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			…for Eleanor

			“I am not what happened to me,

			I am what I choose to become.” —Carl Jung

			“After a cruel childhood, one must reinvent oneself.

			Then reimagine the world.” —Mary Oliver

			Part 1
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			Chapter One

			“Should we proceed?” Dr. Frazier-Velli asked. He sat with legs crossed and a notepad balanced on his lap. The sharp line pressed into his gray pants led to argyle socks and deep brown, shiny Oxfords. His head angled down, and he looked at her over the top of his glasses, waiting. 

			Shelly sighed. “I need to try.” She’d made this declaration before, many times.

			The room was hazy and darker than usual. She wondered if he noticed the change. Shadows peeked from the corners—behind the gray couch, tucked into the leaves of the drooping plant. 

			For the last six months, she’d been working through horrible recollections that threatened to fling her into a panic attack during the day or disturbing nightmares drenched in sweat. The window over the doctor’s shoulder drew her attention; it worried her that the only shift occurring during their sessions seemed to be the seasons passing outside. Today, the glass streaked with drips of rain. Typical November in Oregon. 

			“Okay. Let’s go back in.” 

			In the slow transition from the present to one of her altered moments, she’d relax her body while the doctor gently prodded her with questions. She’d hold on to his melodic tone, like a rope through a maze, until Dr. Frazier-Velli faded into a blur and her mind would spin. Smells generally came first, followed by obscured images that became clearer as time passed. Then sounds. 

			She breathed in deeply and allowed her senses to take over. The foul, urine-soaked smell coated the air, burning hot through her sinuses and needling the back of her throat. 

			Focus. Go forward.

			“It’s pulling me. The closer I get—” Her voice was near a whisper. “I’m so scared.”

			“Where are you?” he asked. 

			A trick question. She was at the beginning, where she always started. 

			“The hall.” 

			In each session, she began in a darkened hallway, facing a familiar door. Today, the walls were painted an ugly muted yellow that hinted at tobacco stains. Sometimes, the walls were grey or blue. The paint was brittle under her fingers and bubbled in sections.

			“And the room?” the doctor asked softly. 

			“Not the room. The closet.” 

			“Excellent, Shelly! Can you take a step?”

			“I don’t want to see. I need to hide. I can’t be here.” 

			“Why hide?” he asked, slightly louder. 

			Is he talking, or am I? She gripped the arms of the chair, her breaths quickening, and thoughts jumbled.

			“Because someone’s coming.” 

			Muscles jumped inside her legs as she bent forward. The effort nauseated her; the walls turned like a kaleidoscope, cascading toward a distant door. In the hall, the carpet was a darker green than she remembered, discolored with murky stains. Mesh showed through, with rough fibers extending like angry fingers, ready to catch a toe and pull her to the ground. Then she noticed the stench. How could a smell be so intense in a memory? It crashed over her like a frothy, churning current of filth, strong enough to wash her away to an even darker place. 

			Warm puddles lurked in the rug under her bare feet, splashing and suctioning with each step. God, she wanted shoes. Her steps slopped through an inch or so of wetness, leaving deep imprints, and she didn’t dare look down. She tried to stay centered and follow the clues. She squeezed her eyes, shutting out the office, the window, the sound of the rain. 

			“I can sense it in my chest. The tight feeling, like my throat is going to close.” She massaged the muscles at the front of her neck. “My palms are sweaty. So sweaty.” Her lower back ached, and her breathing grew shallow. She felt the sticky cling of the liquid between her fingers. Then, raising her hand, she saw it—not sweat but blood. 

			The panic spiraled up from her stomach. “Hide. Hide. Do it now!” Shelly cried out.

			She spun around, waiting for something or someone to come for her. As if reorienting out of a free fall, she shot forward, her breathing rapid, her hands trembling. With her head between her knees, she stared at her feet, which were still safely contained in black flats on the doctor’s pristine white rug. 

			Dr. Frazier-Velli caught her hand. “Breathe, Shelly. Breathe.” 

			Tears welled up and coursed down her cheeks. She moved her hand across the green velvet armchair, back and forth. She hated the chair, along with the countless, awkward disclosures that happened while sitting in it. Staring at the soft, plush surface, like swirling, melted chocolate underneath each fingertip—how many times had she repeated this same pensive action? 

			Shelly looked up to see the doctor’s brown eyes boring into her. He really did have a nice face, behind the glasses and sometimes, an infuriating, matter-of-fact demeanor.

			“Your expression changed just then,” he said. “Where did you go?” 

			She was used to such observations. The good doctor seemed to notice instinctively whenever her mental dominoes tipped over. “This can’t be my life,” she said. “I’m tired of being damaged and weak. Josie deserves more than a bat-shit mother. My head is full of this bullshit. She knows I love her, but she deserves a mother who can sit with her, carefree. I hope she doesn’t absorb any of this, my fears. I panic and hide over these violent scenarios, and I’m good at it.” She chuckled. “At least I’m good at something.” 

			True to form, only solidarity and quiet compassion filled Dr. Frazier-Velli’s eyes. He also knew how to handle her episodes of self-pity.

			 Shelly continued. “When I hold Josie, I see only death. Her eyes, her beautiful hair, but my mind flashes to her body, dead and blue. The images are dark, and I freeze. These thoughts don’t end. They just don’t end.” She fell back into the chair. 

			Until therapy, she had fought the memories on her own. She fantasized about attacking anyone who tried to hurt her child, always with the same ending—fighting to the death, ripping out eyes, biting necks in a horrible barrage of violence, her daughter witnessing everything. The rage left her paralyzed, exhausted. With Josie now seven years old, the battle had been endless. 

