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Finding Heather in cabin four at Lake Terramungus that August morning sixteen years ago blew her thirteen-year-old mind. Just like it did now.

Chelsea escorted her finished manicure client to the salon’s front desk. When she turned to get her next client, she couldn’t believe her eyes. 

“Heather Boyden?” Chelsea’s voice held a tremor of surprise, though she was almost one hundred percent sure it was her. The woman looked up with a big smile of recognition blossoming on her lovely face. 

“Chelsea?” She jumped out of her chair. “Oh, my God! You work here? Are you cutting my hair?”

“Don’t worry, no!” Chelsea advanced to Heather’s side. “I just saw you and couldn’t believe my eyes. How’ve ya’ been?”

“Not bad, and you?” 

They stood on one side of a coffee table stacked with well-thumbed magazines. Five other people sat around them, gawking like a group therapy session gone awry. Her next client stood up, breaking up the reunion. Chelsea flashed the woman her index finger, grabbed Heather’s arm, and pulled her aside. 

“Let me give you my number. Call me sometime. I’d like to catch up with you.” 

Heather nodded and waited until she returned with her business card, her home telephone number added on the front.

Pulling Heather farther aside, she lowered her voice. “I do home manicures. Call me, and we can chat while I do your nails. No charge.”

“It’s Laulier now.” She smiled shyly, taking her seat again along the wall. 

“You’re married?” Chelsea felt her heartbeat quicken.

“With three kids.” 

Her eyebrows rose. “I guess we have a lot to catch up on. Call me.” Chelsea hustled back to her client, apologizing for keeping her waiting and trying to shake off the excitement in her chest.

That night Heather called Chelsea to arrange a meeting.

Days later, they met again. 

The sheer cotton voile curtain billowed with the warming breeze invading the window of the retro 1950s kitchen. Chelsea Whitcom, manicurist, smacked the curtain away from her heart-shaped face and returned her attention to Heather on this sunny early May afternoon. It was funny how they not only lived in the same city but also the same neighborhood of Shadyside. 

“Thanks for making a house call while the kids are napping,” Heather said over the escalating sounds of rush hour traffic clogging Shadyside’s main artery a block from her quiet side street. With her free hand, Heather took a sip of soda from the bottle on the Formica table. 

“No problem. This is so much more relaxing than at work. I’m thinking of doing this full-time, home manicures. The salon is okay, but I’d like to make my own hours.” She glanced out the window as the breeze held the fragrance of lilacs.

A pause in the conversation made Chelsea squirm in her chair. 

Heather broke the silence. “Isn’t it funny how we haven’t seen each other since high school?” She glanced up. “We’ve known each other since elementary school though we’ve never been close friends.”

“Not until camp.” Chelsea kept her eyes on Heather’s hands. Would Heather bring up the last night at camp? 

“True. And even after camp, we never hung out together although we saw each other a lot in passing at school.”

“To be expected. We were in different grades. It made it hard to hang out together.” Chelsea wiped Heather’s hands dry and reached for the polish color she had selected.

“Is it busy at the shop?”

Chelsea glanced up into the cocoa-brown eyes of her old friend. “Ugh. It’s been so busy with pedicures. Everyone wants one now that it’s flip-flop season,” she mumbled, her green eyes intent on the manicure. 

They both watched in silence as the shell-pink polish was expertly applied to the fingernails on Heather’s left hand. Their thoughts spun in the air along with the fumes of the polish that dispersed with the breeze.

“Your wedding ring is beautiful,” Chelsea said, shifting Heather’s hand slightly to view the carved metal. “No engagement ring?”

Heather curtly shook her head. “No.”

It seemed odd to Chelsea. No engagement ring. Perhaps Billy couldn’t afford one. “I already know exactly what I want for an engagement ring. A marquise cut diamond.”

“Did I tell you my brother is getting married?” Heather blurted out as if trying to change the subject.

Was Heather embarrassed she never received an engagement ring? Best to let the subject change. “No. When’s that happening?”

