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        When Broken Together first found its way into the world in 2017, I knew Tracey and Brian’s journey was one of the most difficult stories I would ever tell. It is a story about the "messy middle"— the space between a devastating betrayal and the first light of grace.

        Much has changed since then, both in the world and in my own life. Re-releasing this novel has given me the opportunity to look at this story through a new lens. While the heartbeat of the book remains the same, this edition represents a "coming home" to these characters with the benefit of time and perspective.

        I chose to refresh this edition with new, human-crafted cover art to reflect the raw, handmade nature of healing. Healing isn't an automated process; it is intentional, sometimes painful, and ultimately beautiful.

        To those who read this story years ago: thank you for keeping Tracey’s journey alive. To those picking it up for the first time: I hope you find comfort in these pages, and a reminder that even when things are shattered, they can be made new.

        

        With gratitude,

        K.L. Gilchrist

      

      

    

  


  
    
      For Chris.

    

  


  
    
      
        
        
        And we know that in all things God works for the good of those who love him, who have been called according to his purpose.

        ROMANS 8:28 (NEW INTERNATIONAL VERSION)

      

      

      

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter One

          

        

      

    

    
      A brick.

      A colossal, crimson brick traveling at supersonic speed and positioned right for Tracey Jones’s head.

      No warning. No time to duck. The brick came at her as her husband, Brian. Same shape and size and everything. With news that did not make her want to drop to her knees and pray for him.

      Oh no. This news made her want to smack him.

      Hard.

      But she didn’t do that. Nah. That wouldn’t have been right.

      She sat and listened to him. Why? Because it was almost half past ten when he opened the back door and trudged into the kitchen. Tracey had just cleared out space in the refrigerator so Brian could put the leftovers away after he ate dinner, but she stopped and stood up when the door opened. She looked over to him, flashing a big grin. The smile vanished from her face when he failed to look over to her at all.

      “Hey!” She hoped her upbeat voice would prod him to greet her with a kiss.

      “Hey.”

      Tracey followed Brian’s eyes. They focused on the floor, then the wall, but never on her. His lips mashed together as he pulled off his weather-beaten leather brown jacket. Snow sprinkles slid off the shoulders and tumbled onto the cream-colored tile floor. He hung his coat up quickly on the hook by the kitchen door before walking over and sliding onto a stool at the kitchen island.

      “Want something to drink?” Tracey asked.

      “No, thanks.”

      “Dinner?”

      “Not hungry right now.”

      Tracey raised an eyebrow. She closed the refrigerator door and walked over to him, watching as he leaned his weight on his forearms, still directing his eyes away from her face. No hello kiss. Still no eye contact. She slid onto the stool across from him and balled her fists in her lap.

      “How are you tonight?” He asked.

      “I’m fine. What’s going on?” Tracey shifted her body weight on the stool.

      Brian cleared his throat and stared down at the granite countertop. “I need talk to you. About the practice. And, ah, about one of our nurses. Lisette Santana.”

      “What about her?” Tracey said, crossing her arms.

      “Well, I’ve gotten to know her since she came on board. We’ve become friends. We. She and I. We talk a lot during the day. She’s a smart young lady. Interested in medicine.”

      Tracey raised an eyebrow. “Oh?”

      He cleared his throat again. “Yes, well, this afternoon, Ruthie and Lisette had a fight. A loud one. I’m sure patients heard them. Very unprofessional. Anyway, Ruthie accused Lisette of having an inappropriate relationship with me and Dan had to come out of an exam room to quiet them and —”

      Tracey had stopped listening right after she processed the words “inappropriate relationship.” She didn’t give a rip about a cat fight at the practice. Inappropriate relationship? Did Brian really zip past those words? She watched his lips move for a few more seconds, then interrupted him. “Was she right?”

      “Huh?”

      “Was Ruthie right? You. Lisette. Inappropriate relationship?”

      Brian shook his head. “No way!” He rubbed his hands together. Moved his index finger back and forth over the thick diamond and gold band on his ring finger. “Ruthie was the inappropriate one. It’s a good thing she’s been with us since the beginning and she’s an outstanding nurse. Dan talked with her and she apologized to Lisette for the incident.”

      “Then why did you wait until you came home to tell me?” Tracey asked.

      Brian’s face went blank.

      She pressed him. “And what about Lisette? What are you two talking about every day if someone as reliable as Ruthie needed to accuse Lisette?”

      He shrugged. “Listen, I talk to folks all day long. My partners. Pharmaceutical reps. Our patients. The nurses. All of them. Ruthie, Lisette, Janette, Donna. I talk to everyone.”

      “Let me put it a different way. Does this lady have feelings for you?”

      Brian rubbed a hand over his chin and sighed. “She knows I’m a happily married man.”