			Dr Frazier-Velli scribbled in his notepad. “It sounds like you’re trying to affirm safety at all costs.” He looked up. “Is this possible?” 

			Her mind churned. It wasn’t just possible, but necessary.

			“We’ll get back to that,” he said after a moment.

			Shelly hugged her shoulders. He had never written as much in a session before, had he?

			“Are you having flashbacks or panic attacks?” he asked.

			“What’s the difference?” She shrugged. “The ocean image has come up. That’s not a flashback, I guess, but it’s scary. Paul wants to go to the beach over the weekend. We haven’t gone in a year.” She thought back to the last time—when she took a sedative to get over her fear. “Josie should see the water and play in the sand,” she said. “She’s missing out on so much because of me.” She remembered her daughter’s golden hair catching the sunset as the chilly water soaked her toes.  

			“The ocean could bring up considerable worries,” Dr Frazier-Velli commented. “You’ve talked about the fear of water, how uncontrollable it is. Does Paul know the level of anxiety it causes you?” 

			Shelly smiled. He had used her words from a previous session almost to the letter. 

			“Paul might know what it means, but he doesn’t show it. If I resist or hesitate, he won’t let up with the pressure.” Her shoulders pinched and tightened, and she adjusted in her seat. “We’ve talked about what scares me before. I don’t think he understands. I’d hate for him or anyone to know what this is like. I’d rather spare them.” 

			It’s my burden. 

			“I see,” said Dr Frazier-Velli. “Difficult as it may seem, you should let Paul know how you feel. As you said, he may not understand your level of worry and its effects. Without more context, he might see your behavior as a choice, not one your mind is forcing you to make.” 

			His tone implied it would be easy to talk it out with Paul, and that irritated Shelly. He should know enough about their marriage to know how complicated that would be. 

			“Have you been sleeping? Any nightmares?” he asked.

			“Yes, some.” She shifted again, adjusting against the velvet. 

			“And what about the little girl?” He paused. “What was her name?” 

			A hot wave flashed through her veins. “Red.” Her feet shuffled underneath her. “No, Red’s been gone a while, and I’m glad. I’d rather not deal with her right now.”  

			“Red,” he scribbled. “Where do you think that came from?” 

			Did the name embarrass her? Why not something more common, or even a child’s name? She imagined the doctor thinking of Clifford the dog, or cinnamon gum. 

			“I can’t remember,” she lied.

			When he straightened up in his chair, Shelly read the cue. It was time to wrap up the session.

			“Let’s finish with some closing relaxation,” he said. “We’ve covered a lot.” He set down his notepad on the nearby table. 

			Shelly found his session-ending rituals annoying, an abrupt transition as she sat in the clammy velvet chair with her tear-stained cheeks and stiff shoulders. She fantasized about throwing his always-offered glass of water in his face and running out of the room. But good judgment prevailed. 

			Reluctantly, she planted her feet on the floor. She took a deep breath and closed her eyes. 

			“Find the sound of the clock,” he said softly. “Allow your breath to go in and out as your mind follows the rhythm.” 

			Shelly complied. Once again, she followed the rain against the window. The clock. The focus. She tried to believe better days were coming.

			Chapter Two

			“Fuck whoever said it gets worse before it gets better.” Shelly turned off her car engine, punched paperwork into the bottom of her tote bag, and banged her elbow on the door as she exited the car. She saw them across the street, waiting for her. Probably parked there for an hour despite Shelly being right on time. She feigned a polite smile and waved. 

			“The only thing missing from this puppet are strings,” she muttered through clenched teeth, not breaking her grin. She had scheduled a walk-through with potential buyers, but her neck felt like a thatch of bound cords, initiating a migraine. Her irritation grew as she wrestled with her purse, infuriated with the foreign keys and unfamiliar lock box. Once inside the three-bedroom craftsman, she opened a folder and thumbed through the listing, tax history, and disclosures, alongside a riot of Shelly Blake business cards. Everything you needed for a real estate showing. 

			Her day had already been full of annoyances, and it was only eleven in the morning. Aware of looming deadlines, she’d endured her daughter’s protests while slathering peanut butter on bread and planning open houses for four different families. After that, she threw herself together enough to get Josie out the door and to school. She’d almost forgotten her psychiatrist’s appointment.

			At every therapy session, she’d start with the best intentions. Life had drastically changed after she lost her parents, and much of her childhood remained clouded, hidden from her. Even her mother’s face was a mystery. At times, she remembered a soft expression or the bend of her smile, but nothing more. Only violent traces—torn images and fragments of sounds and smells—occasionally surfaced. 

			A voice roused Shelly from her thoughts. 

			“I love the house! It’s exactly what I want—in the middle of everything, and you can’t beat the view.” Judith Turner, tax attorney and would-be buyer, turned to the window alongside Shelly. She was a tall woman with a thin build. Her peachy complexion suited her vibrant auburn hair. 

			“It’s priced too high,” Roger Turner chimed in. Slightly shorter than his wife, he resembled Al Pacino with glasses, short dark hair, and a raspy voice. He straightened up next to his wife, folding his arms in defiance.

			“No, we’ll do it. Let’s make an offer.” Judith nodded at Shelly, ignoring his objection. 

			“Are you sure?” Shelly had been here before, drafting and sending offers only to have them yanked by Judith. “It’s the tenth offer, but—” She searched for something encouraging to say. “You’ve put a lot of consideration into this one, and the house has all your priority items.” Shelly struggled for words. These clients often disregarded all logic and were constantly changing their list of deal-breakers. 

