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To my husband, for always encouraging and believing in me, supporting my endeavors, and never letting me give up, even when I thought everything else in life needed me more.










  
  












The women hustling are not the enemy. They are only a vessel, molded and shaped, manipulated and abused, by the man who created MLMs to make money off of someone else’s dreams.
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You may not miss me, but I miss you. Every single day. You were my best friend. My protector. I was supposed to protect you in return. I was supposed to put my love for you first.

Instead, I killed you. 











  
  

Elle


Sunday, August 28th





People don’t come back from the dead. I know that better than most. Death is a theft of life that can’t be found, forgotten, or forgiven. 

Stolen jewelry, though, can be. For twenty years, I’ve been determined to find mine and I’ve refused to forgive or forget. 

In all my searching, I didn’t expect it to be hidden in plain sight, in a neighborhood skirting an expansive country club across the city from our rental home. I came here after the boxing gym to burn off my pent-up boredom with a reasonably-paced run and strong imagination. The thud of my feet on the pavement creates a rhythmic beat in tune with my plans for all the ways I could steal from these rich-ass people … if it wouldn’t mean breaking a vow. 

As I come to an abrupt halt on the sidewalk, I realize I’m no longer imagining. 

It’s not stealing if it’s already mine. 

I can’t take back what’s mine, not here, not with all these impeccably-dressed people milling about, their children yards away at the play area. So many seemingly innocent eyes pretending not to watch me, the outsider. Several gazes and glares slam into me as I turn to face the crowd surrounding several tables with gold tablecloths and health products on display. Their expressions are a mix of weariness and dislike—my free running disrupting them from purchasing their optimal health. 

Most of my onlookers return to their shopping when I bend over and plant my hands on my knees, gasping for air. I must look like I’m on the verge of a medical emergency, and they would rather pretend that I’m not here than feign concern and help. 

Lucky for me, I’m not struggling to breathe due to the run, asthma, or a bee sting. 

I bow my head, trying desperately to pull in air, and I close my eyes. Open. Blink, blink, blink. Slowly, I lift my head and look back in the direction of where I saw the brunette, hoping I’m right, and hoping I’m wrong. My gaze roams the crowd until I find her again, at a different table, picking up and examining a large canister of protein powder. 

I could be wrong because …

That emerald and diamond bracelet with the stones interlaced in delicate white and yellow gold …

Those elegant gold rope earrings, each with a large sapphire in the basket attached to the post  …

That show-stopping ring with tiny pebbles of emeralds surrounding the sapphire setting …

They all could be replicas. 

I’ve found look alike pieces before, and while I haven’t seen anyone with more than one, it’s not impossible. 

Except …

The emerald cross dangling from a simple gold chain at the brunette’s collarbone—that’s not a fake. It doesn’t have doppelgangers. 

My muscles twitch as I refrain from plowing through the crowd to place the brunette in a choke hold and taking back what’s mine when her unconscious body folds to the ground. 

Instead, I watch as a woman with dyed blonde hair and sunken cheeks comes to the brunette’s side and takes her arm, leaning in to whisper something to her. 

“Erin, we’ll be back,” the brunette calls through the crowd, and sets down the large canister. 

Someone in my periphery waves at them as the bottle-blonde and the brunette pivot and head across the unnaturally manicured lawn toward a building tucked under several sprawling trees.

I wait long enough to give them a head start before I set my feet in motion, returning to my jog. I follow the sidewalk around the bend toward the facilities, then push the door open to the women’s restroom. It’s pristine—nothing like what we commoners have at public parks. Glancing for feet first, I walk past the two occupied stalls, then step inside the one at the end and lock the door, pretending to use the toilet.

“Clara’s tired lately. She asked to decrease her hours. I think we’ll have to find a new nanny. Maybe someone who’s younger, who doesn’t have her own family yet,” one of them says. The way she speaks is like nails on a chalkboard, all haughty and whining with almost audible eye rolls.  

“Oh, that’s too bad. Did she say she wanted more family time?” the other woman asks, clearly not too bothered by the bathroom conversation. 

“God knows. I didn’t ask. But why take the risk of hiring some other nanny with kids,” the first says. “Of course, I can’t have a nanny that’s too attractive, either. I wouldn’t want Billy’s eyes wandering.” 

“Billy’s so in love with you, I doubt—”

“Please! It only takes one slip. But you’re right, Billy is obsessed with me.”

This woman’s a bitch. If it’s the brunette, I may strangle her after all, but something tells me it’s the blonde who appears to focus on reshaping and changing her body rather than dressing up what she’s been given.

There’s a noisy flush, and the second woman shouts over it, “You want me to wait?”

“I’ll be out in a sec,” the first says, not answering the question. 

I flush my unused toilet, partly deciding to trust my instincts on which woman the brunette might be, and partly because I want the slowpoke with a superiority complex to stress about how much longer she’s in the bathroom compared to others.

The brunette is washing her hands when I step out. I give her a pursed-lip smile as I lean over the sink next to hers, then glance at the bottom of the mirror to examine her. She finishes washing her hands, then stands next to the towel dispenser when she’s done drying. 

I step away from my sink and take two paper towels before looking her in the eyes. 

“Sorry,” she says, shuffling a half step away.

“You’re fine,” I say to her with my warmest smile and nod. 

The other woman’s toilet flushes, queuing me to make a move. 

As the blonde steps out of her stall and heads toward us, I pivot toward the door, then stop in my tracks and turn back. 

“Those pieces—your jewelry—are stunning,” I say, pointing a finger and moving it in a circle to complement her pairing.

“Thank you,” she says, her cheeks growing pink.

The blonde shakes water from her hands and turns around. With her back to the counter, she yanks several towels free and looks between her friend and me. She elevates her left arm to face level and gently pats the two-carat rock on her ring finger, and then her wrist, which sports a glistening tennis bracelet. 

