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CHAPTER ONE~~LESLIE
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The world, like my brain, is in constant motion. Thoughts whirl endlessly in loops both high and low. When this whole thing started, I was feeling pretty good—not great, but good... by the time I got home, my brain ached with doubt and self-loathing.

It was a Tuesday night. Probably near ten o’clock. My favorite time to shop. At that time of night, I didn’t need to dodge abandoned carts left by moms who wandered aimlessly from shelf to shelf to read labels. I’m not sure who they were trying to impress, but same shit, different jar. I used to be one of those people—a label reader. I’d only buy organic and cringed at the thought of buying something with an expiry date within the same calendar year. Shopping later in the day meant having the aisles to myself and freedom from judgment. I didn’t have to hide my cupcakes behind a box of tampons or buy a bag of lettuce—to impress who knows who — that would later be tossed. Camouflage doesn’t last forever. I learned that the hard way.

On that Tuesday night, I raced through the aisles, my head down as I filled my cart with chips, cookies, snack cakes, and wine. I passed by a mirror and automatically tugged my oversized hoodie over my bulky track pants to remain shapeless and concealed. Heck, for all anyone knew, I was an escaped princess in disguise as I shopped for my insatiable young lover. A similar plot twist in my last romance novel. Readers loved her real curves and take-charge attitude, and I enjoyed writing her. Even now, my mind swirled with ideas of a sequel—her lover would die, and she’d meet the twin brother—or maybe the twin sister.

A giggle escaped me as I steered the cart to the dairy aisle in search of ice cream.

Then it happened.

“Shit.” I spat as my feet froze to the slick, shiny floor. “Shit. Shit. Shit.” Blood rushed to my head, and I dove over to the frozen fruit section, opened the glass door, and stepped behind it.

The warm store air mingled with sub-zero temperatures, and the glass immediately fogged up. I wiped a tiny window to peek through and studied the situation before me.

Why is he here? Hell, he never did the grocery shopping when we were married. Why would he do it now? I studied how his hair barely grazed his jacket collar. A jacket I gave him for our anniversary a couple of years ago. Does he remember that day? The special night, the love ... does he think of ...

There. That’s why he’s here. His new wife emerged from behind the large display, and I pushed myself farther into the freezer. They stood side-by-side, the baby strapped across her ample chest as she swayed back and forth. She wore body-hugging, sleek, peek-a-boo yoga gear, her hair perfectly coiffed. Not a strand out of place. She smiled and touched Phillip’s chest. The simple action radiated an energy that resounded even to where I stood in my hiding spot over thirty feet away.

I want to be her. She’s everything I’m not and never could be. And, the baby...

My gut tightened in a mangled knot as I saw the happy little family. It wasn’t mine and knew it never would be. Memories of Phillip engulfed me as I gawked at the seemingly perfect couple like they were celebrities. It’s not fair. The dream was mine. I’m supposed to hate him. I do. No, that’s a lie. I miss him so much I ache.

At that point, he laughed. I wanted to hear what was said, but I dared not move. I wiped the glass in front of my eyes again in time to see him turn toward me as another customer nudged me.

“Hey lady, I need blueberries,” the guy said. “Can I get in there?”

I grabbed a bag and shoved the berries in his direction as I watched Phillip and his new family turn and amble up the aisle. In his arms he held a bag of diapers. A lump filled my throat. The pain stabbed deep into my soul as I gulped the cold air. Spasms raced the length of my body as I fought to contain the bulging agony that threatened to burst out of me.

“Lady, these are the wrong ones,” the guy said behind me. “Seriously, like, are you okay? Do you need a doctor?”

My hands shook, but I managed to grasp the cart’s handle and back away from the freezer. The customer gaped at me as I inched around the corner and tucked in behind a nearby pillar. I hoped I resembled a light-footed ninja rather than a gasping chubby lady avoiding her ex. I continued my duck and peek until I reached the front. My heart raced as though I’d run a marathon, but I continued to the self-checkout.

A tiny trickle of sweat traveled from under my breast over my huge, rounded, distended belly and hit the waistband. If I stay here much longer, I’ll be in a fucking puddle of tears and sweat. Yup, all over the floor to be walked upon, avoided, or heaven forbid, ignored altogether.

A cashier with thick glasses and a nasty overbite watched me. Why is she staring at me? Hasn’t she ever seen a fat girl in the self-checkout line? Yup, judgmental people like you and Phillip push me to the edge. I still needed to make it to my car. What if they’re in the parking lot? Breastfeeding or making out in the backseat? Do they still make out?

My brain wouldn’t stop. It went to sick and twisted corners I tried to block it out. A deep, jagged breath of frustration and torment rose in my chest. It clawed at the soft, pliable surface and begged to be released. Instead, I tucked my chin as far down into my hoodie as I could, swallowed hard against the searing agony in my throat, and bolted to my Jeep. I locked the doors, tore open a box of sticky, gooey snack cakes, and shoved a whole one in my mouth. Crumbs erupted everywhere, but it didn’t matter because even before I finished chewing, the next clear cellophane package was ripped open.

