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Gilbert Whitehurst began to wonder whether his wife had forgotten that they were supposed to be celebrating her life-changing news. Faith had disappeared into the bathroom a few hours ago. Now, as he sat on the edge of the bed, he kept checking the time once more, noticing how thoroughly his wife's conservative touch had transformed their entire home. 

Everywhere he turned there was a touch of Faith.

A small wooden cross hung above her side of the bed, while another, older one rested on the dresser beside a framed photograph of his photogenic wife with members of her church group, all of them smiling beneath the hot Texas sun after spending a Saturday afternoon working at a local community project. A small Bible sat on the nightstand, its pages softened by years of use. 

Gilbert had never been particularly religious himself, but he'd learned to live with the reminders. 

Faith, on the other hand, insisted that church was at the heart of her success, saying that the more she prayed for opportunities, the more doors seemed to open–including the most recent one, the one that had led to her new job. His wife's dream job!

Faith was still giddy with the news.

A few days earlier, she had been offered a position as an agent with Dumbae Luxury Estates, the Atlanta real-estate powerhouse founded by former NFL star Cedric Dumbae. It was the kind of company Gilbert had only ever associated with television shows and glossy magazines: Buckhead mansions, sprawling private estates, penthouses, multimillion-dollar listings and clients who probably spent more on a kitchen renovation than Gilbert made in a year.

And now Faith was going to be part of it.

The young married couple would have to move across the country. 

Gilbert had already begun arranging a transfer for his finance job, even though it meant a sizable pay cut and leaving behind the comforts of home. He hadn't hesitated. If Faith had finally landed the opportunity she'd always wanted, he wanted to be the husband who supported her. Besides, with a degree in economics, he figured he'd have no trouble finding another good job. It wasn't as though he'd ever have to resort to teaching high school and dealing with a roomful of disrespectful pimply-faced teenagers.

He'd accepted the sacrifices without a second thought. What he couldn't understand was why, now that the big moment had arrived, his wife seemed to be taking so long in the bathroom. 

It was very uncharacteristic of her.

Faith, a former tomboy, was usually ready almost as quickly as he was. 

His wife wasn't the kind of woman who spent hours primping in front of the mirror or agonizing over her appearance. She had always been practical about clothes and makeup, preferring modest, comfortable outfits. She treated getting ready as something to finish rather than enjoy. Her religious convictions had always been part of that modesty, too. Faith was a serious Christian, the kind of woman who went to church every Wednesday and Sunday, volunteered whenever she could, and occasionally corrected Gilbert when his language got too colorful.

Tonight, however, she'd slipped into their bathroom and seemed determined to make her hubby wait indefinitely.

He checked the clock again. “Damn.”

From behind the bathroom door came an immediate response. “Gilbert.”

He winced. “Sorry.”

“Watch your language.”

“Right. Sorry.”

He smiled despite himself and looked toward the door. “Faith?”

Nothing.

He stood and looked at himself in the mirror once more, but the mirror offered little reassurance. His good clothes looked respectable enough, but he wasn't tall or broad, and the lean physique he'd had in college had softened with time and work deadlines; his face was rounder, his cheeks fuller, his stomach no longer flat.

He tugged his shirt straight. “Doesn't matter,” he murmured to his reflection. “I'm married.”

It was comforting, though lately he'd been repeating it more often than he liked. 

Feeling less than confident, he walked toward the master bathroom and raised his hand to knock. But before he could, the door swung open.

Gilbert jumped backward, his foot catching the edge of the rug. He landed hard on his backside and stared up in stunned silence.

A figure stood over him–a being of light.

For one ridiculous moment, he didn't recognize her.

The figure looked like some impossibly polished version of the woman he'd married, as though Faith had stepped out of the bathroom and left her old self behind. Her dark hair had been styled perfectly, transforming the shape of her face. Her makeup was elegant rather than heavy, and her outfit was nothing like the conservative clothes she usually wore.