“Mrs. Bradley—such an old soul—loves her antiques,” she says with a chuckle, accenting the last word with her lofty disdain. 

The brunette’s cheeks morph from pink to fiery red. 

“Can I ask, where did you get them?” I address the brunette, making a point to keep my gaze off her friend. 

“Excuse me,” the blonde says, moving until she’s almost between us, then tosses her wadded towels on the counter rather than the trashcan. “Why do you need to know?”

Even an idiot could discern the question as an accusation. I immediately interpret every assumption she’s making about me. Some would be correct. I could react in kind, but I need to utilize my pawns wisely to remain in play. 

“They’re very inspiring,” I say, sticking close to the truth. “There are so many jewelry makers these days—so much competition. Only a few craft something so unique.”

The brunette opens her mouth but doesn’t say anything because the blonde steps between us, demanding my attention and halting any conversation that could have been. 

“So what?” the blonde chastises. “Are you one of those jewelry makers?”

“Something like that,” I say, making sure my tone contrasts hers. 

“Steal your ideas off someone else,” the blonde says, then grabs the other woman’s arm and yanks her toward the door. “Let’s go, Olivia.”

The brunette gives me a sympathetic look as she passes me. When the door slams between us, I allow the grin that I’ve been suppressing. 

People may not come back from the dead, but the things stolen along with their lives … that’s an entirely different story. 








  
  

Olivia


Tuesday, September 20th





The fan in Sarah’s office oscillates until a gust comes through the door and hits the side of my face, causing my curls to flutter, again. 

I wrap my sweater tighter and huff. My boss’ need to run a fan at the worst times is a constant reminder of all the things that I can’t control, and how I’ve failed at making something of my own. 

This was a dreamy job once. I spent a few years engrossed in my position as Sarah’s assistant, finding joy in coordinating conferences and thriving in the organized chaos. It became my world after I’d dropped out of my post-grad program when I couldn’t handle being on campus with happy people who hadn’t been through terrible things. When Sarah gave me this job fourteen years ago, she saved me.

I wish that the reason I remain in this position was out of loyalty to her or because of the fulfillment I get from the work. Then, perhaps, gatherings with friends would be easier, without the social divide becoming more prevalent as time goes on. None of my friends need to work anymore—if they ever had to—and many choose not to, instead taking up proud titles such as ‘housewife’ and ‘country club member.’  

The truth is that this job lost its luster long ago.

I can tolerate it, usually. Today, I can’t complete a single task. I can’t focus on anything but the subtle twisting and pricking happening under my pelvic bone. It’s not the familiar cramping I’ve come to dread, or a constrictive barbed-wire pain that would indicate the return of endometriosis. This could be it. The sign that I’m finally going to succeed at something.

Butterflies in my belly take flight as I imagine a moment of confirmation when I’m unable to control my glee. My phone vibrates on my worn desk, momentarily expanding my thoughts to sharing the news with Camden.

I pick up my phone, tapping the text icon. My stomach drops, killing the butterflies. 

Larry’s texted with an invasive reminder. 

It’s that time of the month again. See you Saturday afternoon. Bring cash … 700 will do.



I take a slow breath in through my nose, but it does nothing to slow the uptick of my heartbeat. As I do, my phone vibrates again. I wince as I glance at it and am relieved it’s not a follow-up text from Larry, who is the epitome of an absent father, except in moments like these. Instead, it’s Erin, letting me know that I can come by to pick up the NewLife order I placed weeks ago at her informational in the park, where she said that we should experience the benefits of the sun while simultaneously telling us that our bodies can’t absorb enough natural elements to fulfill our nutritional needs. At least I’ve already managed to pay the hefty price tag—the money portion, anyway. 

Still, my surroundings close in, and I stare up at my computer screen, trying to calm the pulsing that’s moved to my head. 

“Olivia, did you hear me?” Sarah calls, mild annoyance in her tone.

“Sorry, I was reading an email,” I lie, standing and moving around my desk. 

As I rest my shoulder on her doorframe, the fan pans in my direction, sending my blood pressure up a notch. I focus on her to keep from showing my internal reaction. She’s pretty, with her peppered hair framing her face and bulky purple glasses. 

“Have you heard back from all the prospective booth renters for the real estate conference?” Sarah asks, tapping her pen against her desk.

“I gave them until end of day tomorrow,” I answer, straightening my shoulders. With my aggravation growing, I almost believe the confidence is my own.

“It should have been today,” she mumbles in her normal passive-aggressive tone.

“We decided on end of week,” I say, firm but professional. This isn’t the first time that she’s moved a deadline on me.

If I had my own business—the dream that led me through school when I was young and hopeful—I wouldn’t have to put up with a boss who exerts her dominance by undermining my work and messing with my strictly scheduled timeframes.

She glares at me from above her glasses, her hands not leaving her keyboard.

“Also, there are no new posts on our socials today.”

If only people knew this company wasn’t so perfect. Instead, what I deliver on all the social channels is the impression of an impeccable business, with well-lit images of moments that appear serene, laced with “candid” moments of the “happy family” team she so desperately wants to convey. 

A sharp pain erupts through my pelvic floor, and my chest tightens in fear.

“I’ll take care of it,” I snap. “I always do.”

I turn abruptly and grab my new-to-me Chanel purse from the corner of my desk, and slip its thin strap over my shoulder.

“I’m taking a break,” I say with renewed niceness.

As I head out of the office and down the long hall, a warm fluid leaks into my panties. 

My thoughts scatter, searching for an explanation that’s anything other than the obvious.

Not again. 

I rush into the bathroom and lock myself in a stall, lowering onto the cool porcelain as my body temperature rises. I don’t inspect my damp underwear. I don’t have to. 