The binge lasted two days. Flecks of strawberry icing stuck to my cheeks to resemble pockmarks, crumbs wedged into every orifice, and my clothing bore the stains of ketchup, ice cream, and grease. A mirror would show me as a street junkie. I couldn’t physically move. Exhausted, I wanted to die. I wasn’t sure who I hated more, myself or Phillip. It didn’t matter, anyway. Nothing did. Nothing could fix me or the situation. The binge changed nothing, but it provided an ugly numbness that reminded me of my need to decipher the good from the bad.

Why do I do that to myself?

It was almost eight o’clock and I was still in a stupor as I stumbled into my giant round nesting chair and stared out the window. Why do I do that to myself? My foggy brain even dulled my sight. Nothing was sharp or focused. Everything around me moved in slow motion and I had to be careful not to spill the full fat latte that was delivered to the door just minutes before.

With my latte in hand, I grabbed my notepad and pen and tucked in under a blanket to watch the morning activity of the small, scruffy triangular park across from my townhouse.

It was actually a tromped-down section of grass and worn patches that led to a gravel path going God knows where. Was it a park? Did it have a name? There were no swings, slides, or picnic grounds. It was more like a neglected green space with a trio of struggling cedar trees and a couple of spindly pines used to shield and soften the area between the street and whatever lay behind. A lone gray bench with a dedication plaque in the center backrest, sat left of the trail and filled the small space.

If you drove down the four-lane highway between the park and the townhouse, you’d probably miss the park completely. But living close, I was hyper-aware of my surroundings for fear someone would cross over and pitch a tent on my small, manicured lawn that bordered the polished rock path to the front door. The shabby area with its weeds and strewn trash registered in our minds when Phillip and I bought the place eight years before. The realtor had assured us the entire area was about to be rezoned. But that never happened, and it faded into the daily ignored background.

I pulled my blanket closer and concentrated on the buttery light cast by the late summer sun to welcome the day.

The guy I dubbed Prince, because every girl deserves a prince in her life. He always arrived before anyone else with his overflowing shopping cart to dig through the trash for cans and bottles. His behavior was predictable and compelling. With his plastic poncho and filthy clothes, he showed up every morning. Unlike some guys I know, his behavior was predictable and compelling.

He stuffed his finds into a stretched-out black plastic trash bag hanging precariously from the side of his cart. It was like a massive, lumpy bag of Santa coal.

Once he was done, he’d sit on the bench with one arm stretched along the top, his foot propped on his knee, eat a sandwich, and then stand up to lean into his cart as he pushed it wherever he went for the day. It was like clockwork.

Over time, the morning strangers became familiar and welcome. There was a sense of accepted order and deliberateness to their actions, as if they all had somewhere to go and something to do. I’m not sure if they rolled into my life or me into theirs, but either way, they became my friends when I most needed someone.

“Good morning, Prince.” I said as I stood before the window.

The city bus huffed to a stop, and a tiny elderly woman alit as she had done the day before—Queenie, I called her. She had an air and posture of a fine British upper-class lady. She stopped briefly to adjust the sleeves of her coat, tugging each down from the cuff, and then squared her shoulders before she walked with a demeanor of purpose and confidence in the same direction she walked every weekday morning. As I watched her, a prickle of envy skittered over me. Such a slight woman, yet she appeared steadfast and strong. Once, many years ago, I vowed to be strong and fearless, but promises sometimes get lost in the fight for survival, especially when there’s a secretive perch to view the outside world and you never have to let anyone in.

I shook my head and studied my coffee. Now lukewarm, it appeared thick and chalky. The school bus, with its bright flashing red lights, caught my eye as I swirled the contents of my cup. School was back in session. A crowd of young people congregated next to the green space and mingled farther back on the fringes. Prince sat down and propped up his foot as the bus pulled to a stop in front of all the students. The bus blocked the view, but as it pulled away, Prince stood to leave, and a woman pushing a stroller came over the knoll into view. 

The woman, who walked with a pronounced limp, also came through every morning. Her gait reminded me of a child’s toy with different-sized wheels as she listed from side to side. Up down, up down... It was like clockwork and she was always the last one to arrive in the morning before the rush calmed. 

“Good morning, Limpy-Mommy,” I said to the window. 

The day had officially started.
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CHAPTER TWO~~SELENA
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Where the fuck are my sneakers? I combed through the room I shared with my two younger sisters. There was no way to call it a bedroom, as it was one grimy mattress on the floor for the three of us, but still, things went missing. I knew I’d left my shoes at the door of the room, so I shoved everything aside in my search, but came up empty.

