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Chapter 1: Unexpected Returns
Jessica always assumed that if her life came to a hinge, she would feel it. She imagined a creaking shift, a warning in the air before the thing turned. Yet the Tuesday afternoon in early May when her marriage of twenty-six years cleaved apart, the world did not buckle in advance. There was no sigh in the wind, no single sign, unless one counted the faint flavorless dust to the way Brian’s voice said, “Jess, can we talk a minute?”
She looked up from her computer screen, where she was working on the public library’s new summer reading list. The air tasted of coffee that had gone cold, and the muted sound of raindrops on the kitchen window—the third storm in as many days—made the room feel softer, closer, than it should. Jessica wore the red fleece cardigan that her mother mailed from Vermont two Christmases ago. The kitchen clock said 2:47.
Brian leaned against the counter, feet planted wide. He was holding his phone but not looking at it. That was the first oddity. He had on his tan golf shirt, the one from the club, which made it almost seem he was wearing armor.
“I’m kind of in the middle of something,” Jessica said, with the hint, perhaps, of apology. That was another thing she would only realize later—how quickly she defaulted to apologizing, how she readied herself to explain.
He looked at her for a moment, teeth worry-polished over his bottom lip. “I know. This will just take a minute.”
She seized on the possibility that something was wrong with one of the kids, but they had both flown the nest. Melissa was in her final semester at USF, Jeff working at some tech firm in Atlanta, that distant, unreal city that Jessica pictured only as night-lit lines. Still, as Brian moved away from the counter, she could feel something inside her rise, taut as wire drawn from a spool.
He sat down at the end of the table, facing her, elbows on knees. “Jess, I think we should separate.” His voice was measured, as if he’d practiced the words and trimmed off their jagged parts.
Life sometimes zags in an instant, no matter how straight a line you’ve been tracing. Jessica’s breath caught. She blinked, hunting for a point to moor her gaze. Old comfort: spot the subtext, read the lines. But Brian had never been good at subtext. This was a declaration, bald and graceless, unnuanced.
She found her voice, the word hanging between them: “Separate?”
He nodded, looking down at his hands. “I’m sorry, Jess. It’s…it’s not working anymore. We’re not happy. At least—I’m not. And I think you aren’t, either?” His eyes finally, apologetically, finding hers.
Jessica was cold, though she wore the fleece. The word not happy tripped through her mind as she tried to pinpoint all the ways she had failed at being happy. She had assumed, perhaps lazily, that the gentle staleness of this life was a feature, not a bug—that love, if it limped, was still love.
“Are you…Did something happen, Brian?” She heard her voice echo, small and unfamiliar. “Are you ill?”
He shook his head, and for a moment she wished he would have nodded. A tumor, a secret diagnosis, anything but this bland misery.
“There’s…someone else. I didn’t mean for it to happen, at first, but I can’t—It’s not fair to you. Her name is Tessa.”
Jessica inhaled, but the air seemed thinner. The syllables of the stranger’s name had no weight, yet they kept bumping against her. “Tessa.” She repeated it, as though saying it aloud could file it into something factual and closed.
“She works with me. She’s—” Brian faltered, blushing—“twenty-six.”
Jessica’s mind went instantly, unbidden, to a picture: some blonde, bouncy with the kind of certainty Jessica had lacked in her own twenties. Too many teeth, so much possibility. She closed her eyes against the old, mean jealousy.
She heard her voice again and was only surprised by its steadiness. “So that’s it? Twenty-six years, and you—You meet someone, and…?”
Brian’s shoulders hunched. “Jess, I’m sorry. I know this is—Well, I know it’s not what you deserve. It didn’t start until a few months ago. I tried to stop it, I did. But it felt…alive, Jess. I hadn’t felt that way in a long time.”
For a moment, Jessica wanted to laugh—horrible, bubbling laughter. She pictured her husband, methodically measuring happiness on a scale, as if the years they had spent side by side in the cracked pale light of morning had failed to nourish him. The image she held of him—gentle, steady, sometimes remote—slipped into a stranger’s outline.