My throat constricts as stinging starts behind my eyes. I won’t get to celebrate or tell Camden I’m pregnant. My body didn’t prove me wrong. The possibility of no longer failing is gone. 

A familiar ache grabs my chest, breaking my heart and stealing my breath. A sob escapes my lips, echoing off the metal walls etched with profanities and testaments of love. 








  
  

Elle


Tuesday, September 20th





Embossed lettering sprawled across the faux shiplap wall to my right announces  Love is patient, love is kind. Fucking people. They love to love and are compelled to plaster its sentiments everywhere.

So many horrible quotes exist because of one fact. People in love are blind.

It’s the first of three things that I can always count on.

It’s how I remain hidden in this baby boutique, my target just outside. Her blonde friend—so self-infatuated—gave up her safety and her full name because she wanted to be the object of my affection.  

Olivia Bradley has worked at Conference Accomplished—the number one conference planning company within one hundred miles of Leesburg, Virginia—for longer than most people live in one place. With the office located downtown, it’s convenient for her to cross the street every weekday and stand outside the sprawling window I am peering through, taking in the nursery display. 

She’s obsessed with this store, yet in three weeks, she hasn’t been inside once. Instead, each day, she sidesteps until she’s in front of the door, then promptly leaves. From the precision in her repetition, I doubt she’s ever been inside. 

It’s allowed me an unlikely sanctuary where I watch, wait, and process my observations. I am developing a plan to befriend her so that I can learn how she acquired so many originals and if that means that she has the entire collection, including the antique jewelry box. 

“Winter pieces arrive in a few weeks,” the owner says behind me. 

“Thank you,” I say, mindlessly flipping through the tiny outfits with adult-sized prices.

I squint past the streaks on the glass and catch sight of her. 

There she is. Olivia Bradley. 

She makes her way from her employer’s office building and stands in front of the window. 

Her eyes are pale brown in the late afternoon sun, but they darken with longing and tears as her gaze travels across the tiny outfits and bassinet propped up on display. She threads her fingers around the gold chain of her necklace, finding the emerald cross. 

The object she uses to console her holds my memories of a time when I had hope for a future free to love, and free of lies.

That was before I recognized love for what it truly is: manipulation and entrapment. 

Olivia does her usual sidestep to the door, but this time, she reaches for the handle.

I suck in a sharp breath. If she comes in here, she’ll recognize me, and I’ll be caught in the lie that I’ve told the shop owner—stuck pretending to be pregnant for the foreseeable future. 

Her hand just hovers with space between her fingers and the door. 

I audibly exhale when she lets her hand drop. 

Again, her fingers go to the cross. My cross. The one stolen from my neck while I slept. The one I’ve searched for diligently for nearly twenty years …

Love is not patient or kind, but the people who fall victim to it, like her—like me—are fucking blind. 


      [image: image-placeholder]After Olivia drives off in her shimmering white Lexus, I leave the baby boutique with no intention of ever going back in. I open the heavy glass door at my next destination, then cross the vacant lobby to the elevator. Pressing the up button, I drum the toe of my tennis shoe against the travertine.

I’m acutely aware of my close call and dread my advantages yet to come. 

When the doors open, I step in and press three. A man enters the lobby, his hand lifted in a request to hold the elevator. I push the close doors button instead.

My nerves pulsate with the vibrations of the elevator’s gears. When I step out, my head is pounding, but I ignore it and move toward the door that reads Dr. Marcellus. 

The last time I saw a psychologist, I was in prison. Before that, I was mandated by the state. None of it helped me. The system only helps itself. 

My face scrunches with the bad taste of regret as I grasp the doorknob. I can’t bow out now—Zane knows that I’m coming here. He’s not just eager to get rid of my nightmares, he’s fucking desperate. Unfortunately, they’re as much a part of me as the deaths that they represent. No amount of intervention will cure me unless this Dr. Marcellus shits magical unicorn dust that would make the nightmares stop.

The middle-aged admin assistant doesn’t look up at me when I enter. 

“I’d like to make an appointment,” I say, as sweet as artificial sugar.

“You can call the appointment line.” Her snarky tone is incredibly inappropriate.

“I’d rather not,” I say, my falsetto in tune with a desperate woman begging for acceptance. 

I’m not willing to lose the spot I’ve commandeered with proper reconnaissance and bribery. The lady who was kind enough to give up her prime slot contacted me an hour ago to let me know that she’s moved her appointments, and I promptly sent her the second half of my generous gift. 

The solitaire game on the assistant’s screen reflects on her smudged glasses. I drum my index fingers on the counter, causing her to sigh, exasperated that I’m taking her from her job. 

“I’d like Thursday afternoons, at four p.m., if that’s possible.”

“Thursdays are full,” she says, not looking up as she clicks and drags her mouse around.

“Could you double-check?” 

More clicking. 

I lean on the counter, hoping it’ll piss her off and cause her to bring her eyes up from her fucking game. 

When a thrumming sound erupts from the computer speaker, indicating that her electronic cards are restacking, she huffs and squints as she reads something on her screen. 

“Well, aren’t you lucky,” she says with condescension. “Someone moved their appointments. So, Thursday … at four o’clock … is open.” Finally, she looks up, her expression curious. 

“Oh wow! Timing’s everything, I guess,” I say cheerily. “I’ll take it.”

She shoves a clipboard with a stack of papers across the counter, hitting my arm.

“Fill these out,” she says, her hand returning to the mouse and her attention to the game. 

I swipe one of her fancy gel pens and cross the floor, sitting in the same seat that I saw Olivia in last week when I peered through the narrow window by the door. 

Of all the frauds in this building, she had to lead me here … not that I’d expect any less. Her rituals, obsessions, and anxious tics make her the perfect mark for those who want to help. 