I didn’t need this crap on my first day at a new school. Everyone was up. Mom worked late, taking her morning shift off. If no one knew better, they’d think it was sweet how everyone was gathered in the kitchen excited and anxious for the first day of school, but the Hallmark moment was pure bullshit. God, I couldn’t wait for this year to be over. At least then I could call my own shots.

“Mom,” I called on the way to the kitchen. “My shoes have disappeared. I can’t find them anywhere.”

“Well, Selena, just come eat something. I’m sure they’ll turn up.”

“I want my fucking shoes.” I glanced over to where Sofia was shoving a fried potato in her tiny mouth, and Victoria picked at the soft center of a piece of toast. Mom flitted about as her boyfriend, Gilbert, sipped a beer.  

“Don’t talk to your mother like that,” Gilbert said as he leaped to his feet. The chair flew across the worn tiles and smacked into the wall. The jarring eruption sent defiling waves rippling through the room to silence and still us all.

”Not a worry,” Mom said as she wrung her hands. “Let’s get back to eating so the girls can get to school.”

Gilbert strode over and stroked Victoria’s hair. She didn’t look up as he let his hand linger, then fall to her shoulder, where he kneaded the area. I sensed the challenge and wanted to gouge out his eyes and wipe that sarcastic grin right off the face of the Earth. The whole thing was fucked up. Hell, Vic was starting grade seven and shouldn’t have to put up with such shit. The way Mom pandered to the asshole and ignored everything else was beyond any common sense.

“Sofia, Vic,” I said, “as soon as I find my shoes, we’re leaving, so make sure you’re ready. Come help me look.”

Gilbert lit a cigarette and took a long pull as he stared at me through slitted eyes. The smoke wafted lazily from between his lips. Mom sidled in beside him and took a drag as the girls scrambled in search of my shoes. I watched Mom as the heavy stench of lard from the frying pan mingled with the smoke as Gilbert cracked another beer.

“I found them,” Sofia shouted. “And they are stah-ink-keeeeeeeeee.” She pinched her nose as she showed me.

There, under a threadbare mat on the front step, were my sneakers. Both smeared on the outside and stuffed to the toes with dog shit. There was no way I’d cry. I knew. I wasn’t stupid. It was Gilbert. My only shoes now unusable.

“We’ll boil them in vinegar,” Mom said. “That might save them.”

“How am I supposed to go to school today? I can’t go barefoot.”

Mom scooted into the bedroom she shared with Gilbert and came back dangling a pair of high black faux leather boots. It’s not like there was much choice. Believe me, if I could’ve gotten away without shoes, I would’ve.

“The boots suit you,” Mom said. “You look like a model.” She didn’t get it, but Gilbert sure did as he stared at me through glazed eyes with the start of a grin on his face.

Bastard.

I shuffled along like a teenage hooker down the back alley with my two little sisters in tow. Their school was a block from my bus stop. I left them and hobbled over to where the other students waited.

I wanted the ground beneath me to open up and swallow me. I didn’t want to be in this place or near these people. All this fake-ass crap made me want to hurl. Just one more year. I can do this. I have to do this.

At the bus stop, I ignored the burn in my squished toes and adopted a face of boredom and cool detachment. No smile, no raised brows, and definitely no eye contact. As far as everyone else knew, I had planned my wardrobe weeks before, like everyone else with their back-to-school shopping. They didn’t know the boots were two sizes too small, squished my toes to the point of blistering pain, and a safety pin held the zipper in place.

At the group’s edge, I shifted from one foot to another as pain crept into my ankle and calf. To the untrained eye, it appeared like people stood all over the place, but I immediately recognized the small groups and the order of things. Nervous energy buzzed through the crowd when the school bus arrived. I stayed near the edge and out of the way. The crowds’ chatter filled my head with snippets of overheard conversations.

“Jennifer went to France this summer,” one said.

“She told me she got really drunk,” another said.

“I heard Zach hooked up with Alison.”

This brought squeals from the small group as the bus door swooshed open for boarding.

A girl with long blonde hair bumped me from behind. I stepped aside to let her pass. It’s the same everywhere, the unspoken rule says popular and pretty are first on and first off the bus, and new students were obviously low-life losers, like me, who got on last, and no one cared whether we got off.

Last year I changed schools three times, then two weeks ago, plans changed again, and we moved in the middle of the night to avoid the landlord. All five of us squeezed into a two-bedroom bungalow just beyond the hill. It was a neighborhood where the police knew the players and didn’t show until someone was dead or got chased into the rat-infested pit. It was a stark contrast across the four-lane highway where the bus picked us up. There stood million-dollar townhomes with ornately carved front doors, wall-to-wall windows, and symmetrically perfect trees and shrubs lined the block. It obviously reflected the people who lived in the buildings. I’m sure it housed Seattle’s finest, richest, and most brilliant people who lacked for nothing.