			“I know we’ve taken up a great amount of your time, Shelly, but it’s such a hard decision.” Judith crossed her arms.

			“Roger, you’re rather quiet.” Shelly turned to him. “If you think the price is too high, I’m not here to persuade you. However, the offer should be solid. It’s a sought-after neighborhood, and the property affords plenty of space.” 

			Roger said nothing, and Judith was probably already planning the paint color. They were on totally different planets, as usual. 

			 She lowered her voice. “Okay, I’m going to be straight with you. The seller has multiple showings this morning, and more scheduled later. This house will be sold by the end of the day. Ready to call it home, or will you give it up to another couple with a taste for teal walls and leopard print rugs?” Maybe she could appeal to Judith’s design sensibilities. 

			Judith’s eyes widened in alarm, and she glanced at Roger. Reluctantly, he nodded. 

			“Okay, I’ll write it up.” Shelly pulled her laptop from her purse and propped it on the kitchen counter. Her fingers rushed across the keyboard. Then she stopped, her breath catching in her throat. 

			Blood covered her trembling fingers, now hovering over the computer. 

			I can’t see what’s there. Her breath faltered. The blood, the door, the carpet. It’s always the same. I can’t leave and can’t go in. She clamped her eyes closed and shook out her hands. Dr. Frazier-Velli’s face floated before her, suspended like a ghost, still waiting for answers.

			“Shelly? Are you listening?”

			She regained focus on Judith’s grin. Over the edge of her laptop, she watched as her client held up color swatches and swooped around the room. 

			“Don’t kiss it on the mouth,” Shelly warned Judith, a phrase she stole from her favorite Julia Roberts movie. Too many overzealous buyers dive into a purchase only to be outbid and wilt in defeat. Judith ignored her and continued sashaying around the island.

			Shelly added the details of the offer on her laptop. It wasn’t complicated, simply copying and pasting from the other ten she had filed. Her mobile fluttered in her hip pocket. She pulled it out and answered.

			“Hey,” Paul said. “I don’t know if we were going to—” 

			“What do you think about the color of the walls along the stairs?” Judith tapped Shelly’s shoulder. “It’s off-cream but looks like water damage. Needs to be painted.” 

			Shelly ended the call, disconnecting without thinking. She cringed, knowing her husband would be annoyed. Lately, he only called or texted for practical reasons. Usually, reminders and cues for her to prioritize. Thoughtful, sweet calls to check on her and her day had faded a long time ago.

			“One more thing,” Judith said. “We want to make an offer twenty above asking.” 

			Shelly smiled and nodded obediently. For once, she agreed with Judith. Then, it hit her—she needed to grab Josie from school. That’s probably why Paul had called. 

			“Judith, I’ll email you the documents, but I have to run.” She flipped her laptop closed. After a few condensed assurances for Judith, she made it to the car. She picked up her phone to ring Paul, but another client’s name popped up. She answered the call and pulled onto the street, hoping she wouldn’t be late collecting her daughter. 

			At school, Josie was waiting for her at the curb. Her white pants and green and yellow striped shirt were hard to miss. In a manic, pixie-girl way, she spun in a circle with her arms outstretched, simulating an airplane. 

			“There’s my girl.” Shelly smiled to herself, relieved. Josie was right where she should be. “Hey, kiddo!” 

			Josie slid into the back seat. She also wore a knitted hat Paul’s mother had sent last Christmas. Handmade, it had uneven ties and flamboyant shades of teal. 

			Josie had always been a genetic mystery in some ways, not entirely resembling either one of them. Shelly thought she resembled a young Jodie Foster, rather than her or Paul, with wind-blown blonde hair, light freckles, and blue eyes. Beautiful, of course. Her locks were nothing like Shelly’s horsetail—as she called her almost-black hair, secured back on most days to tame the waves. Paul had once referred to her as Jennifer Connelly-esque, but that seemed like a reach. 

			Shelly smelled bubble gum and heard Josie smacking away in the back. The sound burned into her brain. “Mouth closed, please.” 

			Lately, Josie had become a master of eyerolls. Slouched shoulders and ignored requests were her new norm. Even a trip to Disneyland would probably be met with a refusal—that’s how contrary she could be. Although after a day at the park, she might also crumple to the floor until they hauled her back to the car kicking and screaming. Traces of Josie’s toddler self still emerged occasionally, as did the snuggles and kisses of earlier days. 

			The Oregon road ahead, wet for nine months of the year, glimmered briefly as light punched through the trees, creating steam that hung above the street. Shelly squinted and adjusted her hands on the wheel of the car. Everyone in the northwest corner of the United States needed a little sunlight on their face, which made the rays all the more pleasing. But the beautiful colors of the landscape—the greens, reds, and sparkling yellows of early fall—required a healthy supply of water. 

			As if on cue, the clouds crept in, and specks of rain dotted the windshield. 

			“Mom! I think I left my tablet.” In the rearview mirror, Josie’s blue eyes were alarmed.

			“You’ll have to grab it tomorrow. We need to go home to Dad,” Shelly said. She prodded the steering wheel again, reminding herself to send Judith’s offer. 

			“Mom! What will I use tonight? I have assignments. I’m supposed to write something.” Josie’s voice had raised an octave. 

			Shelly’s shoulders tensed up again. She tried to read her texts while keeping the car on the road. There were missed calls from Paul and several messages from Judith. He had been trying to reach her, but the morning’s chaos had spilled into the afternoon. Eyes on the road, she gasped at her car straddling the line. Swerving back into her lane, she checked the rearview mirror to see if others had noticed. Her pulse jumped, and she tossed the phone out of reach on the passenger floor. 