      A chill ran down Tracey’s back. The word “happily” seemed to tumble out of his mouth by accident. “Happily?” Her brow furrowed.

      “Of course.” His tone softened. “You and me. The kids. Our life is great. God blessed us and I wouldn’t trade our relationship for anything. You know I’m not that guy.”

      The words sounded hollow as they penetrated Tracey’s ears. Not that guy? Well. He wasn’t. Tracey knew who she married. She didn’t marry a cheater. Brian was a good man. Still. This bit of news bugged her. She chewed her bottom lip and tried to think of something to say to communicate her frustration. But when she opened her mouth to ask another question, Brian leaned in and gave her a kiss. The touch of his soft lips provided comfort. She sank into the warmth. And it eased the tension. A little.

      He broke the kiss and stared in her eyes, stroking her cheek with his fingertips. “I shared it with you because the whole scene irritated me.”

      Tracey pushed his fingers away from her face. “Gee, thanks for sharing.”

      He ignored her sarcasm. “I’m gonna grab dinner now. Hang out here with me?”

      “You said you weren’t hungry.”

      He shrugged and offered a half-smile. “I smell rosemary chicken, and I know you made roasted red potatoes to go with it. That’s too good to pass up.”

      Tracey’s eyes trailed him as he stood up, shuffled over to the stove and filled his plate with food. She studied him as if he were a stranger, trying to see what someone else would observe if getting acquainted with him for the first time. She ran down the checklist. Colgate commercial straight white teeth. Handsome face. Terrific eyes. Not a wrinkle anywhere. Fit and trim. Chest and arm muscles you could see move beneath his shirt. Friendly demeanor. Good career. Intelligent.

      Yep. Enough checks on the list for a nurse to be interested, even if he was older and married.

      Brian’s phone buzzed in his leather jacket. A muted sound. Tracey heard it from where she sat, which was close to the hook where he had hung his jacket moments earlier. She glanced over at him eating, then shifted her gaze back his jacket.

      “What’s the matter?” He asked.

      She jerked a thumb toward his jacket. “Your phone.”

      He motioned to her. “Pass it to me.”

      Tracey stood up, dug into Brian's jacket pocket, pulled out the device, walked over and pushed it at him. He took one second to glance at it, then shoved it in his pants pocket and went back to chewing his chicken.

      She stepped back, curious. “Not going to answer it?”

      He shook his head and swallowed. “It’s one of the guys. I can call him back.”

      “What guy?”

      “Huh?”

      “What. Guy. From. Where?”

      “Men’s Fellowship. He joined us the last few weeks. We’ve had a few conversations, and he said he’s interested in starting a fitness program. I said I would give him some pointers.”

      “So he’s a member of Rise?”

      “No. City Church.”

      “This guy have a name?”

      Brian let his fork clatter to his plate, wiped his mouth on a paper napkin and rose from his stool. “I know where you’re going with this.”

      Her eyes narrowed as she leaned in closer to him. “All right. Let’s go there. Who just called?”

      Tracey watched her husband turn and pick up his dinner plate. In a swift movement he ate the remains of his food, then brushed past her and placed his plate and cutlery in the sink. Silent, he reached in his pocket, pulled out his phone and passed it to her.

      She snatched it and pressed the icon that led to the archive of recent calls. “Who’s Troy?”

      “Young guy. Wants to start a fitness program. We talked about nutrition and supplements and⁠—”

      “I get it.”

      “That all you have to say?”

      She pushed the phone back at him. “What do you want me to say?”

      “An apology would be nice.”

      “Apology?”

      “Yes.”

      Apologize? Please! Or, no. Wait. Maybe she should apologize for not believing that stupid story about nurse Ruthie talking crazy for no reason. Apologize? No way. Tracey shifted her weight from foot to foot. “You know what? I’m tired and I don’t know what to say.”

      Brian reached out and snaked his arms around Tracey’s waist. Her arms lay stiff at her sides. After a few seconds of an awkward hug, she wriggled out of his grasp.

      “Don’t pull away from me,” he said.

      She pushed back further. “You told me what you told me which is not cool and right about now I need you to get out of my face. For real.”

      He stepped away, glanced down at her and opened his lips, but no sound came out. A moment passed before he turned to the sink. He washed and rinsed his plate and cutlery and put them in the dish rack before stalking out of the kitchen.

      Tracey made a beeline for the family room. She plopped down in the leather recliner and grabbed her worn Bible off the wooden side table. She read Psalm 91 twice and Psalm 121 three times, and then sat still for fifteen minutes. Quiet. Anger subsiding. When she calmed down enough to stop bouncing her knees up and down, she prayed.

