t leave scars. Not the kind that show on the outside.”


    And that’s when he told me he didn’t ever want children. I heard him that night. I just didn’t listen.


    I didn’t believe an adult would weld himself to a conviction made before he was old enough to vote. I was wrong.


    I brushed my teeth, washed my face, and applied the moisturizer that promised I’d be wrinkle free. I slipped on a black lace and satin sleep shirt, more appealing than my flannel jammies, though not nearly as comfy. I woke up in the still dark room from a nightmare fending off human-sized spiders. When I rolled over into empty space, I figured Logan had fallen asleep in the den.


    He had. He was already snoring trumpets. I pulled the afghan from the back of the sofa, covered him, and turned off the light.
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    I awoke to the tip-tap-tip of rain on our bedroom windows followed by a sudden blast of light and a voice asking about a cell phone charger.


    “Have I seen it in the past thirty seconds since you just flipped on my lamp and I first opened my eyes?” I pulled the sheet over my head. “Did you check your office, your briefcase, your car, and the kitchen counter near the coffee maker? And why are we awake this early?” Logan flipped and flopped the bed comforter. “You didn’t sleep with it last night, why are you looking there?” I surrendered the comfort of my pillow and the notion of a slow morning rise, leaned against the padded headboard, and watched him.


    “I might have set it there when I came back for my tie,” he said to the floor as he checked under the bed. “Jenny’s daughter has an orthodontist appointment this morning, so I told her I’d open the office.” The rain stopped its dainty, polite, staccato dance and thundered its way into a bass drum crashing. Logan, his tie draped around his neck, looked outside, then back at me. “How many orthodontic appointments are necessary for kids with braces?”


    Jenny had been Logan’s paralegal since before her daughter was born. He’d actually driven her to the hospital the day her labor started because her husband’s car had a flat tire on the Mississippi River bridge.


    “Maybe you need to find that out when Jenny gets back today.” I walked over to an electrical outlet by the bedroom door and unplugged Logan’s charger. “Here, and the umbrella’s in the hall tree,” I said. “I’m going to make coffee. Finish getting dressed so you won’t be late, and I’ll make you a to-go cup. Save you a trip through the drive-through.”


    Logan wrapped the cell phone cord around his neck too and walked to the closet to pull a pair of navy chinos off the hanger. “The baristas might send out a search party.”


    A joke, but one closer to serious. No telling how many days Logan’s car found itself at the PJs drive-through. He believed in supporting local businesses, so he drove one mile past the store with the iconic mermaid logo to order his morning latte from the hometown franchise.


    A cup of coffee later, Logan, his umbrella, and his cell phone charger walked out the back door.
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    I was headed to BoraBora for a long overdue appointment for a mani/pedi when Logan called.


    “Hey. If you forgot something at home, I already left.”


    “It’s, well, it’s something I wanted to talk to you about last night. But I wanted you to hear it from me first, and not in front of Matt.”


    He asked if I planned to be home for lunch. The driver behind me saw the light change to green before I did because she leaned into her horn to let me know. I pulled into the nearest parking lot to finish the conversation and avoid being the subject of the next accident report.


    “Honey, it’s not even ten o’clock, and you expect me to function for two hours waiting for that conversation?” I shook my head. “I’ll call to reschedule this appointment. Nails aren’t an emergency. Can you be home sooner?” Or could you have just called later?


    “Wait. Let me talk to Jenny. She just walked in.”


    A garbled conversation later, he said he could be home in the next half-hour. “And, Elle, I love you. This isn’t about us, together. I mean you don’t have to worry about that.”


    At least there’s that. It’s not about us. Someday it would be. But not today.
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    I rescheduled my appointment, then I sat. I stood. I perched. I paced. I walked around the family room in every geometric shape I knew. I counted the number of times my heels hammered the wood floors. I wished, instead of buying the crisply painted model home in the gated community, we’d opted for the 1930s redo. At least it had stairs I could have climbed. I checked my face in the mirror over the fireplace to see if I looked presentable, which was my mother’s equivalent to unembarrassingly passable. My complexion was mottled, like I’d blushed in all the wrong places. Thirty minutes with a cosmetics artist at Sephora last month and still I applied makeup like a three-year-old. At least the bags under my eyes were lunch-bag and not full-blown, grocery-sack-size. Kudos to my lipstick because it lived up to its promise of light stain and shiny fullness. “Okay, we can do this,” I muttered to my not-so-convincing reflection. I finger-combed my hair, then landed on the edge of the white leather ottoman and stared out the open shutters where I could watch Logan’s BMW turn into the driveway.
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