			“Mom.” Another whine. 

			“Jooosssie.” Shelly let out a howl, playfully mocking her daughter. She just wanted to get home without losing her mind. “I’m not sure what to tell you. The school has likely locked it up. We can access your homework on the laptop.” She held her breath, hoping that was enough.

			“I hate the laptop, and Dad doesn’t let me take it upstairs.” Josie folded her arms. 

			Her daughter’s upturned lip and furrowed brow gave Shelly a twinge of relief. Josie worried over missing laptops and seven-year-old melodrama. At the same age, Shelly’s life had been quite different. 

			Shelly always thought she’d have more children—until the mood swings and paranoia made her rethink everything. Paul witnessed her dark days, the first six months of motherhood, the deepest of her depression. 

			They had met in a coffee shop a few months before she became pregnant, had connected over their hatred of Weird Al Yankovic, whose music blared overhead as they sipped their tall Americanos. Shelly recalled beaming in agreement as they established their bond early. They agreed that out-of-towners were easy to spot, and that Oregon isn’t pronounced Or-E-gon.

			Paul was a hospital operations manager and, sometimes, a consultant; he dealt with complex medical complaints for a hospital district that extended across the Pacific Northwest. He used to talk about his job more but had stopped at some point over the years. Perpetually drained and often in a bad mood, he had become less tolerant with her, less adventurous and spirited in general—much less likely to sit through Weird Al on a random Sunday. 

			The car music died, startling Shelly as she glanced at Paul’s name on the dash display. He had called three times in the last forty-five minutes, each time out-prioritized by needy buyers and a seven-year-old. She picked up.

			“Hey. Sorry I missed your call—” 

			He cut her off. “I thought I was picking up Josie today. Didn’t we talk about it?” 

			She gripped the steering wheel.

			“I thought I was doing it,” he said, his voice growing louder, “and you were going to take over the rest of the week.” 

			Shelly racked her brain but had no memory of such a decision or conversation. “When did we talk? Shit! Did you go to the school?”

			“Don’t say shit,” Josie yelled from the backseat. 

			Paul exhaled. “Yeah, that’s why I called. I didn’t see Josie.” 

			“Hi, Dad. I forgot my tablet!” 

			“Bummer, kiddo!” 

			“Sorry I worried you,” Shelly said. “I got my wires crossed.” She hated giving him more to throw back at her later. Her mind was always so clouded. Had they talked about the pickup schedule? 

			“I didn’t realize I needed to remind you,” Paul said.

			She rolled her eyes. He wouldn’t let it go so easily. She kept her voice steady. “I’m heading home to make some dinner. Is there anything you want?”

			“No,” he said. “Well, I’ll stop distracting you. See you at home.” He hung up, no goodbye or check-in, just a click.

			Shelly stared through the windshield separating her from a vast sky growing darker by the minute. Rain fell heavier against the glass, and her wipers sped up in response.

			Doesn’t he know I’m trying? The question lingered inside, yet persistent and deafening. Does he know anything about me at all? 

			Chapter Three

			John left work, tired but ready to exchange the cherry red shirt and black khaki pants for sweats and a T-shirt. A longtime bike commuter, he knew all the quick routes that zigzagged through neighborhoods and avoided traffic. The streets between work and home were lined with small bungalows wrapped with broad porches. Three coffee shops with pubs next door were on his regular route. A double shot of espresso in the morning, and a glass of stout in the evening. Very Portland. 

			It was approaching four-thirty in the afternoon when John walked out the rear door of the camera shop into a service hallway. He tied back his shoulder-length hair for the ride and loaded up his bike. He put on his helmet and clipped on flashers. From October to July, Oregon’s weather was perpetually unkind, with heavy rain and gloomy clouds. He’d heard on public radio that serial killers often get their start in the Pacific Northwest. He’d often thought about whether that was true, having lived in Oregon his whole life. 

			That morning, as he biked to work, John’s mood had lifted at the sight of cherry trees lining the streets. It would be months before they’d bloom, but he longed for when the pink petals would fall, and their sweet, subtle scent would waft through the air. 

			But today, the downpour had not let up, and he expected little change on his way home. As he pushed through the heavy metal door and squinted through the deluge, water dripped from the roof and splashed from the rain spout overhead. Here we go again. His efforts to save the environment hadn’t been easy. And affording a car hadn’t been easy either. Starting off on his bike, he crossed the parking lot of the strip mall—boxy storefronts lined up next to endless concrete. Eventually, his path took him to a two-lane country road leading to Portland’s nicer residential spreads.

			He hated biking to work in heavy storms, but using public transport held less appeal. The bus would be full of foul, damp air, drenched passengers, and a guy gesturing and talking to himself in the back. 

			John gripped the handlebars and leaned into the rain, predicting erratic drivers and white-knuckle turns ahead. Undeterred, he pushed down on the pedals, mentally preparing for deep potholes filled with water and splattering spray. He aimed straight through the parking lot, a diagonal dash to the street. The puddles were massive and by the time he reached the exit, he was soaked despite his so-called waterproof jacket. John spit away the rain droplets hanging from his top lip. Water clung to the lenses of his glasses, distorting his view. He slowed his pace to wipe them, then pushed down on the pedals again, anticipating the hill ahead. 

			For some unknown reason, everyone in Oregon forgot how to drive when it rained. Cars clustered together, suspended in blackened water over a breached levee that swirled and spun. Some motorists honked; others rushed forward, ignoring the conditions. On his bike, it sometimes felt like a game of chicken, or Russian Roulette. 