She had chosen a fitted skirt, wedge sandals and a silky top with delicate straps. The neckline was more daring than anything Gilbert could remember seeing her wear in public, revealing a hint of black lace beneath it. Around her throat hung the small glinting cross her former pastor had given her before she left for Texas Christian University.

The combination was strangely powerful.

She looked beautiful, but more importantly, she knew she looked beautiful.

“Are you okay, dear?” Faith asked, looking down at him with an amused smile. “Why are you on the floor? You look ridiculous, honey.”

Gilbert opened his mouth, then closed it. His brain was still catching up. “Faith?”

She laughed softly. “Last time I checked.”

He finally scrambled to his feet, suddenly conscious of how awkward he must look. He brushed off his trousers and avoided the mirror.

“You look...” He searched for a word that wouldn't sound inadequate. “Wow,” he finally managed.

Faith's smile widened. “Wow?”

“Yeah.”

“That good?”

He nodded.

She turned toward the full-length mirror, studying her reflection with an unfamiliar confidence. Rather than immediately dismissing the compliment, as she normally would have, she seemed to enjoy it. She adjusted her dark styled hair, turned slightly, examined the line of her skirt and smiled at what she saw.

Gilbert watched her from behind.

There was something almost unsettling about seeing his wife behave this way. Faith had spent most of their marriage trying not to attract attention. Now she seemed perfectly comfortable with it.

She glanced at him through the mirror. "What's wrong?”

“Nothing.”

“You're staring.”

"So?.”

She laughed. “So you really don't know what to say, do you?”

“Not really.”

“That isn't very man-of-the-house." 

The teasing was harmless, but Gilbert felt a strange little pinch of insecurity. He had always thought of himself as the steady one in their marriage–the person who handled practical matters, made plans and kept things organized. Yet tonight Faith seemed to possess an ease he couldn't manufacture. She looked like someone who belonged in expensive restaurants and luxury houses, someone who could walk into a room full of wealthy strangers and expect them to listen.

And he suddenly wondered whether he belonged beside her.

Faith picked up her purse. “Ready?”

“Absolutely.”

She started toward the door, then paused when she noticed him still staring.

“And before you ask, yes, I'm wearing something different underneath this. The kind of panties you always beg me to wear.”

"What? Really?" Gilbert looked surprised. “A thong, for real?"

She smiled as though she'd just discovered something entertaining. “Well, don't get used to it. We're already running late.”

Gilbert nodded quickly. “Right. Thank you, dear.”

Rolling her eyes in wifely exasperation, she bent over to pick up something she'd left beside the dresser, and Gilbert's attention immediately followed her. He tried to look away, but his eyes stubbornly remained fixed on his wife's peach of an ass. It wasn't the biggest or smallest ass, but the shape was absolutely perfect. Flawless. And there was something almost automatic about his reaction, as though his brain had stopped consulting the more sensible parts of him.

Before he could think better of it, he stepped forward.

"Jesus!"

His hands found her hips, and he gave her an affectionate squeeze, pulling himself closer with all the awkward enthusiasm of a husband who had suddenly discovered that patience was considerably harder than he'd imagined. Very hard. “Hey, baby?”

Faith straightened and glanced over her shoulder. “What?”

“Nothing,” Gilbert said, his voice suddenly hoarse. “Just saying hi.”

She gave him a look. Icy. “Yeah, I can tell. I can feel you saying hi.”

He grinned sheepishly and tried to hold on for another moment, but Faith gently removed his hands from her hips and turned to face him. 

“Okay, Romeo. That's enough.”

“But–”

“No.” She wasn't angry. If anything, she looked amused by his helpless expression. "Come on,” she said, reaching for her purse. “We have a reservation.”

Gilbert looked toward the clock. “We could be a few minutes late.”

Faith shook her head in a way that made her resemble her mother, an ex-beauty pageant queen who ruled her household with an iron fist. “We could also leave on time.”

“But–”

Faith raised an eyebrow.

Gilbert stopped. He followed her toward the door, shoulders slumped, still feeling slightly cheated but unable to stop smiling. The woman walking ahead of him was still his wife, still Faith, still the same woman he'd loved from day one. 