She realized, dimly, that they were still sitting two feet apart in the kitchen, thunder trembling on the window, and the cat appearing in the doorway, as if curious which one of them might feed her.
“Should I leave?” Brian asked after a moment. She could not tell if it was relief or regret in his voice.
Jessica didn’t answer right away. She felt the world inside her, a vast and echoing place, where a single uttered word—yes—could send everything tumbling into new strangeness. He did not seem ready to bolt for his freedom; he looked, in fact, like he needed her permission to go.
“You should go,” she said. It was an effort, but her voice held. “Are you leaving now?”
Brian shifted. “I’ll get my things. I’ll be at my sister’s.” He moved from the chair; he patted the table, as if to comfort it or her, and then left the room. A drawer shut, opened. Steps faded down the hallway.
Jessica stared at the lists for the children’s reading program on her computer. Some part of her registered the names—Kate DiCamillo, Matt de la Pena. She closed the document. She wrapped her arms around her body, and a tightness took up residence between her lungs. The hum of the refrigerator grew loud.
Through the window, rain fell with even, implacable rhythm. The world outside her house did not care that a husband had left his wife on an otherwise ordinary Tuesday. She waited until she heard the front door click, then dared to stand.
A single mug sat on the counter, Brian’s, its handle glossy from years of his touches. The cat, Shandy, meowed and rubbed against her shins. Jessica knelt, pulling the animal close, sinking her face into soft, purring warmth. She held there for a minute, two, then rose, feeling oddly exposed, though no one could see her. She walked through the house with an uncertain slowness, as if the ground had shifted some subtle degree, so she must test each step.
The bedroom was half-open, Brian’s suitcase sitting on the lid of the hamper. He had taken only what he needed, excepting, of course, the beating, ruined heart he’d left behind. Jessica rested her hands on the dresser, eyes blurry with tears she refused to shed just yet.
She checked her phone, almost an automaton’s movement. Five new emails, none worth opening. No missed calls. One message from Nancy—her best friend since the kids’ preschool days—Who’s up for patio drinks this week??? The parade of emojis bobbed in her vision.
Jessica stared at the question, and the benign buoyancy of it, for a moment longer than reason allowed. Drinks. On a patio. In this rain? Or perhaps by the time the sun emerged, she would be someone else entirely. She typed back: Not sure, will let you know. Rough day.
Her hand hovered over the phone. She could call Nancy, but that would mean saying the words aloud. She could call Melissa, but her daughter was in the midst of finals and didn’t need the weight of her mother’s wreckage. Jessica’s instinct to preserve, make neat, make gentle, reignited. Instead, she padded down the hall to their—her—bedroom, pulled the covers up tidily without thinking, and sat on the edge of the bed.
So much of her life had been spent making the edges smooth: folding, tucking, softening. And now, with a husband gone in less than twenty minutes, the seams of her world jutted out. They surprised her with their sharpness.
Sometime after five, the rain relented. Jessica heard the childish urge to go outside, to stand in the softened world and breathe. She pulled on sneakers and walked around the block, hood up over still-damp hair. Her neighbors, the Fenstermans, waved from behind their glass storm door; she waved back, careful not to show her face.
She was afraid, in a woolly and unformed way, of what would happen next. That Brian would call, or that Melissa would; that she would have to enumerate—to herself, to others—the ways she had not been enough to keep a marriage from drifting into irrelevance. She had believed, a little foolishly, that lastingness meant success.
By the time she returned, her body felt weighted but clear, as if sorrow and movement had mingled. Nancy called at 7:30, not waiting for an invitation.
“Jess, darling, what in God’s name is going on?” Her voice came through with all the warmth Jessica remembered from nursery school pick-ups and late-night crisis pizza runs after a middle-school pageant disaster.
At the sound of Nancy’s voice, Jessica’s face crumpled. She held the phone pressed to her forehead, swallowing hard as her throat pinched. “He left,” she managed finally, in the barest whisper.