			John and his girlfriend, Sophia, had made plans to meet up with a friend for drinks. He’d been looking forward to getting out of the house despite having to work in the morning—the result of a shift trade with a coworker. A rather tedious routine, working five days a week, sometimes six during the holidays, but it paid the bills. 

			He’d dropped out of high school and had long made peace with having a GED—even if Sophia’s family never missed an opportunity to remind him that working a commission job in a strip mall was a clear indicator of an underachiever.

			Today, he wouldn’t think about that. John stood on the pedals, ready for the climb, facing a solid mile of steep incline. The payoff was at the top, gliding onto the country road and then arriving home. He pushed past the fatigue in his legs and the burn in his glutes. As his body temperature rose, his sweat evaporated and turned to steam in the cold air.

			Once home, John tucked his bike under the wooden staircase in the hallway in the lobby. The complex had the look of old Portland: hardwood floors in each unit, stained cherry paneling, and black-and-white checkered tile spread throughout the landing and the second-floor hallway. He climbed the two flights up to his apartment then passed through the doors into the corridor, making his way along a tired paisley rug, holding his breath to avoid the cigarette plume from unit fourteen and the stench from the many cats in unit twelve. As he often did, he hoped the stains on the ceiling and along the hall were from age rather than water damage or something else. He wondered if his migraines and asthma were caused by infectious dander or mold. On the plus side, the rent was cheap. 

			John looked up as one of his neighbors approached. Typically, he avoided eye contact and scurried to the safety of his apartment, not wanting to be delayed by small talk.

			“Hey, what’s up? Are you moving?” the lanky guy in a hoodie asked.

			“No. I’m staying put. Why?” 

			“Oh, maybe it’s not your place then.” He turned to look back. “I saw furniture moving down the hall earlier. Never mind, man. Take it easy.” 

			With a twinge of worry, John fumbled to retrieve his keys from his pocket. He’d heard stories of moving vans loading up entire apartments, robbers operating in broad daylight. Sometimes misguided neighbors even helped with the heavy lifting. 

			Holding his key, he saw a folded piece of paper with his name across the front in rushed, chaotic letters he recognized as Sophia’s. Sloppy and illegible unless you knew her penmanship, which he did after two years together. The note was mildly alarming. It wasn’t her style. She was perpetually on her phone, emailing or sending texts.

			He grabbed the note, walked inside, and set down his backpack and keys. The one-bedroom unit smelled of wood, like a cedar chest opened every five years. The room had changed; things had been moved. The light in the closet lit up a gaping hole where Sophia’s clothes had been. The drapes her mother had bought were gone, leaving behind a naked wall and abandoned windows. 

			The only items remaining in the living room were the couch, coffee table, television, side table and chair—all his contributions to their space. He flicked on the light in the bedroom. The blankets and sheets remained on the bed, but Sophia’s quilt, the mother-orchestrated original worshipped with every visit, was gone. 

			John caught the edge of a left-behind table, as though he had suddenly slipped into deep water, with nothing to hold onto. His breathing intensified to panicked gasps. He racked his mind for clues as a pit grew in his stomach. He unfolded the scrap of paper, gripping it with hands damp from the ride home.

			John. I’m sorry. 

			His pulse raced. 

			How do people do this? I’ve tried to say these words to you, to your face a hundred times. But never could. I never wanted to hurt you. I know why you act the way you do. But I don’t want to walk on eggshells anymore. I don’t want to worry about what mood you’ll be in. I want to smile again. We were in love once, and I hope we still can be friends. 

			“You want to be friends?” He spit the words out. Balling up the paper, he threw it across the room and kicked the side table, sending a vacation photo from Hawaii to break into pieces. He stormed into the kitchen, seething, and glared at the empty cabinets and the countertop, bare except for a solitary can opener. He grabbed it and hurled it against the wall. 

			“I’m so stupid! I could never make you happy. Nothing was enough!” His voice echoed. 

			Pulling out his cell phone, he dialed her number, fumbling, unable to keep his fingers on the buttons. 

			“Stupid bitch,” he muttered under his breath, as heat rose in him. Voicemail picked up, and her pleasant voice enraged him. At the beep, his mind went blank. He hadn’t called to beg. Should he demand an explanation?

			“Sophia! Why? What’s going on?” His voice broke. “Eggshells! I don’t want to be friends. I don’t know what you want from me. You want to lecture me on moods—” He caught himself and inhaled, holding the phone away from his ear. “I’m sorry,” he said, calmer. “If this is about money, I’m working on it. I know I have stuff to work out. Call me.” 

			He tossed the phone onto the couch. A photo Sophia had taken of Multnomah Falls, rather dull and unimaginative—even somewhat blurred—and encased in a cheap frame, hung above the table. She had insisted on putting it up. John stared at professional photos all day. He knew the difference between a good photo and a bad one. The snapshot sent a message, left on purpose: Here’s something to remember me by, to remind you that I didn’t care. John tossed the chair aside and grabbed the picture off the nail.

			“All I did for her!” The grain of the wood frame was rough against his palm. 

			Suddenly his phone rang, and he dropped the picture, shattering more glass.

			 “Sophia?” 

			A low and throaty voice filled the earpiece. “What’s wrong? You sound different.” 

			“Mom?” He dropped onto the couch, his face falling onto his open palm. She wasn’t exactly a source of comfort, and she tried to pry into his life whenever she could. Still, the words fell from his mouth. “Sophia’s left me.” His breath was hot against the receiver. 

			“Oh, John. I’m so sorry. When did that happen?” 