      Lord, I’m not sure what to make of the story my husband told me tonight. It doesn’t seem right. Please open my eyes to the truth about this matter. You are my strength and my refuge, and I thank you, Lord. Amen.

      She’d put the situation in God’s hands. Nothing else to do but go to bed.

      As soon as she stepped in the bedroom, Tracey heard water running in their bathroom. Brian taking his nightly shower. She yawned, pulled off her robe and let it drop to the floor, crawled into her side of the bed, and stretched out. One second away from relaxation, her ears perked up. Brian’s phone buzzed again. She popped open one eye. The buzzing stopped. The phone lay on his nightstand. She rolled over, snatched it, and read the caller ID. Troy. Why would he call again? Tracey switched over to look at Brian’s list of text messages. Empty. She looked at his voice mail list. Also empty. Should she call this person back? Her fingers itched to press for call back, but her brain shouted, leave it alone. She held the device another minute before following her brain. She put the phone back on the nightstand and settled back under the sheets. But now relaxation escaped her. She’d never, ever snooped on Brian’s calls. Never had a need to. Until now.

      Tracey forced her eyes shut. Go to sleep. Forget about it and go to sleep.

      Five minutes passed, and Tracey couldn’t drift off. “Brian,” she called out.

      “I’ll be out in a minute.” He called back. “You going to sleep now?”

      “Yes.”

      “Good night.”

      That was his way of telling her he didn’t want to talk anymore. So whatever he thought or prayed about in the shower, he wasn’t about to share any of it.

      The sound of rushing water kept going. She guessed he’d hang out with the soap and the bath puffs until he figured she’d drifted off to sleep. Fine. She rolled over on her belly. He could stay in there until he shriveled up.

      Two minutes later Brian came out of the bathroom smelling like ocean breeze shower gel and shea butter lotion. He didn’t utter a word as he slid into bed, clicked the light off, and pulled the covers up over his shoulders. Tracey turned again so her back touched his. His skin felt moist and warm.

      All right. No sticking her head in the sand.

      Tomorrow. First thing in the morning.

      Find out what Ruthie knows.
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      A clever fake.

      That’s what Tracey was when she met Brian nine years ago. On the outside she wore three Fs like a costume: fine, friendly, and focused. Inside? Lonely, broke, and sad. Every Sunday she gripped her six-year-old son Tyler’s hand tight as they walked into Rise Church. No one there had ever seen Tyler’s father, but they sure knew Tracey and they knew she looked good. She kept a tight rein on their budget so she could shop the consignment stores, putting quality clothes on their backs and trendy shoes on their feet. And every Sunday there she was in the church pew. Perfect hair. Flawless makeup. A smile plastered across her face as she sang each worship song played.

      Most people assumed she had it together. But she was flustered and had tears in her eyes the day Tyler pulled on her skirt and whined for her to buy him a candy bar from the vending machine after church service. She’d stood staring at the pens and lint at the bottom of her purse when a muscular guy with a lopsided smile and warm brown eyes walked right past her, dropped coins in the machine, bought a granola bar and handed it right to Tyler, telling him candy would rot his teeth and winking at Tracey. She said thank you. When she saw the man the following Sunday, he introduced himself and asked for her phone number. They talked that week. He asked for a date. Then another. A few months later he asked her to be his wife. She said yes.

      Now Tracey wasn't broke or insecure, and hadn't faked happiness for years.

      And she’d battle hell before she took a trip back to Club Loneliness.

      Believe that.

      When the alarm sounded at 5:45 a.m., Tracey swung her legs off the bed and squinted in the darkness for her fluffy red house shoes. She stumbled into the bathroom, rubbing her eyes. She gripped the edges of the bathroom sink as she peered at herself in the mirror. The rough night she’d spent tossing and turning showed on her face. Now why hadn’t she called that Troy person back? Afraid of what she might’ve heard?

      Tracey washed her face and brushed her teeth before looking in the mirror again. Wake up, Tracey. You better wake up right now.

      She shuffled back into the bedroom. Brian had rolled over in bed, facing the opposite wall. She stared at his naked back. He used to start each day with prayer, but it had been a few weeks since she’d seen him kneeling by the foot of the bed. He didn’t join her for devotions and coffee in the morning anymore either. These days he stayed in the bed until she came to get him. Tracey didn’t know when he had his private time with the Lord. Maybe he took a break and read and prayed during his day? She sighed as she touched his shoulder. His skin felt warm and smooth.

      “Time to wake up,” she said.

      “I’m awake.” He yawned and placed a hand over hers. “We good?”

      Tracey pulled her hand back. She didn’t answer.

      Brian showered, threw on a blue pinstripe button-down shirt and khaki pants, and by seven-thirty he was on his way to work. Neither of them brought up the previous night’s discussion.