I boarded the bus and took the last seat, or what little remained of it, beside a fat girl with flaming red hair and angry pimples everywhere. She swung her chubby legs into the aisle, and I wedged between her and the seat back in front of me. I didn’t want to put my butt in the redhead’s face, so I leaned forward as I squeezed past.

“Hey, what are you doing?” the student in the seat directly in front screeched as she whacked at my bag. “Jesus Christ, you’re gonna rip out all my hair.”

“Sorry.” I pulled the bag tighter to my body.

All eyes were on me. I wanted to disappear into my threadbare jeans and hooker boots. Instead, I squeezed my butt between the bus wall and the girl’s leg, then pressed myself as close to the side of the bus as possible. The window, caked and streaked with grime, offered little in the way of a view past the inner sanctum, but I saw some homeless guy pull something out of a plastic bag as the bus jerked into motion. Heat from the red head’s soft pudding body pressing against mine made me sweat. The air filled with the vague sweet scent of vanilla tinged with weed as the back-riders sucked on their glossy vape pens, blowing the clouds to the floor and behind the seats. I wanted to scream as I listened to the drivel and giggles. Finally, the bus slammed to a stop, and the driver swung the door open. My legs bounced in anticipation of getting off.

I stood when the bus was nearly empty and stepped outside into the crisp air. My head cleared immediately as the crowd dispersed to leave one person standing alone, waiting.

“Hi.” I tucked myself under his arm and slipped my hand into his back pocket. “Fancy meeting you here.”

“I’m glad you finally decided to join me,” he said, draping his arm around my neck and kissing the top of my head while we walked toward the school’s front door.

“I had very little choice, believe me,” I laughed. “Perhaps spontaneous escapes under the cover of night has its advantages, like finally ending up in the same school catchment, right?”

My cheap-ass boots clicked against the concrete steps as Chad and I entered the school to begin our senior year.

––––––––
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CHAD AND I HAD HOOKED up six weeks ago at a party in my old neighborhood. We were both single and lonely. Hey, it’s life. I suppose if I analyzed the whole thing, it was fun and came with benefits that were very good and often excellent. I didn’t mean it to be anything serious; it was something to do to kill time and actually feel good for a while. Hell, we came from different worlds, but who am I to question destiny?

“Selena?” The way he said my name with a slight raspy undertone sent shivers. He had all of my attention by his mere presence. He placed his hand on my hip. “Hey, want to have a coffee after school?”

“No, I can’t. No. I really have to get home to my sisters,” I stammered as his thumb grazed the front of my hip. I forced myself to take a deep breath as I ached to fall into him and feel him. “My sisters ...”

He leaned forward with his entire body and nibbled my bottom lip. “It’s just coffee.” He breathed each word into my neck.

All I could do was nod. My sisters will be fine for an hour. Yeah, I’m sure they’ll be okay. Wouldn’t they?

“Meet me at Java Jenny’s at one,” he said as he waved his hand without glancing back.

The first half-day of school was uneventful. No one acknowledged me or introduced themselves. It was the same at every school. Cliques, loners, and geeks knew their place, and I was invisible, which suited me fine. Some shot me sideways glances when I was with Chad, but they stayed silent.

The coffee shop was a couple of blocks away, but by the time I got there, my feet were on fire and a sharp pain shot up my legs every time I moved. My toes were in the vice grip of my boots, and any weight I put on the ball of my foot pushed the bruising deeper. I entered the coffee shop and spotted Chad immediately in the line. He was an inch or two taller than me. His jeans hugged his butt perfectly, and his crazy mop of curls was contained in a tight knot on top of his head.

Oh my God, a few nights ago, his hair tinged with sweat tickled my face as he leaned in to kiss me. My heart threatened to pound right out of my chest as I pictured myself laying beneath him as I ran my fingers through his hair and pulled him closer.

“Hey, Selena, what can I get you?”

“Hey,” I stammered as my thoughts tumbled back into place. “I’ll have a large, sugar-free vanilla latte, non-fat soy.”

“I better write this down.” The line moved up one. “Here, say it into my phone.”

He held his phone to my mouth as I leaned closer to him and repeated my order. His toothy grin made me forget my feet for a second. I turned and scanned the seating area. Many people worked on their computers or talked on their phones as they sipped their coffees. Some, deep in conversation, hunched forward over the small round wooden tables as they talked. I tucked into the only spot left, right in front of the restroom doors. I pulled out the straight-backed chair and lowered myself into the seat, stifling a moan of relief as I stretched my legs under the table.

“Here you go.” Chad set the large steaming coffee in front of me.

“Thanks. I need to tell you that I can’t stay. I have to get home for my little sisters.” I dug in my purse and held out a five-dollar bill.

“You get the next one.” He pushed the bill away.