			He sat up straighter. Legitimate concern did not top the list of her character traits. He was speaking with the Mormon version of his mother. The one early to church with his two sisters, greeting newcomers to the chapel with the all too familiar sweet, disingenuous, soft voice. 

			“Today.” He wanted to hang up. Maybe throw more pictures and break dishes.

			Joanne carried on talking, but after a few moments, he stopped listening. His mother confused him. She expressed sympathy and a hope for reconnection, while delivering scathing criticism. Listening to her depleted his energy and disoriented him, like being spun around then pushed down a flight of stairs. His hand pulled at the hair behind his ear, soothing his restlessness—a nervous habit. 

			“John? Are you still there?” 

			“Yeah.” He tried to focus.

			“The little bitch was no good.” 

			He had heard it all before. The weight of her words reverberated in his head like she was knocking them in with a hammer. The amount of time Sophia had spent around his mother over their two years totaled in minutes. Self-absorbed Joanne trusted only herself, and her own perspective and focus. 

			As pressure rose in his head and pounded behind his ears, John thought about telling her to fuck off, and that Sophia had mostly treated him well, with kindness, but what was the point?

			“Mom, you didn’t know her,” he said. 

			“Oh, yes, I did. That skinny little bitch. Too good for us, wasn’t she, with her rich parents!” 

			He shook his head, listening to her jabs. Finally, her true colors, the mother he remembered, emerged. When he thought of his childhood, she was a figure in dark glasses with broad, looming shoulders, bellowing in an almost masculine voice while he cowered on the floor. With every call, visit, or hateful outburst, he was on the floor again, guarding himself, frightened and vulnerable. Not the grown man he wanted to be.

			“Mom. I can’t talk about this right now.” 

			Her voice grew louder, adding a further twist to the muscles across his back. He dropped the phone back on the couch and could hear fractions of her words, her hate for Sophia, the fact that he was mismatched with a girl in her class. He blocked out her voice and stared at nothing, until he noticed the chair against the wall next to the television, cockeyed and angled strangely. 

			A dusty outline remained of the papers and boxes that had once sat there. But something hung from the back of the chair. A gray jacket, one he had never seen before, with some fraying around the cuffs. 

			He walked over and picked it up. Conservative in style, not the athletic or casual sort he usually wore. Extra-large size. He held it up, turning it over. He reached into the pockets and pulled out a scrap of paper—a debit card receipt for twelve dollars and sixty cents from Hoagie Bros. The sandwich place was Sophia’s lunch stop at least three times a week. Turkey and Swiss with extra-mustard and pickle, no tomato, on wheat. Stamped with today’s date, the details were for two sandwiches, a meatball sub, and her unmistakable order. At the top: Order for Hunter.

			Blood rushed to his face. Why was Hunter buying her food? Why was his coat here in the apartment? He dismissed the obvious thought, yet it clung there, welded in place. 

			“She never had your best interests in mind, not like me. What a bitch,” he heard his mother still yelling on the phone. His surroundings smeared into lines, as if he were on a train, watching the world flow by at a hundred miles per hour. 

			He hung up the phone without saying another word, and looked again around the room, trying to take inventory of everything she’d taken. He looked for clues, but nothing resonated. He fell to his knees. Beside him, the blurry picture lay on the floor, the shards of glass protruding threateningly.

			Chapter Four

			From the glossy wood veneer of his desk, Paul’s phone showed three-thirty. Holding a manilla folder, he paced across the office, at each turn resisting the urge to kick one of the piles of papers and folders stacked around on the floor.  

			As an operations manager, it was his job to read between the lines—sometimes not an easy task with his organizational skills. Sticky notes and papers littered his desk and the shelves behind. The needless trip to the school had sidetracked his afternoon; today, especially, he needed to be sharp. The hospital had dumped a new case in his lap. 

			Though he often worked in the field, his office was at home, which had proven to be less than ideal. He struggled to focus on his tasks and would wander around the house starting projects. The tiles in the extra bathroom were still missing, and he needed to finish painting the hallway. Everything felt perpetually in progress. 

			Working on-site in the hospital kept him accountable. He could cram himself into a corner and do his inspection without interruption. After all, no one wanted to disrupt an auditor. Over time, it became evident to him that his job went beyond analysis and mediation. He was a mouthpiece for bad news, the translator explaining why insurance hadn’t covered treatments, who would cut off those who still needed care.

			Paul wrestled for a memory of when his career had made sense. Trophies, degrees, acknowledgements, and certificates hung framed in his office, but surrounded by files summarizing other people’s lives and suffering made his honors and accolades insignificant in comparison.

			He had promised himself to change careers after a year. But a new focus came, unexpectedly, in Shelly. Indeed, a life-altering shift, but it was for love rather than a strategic career move. Dating turned into marriage, and Josie soon followed. Having a partner and a child had been on his list of priorities, but the whirlwind pace of it left him without a sense of freedom, unable to concentrate on plotting the course of his career, or his life. 

			Paul crinkled the file between his fingers. Everything these days was electronic, but with sensitive cases, he liked to have a physical copy as he skimmed initial notes. 

			“Twins. Complications at birth.” He jumped to the comments made by other administrators: “Unfortunate situation; dilemma of unplanned routine procedure versus emergency; heart goes out to the family.”

			He learned that Olivia Jenner, the mother, was a Certified Nurse Assistant working for Good Heart Hospital. After medical care, she received a bill for forty-three thousand dollars. The insurance company wouldn’t cover the whole event, and the hospital challenged that all interventions were indicated as routine and, therefore, the patient’s burden due to lack of full coverage.