      By eight Tracey herded Tyler and Brianna out the door to drive them to school. She kept a tight grasp on Brianna as they headed to the driveway. Above their heads icicles hung from the roof threatening to crash to the ground at any moment. Tyler had shoveled and salted the driveway earlier, but below Tracey’s feet were large cracks with tiny pieces of asphalt chipped off, peppering the snowdrifts on the sides. She noticed the chips spreading, making their home exterior look more and more imperfect.
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        * * *

      

      Back in the house with everyone else gone, Tracey itched to talk with Ruthie. But running over to the practice while Brian handled patients, playing the role of the jealous wife? Acting crazy in front of his partners? Not cool. She'd have to make a phone call.

      She grabbed the portable phone from the side table in the living room then pressed the autodial number for Germantown Family Medical Associates. It rang once. The system picked up.

      Thank you for calling Germantown Family Medical Associates. We take great pride in offering our patients the highest level of efficient and quality care. Your call is very important to us. If this is a hospital calling, please press zero now. If you are calling in reference to a prescription refill, please press one now. If you are calling for an appointment, please press two now. If this is a medical emergency, please hang up and dial 911. All other calls please hold for personal assistance.

      Tracey held. When someone picked up, she recognized the voice of one of the other nurses, Donna, on the line.

      “Yes. Ruth Evers please.” Cool and casual, Tracey. Keep it cool and casual.

      “Ruth is unavailable at the moment. May I have her return your call?” Donna said.

      “Hi Donna. Tracey Jones calling. Can you take a message to have her call me as soon as possible?”

      “Oh, hello Mrs. Jones. I’ll give her the message.”

      “Thank you. Have a good morning.”

      Tracey hung up and slid the phone back onto the side table. It was good neither Lisette nor Janette answered the call. God must be in a blessing mood.

      What to do now? Tracey had returned home after kid drop off just to talk to Ruthie. Since that wasn’t going to happen right away, Tracey snatched up her keys and purse. She’d use her nervous energy to go to the store.
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        * * *

      

      Shopping didn’t work out so well. Tracey hadn’t made a list. She ended up roaming the grocery store aisles. Every fifteen minutes, to break the monotony, she called someone. First, she called her best friend, Monica Bonner. But Monica was rushing to a meeting and couldn’t chat over twenty-seconds. Then she dialed Charla, her sister-in-law, but that diva was ignoring her calls, busy with a hair appointment, or gossiping to two or three other people because she never answered her phone. Tracey didn’t want to shop. She wanted to talk.

      And that was how she ended up sitting at the kitchen table of her mother, Alice Watson. Tracey wound up telling her the whole story from the night before. Alice frowned when Tracey got to the part about calling Ruthie.

      “He’s a man,” Her mother’s voice droned. “Trust me, he’s just letting a young chick flatter him for a hot minute.” A solid woman with a handsome face, Alice never minced words. Understanding and affection were not her strong points.

      “So I’m supposed to go with what he told me?”

      Alice walked out of her pantry and over to the sink where she washed and peeled white potatoes and yellow onions to place in the crock pot for dinner. Then she moved to the counter where she took a drag off the cigarette she’d left burning in a tin ashtray, stubbed out the butt, and pushed her glasses higher on her nose. “He’s not going anywhere.”

      “I never said he was.”

      “Yes you did. When you came in here looking like your dog died.”

      Tracey chewed her bottom lip. “Ma, I’m not worried about him leaving me.”

      Alice stopped peeling and slicing potatoes and looked over at her. “Then why’d you come see me? You enjoy watching me put food in my crock pot?”

      Tracey recognized that look. In Alice’s world, Brian either had the son-in-law role in her life or he did not have it. Anything else fit in the category of pure drama.

      “So what if he lied?” Alice said.

      “What?”

      “Let’s say he lied. You ready to go plant a foot in his behind?"

      “Ma please.”

      “Ma please, nothing.” Alice opened the refrigerator and pulled out a thawed rump roast. “If you go digging around for garbage, you’ll find it.”

      “You’re saying leave it alone?”

      “I’m saying, do what you have to do. But be ready for what you find.”

      Tracey swallowed hard and stared back at Alice, who had left the crock pot and started shutting the kitchen down so she could leave for work. When Alice exited the kitchen, Tracey followed, though she fought the urge to go back and check the pantry for half-empty bottles of Bacardi Rum to make sure Alice hadn’t fallen off the wagon.

      “I only stopped by to check on you,” Tracey mumbled. “I figured I’d say something about me and Brian while I had your ear.”

      “Well, you said something. And I’m letting you know it’s nothing. Brian is a sweetheart, better than most, I’d say. But he’s still a man. He’s over forty, and he’s feeling it. He still home every night?” Her mother asked.