“Thanks.” I shoved it back into my purse, relieved since it was the last of my money.

It had become a running joke—me getting the next one. Chad never let me. When we talked, it was usually about music or our fantasies of getting away from our families, but there was one time when things got personal, and I told him about life at home. He knew about the lack of funds, though he never once brought it up.

I stirred my latte as he hung his jacket over the back of his chair.

We sipped in silence. The morning fiasco was still eating at me. Gilbert is such a fucking bastard. I wish he’d leave. Get out of our lives and dick right off. The tension of having him in the house distracted me from everything.

“You okay?” Chad asked as he stood up.

“Yeah, I guess. Listen, I should go. There’s crap at home and—”

“The crap isn’t going anywhere. I’ll be right back.”

Chad entered the men’s room when some bright red block letters by the till caught my eye.

Part-time positions available. Apply to manager.

I hobbled to the front with as much composure as I could muster with my sore feet.

“Hi, I’d like to apply for the part-time job.”

The Java Jenny girl gave me the link to the website, and I returned to the table to complete it. I had to leave most of it blank, but I filled in my name and phone number, then wrote: I can work weekends and evenings. I learn fast and will work hard.

How am I going to work evenings when Mom’s on a split shift? And weekends? Shit, Mom is at the diner the entire weekend. Should I stay home? How will I pay for my phone? The girls must almost be out of school. Shit. I shouldn’t be here.

Chad returned as I hit enter. I’d make it work. I had to.

“I have to go. Sorry.” I checked the time on my phone and gulped the last of my coffee. “You know how it is, right?”

“Yeah, sure.  I thought maybe we could, you know... go somewhere.”

“No fairrrrr,” I whined as I studied his beautiful full lips. “Fuckkkkkkk, you make it so hard to leave.” I pushed myself to stand and pressed my head into the nook of his neck. “I wouldn’t if I didn’t have to. You know that, right?”

“Come on, I’ll walk you to the bus stop.”

It was all I could do not to rip my boots off, but I still noticed he didn’t answer my question. I’m sure I looked like a complete dork who walked like a duck. I had to keep my knees bent to force a spring into the next step and lessen the weight on my feet.

He reached to take my arm when a rock stabbed through the bottom of my boot, causing my ankle to buckle.  “You okay?”

“Yeah, I’ll be fine.” I let him hold me as I wobbled along beside him.

We stood to the side of a bus stop where a large photograph of a young, smiling couple approached the entrance to the Space Needle. The sign said: Stay Home and Take in the View. Someone had drawn devil horns and beards on both models. Paper coffee cups and cigarette butts littered the area, and the Plexiglass shelter had graffiti scrawled across it in red pen and swear words were etched into the wooden bench seat.

“You don’t have to wait. I’m not sure how long it’ll be.”

“Don’t be silly. A gentleman doesn’t leave a lady after sharing coffee.” He winked at me.

I couldn’t help but smile.

The bus finally pulled up, and the accordion doors slapped open in front of me. I stood back and let everyone else get on as I turned to Chad.

“See you tomorrow.” I quickly hugged him, and brushed my lips against his. Oh, how I wanted to grab him and love him, but now was not the time. Home. I needed to get home.

I took the first seat and waved out the window. As soon as he was out of sight, I unzipped the boots and freed my feet. A woman across the way stared at me and clucked her tongue, but I didn’t care. Bitchy Karen, you got me, didn’t you? So stupid and petty. Get a life. There were more important things to be worried about. Like the time. It was past three-thirty, and I was over a half-hour late in getting home. Shit. Shit. Shit. He’d be there alone with the girls.

Oh my God, what the hell was I thinking? Stupid. The first day of school was a half-day, and I should’ve been home an hour ago. I didn’t make any arrangements for the girls. I needed to hurry. If anything happened, I’d die.

My nerves were frayed by the time the bus slowed for my stop. I shuffled to the door and hung on to the pole until it stopped. I tip-toed down the steps of the bus and perched on the edge of the bench as I forced my swollen feet back into the narrow opening of the boots. I didn’t bother zipping them up. A new anxious energy trembled through me, urging me to hurry—to get home. The girl’s school let out at noon. They’d be home by now, and I needed to be there. It was all on me. I stood at the pedestrian light as my swollen feet pulsed in time with my racing heart. A shiny Jeep, the color of a glistening black jellybean, stopped. The driver wore a bright pumpkin-orange scarf which made me think of Halloween. I dashed across the crosswalk as fast as I could with the boot tops flapping and forced myself forward as the boot heels sank into the deep pebble path.

I needed to hurry. I needed to save my sisters.
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CHAPTER THREE~~LESLIE 
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I settled in by the window with my laptop to write, but before long, my eyes grew heavy, and I drifted off to sleep in that lovely way of not trying. No looped thoughts, just a merciful quiet. Peace.