I rummage through my bag, then pop a piece of nonexistent gum in my mouth and smack on air. I hunch over the clipboard in my lap, reading each word multiple times, adding taps and clicks of the pen between each chomp of fake gum. Through my lashes I watch the admin assistant’s muscles grow tenser with each smack, click, tap.

When I finally finish my paperwork, I come back to the counter and ease the clipboard toward her until she looks up, jaw clenched. 

“Finally made it through, did you?” 

“All that medical jargon gets the best of me,” I say, beaming. 

She hands me an appointment card. “See you Thursday.” 

“I look forward to it.” I glance at the nameplate in front of her as I slip the gel pen behind my ear. “Thanks so much for your help, Laura.”

I can count on my ability to read situations and people, then insert myself into their lives. Typically, I play a role that’s favorable, but I fucking love it when opportunities like this come along where I can fester under someone’s skin. Usually, I’m equal parts Sherlock and Hannibal, but right now, I’m straight-up, badass Amy Schumer, in any role she’s ever played. 

My hand runs over the counter as I turn to go, sliding her nameplate into my bag. She won’t be needing it here. I’ll see to that.

When I step outside again, I hover by the doors of the building. A group of women deep in gossip pass, unaware of the man behind them, his eyes glued to their legging-wrapped asses. 

The creep pulls his eyes away long enough to examine me, and I wink playfully at him. He reciprocates with a smug, come-hither look like he’s gifting me the opportunity of a lifetime. 

I monitor him as he continues at an ogling distance behind the oblivious women. He stops when he reaches the bar on the corner. 

I stroll down the sidewalk, then follow him inside, and sit on the barstool next to him. 

“Can I buy you a drink?” he asks, leaning close to me.

“Sure,” I say, lifting a finger in the air and calling, “Jameson sour.”

The bartender pours with quick tilts of the bottles, then sets it on a cocktail napkin with a thud. The man examines me with newfound respect burning in his eyes, but not in the way that women want. It’s more like he has an unstable desire to hump the lady who’s bold enough to drink whiskey.

His yellowing teeth are unavoidable when he flashes his disturbing smile. 

“What’s a girl like you doing in a place like this?” he asks in a tone that he no doubt deems sensual. 

“Looking for a man like you,” I say, answering his horrible pick-up line the way he dreamed I would as I twist my red hair around my finger. 

I’m in a horrible mood. This better be quick, otherwise I’ll lose my shit.

“Why don’t you head to the restroom? Clear it out for us,” I suggest. 

“Kinky. My kind of seductress.” He wiggles his thick eyebrows.

Sleazebag. 

I lift my hand and slide it down his back as he leaves, lingering over the curve of his ass.  

He clomps to the back, yanks open the door to the men’s room, then turns back with a sneer across his ugly face. The curl of his grimy finger is meant to beckon me. 

I down my drink. 

As the bathroom door bangs to a close behind him, I pull a twenty from his wallet and slap it on the glistening black counter before walking back out the front door, his wallet tucked in my coat pocket.

God, I fucking hate Leesburg, with its well-maintained historical buildings. Each one is unique, with a variety of colors, façades, and intricately designed signs that extend over the wide brick sidewalks. Normal people meander from shop to shop, arms linked, relishing downtown’s quaint perfection. 

To all of them, this place brings joy—it isn’t tarnished with memories of death.

Moving every year has its disadvantages, but I never thought that one of them would be landing me here—again. With six months left on our lease, time may not be on my side when it comes to getting my stolen shit back, but it’s in full support of pushing through this year of hell so we can leave and never look back. 

I walk quickly, resisting the urge to stop and pet a puppy. I only pause at a trash can in front of a boarded-up shop—odd for this area, where every other storefront is gleaming and attractive. 

It takes two seconds to remove the cash from the wallet and drop the revolting leather into the bin. As I slip the cash into my pocket, I take the final steps to my car.

As soon as the engine turns over, I pull away from the curb. The man I’ve stolen from has likely come out of the bathroom to figure out why I haven’t joined him. He may have even noticed his missing wallet already. 

A mile up the road, there’s a familiar man holding a faded cardboard sign next to a stoplight, his adorable pooch by his side. The man’s clothes are weathered, his hair matted. I pull to the side and hold out the fifty-four dollars I acquired from my con. He takes it with a nod. I hand his dog a chew bone as he shoves the money into his front pocket.

“Bless you, Miss Elle,” he mumbles, patting his dog on the head. 

He may be religious, but in his current state, abandoned by his country after his loyal service, I doubt that he respects any higher power that would leave him this way. One thing he can count on is me giving him a few bucks when I pass.

“Almost forgot,” I say, reaching into my bag.

I hand him Laura’s nameplate and both of us grin. 

“Laura loves it,” he says, patting the dog as she sniffs the cheap, gold-coloured metal. 

Despite my reservations about his sentiments, I understand him. It’s hard living on the street. It’s even harder to come back from it—once you’ve faltered, it’s all people see—but everyone fails. Success is only a construct, how well we cover up our worst failures with our best lies. 








  
  

Olivia


Tuesday, September 20th





I stumble through the front door in a haze, kicking off my Jimmy Choos. On the way to the kitchen, I stop, turning toward a noise coming from the hall. 

Camden’s moving down the corridor, his dog Bella close behind, probably on their way from his office since every other room in that corridor is vacant. I don’t focus my gaze on him, though. I’m too distracted by the door across from our vast den—leading to the room with light yellow walls and a collection of onesies, cute animal prints, and various things that I once thought we couldn’t live without. 

But what I really can’t live without is a baby. A family of my own. 

“You pick up dinner?” Camden asks, suddenly in front of me.

My face scrunches as I try to work out what he means. Bella groans as she lays on the massive area rug in our main living room. 