      “Unless there’s an emergency, yes.”

      “At church each week?”

      “Like clockwork.”

      “Y’all still going to that Christian strife group?”

      “It’s called life group Ma, and yes, we go once a month.”

      “Um-hm.” Alice dropped items for her day into her burgundy leather shoulder bag: a crumpled pack of Virginia Slims, a lighter, a red-handled hairbrush, a tube of hand lotion, and spearmint gum. “He been charging or spending a lot?”

      “I pay our bills. I balance the checking account every week. Our money is fine.”

      “Then drive me to work, will you? Quit this foolishness and forget talking to Ruthie.” Alice turned around, leaned toward the staircase, and hollered. “Jamal! Get up!"

      A door creaked open. Then came feet walking the wooden floor above. Then another door squeaked, followed by a toilet flush.

      “Plug this pot in and turn it on medium before you leave today!” Alice yelled up the stairs.

      Tracey’s baby brother would shuffle around upstairs for a few minutes until he heard the front door slam; then he’d dive back in bed. He’d phoned Tracey the week before, needing money to fix the transmission in his battered Honda Civic. Since he hadn’t called back to pester her, Tracey guessed he either found another method to get the cash from someone else or he decided he didn’t need to drive his car right away.

      On their way out the front door, Tracey spied an envelope in a small wicker basket on the glass-topped end table. She grabbed it fast, speed reading the words: Final Notice. Electric bill. Tracey shoved it in her coat pocket. She’d open it later on and see how much her mother owed PECO.

      In the car, Alice pulled out a cigarette and rummaged through her back for the lighter.

      Tracey protested. “Ma, please don’t smoke in here. The smell lingers and you know Brianna is allergic.”

      Her mother made a face as she returned the items to her purse.

      They drove out to the Haven Senior Living Center where Alice worked as an LPN. At least a hundred times a year she told Tracey and Jamal that she was getting too old to do this work. Most days it involved moving and lifting heavy people. But every time Alice’s kids tried to talk with her, she brushed them off and continued with life as usual. That was Alice. She said she planned to work until she died.

      “Bring my granddaughter around sometime. It’s been weeks since I’ve seen her or Tyler.”

      Tracey stopped the car in front of the entrance. “I promise I’ll bring them over next week. I’d drive them over sooner, but Brianna has dance practice twice this week.”

      “When’s the recital?”

      “March.”

      Alice stepped out to the sidewalk. “Listen, call me later and let me know the date. Last time I almost missed it.”

      Tracey wanted to say there’s not much to miss with a group of awkward five-year-olds in glittery leotards and bright stage make-up, grinning and missing their steps most of the time. “I’ll bring you the flyer this Friday.”

      “Mm-hm.” Alice changed the subject. “Kyle coming to see his son anytime soon?”

      Ugh. Not now. Kyle Addison, Tyler’s biological father, worked as a sports agent in New York City. Tyler stayed with him and his parents on Long Island every summer. Kyle only traveled for business and vacations. Alice knew that. And she never missed an opportunity to discuss it.

      Tracey sighed. “Ty will stay with him in June—same as always.”

      “Mm-hm. Bye.” Alice shut the door and headed into the senior center.

      Tracey pulled the car out into traffic. Her phone buzzed. She grabbed it. “Hello.”

      “Tracey?”

      “Yes.”

      “This is Ruthie. Is there something you need?”

      Tracey ignored everything her mother just told her. “It’s about Brian.”

      Long pause. Ruthie spoke again, her voice lower. “Can you meet me today?”

      “We can’t talk right now?”

      Ruthie’s words dripped out low and slow. “We should meet face to face.”

      Whoa. Wow.

      “Can you come here today, during my lunch hour?” Ruthie asked.

      “Yeah . . . uh . . . I’m free until three.”

      “Don’t come in the office. Pick me up on the corner at one."

      “This is about Brian and Lisette.”

      “I figured that,” Ruthie said. “See you soon.”

      Tracey pulled over and parked. She sat motionless for a minute. Her phone buzzed again.

      “Hello.”

      “Tracey, what’s going on?”

      Monica! Comfort washed over Tracey at the sound of her best friend’s voice.

      “Bestie,” Tracey sighed. “You will not believe what’s happening.”
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      True to her word, at one that afternoon, Tracey spied Ruthie waiting on the corner a block away from Germantown Family Medical Associates. Ruthie wore light green scrubs beneath a black leather jacket. Most days she styled her waist-length silver hair in a neat bun, but on this day it cascaded in soft waves down her back.

      Ruthie opened the car door and slid into the passenger seat. Tracey leaned over for a quick cheek kiss and a hug.

      “We’ll go to the North Side Diner," Ruthie said. “You know the way.”