A thwack on the front door startled me awake. It wasn’t a regular knock but more like a slap. Prince? My fuzzy brain chuckled. Maybe he found me.

I uncurled myself from the cushion’s deep comfort and shuffled toward the stairs.

Thwack. Thwack. Thwack.

“I’m coming. I’m coming.” I padded down the steps, stretching and pumping my arms to get the blood moving again. Through the peephole, there was a distorted figure of a man I didn’t recognize. The huge bald head continued into a long face covered with a bushy beard. Who the hell is that? With my hand on the doorknob, I peeked out in time to see his hand come barreling down on the door. I could tell he didn’t want to take no for an answer.

“Who is it?”

“I’m looking for Leslie Richter.”

“What do you want?”

“My name is Franklin, and I have a delivery from McAfee Publishing.”

Okay, that made sense. I turned the deadbolt and pulled open the door.

“Leslie Richter?” he asked politely, with his hands crossed over a package he held in front of him.

I nodded.

“Good,” he said, as his stance and demeanor changed to one of contempt and boredom. “Consider yourself served.”

He shoved a fat envelope in my direction, dropped it, and left. It fell right between my bare feet. I gawked at the offensive package. I wanted to kick it straight back in the guy’s face, but he was already on the sidewalk, headed for an illegally parked rusty blue sedan.

“Asshole,” I said. I picked up the envelope and slammed and dead-bolted the door. “Who are Westin, Pearson, and Zubliski?” I tore the end off the envelope and pulled out the thick contents. I was subpoenaed to testify for something. Typed in bold at the top of the papers listed my ex-husband as the plaintiff. He was suing me for defamation of character, slander, and reversal of spousal support. I flipped through the papers.

“What the—? Oh my God, I don’t believe it. He’s the one who cheated on me. Defamation? What a jerk.”

The blood surged through my veins with an intensity worthy of a comic book hero. I was ready to burst out and fly with my fist aimed straight at his gut. Stunned. I’m stunned. There’s no other word for it. Well, he better get himself ready because I’m done being a pushover. I’m ready for a good fight.

“I can’t believe he’d sue me. Me!” With a renewed sense of energy, I flew up the stairs two at a time to get showered and dressed. “The nerve. I need to talk to Max.”

Max wasn’t just my lawyer; he was my friend and confidant. We’d known each other for ten years, and he knew every nook and cranny of my soul. I had no secrets from Max and trusted him with my life. When we first met, there was an aura of instant trust, like being cocooned against the negativity of the world. He was older by at least ten years, and his poise and slight twang in his voice were beyond attractive. With his goatee, he reminded me of a young Colonel Sanders who lifted weights and filled out a suit in a way no chicken guy ever could.

“What do you mean I have to go to court?” I stood before him with hands on my hips. “Max, you’re the best lawyer in town. You know these allegations are a ridiculous waste of time.”

“Les, I’m afraid this is a court order, and it’s my duty as your lawyer to inform you that you must attend court as directed. I’m going to draft some documents to countersue, so try to relax. By the time we’re done with him, he’ll wish he’d never heard your name.”

“What are you going to do, Max? I don’t want to fight anymore. I need to get on with my life. What’s this whole thing about, anyway?”

“He’s accusing you of putting up derogatory pictures of him on Facebook after the two of you first split.”

“What? That’s almost a year ago now. And I only left them up for a day or two before deleting them.”

“Come on, Les, you know nothing is ever deleted. Someone, and my guess is it’s Phillip’s lawyer, has a copy somewhere. He’s also suing you for slander, which is basically the same as defamation, but it’s verbal. What did you say about him and to who?”

“How the hell am I supposed to know? I said a lot of things.”

“Well, the one thing about slander is the statements need to be false. You may have said mean things about him, but if it was factual, then there’s no slander. Did you go around spreading false information about Phillip?”

“Absolutely not. I told everyone how much of a complete and utter prick he was, and it’s the truth. I’d get on the stand and swear to that under oath.”

“Okay, I believe you.” Max reached for some papers on his desk. “Here,” he scanned his notes, “the third thing, and the one I believe is the actual crux of this lawsuit, is money. The other things are fluff and distraction.”

“You’re probably right. He called me last week telling me the new missus doesn’t like the idea of him paying spousal support. She says I’m a famous writer, and they shouldn’t have to support me.”

“He called you?”

“Yes, a few days ago. He sounded pretty stressed out. The baby was screaming in the background—it sounded pretty tense. I told him to go fuck himself and hung up.”

“Well, thank God you didn’t get snarky with him.” Max shook his head and smiled at me from across the desk. “I’m going to add harassment to the list of countersuits. You’re not to answer any unknown calls and definitely none from him. Has he paid support owing?”