A silence, not empty, but listening. “Oh, sweetie.”
Jessica shook her head, tears finally sliding down her cheeks. She hated herself for being so feeble on the phone, hated the animal ache unfurling. “He left, Nancy. For a twenty-six-year-old. A Tessa.”
She could almost hear Nancy gathering herself, shoulderizing the problem. “I swear to hell, men are built out of bad wires. Are you home alone? Do you want me to come over?”
Jessica swallowed. She wanted the comfort, the solidness of Nancy appearing with takeout and peanut M&Ms, but she couldn’t imagine anyone witnessing her like this. “No, I—Thank you. I think I want to be alone. For just a bit.”
“Fine. I’ll let you have your pitiful night. But Jess, listen. No blaming yourself, not for one second. You hear me? Only villains and fools leave a woman like you for an age gap and a dental plan.”
Jessica had to laugh, a little. It came up raw; a hiccup more than a giggle.
“Just let yourself feel it, darling. Rage, cry, eat a gallon of Moose Tracks. Tomorrow, or the next day, I’m taking you out. You’re coming with me to pickleball.”
Jessica blinked. The whiplash of everything—her marriage collapsing and now a summons to pickleball, which she associated with retirees in pastel polos—left her reeling. “Pickleball?”
“Yes. Exercise, gossip, and you can swing something. It’s therapy for the wrist.” Nancy’s tone had shifted from sympathy to irrepressible cheer, unwilling to let Jessica burrow.
“I don’t know.” Jessica ran a palm across her forehead. “I’m not—sporty.”
“That’s the point. Nobody is. Well, except Greg, and he’s mostly into the snacks. I’ll pick you up Thursday at six. End of negotiations.”
Jessica felt, distantly, the old rhythm between them. Nancy would not be argued down. It had always been this way, since Jessica’s first nervous foray into the PTA, when Nancy had handed her a homemade sangria in a, “You’ll survive this, trust me,” sort of way. That, and the fact that Nancy had weathered her own specter of heartbreak—divorce, two rounds of ill-fated rebounds, and once, blessedly, an interlude with a ballroom dance instructor—made her the rare sort who knew when to press and when to wait.
Jessica offered a thin smile into the phone, knowing Nancy could hear it. “Okay. Thursday. Six.”
“Have clothes you can move in. No skinny jeans, unless you want to be peeled out of them by paramedics.” Nancy paused, softer; “And Jess—if you need anything tonight, anything, you call me.”
“I promise.”
Jessica hung up and went to the kitchen. She made tea without tasting it; stacked and restacked clean plates, rearranged a refrigerator that Brian had always overstuffed. When the house was silent except for the creak of its own bones, she took her mug to bed, phone beside her. She texted both kids. Hope you’re well, miss you, hugs. No betrayal of the day’s carnage, no hint of the unraveling. She could spill later.
Sleep, that night, was a scattered, splintered thing. Dreams bled into silence, and she woke at three, certain she had heard the front door. No, all was quiet. Rain had stopped. She padded to the window, looked out at the streetlight trickling gold across the pavement, and felt, for one fragile minute, like a ghost in her own life.
Work the next morning was merciful routine. The library’s gentle hush, the floral tint of the woman at circulation, the first milling of summer families on break: These steadied her, gave her anchor. Jessica returned books to their shelves, checking in worn copies of Charlotte’s Web and The Lightning Thief. The meditative rhythm of the work dulled the edge of her grief, like a painkiller that couldn’t touch the root.
Her coworkers, Tina and Malcolm, moved around her gently, sensing storm-wrecked ground without quite naming it. Jessica didn’t trust herself to speak. She sent Melissa and Jeff the same anodyne check-in, signed two invoices for the Friends of the Library, ate lunch in her car with the radio off.
She wondered, as a cold wind rose through the parking lot, what her life would be, now that it no longer carried a husband’s shape at its center.
That evening, Nancy texted at 5:00 sharp: Still planning on kidnapping you tomorrow. Did you find your sneakers?