      Tracey nodded, her stomach muscles tightening. She gripped the steering wheel until her fingertips tingled. Ruthie could have instructed Tracey to drive to Constantinople and she would have said no problem and kept going.
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        * * *

      

      “A cup of clam chowder and hot tea with lemon, please,” Ruthie told the brunette waitress.

      “Just coffee for me. Thanks.” Tracey pushed her menu to the center of the table. Her appetite was nonexistent, but sipping the hot drink would give her something else to concentrate on as they talked.

      Two beats after the waitress walked away, Tracey glanced at Ruthie. She cleared her throat and rubbed her hands together. “I want to know if —”

      “Brian is involved with Lisette?”

      “You’ve seen things?”

      Ruthie nodded. “I’ve noticed changes in Brian’s routine for weeks now.”

      Tracey searched for the right words. “What have you seen?”

      “Little things. Wherever he is in the practice, Lisette finds a reason to be there. There’s not tons of space in the rooms and hallways up there, but I walk by his office and I see her sitting in there chatting with him at least three or four times a day.”

      Tracey took a minute to digest that piece of information. When the waitress returned to the table and put their orders in front of them, Tracey didn’t budge.

      “They talk.” Tracey nodded. “What else?”

      Ruthie pushed her long hair away from her shoulders and leaned closer. “Lisette volunteered to work the late shifts on Tuesday and Thursday.”

      “Okay.”

      “You know I don’t do evenings, but I stayed late one Tuesday last month. I went to his office to ask a question and saw the door half-shut. I tapped on it. Then I pushed it open. Lisette was in there. Brian had his back to me, and I saw her arms wrapped around his waist.”

      “Whoa.” Tracey slumped in her seat.

      “A kiss? A hug? I’m not sure,” Ruthie said, shrugging her shoulders.

      Tracey’s hands shook. She dropped them to her lap and laced her fingers together. But then her nose decided to run, and she pulled a tissue from her purse to wipe the wetness. Her drink remained untouched.

      Ruthie shook her head. “This isn’t like Brian.” She looked away. Her voice dripped with disappointment. “He’s like family, you know. Like the son I never had. When we first met—when I worked at Einstein—he even dated my middle daughter for a while. Jennifer. The one who moved to Miami to sell real estate. I’ve known Brian since then and I never took him to be a cheater.”

      Tracey pulled out another tissue. Her nose was running like a faucet. And she wasn’t the only one shook up. From the way Ruthie’s voice wavered, it pained the woman to discuss this.

      Ruthie continued. “I tried to talk to him. The day after I walked in on them in his office, I pulled him aside to ask him about it. He insisted I didn’t see anything. Now I’m getting up there in age, but I don’t have dementia. Don’t let the gray hair fool you.”

      “So he kept denying it?” Tracey asked.

      “No. He caught up with me later, mumbling and looking embarrassed. He said it was a mistake. That they’d gotten too close. Then he told me he’d appreciate it I’d keep the incident to myself.”

      “Besides the embrace . . . is there . . .”

      Ruthie leaned over the table further, nearly spilling clam chowder down the front of her scrubs. “There’s pictures.”

      “Of what?”

      “I’m not sure. Lisette was talking to Janette, and I overheard her saying how much fun she had with Brian. Then she whipped out her phone. But when she looked up and saw me she shut up real fast, grabbed a stack of files and hustled out of there.”

      Tracey’s cheeks grew hot. “So you didn’t see the screen?”

      “No. Sorry.”

      “Anything else?”

      Ruthie scrunched up her face. “I think they’re using nicknames for each other. The other day, I heard him say something that sounded like “Boy” or “Troy” and she answered to it. Twice.”

      Tracey grit her teeth. Brian’s explanation of Troy? Big bold hairy lie.

      Ruthie she sat back from the table. “Nothing else to tell you. That’s it.”

      That’s it? That spoke volumes. It blew Tracey’s mind. Ruthie described a different man than the one Tracey married. The Brian Michael Jones she knew was a Bible reading, choir singing, holistic-health following, God-fearing Christian. Now this fool with the nicknames, taking selfies with smart phones, was hugged up in the office with a hot nurse? Who was that guy? Not her husband. No way.

      “Are you all right, sweetheart?” Ruthie asked.

      Tracey glanced at her hands resting on the gray and white patterned Formica table top. Why’d they look so strange? She blinked. It was hard to see the sparkling diamond and gold wedding ring on her finger because tears had blurred her vision. Stop it! An issue needed to be handled. Nothing more. Tracey loved Brian. And he loved her. One tear dropped out of each eye. She blotted both salty drops before they could race down her cheeks, crushing the tissue tight in her palm. No more of that.