“I asked you to pick up dumplings…”

“Oh, sorry,” I say, pulling my hands behind my back to scrape my thumbs along my nails.

“Camden, I … I want to try IVF,” I mumble the request. 

“We’re taking a break from fertility treatments,” he says, shaking his head. 

We weren’t, but he doesn’t know that. I moved forward with two more rounds of medicated cycles and trigger injections with him thinking I’d been initiating sex for enjoyment, not managing well-timed and efficient intercourse. 

“But I—”

“Babe, we agreed we’d focus on just us for now,” he says, his tone too sharp for his soft smile. 

Unable to resist his gravitational pull, I choose to trust the smile and get lost in his pale blue eyes for a moment. 

“You okay?” he asks, grazing his thumb along my chin. 

I can’t tell him that I’m crushed from my period arriving and marking the loss of hope. This was the last round of a more simplistic approach. A good stopping point to reevaluate and consider other options, as Dr. Foltz put it. 

Instinctively, I bring my hands together in front of me. My thumb catches on a piece of rough acrylic on the middle finger of the opposite hand.

Camden reaches for me, stopping the destruction of my nails. I relax, knowing he’s on my side, but he stiffens, tightening his grasp on my right wrist. 

“Where did you get that bracelet?” he asks, staring at the gold cuff decorated with rubies.

His question pierces through me, hitting the sore space in my chest that’s been beaten by failure—mixing disappointment with my carelessness. 

I have a rule—the jewelry I’ve taken from the basement is fair game if I take it off before I see Camden. He doesn’t need to know that I’ve been pilfering—no, borrowing—from the things that he and his Uncle Jared leave down there. Besides the box I found this bracelet—and the other items—in have been down there for years, untouched and unloved. Their sparkle is fading with dust and neglect. 

Camden’s reaction is disconcerting and I question whether the jewelry is something more than a forgotten collection from Jared’s storage unit purchases. 

“I—” The single syllable trails because I’m at a loss and suddenly terrified I was wrong. Maybe the box doesn’t hold someone’s menial possessions—maybe they’re his.

As fast as the thought comes, the pressure of his hand on my wrist has me dismissing it. My brain only went there because I’m still reeling from the repercussions of taking something of his from the basement a year ago. It was for the nursery, as a surprise. The surprise was all mine, though, because I met a new side of Camden. He didn’t hit me. He never would. He would grab my wrist, sure, but he’d never leave a bruise. He doesn’t have to—there are things far worse. 

Panic rises in my throat when I’m unable to break from his grasp. I glance toward the front door, looking for an escape. Instead, I find an answer with my Jimmy Choos discarded haphazardly in front of it. 

“I picked it up at an estate sale,” I explain, as I imagine one of the mansions I’ve recently been to, filled with high-profile artwork and an extensive wardrobe of designer clothing. “I think it was the one in the Montressor neighborhood a few months back. I went there to check out the furniture. For the den.”

“Hmm …” Camden nods, his forehead still wrinkled. He doesn’t get why I go to estate sales in extravagant neighborhoods outside our own community. He only knows I return with second-hand items … like my Jimmy Choos. 

“I found this bracelet there, with other pieces,” I say, continuing my charade. “I got them for a great bundled price. They all looked so fancy and expensive that I couldn’t pass up the deal.” 

Annoyed by my own rambling, I press my lips together to keep from spewing nonsense or revealing something that I shouldn’t.

My heart thumps as the wrinkles fade from his expression. 

“It’s nice,” he says, dropping his gaze and my wrist. “It looks real. Familiar, even. Must be a great fake.” The cadence when he says fake is a slap to my ego. I had never said it wasn’t real, not that I’d know—but neither would he. When he proposed, he had needed my help shopping for an engagement ring since he’d never stepped foot in a jewelry store before. 

“Would you order something?” he asks, changing the subject too quickly and causing a lag in my comprehension. “For dinner …”

“Dumplings?” I ask as he takes a step back and looks down the hall. 

“Whatever, I just need to get back to work,” he says. 

“Camden?” I say quietly, rubbing my wrist and wishing his hand was still there. At least we’d be together. 

I swallow to ease my sore throat and stamp away the doubts of the speech I’d prepared. “About IVF—”

“Babe, I don’t want to try anymore.” His words are quiet but firm.

“I want to give it a shot,” I croak. 

“We don’t have the money,” he says, his shoulders stiffening. 

We don’t have the money. Translation: I don’t have the money. I never will. 

His money is elusive; his paydays come in waves. Even when his tech contracts bring large influxes in his earnings, he keeps tabs on it. When we got married, my personal checking became our joint account. We never did add his name, but he watches it with hawk eyes as if it’s his credit—his reputation.

“I could take out a loan …”

“No loans,” he says, his voice growing louder.

“The fertility clinic has finance options—I could pick up a part-time job to pay for it.”

“No.” He doesn’t have to yell for his response to be deafening. “Let me know when the food arrives,” he says with a nonchalance that has me questioning whether I’ve imagined our entire interaction. 

He’s already halfway down the hall when I compose a response. “Okay,” I whisper, but I’m the only one to hear it as Bella trots past me to catch up to him.

I move into the kitchen as I unlock my phone to order food. I lean on the marble countertop and mindlessly scroll through Instagram instead. The immaculate women doting over their children are too much, so I open Messenger. 

From Sadie: Hey Hun! I’m so excited to reconnect with you after all these years! I’ve been catching up on your profile and have an opportunity I think you would be perfect for …

My shoulders tighten. I can’t afford another friend. 

I switch to the Facebook app and look through the notifications. Carly posted in her group about a promotion her direct sales company is having and how she’s working toward the next goal. And Erin has added me to three—no, four—interest groups because she thinks I’d be a great fit on her team. 