“I didn’t even realize at first because I don’t regularly check the balance of my accounts. After the subpoena came, I checked online, and there hasn’t been a deposit for the last couple of months.”

“Okay.” Max made some notes. “What did you mean when you said he sounded tense?”

“I lived with Phillip for a long time. I could tell by the sound of his voice he was tired. It was a cross between exhaustion and exasperation.” I studied the stack of papers in front of Max. “The tone in his voice was the same as when his father died. He sounded unusually sad and broken.”

“That, my dear, is not your problem.” Max reached across and squeezed my hand. “I’ve seen what this divorce has done to you, and that’s our concern. You’re not the same person. You’re ... I don’t know, the bitter ex-wife.”

“Wha—?” It was like he’d smacked me across the face. “I know what you’re saying when you use those words, but—” My eyes burned as I fought to reconcile his words. “Max, my husband got another woman pregnant while we were undergoing fertility treatments. If that doesn’t spell out asshole, I don’t know what does.”

“Leslie, I know, but ...”

“Don’t, Max. Please don’t. Don’t tell me I’m bitter and angry like a dried-up old prune. I ...” I pointed at my chest. “I needed him to see me. I’m not the bad guy here. People tell me all the time how nice I am.” My voice was screechy, but I couldn’t stop. “Did you hear me, Max? I’m nice. Tell me you know I’m nice.” Suddenly, all energy drained from me, and the fight in me dissolved. I slumped back in the chair and eyed Max. “I’m nice. I know I am.”

“Leslie, what Phillip did to you was unfathomable. It was unfair, unjust, and downright nasty, but it shouldn’t define you. It’s a reflection on him.” Max stepped around the desk and stood beside me. “You have become the bitter ex-wife, though, and it’s not very pretty. I’m telling you the truth because I love you. You’re my friend. Les, it needs to be reined in, and you need to dig deep and bring back the Leslie we all know and love.” He looked me straight in the eye. “Les, they’re going to have witnesses lined up to say, even reluctantly, how nasty you’ve been.”

“Isn’t that slander?”

“It’s not if it’s true. And, believe me, they can and they will.” Max leaned against the edge of the desk in front of my chair. “They’re looking for a fight.” He pulled his fingers through his white beard as he talked. “I’ll find out exactly what they have on you and what they’re looking for.”

“I just want it all to end. I’m full of rage—I can feel it boil inside me. Max ... ” I peeked up at him and lowered my voice. “I imagine them together with their baby. The baby I couldn’t have. They laugh, smile, and remind themselves how much of a joke I am. It’s all I can think about.” I focused on my hands and continued. “I haven’t written a decent chapter in months. My agent and editor are threatening to drop my contract. Max I can’t ever have a baby—I can’t create anything. I’m a barren, sterile, empty vessel of a person.”

I couldn’t believe I’d actually said it. The words floated out of me like a noxious clinging stench, mocking and ugly. There was no escape from reality. Everything I said was true. I brought my feet up on the chair and hugged my legs. “I can’t do this... I can’t...”

“I’m sorry this is happening, Les.” Max kneeled beside me. “I really am. You deserve better.” He put a finger under my chin and raised my face to his. “We’ll take care of this.” He nodded as he spoke. “Trust me. I’m with you. I’m not going anywhere.”

I gave him a quick hug, then pulled away. He always took care of things. I grabbed a tissue and wiped my runny nose. He was right. The attitude and nastiness needed to stop.

“Why don’t you go home?” He placed his hand on my shoulder. “I’ll get to work on this file and see what we can do. You concentrate on getting back to your regular self. You’re a lot stronger than you think.” He rubbed my back and stood to his full height before making his way back behind his desk.

“I feel like such an idiot right now.” I grabbed another tissue. “Things need to change. I’ve known that for a long time, and I’ve done it before. I’ll do it again.”

“Your secrets are safe with me,” he said as he handed me a tissue box. “I also know you’re a strong and capable woman. When you’re done with all this stuff that’s mired you down, you’ll be ready to take on the world.”

“Thanks, Max.” Tears escaped down my cheeks, and I used my shirt sleeve to wipe them away. “I’m so grateful, Max. I promise, I’ll get my shit together... I have to...”

“I’ll call you when I’ve got some answers.”

I nodded and stood to leave. A sharp thrust from my lower gut went high into my chest. I opened my mouth to say something, but nothing came out. Secrets. Max mentioned secrets. I wasn’t sure I’d ever be okay.

I pulled the Jeep into the private garage at the back of the building. When Phillip and I first toured the house, I loved the idea of walking straight from the parking garage into the foyer of our own house. Today, memories of when Phillip scooped me up and carried me over this threshold overwhelmed me.