      “Divorced my husband twenty years ago," Ruthie said before pausing for a sip of tea. “My ex-husband Carl? Hard-working guy. An electrician. Worked for the city and took care of his spouse and children. But he grew up old school where if you were a family man, you had your respectable wife. And you could also have a woman. His wife raised his kids, cooked his meals and went to church. His woman laid with him on Saturday nights, drank with him, hung out with his buddies and stayed in the background. That life was fine for Carl, but it wasn’t okay with me. We had three daughters when I discovered his lies and I filed for divorce.”

      Tears threatened again. Tracey blinked them back. If she dropped any more her face would be a mess of streaked foundation and liquid disappointment. “Brianna’s in kindergarten. Tyler has two years of high school left. We want to take the family to Hawaii this December.”

      Ruthie reached over and covered Tracey’s hand with hers. Tracey kept talking, throwing out random statements about life in their household as if speaking about normal life would overcome the exposure of her husband.

      Ruthie spoke the words Tracey couldn’t seem to express. “Can’t see yourself leaving him?”

      “No.” She sniffed. “My son doesn’t live with his father. I do not want a repeat performance with my daughter."

      “I see.”

      The diner seemed quieter than earlier, and Tracey noticed customers leaving the tables surrounding them.

      “Ruthie, I looked him in the eyes and asked if he had a relationship going on with Lisette.” Tracey sniffed.

      “What did he say?”

      “No.”

      Ruthie took a deep breath. “That could be a good thing.”

      “Really?”

      “If he’s denying it, it means he’s ashamed and praying to God he doesn’t get caught. He doesn’t want to hurt you or the kids. It means he doesn’t want you to leave him. Now, if he was a different man? He might have said he’s entitled to his happiness. Or, he can do what he wants. Or, he could tell you he wants to start a new life.”

      “This is crazy.” Tracey sighed. “But I appreciate you talking to me.”

      Ruthie turned her gaze to the window. “I wish I had more to say.”

      “Did you ever confront Carl’s girlfriend?”

      Ruthie grunted as she turned back to Tracey. “What for? Going after her wouldn’t have done anything except ruin my dignity. If I’d chased her away, he would have found another one to take her place.”

      “Where’s Carl now?”

      Ruthie’s lips upturned into a slight smile. “Retired. Married to wife number five. He never could keep it at home.”

      “You were right about him.”

      Ruthie nodded. She slid her arms into her leather jacket and glanced at her watch. “I have to get back now.”

      Tracey asked one last question. “Did you start that fight with Lisette?”

      “No. I tried to talk to her about spending so much time in Brian’s office, and she got loud on me. When she walked out into the hall, I followed her. She called me a nosy old woman and a few names I don’t answer to, and then she screamed at me to mind my business. Brian told you?”

      Tracey snorted. “Yeah.”

      Ruthie placed a ten on the table, stood up, and slid her purse on her shoulder. “So that’s why you called?”

      Tracey didn’t answer. She placed money on the table, grabbed her purse and coat and followed Ruthie out of the diner.

      When Tracey dropped Ruthie off, she kissed Tracey’s cheek before she got out of the car. “Call me any time, you hear me. Talk to your husband again. Ask God to give you strength and help you. You can always ask God to take this cup away from you.”

      Tracey nodded, let go of Ruthie’s hand and watched the older woman walk away. She glanced at the clock on the car stereo before she pulled into flowing traffic—2:00 p.m. More than an hour until time to pick up Brianna. Extra time in the car gave Tracey a chance to calm down.

      Winter sunshine poured through the windows, warming her skin. She grabbed a CD from the overhead organizer and pushed it into the slot. Tamela Mann. Best Days. Tracey let “Take Me to The King” play over and over. The words calmed her soul, ministering to her as she drove . On the way hone, Tracey called Brian. The call went to his voice mail. Fine. She could take time to get her words together. She left a curt message for him to call her back and went in the house. Twenty minutes passed before her phone buzzed. She answered without looking at it.

      “Hello.”

      “You talked to that nurse, didn’t you?” Alice said.

      Tracey rolled her eyes. “Ma…”

      “Didn’t you?”

      “Yeah, and I still haven’t heard from Brian yet.”

      Alice wouldn’t let up. “What did she tell you?”

      “Who?”

      “Daughter, don’t act like your brain malfunctioned.”

      Tracey sighed. “They’ve been working late in the practice together and there might’ve been a date or something because she has pictures of them with each other. Oh, and he has a nickname for her.”

      “Um-hm.”

      The house phone rang, saving Tracey from continuing talking to her mother, though it was good she called. Hearing from her mother reminded her she needed to take care of the late PECO bill. Brian hated it when she paid her mother’s bills. He said it enabled Alice to be irresponsible with money.