The pressure compounds on my chest, and I lock my phone, needing relief.  I quickly unlock it when I realize that I’ve forgotten the food. I navigate to the Uber Eats app and find a place with dumplings that doesn’t have an exponential delivery charge for prime delivery time.

When the order is placed, I stare at the tracking screen, wishing this day was over. I strum my nails across the white marble, the thud-thud-thud-thud of my acrylics becoming background noise as I try to come up with a solution. One where I get pregnant. One where I can proceed with IVF. One where I can make the house a home and stop feeling so alone.

A notification populates across the top of my screen. Another post has been made in Carly’s Facebook group—she’s closer to her goal, but not there yet. 

These women who surround me, who constantly reach out, have been there for me when Camden couldn’t. They give me hope and positivity and a distraction from the void I’ve created in my marriage. It’s unfair of me to feel dread when seeing their persistent messaging or irritation when they blindly add me to another Facebook group. The least I can do is support them after all they’ve done for me.

I follow the link on Facebook to Carly’s rank-up promotion and scroll through the products. All with hefty price tags. 

My chest tightens with a fresh wave of grief. I set my phone down and then make fists. The pressure of the acrylic nails on my palms gives me clarity. Tonight, I went too far. I need to respect Camden’s right to choose. I messed up because I was focused on my own selfish desires. 

Heading across the wide planks of the open living space to our bedroom, I don’t stop until the cool travertine of our ensuite chills my bare feet. I pull the light blue craft box out from under my sink, then collect everything I’ve been using for my conception journey and shove it inside. 

Something borrowed, something blue … but in the years since our wedding, it’s become my True-Blue, storing various objects of importance. It’ll protect these things until Camden’s ready. 

Before I can overthink, I tuck it under my arm and head across the house. I stop in front of the last two doors. To the left is Camden’s office, to the right, the door to the stairs leading to the basement. 

Through his office wall, I hear Camden speaking. “Ninety thousand … yeah … you in?” 

My curiosity is piqued. I wish that I could hear the person on the other end of his gaming headset. Whatever gaming tech he’s been working on has possessed almost all his time. Glancing at the box cradled under my arm, I remind myself that his job has deadlines, and our marriage does not. 

I open the door to my right and descend the stairs to the finished basement, then step inside the vast room we use as storage space. 

The only thing I can’t hide in True-Blue is my debt. I told Camden that the medicated fertility regimens would be covered by my lousy insurance and kept him from the details that he’d punish me for, like the cost of the continued treatments, and the way I’ve paid.

I weave through the locked, red-lidded black bins that safeguard proprietary gaming equipment, coming to a stop in front of the shelf on the back wall. It’s packed with Camden’s possessions and some of Jared’s valuable finds. I try to find space among them. I don’t bother looking at the far bottom corner where I’ve obtained the jewelry, not wanting to implicate myself. Now, I’ve lied and gotten away with it. And, because Camden encourages me to store things elsewhere—this space is his. 

I finally find a spot next to a worn cardboard box where True-Blue might fit. Maybe it’ll even catch Camden’s attention—nudge him in my direction when he sees that I’ve stored everything with care. I use this as a reminder. Shelving this doesn’t mean that I lose hope. I take a deep breath, close my eyes, and visualize two pink lines. 

It’s only happened once, but the image is sharp in my mind. The grimy tan tiles of a drugstore bathroom. Nausea rising from my stomach to my throat faster than I could ease it. 

My eyes sting beneath their lids, staying in the memory. 

I’m jarred back to my surroundings by the doorbell chiming overhead. 

I try to shove True-Blue into the questionable space next to the worn cardboard box. It doesn’t fit. I try shifting and pushing, but it’s no use. It must be a sign.

I yank True-Blue from its wedged spot. A binder slides from atop the worn cardboard box and topples to my feet, landing open on a page of baseball cards. Letters that were stashed inside scatter across the floor. I scramble to pick them up as the doorbell chimes again. Bella barks. I shove the letters into the binder and return it to the spot it came from. With True-Blue tucked under my arm, I dart from the room and up the stairs. 

When I reach the landing, I call, “Food!” He can come and get it for himself. I’m too busy being selfish. 








  
  

Elle


Thursday, September 22nd





Doctor Marcellus is a swindler. She’s covered up her dingy walls with gold and maroon floral wallpaper and infused the musty air with lavender and vanilla to create a ruse meant to whisper,  confess your sins to me. 

Unlike her, I’m aware that creating an alluring lie is like crafting an expensive piece of jewelry. When finished, the light must strike it perfectly from all angles, flaws undetectable, entrancing the beholder. Her office does none of these.

She’s also spent the better part of an hour trying to poke holes in my marriage, which makes her a fraud with little imagination. Unfortunately for her, my husband is the closest thing there is to a fucking saint. 

I bounce my knees. Gulp. 

“My husband’s gone so much for work,” I say with a meek staccato. “I miss him, you know?”

I do miss him. His extraordinary body pressed against mine, the taste of bourbon on his lips. The way he insists we play chess instead of watching TV. I even miss his uncanny ability to notice a speck of dust or frame that’s slightly askew. 

Glimpsing the one-carat diamond on her left ring finger, I ask, “Do you ever worry your husband, or wife …” I widen my eyes as I let my words trail off. After a beat, I pull my mouth into a quivering pout and whine, “I love him so much, and he loves me, but …”

She sets her notebook down and opens her arms. “This is a safe space.”

It’s all I can do to keep from laughing. Safe isn’t the word I’d use to describe it. They let me in, so it’s not that safe. 

I nod. “I keep thinking that … maybe he’s cheating.” 

Squeezing my eyes tight, I conjure tears with simple memories—my family, blood stains, alarms from hospital monitors …

I’m technically here for nightmares, but depression and anxiety are easier to portray, especially since Dr. Marcellus dug for this dirt. Real or not, this is what she gets. 