We’d already been married over two years by then, but the townhouse purchase was something to celebrate. He carried me inside, and as he walked, he kissed me with an eagerness and heat that made us one. Once through the door, he kicked it closed with his foot and laid me down on the icy tile floor only to warm me with his body. He was so gentle. His feather touches radiated up and down my body, caressing me like a fragile flower meant to be stroked and cherished. We gave each other what we both needed. Even now, I could still see him there, by the door, and hear his voice in the walls. I’d believed all his declarations of love and devotion. Even in the end, when wicked whispers made their way to me, I still believed.  

Now here I was, alone, angry, and fucking exhausted. I sat on the bottom step and studied the floor by the front door. The passion was like a million years ago.

He said he’d love me forever. I told him I’d give him a house full of kids.

We both lied.

I don’t know how I ended up on the floor or how long I’d been there. A raw, numbing cold radiated from the tiles into my already chilled body. My phone vibrated on the floor—shivering, just like me. Max’s name and picture appeared on the screen, and I stared at it. The dampness of my recent tears kept me still. I’d already humiliated myself enough today. Enough was enough.

The phone stopped, and soon pinged with the alert of a waiting message.

I rolled onto my belly and pushed myself into a crouched position. I covered my face with my hands and rubbed vigorously, hoping to renew some sense in my brain. Everything was off-kilter—like all the junk food was stuck in an enormous toxic wad in the center of my gut. I grabbed the banister and pulled myself up the stairs from the foyer to the main level. The entire house was dark as I climbed the next flight of stairs to my bedroom. I crawled into the unmade bed and pulled the covers around me. This day needed to end, but my mind wouldn’t stop.

He called me bitter.

I’d made such a fool of myself in front of Max. He said I’d changed. Said I talked too much. He probably wanted to call me vulgar but was afraid to. Had other people noticed, too? Was I different?

Oh yes... Max called earlier. Maybe Phillip canceled the case. Maybe he loves me and wants to come home. Stop it. He’s gone. He’s with someone who could give him a baby.

“Stop it.” I sat up, shook my head, and felt around for the TV remote.

My mind wouldn’t stop, though. Maybe Phillip still secretly loved me. I pulled the blanket and heard the remote drop off the end of the bed.

“Shit.” I forced myself up. The batteries had popped out and rolled in opposite directions on the hardwood floor. One surfaced immediately beside the dresser’s leg. I couldn’t find the other until I looked under the bed. There it was, right in the center beside a large dust bunny. I’d have to get the broom to knock it out. I plopped myself on the floor and threw the remote under the bed.

“There, now you’re all together. I didn’t want you, anyway.”
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CHAPTER FOUR~~SELENA
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My lungs hurt as much as my bare feet. I fought to ignore the constant stabbing of jagged rocks and stray pieces of fucking broken glass. I thought if I sprinted as fast as I could, it would lighten my step, but it didn’t help. When I finally neared the house, I could see the TV’s flickering light through the threadbare sheet used to cover the front window. Gilbert wasn’t handy except for plugging into other people’s cable and Wi-Fi.

We live more than halfway down the narrow lane of what I could only call shacks. The lane has two deep ruts and sharp jutting rocks. A person could easily break a neck around here, and I wasn’t sure anyone would come running.

I had the house in view and moved as quickly as my aching feet would allow. There were two weather-beaten gray wooden steps leading up to the warped front door. I tiptoed to avoid slivers and rusty nails. I neared the once-white door, the surface engrained with oily grime and grunge. Above the handle was a smudged boot print where someone had kicked it. I turned the knob. It was locked.

“Shit.”

I wanted to walk in unannounced, but now had to knock. I could hear the raised volume of the television. Canned laughter filtered through the thin walls and door to fill the air with false mirth.

Sofia answered the door immediately. Her wispy hair, full of static, stood up and flitted through the air. She wiped the fly-away strands from her face with both of her still dimpled hands and smiled up at me.  

“Hi, Selena. We were playing a game. Do you want to play?”

“No, but you can tell me where your shirt is.” I glanced across the room and saw Victoria pulling her shirt over her head. At first, she wouldn’t make eye contact, then she folded her arms and glared at me. My heart skipped, and my stomach sank as I surveyed the situation.

“Gilbert said I didn’t have to wear one.” Sofia’s eyes were wide as she looked from me to him.

“Well, if it ain’t the world’s princess finally home. Yer mama ain’t gonna be none too happy to find you’re out flitting around. I bet it’s a boy. It’s always a boy, ain’t it?”

“Victoria, Sofia, go to your room. I’ll fix you a snack in a minute.” I kept one eye on him sitting in his brown cracked vinyl recliner with his long skinny legs propped in the air.

“Are you mad, Selena? We were just playing.”

“Come on, baby.” Victoria pushed Sofia toward their bedroom.

“I’m not mad.” I gazed down at the girls and smiled. “Sorry I’m late. I want to hear all about your new school and your teachers.” I shooed them into the bedroom and hobbled over to Gilbert. As I got closer, the stench
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