			Words jumped off the page: RN; Twin B; bradycardia consistent with contraction. Fetal heart tones concerning over the last half hour. Moving patient for a routine cesarean.  

			Then he saw it: Fetal demise. 

			“Son of a—” He idled, thinking in loops.

			So far, his boss hadn’t returned his emails asking about the new assignment, but a fetal demise changed the whole conversation. The gut-wrenching calls with patients, the investigation into incompetent doctors responsible for documentation errors. Paul had been there before. He balanced against the desk and laid down the dossier, shaking his head. 

			His frustration with the medical system did not set him up well for this one. Ninety-nine percent of the time he stood in for the Grim Reaper and denied meaningful treatment, following the policies, procedures, and agendas of his employers. But today, it was a dead baby. 

			A shudder vibrated the desk. His phone was ringing under piles of papers. It was Will, his boss. Paul exhaled heavily and put the phone to his ear. 

			“Paul here.” He saw his reflection in the window and didn’t recognize himself. He’d once had a strong brow line over deep-set eyes and a muscular jaw. He looked old, with ridges casting shadows, as if he was wearing a harsher mask. 

			“Hey, I got your emails. Sorry to blindside you with that case.” Will’s voice was low and raspy from twenty-plus years of cigarette smoke. 

			“Yeah. What’s the background? It seems thick,” Paul said. “Travis has bandwidth for this level, and his skill set fits. I’m drowning here.” He pictured Travis, a nerdy, accountant type who could spend hours reviewing and picking apart three pages in a chart. 

			“Travis has a full deck,” Will said. “This one’s yours, man.”

			Paul felt a tightness in his chest. “Will, I can’t handle it. Come on! An infant death? The review needs to be done with a microscope. I already have an ass-high pile of cases.” He began to pace again, rubbing his temple.

			“I know,” Will said. “We cleared them to give you some room. Hansen will take the low-profile ones. This one is top priority.” 

			He gripped the phone tightly. He’s taking all my cases—what the fuck is going on? He pictured Will slurping coffee and blustering about his teenage sons and country club membership. Was this a setup? Clearing his workload only to throw him to the wolves? 

			“I didn’t have much say in it,” Will said quietly. “I can’t go into it. Higher-ups want to make this top priority. The patient has been informed of the escalation and who’s covering it. They’ve been given your name.” 

			Paul dropped onto his chair. At his worst, Will had been background noise the last few years, passing along the expectations of others rather than having a pulse of his own. But strong arming was unusual, even for him.

			“Will, I don’t understand. Over your head?” 

			“Listen, I’m only going to say this once. They want this one to go away. End of discussion. I’ve got to go. Call Hansen and update him on the cases he’s getting from you.” 

			The call ended. Paul stood silently with the phone against his ear. 

			Hearing noise from the garage, he guessed Shelly had returned with Josie—something that should bring him comfort but instead brought a churning in his gut. Could he face her? Lately, it was obvious she didn’t listen when he opened his mouth. Why would this be different? 

			He stomped downstairs, passing framed photos of vacations, holidays, and birthdays. Frozen smiles trapped behind panes of glass. Shelly and Josie were in the kitchen, chatting about the day. Both turned and smiled, but after seeing his face, their expressions faded into concern.

			“Hi,” Shelly said slowly. “Everything okay?” 

			“Sure.” He looked at their daughter. “So, no tablet, huh? I should have asked while I was there.” He wanted to say more but instead went to Josie and leaned against the counter. 

			“Nice job, Dad.” Josie laughed, her nose crinkling up. “You could have at least asked.” 

			His daughter had no compass for adult tension, but the barbed comment did not go unnoticed. Shelly stopped emptying her bag. 

			“Babe,” she said. “I’m sorry about the pickup. I don’t know why I thought it was my turn today.” She looked down at her paperwork. “I tried to answer when you called, but Judith talks nonstop.” 

			He stared at his wife as she pulled papers from her purse and checked her phone. Shelly, like Josie, had her mind elsewhere. Couldn’t she read him anymore? They used to look at each other and a connection would be made. He gripped the white countertop until Josie tugged at his arm.

			“Can you get me some water?” Josie asked. 

			“Waste of an hour,” he said. “Whatever!” He jerked opened the cabinet, clanking around glasses and cups until he found a pink one with an owl and tree branches. 

			Shelly blinked, watching him. “Was it a hard day?” 

			“Horrible day,” he said. “Will dumped an intense case on me.” He filled the cup with water, splashing some over the top of the counter before passing it to Josie. “It’s not going to be easy. Loads to review.”  

			“Josie, honey, no!” Shelly pulled the Winnie the Pooh and Tigger stickers off the granite. 

			Paul talked over the distraction. “Will’s steamrolling me. I don’t need this shit right now.” 

			Josie extended a finger in his direction. “Dad don’t say shit. I’m not allowed to say shit.”  

			“Don’t talk to me like that,” he shouted. 

			Josie was startled, went stiff, and looked away.  

			“Paul, come on.” Shelly inched toward Josie.

			He rested on his heels and looked his wife in the eyes. Her expression had hardened. Did she really think he’d hurt his daughter?

			“All we did was walk in, and you’re immediately—” 

			“Don’t start with me,” Paul held up his hand. “I have enough fucking pressure right now. Will gives me a dead kid and rips away the other cases I’ve been agonizing over for weeks. He gave them to Hansen.”  

			“Dead kid?” Josie’s mouth dropped open. 

			“Paul!” Shelly’s eyes were sharp as daggers. 

			He turned to his daughter. “Josie! Mom and Dad are talking.”

			“Wait,” Shelly said. “Can’t you ask Will to take you off it? Maybe he can take the case himself.” 