But something had shifted.

The new job had given her a reason to see herself differently, and that confidence was beginning to show in everything she did. Gilbert wasn't sure what it meant for them yet. He only knew that, for perhaps the first time in their marriage, he felt as though Faith was stepping into a larger world while he was struggling to keep up.

She looked back at him. “Are you coming?”

“Yeah.” He hurried after her.

Faith smiled and opened the door. “Good, boy. Tonight is supposed to be about celebrating.”

And Gilbert smiled back, pushing his doubts and mounting insecurities aside. Tonight was about Faith. His beautiful, newly confident wife. And if her new life was going to change everything, he wasn't going to let himself think about that yet. "Are you sure you don't want to fool around first? It'll only take a few minutes? I promise, dear!"

She smiled her saintly smile, her smile of compassion and understanding, especially when talking to a fool or town moron. “You know what Abraham had to do?”

Gilbert frowned, sighed. “What?”

“Wait twenty-five years before he was given his son, Isaac.”

"What does that have to do with me?" He stared at her, his blue balls making it difficult to think, much less talk. “Seriously?”

“Seriously.” She slipped the strap of her purse over her graceful shoulder, walking away. “If Abraham an can wait over two decades, dear, I think you'll survive a few hours.”

"Maybe," grumbled Gilbert, eyes cast downward, as he made sure that his wife couldn't hear his next words, "but I seriously doubt Sarah was walking around in a thong with her big tits and big ass pushed out for the whole world to see."
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Three months later, Gilbert sat in the parking lot of North Atlanta High School at 6:47 a.m., his coffee growing cold in the cup holder as he stared at the electronic bulletin board. Against the gray early-morning light, the bright red lettering cycled through the morning announcements. Somehow, he kept hoping it might offer an explanation for how his life had gone to shit so damn quickly.

It didn’t.

He grabbed his messenger bag–Faith had bought it for him, something about professional appearances–and walked inside.

The hallway smelled like floor wax and lockers lined the walls in an unbroken row of maroon metal. His classroom was Room 217. East wing, second floor, between the biology lab and the janitor’s closet.

He unlocked the door and stepped inside.

Geometry. He was teaching geometry. To tenth graders who didn’t want to learn geometry. In a school where the students spent the entire class on their phones, not bothering to look up at the teacher.

Gilbert set his thermos on the desk and looked at the empty chairs.

A month ago, he’d had a job lined up at a financial consulting firm downtown. Entry-level, sure, but it was something. A foot in the door. The kind of position that led to promotions and 401(k)s and conversations at dinner parties where people nodded approvingly when you told them what you did.

Then the firm had “restructured,” and Gilbert’s position had evaporated like morning dew on an Atlanta sidewalk, and suddenly he was the guy who’d moved his wife halfway across the country for a job that no longer existed.

Faith had been gracious about it. Almost too gracious.

“It’s fine,” she’d said, that first night after he’d gotten the call. “We’ll figure it out. This is an adventure, remember? You and me.”

You and me.

Gilbert looked at the whiteboard. Someone had written “MR.WHITEHURST - GEOMETRY” in neat cursive letters at the top, and below that, in a different hand, someone had added: “boring.”

He erased it, ready for the rest of his day to go by in a long, slow, blur.

At 3:17 PM, Gilbert’s phone buzzed. A text from Faith.

Working late tonight. Cedric has a showing in Buckhead and wants me there. Don’t wait up for dinner. Love you!

Cedric.

Gilbert had only met Cedric Dumbae once, at an extravagant company gathering, ostensibly to celebrate the start of the new business quarter, although Gilbert suspected the real reason was simply that Dumbae liked throwing parties.

An immense African-American man, Cedric had been tall and broad-shouldered and possessed the kind of effortless charisma that made other men seem like background characters in a movie about his life. His handshake had been firm. His smile had been perfect. His cufflinks had probably cost more than Gilbert’s entire wardrobe.

“Your wife is something special,” Cedric had said, clapping Gilbert on the narrow shoulder with the easy assurance of a
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