I never intended to talk to her about my real problems, even though I could be anxious and depressed from my horrific dreams, lack of sleep, and Zane’s insistence that we move annually to keep my Boogey Man away. 

Dr. Marcellus glances at her watch. “The fear of infidelity. Shall we explore this more next Thursday?”

“I’d like to explore it now,” I say. “We have some time left.”

She’s not going to cut me short. Thief. I want to be here less than she does, but this is my game, not hers. Her gaze flits to the clock on the wall that I’m blatantly staring at. 

“Alright,” she sighs. 

“Sometimes I wonder if he has a different life,” I whimper like a scorned, helpless woman from a Lifetime movie.  

“What do you mean, a different life?” she asks, intrigued. 

I hunch my shoulders and draw my legs together as I descend deeper into my unraveling. “What if he has another family somewhere, and he just says that it’s his job that keeps him away?” The thought is hilarious. Zane loves me too much, and there’s no way he could stand the messy hell that it would create.

“Do you really believe that?” Dr. Marcellus asks, analyzing my sanity.  

“Lately, yes. There’s no reason that I couldn’t go with him,” I say, tapping my finger and thumb to portray nervous movements. “Still, he never invites me, and when I ask, he says no.” 

Her eyes show concern. To her, I’m hopeless.

“How does that make you feel?” 

Fuck this generic dynamic.

“It makes me feel helpless.”

“Do you do anything to alleviate your perceived loss of control?” 

I’m ready for this shit to be over, but I refrain from checking the clock. I want to take more of her time since she wanted to deprive me of it before. “I go to a boxing gym. Yoga helps sometimes.” I do like to punch things. Slow stretches and meditation, not so much.

There’s a knock on the door, and then it cracks open.

It’s the new admin assistant, not the jaded hag I got fired.

“Dr. Marcellus,” she says. “Your five o’clock is asking if you’re running behind.”

Her blue eyes glisten with both a fear of repercussion and a hope of recognition. I know that expression too well. It’s one that I used to bear, unintentionally.

Dr. Marcellus holds up a finger. “Megan, I’m in the middle of a session.”

Annoyance pricks up my neck. I abruptly stand and sling my bag over my shoulder. 

“We can pick this up next week,” I say, crossing the worn gray carpet toward the door.

“Oh, alright then,” Dr. Marcellus stammers. 

I pause briefly to glance at a shelf full of pictures. I must have imagined the flash, because I don’t see a source.

When the door closes behind me, I straighten my shoulders and nod with a kind smile to the assistant. She’s shorter now, behind the elevated counter of the reception desk, and disappointment is written on her face. 

I lean on the counter, lowering my head so I can speak candidly.

“Don’t let the doctor treat you like that. You deserve better.”

“Thank you,” Megan says. Her cheeks flush as she nods, like a child who is unsure which adult to believe.

I turn to go, my gaze landing on the woman who has been waiting while I manipulated time. Her long brown hair is perfectly curled and swept back, drawing attention to her silver-rimmed glasses and diamond earrings. 

Her fine jewelry collection is impressive, complete with a massive rock on her left ring finger. I bet her husband fixes his guilt with expensive gifts. That would explain her ongoing need to show up here.  

It’s not the extravagant pieces that draw my attention. As always, she’s wearing my gold and emerald cross. She also wears a bracelet—a cuff with a sapphire and ruby on each side. It’s another piece from my great-grandmother’s collection. 

She looks absently toward me. I turn toward the door, then glance back. I pause.

“Do we know each other?” I ask her casually. 

“Uh, I’m not sure,” she says, looking at me thoughtfully. 

I scrunch my face, squint toward her, as if trying to place where I know her from. 

“Oh!” I point at her neck. “The cross … that’s it. I saw you not too long ago. I asked about your impressive antique jewelry collection.”

She looks at me, taking in my appearance. Today I’m wearing my best jeans and a dress top. I adorned them with some faux diamonds I’ve been working on. It’s the perfect fishing attire. 

“At a park,” I add to conclude this part of our introduction.

Her expression shifts as it clicks, and she melds her memory with the woman standing in front of her. 

“Oh, yes.” She smiles. “That’s right.”

I extend my hand. “I’m Elle.” 

She takes it, shaking gently. “I’m Olivia. Maybe it’s cliché, complimenting you like you did me, but wow! Your diamonds are stunning.”

“Thank you,” I say, genuinely delighted. 

It’s an excellent introduction—natural and informative.








  
  

Olivia


Thursday, September 22nd





The clock on the wall ticks louder than usual. Today, it echoes a lecture.  

Tell the truth. Tell the truth. 

“Are you sure there’s nothing bothering you?” Dr. Marcellus asks for the second time in thirty minutes. 

I straighten my shoulders and immediately regret it. Curling them back down, I slouch into my palms, elbows balanced on my knees, doing my best to avoid my destructive picking now that my manicures are spaced further apart. 

“I’ve been lying to Camden,” I confess, the weight of my secret momentarily lifting to allow me a breath. It quickly settles back onto my shoulders. Some secrets must be kept.

She allows her silence to communicate for her.

“I paid for two additional rounds of medicated cycles. He said that he wanted to stop trying, but I wasn’t ready. I was just so hyper-focused.”

“Hyper-focused,” she repeats. “Because of your ADHD?”

I nod as a wave of sadness washes over me. She passed right over the bits that I feel most.

“Do you feel like you’re losing control?” Dr. Marcellus asks.

“Lately? Yes,” I say, trying to recenter myself on my overwhelming mental health needs.

“Can you elaborate?” 