			An immense weight pushed at the back of his skull, growing in intensity. How could he make it clearer? Couldn’t she see? Shelly went to the other side of the island and pulled a box of chicken nuggets from the freezer. He had watched this scene countless times: his wife floating through the kitchen like a detached spirit. He watched her shake several pieces from the bag onto a metal tray, then dust crumbs into the palm of her hand. She avoided looking at him. 

			Heat welled up in his cheeks. Will didn’t care. Shelly didn’t care. It was him cradling a dead baby, in a room full of strangers. It would be him telling the mother to get a second job, to sell her car. He’d bring her life to a halt. A tremor formed in his bottom lip. 

			“I’ve already spoken to him,” Paul snapped. “Do you think it’s that simple, or that I haven’t thought about it?”  

			She stopped arranging chicken nuggets and looked at him. 

			“Don’t worry about it. I’m obviously interrupting.” He turned and walked out.

			“Paul. Wait!” 

			He heard her but kept going. 

			*** 

			Dreading what would come next, Shelly pulled back her shoulders and followed Paul up the stairs. His usual modus operandi was to gloss over anything she said, compile it, and fling it back at her later. But she couldn’t back off now.

			In the office, Paul paced the room.

			“That wasn’t fair,” she said. “I don’t like being someone’s punching bag.” 

			He pivoted to face her. “Did you ever give me a thought today? Do you remember talking this morning about the plan?” 

			“Today is not my fault,” Shelly said. “I juggle crazy clients all day, then come home to you and Josie. And I—” 

			“You’re right,” he said. “I’m mad at Will, but I’m also tired of my words bouncing off you and falling to the floor.” He moved closer. “And I’m sick of you brushing off whatever the fuck is going on with me and disappearing into wherever you go, inside there.” He tapped her forehead with his index finger. 

			A shock pulsed through her. His touch was hostile, rough. 

			Sensing her alarm, he quickly drew his hand back.

			Shelly trembled; her hands filled with heat. She seethed from his physical breach. “You are not allowed to—” she started. 

			“I handle everything,” he yelled, hands up and standing taller. “I juggle things too.” He turned, shoving the desk chair out of the way. 

			Anxiety climbed up through her center, bracing for a fight. A familiar, squeezing sensation occluded her throat; each time it happened, she’d vow to power through. This time, she couldn’t. She pulled at the skin and muscles under her chin.

			“Now you’re upset. Shit.” With the back of his hand, he whacked a pile of papers from the desk onto the floor. 

			The sound was like a mallet coming down on her head. An icy chill surged over her body. The room was a trap. If she didn’t leave now, someone would come for her. Her vision blurred. Lights flickered in her peripheral. 

			Paul’s image became translucent, obscured by the silhouette of someone else, someone whose eyes were laden with malice. Shelly had stood under this towering shadow before. Cries bounced from the walls. She backed towards the door. The ground moved underfoot, and the walls became fuzzy. She battled in her mind. Use your skills. Slow your body down. 

			Paul called her name from far away, but she couldn’t answer. The hard end of the doorknob hit her hip. Her escape blocked, she panted and huffed as she twisted the knob. When it wouldn’t open, she pounded on the door. Her flashback took over. She was powerless against the memories and sensations flowing in. 

			Yelling, so loud. It’s still shaking the walls. Yellow above my head. Jars with no lids. Oh, the smell. Pull in tight, knees to chest. It’s safer, the smaller you are. Someone’s coming.

			Shelly pressed her head against the wood, still trying to pull the knob. “Let me out!” she screamed.

			Chapter Five

			Each muscle felt primed. The rain beat down as the storm hovered over him, his own private hurricane. Alone, John saw no other riders on the stretch. He rode fast, but torrents hit like tiny bullets, seeping through his clothes and into his bones. Tires sloshed spit from the road in his direction. His waterlogged pants were heavy on his knees, but he pumped his legs harder. His knuckles ached from blasts of cold air, but his locked grip remained tight. 

			Stopping at a light, he made every effort to remain calm, twisting the handlebars as water dripped from the bill of his helmet. A strong orange beacon lit him from behind, like a firework thrown across the pavement. Sophia had helped latch it to his seat, wanting him to be visible and safe—even though she was going to crush his soul in a matter of weeks. His mind went back to that moment in the apartment, the void, the emptiness. Each footstep had echoed across the hardwood. Nothing but blank walls and dead air, except for the shattered remnants of their lives together. 

			John had texted Hunter, pretending nothing was wrong. It had to be a mistake. The jacket was a coincidence. When he rode up, Hunter would open the garage door and they’d play ping-pong and have a drink. But when Hunter didn’t reply, it led to more texts, followed by angry calls. 

			John racked his brain for signs. He could visualize Sophia’s big green eyes gleaming as she smiled between sips of beer, the three of them eating nachos or playing cards or a game of pool. Sophia, with her wavy blonde hair braided and swooped over her shoulder, would sit by John, her smooth fingers on his arm. Everything was fine. Why hadn’t she said something, warned him she wasn’t okay? 

			A honk jolted him back to the street and the rain. John kicked at the pedals and moved through the traffic light. 

			The city street was crammed thick with cars, and he noticed a familiar force—vehicles hovering close behind but hesitant to pass. Other drivers didn’t give a shit. They hugged his pocket, his zone, and zipped past with a rush of air and water. John usually adhered to general cycling etiquette, staying close to the edge and waiting for cars to swerve around when they got a chance. Today was different. He narrowed his eyes and dropped his head, pedaling faster, ignoring the three-thousand-pound metal projectiles
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