Jessica stared at her feet: black work flats, toes peeking through. Sneakers? She’d last worn them to chaperone a hike with the youth group, at least five years ago. She dug through the closet and surfaced with blue New Balances, a little grayed with dust, but serviceable. Sports bra? Buried in the back of the drawer—a relic from a time when “athletic” had meant school spirit and not physical therapy.
After dinner—another meal alone at the kitchen table, now the mac and cheese for one portioned by eye—Jessica ran the bath, setting lavender oil into the water. She wanted to turn into vapor, forget limbs and disappointments alike. The day seemed to stretch and shrink at once, luminous with both possibility and loss.
She went to bed early, but sleep was as patchy as before. Thursday dawned with humid, hesitant light and the buzz of her phone at 6:07 a.m. Melissa: Did you call last night? Everything okay? Love you!
Jessica stared at the message, thumb poised, and then set her phone face-down. The truth would come out in time. For today, she would practice the art of forward momentum.
At 5:50, Nancy pulled up in her battered Subaru, honking once for emphasis, her car scattershot with beach sand and reusable mugs. Jessica came out, gym bag slung on her arm, Shandy meowing at the window in alarm.
Nancy leaned over to push the door open, grinning. She wore a turquoise sweatband, hoop earrings, and a canary-yellow T-shirt that read, “It’s a Dink Shot, Not a Drink Shot,” with the kind of self-assuredness that suggested she’d tell anyone pointing out her ensemble to mind their own business.
Jessica slid into the seat, suddenly shy. “You know, I almost called to back out.”
Nancy snorted. “And I would have sat outside your house, blaring Broadway tunes until you came out. End of story.” Nancy glanced at Jessica’s sneakers with approval. “We’ll get you a better pair if you stick with it. By next week you’ll have opinions about paddle weight, trust me.”
The pickleball courts were nestled behind the community rec center, in a low pocket of palm trees. A tangle of laughter and voices greeted them as they got out of the car, and Jessica’s nerves spiked. People—dozens of people, or so it seemed—moved across painted blue courts, swinging paddles, erasing and re-drawing the rules of camaraderie in the glancing touch of shoulders, the high-fives, the shared banter.
Nancy led the way with her easy stride, calling greetings as she went. “Hey, Greg! Save me a donut. Hi, Paula! Looking good!”
Jessica tried not to cower; she stuck close to Nancy’s wake as the woman forged friend after friend. She had not felt this out of place since her first year teaching sixth-grade math—another world, another life. The thought brought an ache to her chest.
A burly man with deep laugh lines and wild silver hair grinned at them from the sidelines. He wore a pineapple-themed polo and held a plastic clipboard. “Jessica! Nancy’s library warrior. We’ve heard all about you!”
Jessica blinked, reaching for a smile. “Only the good parts, I hope.”
He barked a delighted laugh. “Greg Hastings. You’re in good hands with the Rivers’ ringer here. We’ve got lots of first timers tonight.”
Nancy squeezed Jessica’s arm. “Greg played college tennis. Don’t let him fool you; he just likes to talk about policies and donuts.” She steered Jessica toward the courts, plunking her bag on an open bench.
Jessica took in the scene—an assortment of humanity, all ages and shapes; quick, darting rallies on the courts; an older woman in leopard-print leggings beating a twenty-something in a Miami Dolphins tee—surreal and festive. She exhaled, feeling caught between panic and curiosity.
Nancy shoved a paddle into her hand, brandishing her own like a baton. “The rules are easy. Hit the ball over the net, don’t trip over your own feet, and—” she grinned wickedly “—look like you’re having fun.”
Jessica smothered a nervous laugh. “I’ll do my best.”
As they waited for an open court, Nancy introduced her to Paula, Sherry, and Tim—three regulars who showered Jessica with quick smiles and comments like, “We play to enjoy, not to win (except in tournament season).” The friendliness was warming; still, Jessica found her palms damp as she watched others bounding and leaping.