“It’s hard to focus, at work, at home—at all, really. And I’ve been shopping more. I opened another credit card last month. It wasn’t easy, either. Several companies rejected me first due to my debt-to-income ratio. I have four cards now. The debt is overwhelming, but I can’t stop. Camden doesn’t know about any of it. He can’t know. I feel so guilty, and the more guilty I feel, the more that I buy.” I pause, processing the information as she does. 

Camden’s Uncle Jared taught him at a young age to avoid debt. Camden lives by this rule as if it’s gospel and expects me to as well since we’re inextricably linked. He paid cash for our house and our cars. To seal up my fate if he finds out, the high-dollar businesses he contracts with, they like people working for them who have impeccable histories. Any one of them could pull his credit report at any time. 

“I think …” I say slowly. “I’m trying to fill a void.” 

It grows larger with each passing month and every failed cycle. And with Camden seeming more distant by the day. It doesn’t help that the compounding debt is drowning me, yet I keep swimming into deeper waters. It’s affecting my attention, my ability to be present, and my sleep. I toss and turn, worried that I’ll dream about the debt. What if I sleep talk and Camden hears? Despite how analytical he is, he somehow believes that dreams have clout. 

Dr. Marcellus’ lips pull together, and she taps her pen to her pad of paper. She begins talking about the different ways to treat my ADHD, including referring me to someone who can start me on stimulants again, but I can’t focus on her words. I’ve heard it all before, and I’m not going back on meds when I haven’t given up hope on becoming pregnant. It could happen naturally. Other people with endometriosis and polycystic ovaries have managed. I just need to decrease stress, starting with what’s surrounding my marriage. 

My throat aches as I swallow. I can’t believe it’s taken me so long to figure it out. 

I’ve been convinced that our marriage was sinking because of me. I thought it was our lack of a child. 

I know now it is my fault. He’s been telling me the reason all along. 

All he wants is me. 

I haven’t been focusing on him—on us—like I should have been. 

I can fix it. I’ll start by picking up a gift for him on the way home.


      [image: image-placeholder]The bright lights of a well-lit jewelry store drew me inside as if screaming for my attention. 

I move slowly from one case to the next, admiring the shimmering items. My Burberry cardigan and Chanel purse give the impression that I belong here, masking my discomfort from being surrounded by a thousand tiny things that I can’t afford. I stop at the case full of men’s watches—a good option that can be obtained at a reasonable price. 

A twenty-something woman behind the counter comes over.

“Is there something I can help you with?” 

“Yes.” I nod and point to a navy-faced Citizen watch with rose gold numbering. 

“Ah, the Atomic Timekeeping series. An excellent choice,” she says, smoothing her already perfect suit. 

She unlocks the glass cabinet and carefully pulls it out, setting the watch on a black felt pad in front of me.

I pick it up and run it over my fingers, admiring how it shines. I discreetly flip the tiny tag and glance at the price. 

There’s a familiar tug of guilt and uncertainty as I try to determine whether I want to spend the money or if I simply don’t want to waste this lady’s time. 

“I’ll take it,” I say, the tug in my chest turning into a constriction that tightens with each deafening thud of my heart. 

She takes the watch and my American Express from me and disappears behind a large cash register. I force my eyes to move casually across the case in front of me, hoping that I don’t appear too nervous. The last thing that I want is to draw attention to myself as a potential risk, or worse, a thief.

“Olivia?” 

I spin toward the familiar voice. My eyes betray me, widening at the sight of Camden’s uncle. When I smile, it’s a beat too late.

“Jared,” I sing. “What are you doing here?”

It’s all I can do to not glance toward the lady who’s ringing up my purchase. 

“Just browsing,” Jared says. 

His words sound relaxed, but his body language says otherwise. His gaze doesn’t shift to the cases on either side of us—it stays trained on me, just as his frame stays squarely fixed on my location. It’s like I’m his beacon … I’m the thing he’s browsing for.

I let out a nervous chuckle.  

“Mrs. Bradley? I’m ready for you,” the saleswoman says in a too-bubbly voice. 

My legs tremble as I take the steps toward the register, offering an apologetic smile to Jared then to the woman. 

I rush to sign the warranty agreement and the merchant receipt. She moves at a snail’s pace, placing the watch in a box, then wrapping it in tissue paper before sliding it into a sleek gift bag. When she finally holds the fabric straps out to me, I snatch it and offer a quick thank you. 

“So, how have you been?” I ask Jared, who’s watching me with a curious expression. “It’s been a while. We should have dinner at our place soon.”

He glances at the bag, then at the Amex between my fingers.

The air seems thin as I curl the card up into my hand. Camden and Jared are incredibly close. Jared knows all the rules set out for me because what’s mine is Camden’s.

“Dinner would be good.” 

I swallow. “Great. I’ll figure out a time and let you know.”

Until two years ago, Jared would come to our place for dinner every Sunday, but that tapered off. Was it because of me? Jared and Camden still get together, but not with me. I was relieved when the small family dinners stopped because I always felt awkward, and I had other things that I wanted to do. Maybe that is another thing I’ve failed at. Perhaps it was my job to keep the family dinners going—to ensure that I remained part of the family. 

“Sounds good,” he says, patting me on the shoulder. “Happy anniversary.”

I must look absurd as my face scrunches against my will. 

“Anniversary?” I whisper, my voice cracking at the end.

He nods to my glossy bag. “The gift for Camden. It must be coming up, right?”

I nod. We got married in spring. Jared was there. If this is a test, I can’t say Christmas, either, because we both know Camden’s stance on the holiday.

“I like to be prepared,” I force the words from my rapidly drying mouth. So much for expressing my timeless love to Camden—I’ll have to hold onto this until our anniversary.

I leave the bag in my car and dash across the street to get take-out from Camden’s favorite Italian restaurant. I can’t help but feel Jared’s eyes on me. He’s always watching, always looking out for Camden’s well-being. 
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