      “Ma, I gotta go.” Tracey clicked off the cell phone, and then pushed the talk button on the cordless. “Yes.”

      “Hey, I’m calling you back.” Brian said.

      “You and me. We’re getting together to talk tonight. It’s important.”

      “I’ll try to be out of here by six, but you know how it is.”

      “Yeah, but right now I don’t care.” She rolled her eyes. “If there’s last minute change or a patient emergency, call me.”

      “Tyler? Brianna? Are they alright?”

      “They’re fine. Why?”

      “You made it sound like someone was in trouble.”

      Boy, was that ever true. “We need to talk. Face to face. As soon as possible.”

      “What’s the deal? I’ve got two patients in exam rooms right now and the rest of the day is full.”

      “Get here after your last patient leaves.”

      “I’ll try.”
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      Six forty-five.

      No white Lexus turning into the driveway. No Brian. The time shouldn’t bother her. Late nights and sixty-hour work weeks were the norm for him. But tonight?

      Tracey pulled back the curtain and peeked out the kitchen window. Nothing but darkness and swirling snow.

      “Mom! Hey! You need to come up here!” Tyler yelled from upstairs. “I think Brianna is flooding the bathroom. She’s got water and baby dolls all over the place.”

      “Handle it please!” Tracey abandoned the window and sighed as she pulled a Pyrex dish of veggie lasagna out of the oven and placed it on top of the stove.

      “Mom?” Tyler stood two paces behind her before she realized he’d walked into the kitchen. “Can I get something to eat now?”

      “Yeah,” she said. “Stop Brianna for me, please. Tell her I said come to dinner.”

      “All right.”

      Tracey watched Tyler stride back down the hallway. Seems like he’d gone from overactive grade schooler to moody teenager overnight. Two years of braces had closed the gap in his front teeth. He was turning out to be a handsome young man, though Tracey could see she needed to buy him medicine for his acne. He must have been picking his face— several small dark scars pocked his cheeks.

      “Don’t wanna eat!”

      Tracey heard Brianna before she saw her.

      “Too bad.” Tracey wiped a bead of sweat off her forehead, turned around and pointed the girl to her seat in the dining room, and served the kids their plates. She could smell basil and olive oil on her fingers as she massaged her temples. She walked into the kitchen and peeked out the window again. Dark driveway. Snow.

      “Mom . . . I don’t want it!” Brianna whined.

      “You know the rules. Dinner or bed. Do you want to go to bed?”

      “No.”

      “Then eat your food.”

      “Where’s Daddy? I want Daddy.”

      Tracey ignored the comment. She stood with her back resting against the refrigerator and watched through the doorway as Tyler inhaled his meal and Brianna turned hers into a science experiment. When the phone rang, Tracey snatched it off the kitchen counter in a flash.

      “Yes.” Her voice loud and firm.

      “Why’d you answer like that?” Jamal said.

      “What do you want?”

      “The same thing I called for last week and you didn’t call me back. I need a loan. My transmission, remember.”

      “I was at the house earlier. Why didn’t you ask me then?” She pressed the phone to her ear with her shoulder and scrubbed a stainless steel pan with Brillo. “How much?”

      “Around twenty-five hundred.”

      Tracey stepped back from the sink to peer at the kids. She caught Brianna shoving bits of food into the white paper napkin crushed in her palm. Tracey cleared her throat and glared at her daughter. She stopped. Tracey turned back to the sink. “You can’t save up the money?”

      “That would take too long. I need my car. I promise I’ll pay you back.” Jamal said.

      “We’d have to make a schedule . . .”

      “And . . .”

      “Look baby brother, I haven’t talked to Brian or prayed or planned to give anyone money today, so let me get back to you.”

      “That’s it?”

      “Yes. I’ll call you in the morning, so answer your cell okay?”

      “Do I have a choice?”

      “Yes, you do. You can call someone else.”

      “Call me tomorrow.”

      “All right.”

      Jamal was a trip. Last October when Jamal called to ask Tracey and Brian for seed money to start a personal training business, and Tracey asked him for his business plan, he mumbled about not having one. She’d told him to take a few entrepreneurial courses first. He never enrolled and never mentioned starting a business again.

      Tracey glanced in the dining room. Brianna squirmed in her seat and stared at her plate, her tiny lips in a pout. She’d eaten half her food. The rest was a red, beige, and green squishy mess spread across the plate.

      “You’re done,” she told Brianna. The girl scrambled from the table and skipped upstairs before Tracey could say another word.

      Tyler finished his lasagna and served himself a second helping which he swallowed as fast as the first. He moved around Tracey, put his dishes in the sink, made himself a waffle bowl full of chocolate ice cream, and lumbered over to the family room. Loud cheering sounds from a football video
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