“Now, here’s someone you need to meet.” Nancy’s voice dropped to a mock whisper. She pointed across the court, where a tall, broad-shouldered man with salt-and-pepper hair and an easy, comic swagger was retrieving balls. “Rafael Torres. Retired firefighter. He’s played every sport known to man, including underwater basket weaving, and he loves impossible trick shots.”
At the sound of his name, Rafael looked up, flashed a grin, and made his way over. “Nancy, you get first pick of the rookie crop again?”
“Always,” Nancy joked. “Rafael, meet Jessica McAllister. She’s agreed to be our latest victim.”
Jessica found herself smiling in spite of herself. Rafael’s handshake was warm, his eyes marked by a kind of tired humor. “You played before?” he asked, tilting an eyebrow.
She shook her head. “Not unless you count Wii Sports.”
He gave a laugh that caught a few others’ attention, friendly and resonant. “Hot tip: fewer flying remotes. I’ll show you the basics; we’ll keep the carnage to a minimum.”
Nancy pointed to the rec center clock. “My turn on court six. Rafael, you can teach her forehands while I eliminate Tim from mixed doubles.”
Jessica watched her friend bound off, comforted by Nancy’s default to ease and energy. She turned back to Rafael, who offered her a plastic ball with holes drilled through. “The mighty pickleball. Do not let the name fool you—it can bruise your pride and your shins.”
She couldn’t help but laugh, and the fence of nervousness she’d been clutching began, ever so slightly, to loosen. “You’re very solemn about this.”
“Only about food after the game. Which way is your dominant hand?”
Jessica waved her right, and Rafael guided her through the basics: how to grip the paddle, dimensions of the court, the peculiar geometry of the non-volley zone—the so-called kitchen. His instructions were gentle, seasoned with mild jokes (“You’re more coordinated than half the firehouse. And that’s counting the dog.”).
For the next hour, Jessica swung, missed, connected, missed again; but the weight inside her lightened, unburdened by the task of making conversation about anything more serious than the bounce of a ball. Rafael’s presence was solid and friendly, his attention flattering but not taxing.
By evening’s cool turn, Jessica was in a mild sweat and grinning, a feeling both alien and welcome. Nancy rejoined them, towel around her neck, eyes gleaming. “See? She survived. You owe me a donut, Greg!”
Greg, elsewhere, tipped a box of pastries in her direction. “She’s got a form! We’ll get you in the rotation next week, Jessica. Pizza and beer after?”
The group’s cheerfulness circled her like a raft. Jessica hesitated, weighing her urge to retreat into the silence of her house against the disarming possibility of belonging. She heard Nancy’s voice—one you can trust, one that knows you as only an old friend does—smiling wider than her words. “Come for one slice. Then you can run, I promise.”
Jessica looked at the faces around her; new, still a little blurred at the edges, but reachable. Behind her, the courts shone under cheap fluorescent light, embroidered with laughter. She felt, for just a moment, less alone.
“I’ll come,” she said, surprised by how easy the words felt.
As they walked together, paddles swinging at their sides, Nancy slung an arm around Jessica. “See? You’ll never leave me. Not unless you join the league and go pro.”
Jessica laughed, the sound rising up, tinny and unfamiliar, but hers. These were the small beginnings of something, if not happiness, then at least the permission to try again.
At home, much later, Jessica lingered at the door for a moment before switching on the light. The house was the same—quiet, haunted at its corners—but inside her, the ground did not feel quite so cracked. She poured a glass of water, changed into pajamas, and sat in bed, Shandy curled beside her, blanket tucked under her chin.
She sent a short message to Nancy: Thank you for rescuing me. I think I’ll stick around.
Nancy’s reply—hearts, the dancing pickle emoji, a string of exclamation points—lifted her lips in a smile. Jessica closed her eyes, feeling beats of hope dart through her as the rain began, gentle and sustained, on the windowpane. It was not yet a new life, but tonight, she could believe that newness was possible.
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