“In about five months.” Heather shifted uncomfortably in her seat. “I, um—I’m going to a diet program at St. Elizabeth’s church. Just to lose a few pounds.” She glanced away. “I’ve been there before. But I’m going to try this time.”

The two women locked eyes. “Good luck. Losing weight isn’t easy. I tried once back in high school just before prom and promised myself I’d never do it again.”

Heather’s face closed, her eyes losing their sparkle. A stillness settled between the two women. 

Chelsea picked up the polish bottle. “Tell me about your kids and husband.”

A blush rose on Heather’s pale cheeks. “Another time.” She turned her face away to look out the window. “Beautiful day.” 

The silence returned. Chelsea might have expected an unhappily married woman to not want to discuss her husband and their relationship. But a mother not wanting to talk about her children? Heather’s reluctance left a tremor of unease in Chelsea’s stomach. It was unnatural. From the look on Heather’s face, she was embarrassed by her statement. Rather than probe further, Chelsea changed the subject. “Are you still friends with Monica from high school? She’s your next-door neighbor, right?” She pointed to the duplex building out the window.

Heather’s eyes brightened as she nodded. “You two were friends in high school.”

“We still are friends.” Chelsea bent her head conspiratorially. “Do you know if she and Nate are back together for sure now?” She paused in her work long enough to get a mouthful of soda from her own bottle.

Heather’s eyes twinkled. “Ooh, yeah. Didn’t you hear? Nate proposed on Sunday night after the Pirates won. He put the ring in her dessert at Church View Brews. It’s a wonder she didn’t swallow it! It was so funny!” Heather nearly shrieked, thumping her feet excitedly on the kitchen’s scuffed and spotted linoleum floor. 

Seconds later, Heather’s baby cried from the other room. Both women cringed and smiled with clenched teeth, eyebrows raised until the baby fell silent again. Chelsea sat back in her vinyl chair, dropping Heather’s left hand with the same suddenness as her smile.

Whispering, Chelsea lamented, “So I’m going to be the only one not engaged or married out of all my girlfriends from high school?” Every other one of her girlfriends had moved on in her relationship while she continued to tread water with Seth.

Fingers extended straight, Heather carefully took both Chelsea’s hands in her half-painted set. “Don’t worry about it, Seth’s sure to do something soon.”

Chelsea pulled her hands away and pressed her palms to her eyelids, trying to push back the tears. “He damn well better. It’s been twelve years, for God’s sake,” she sniffled. A sunbeam hit her shoulder-length auburn hair, setting it ablaze with reddish tones while she tried not to cry. 

“Well, you always have another option,” Heather offered mischief in her eyes. “2020 is a leap year.” She giggled, nudging her friend’s arms playfully.

“That’s three years away!” Her damp eyes blinked before Chelsea burst out laughing, then started to hiccup between sniffles, thinking all the while it wasn’t a bad idea. 

The baby whimpered again. Heather hushed her, and they froze until the baby stopped.

Heather changed the subject this time. “Isn’t it kinda funny how you and me are still in contact? I often wonder where the other two are, what they’re doin’ now.” 

She sounded wistful, and Chelsea wondered if she was missing Marla. They were most alike in temperament. Both shy and fairly quiet but with a fun mischievous streak which no doubt led them to hang around with Gemma and Chelsea instead of making friends elsewhere. Heather and Marla were used to intervening between Gemma and Chelsea. It was their primary role back when they first met at summer camp on the shores of Lake Mungus. 

Chelsea continued painting Heather’s nails, thinking of the four of them way back when at Camp Terramungus. A smile spread across her face so wide her eyes scrunched, impairing her vision. Her polish brush stopped in midair as she sat back and chuckled.

“Remember when we stole the camp director’s car and pushed it all the way down the dirt access road to the county highway? God! That was so much fun. You were steering, weren’t you? An’ Gemma, Marla, and I were pushing the car, right?” Chelsea laughed. 

“Oh God! I forgot all about that! Yes!” Heather giggled. “Gemma.” She shook her head. “What a bundle of trouble.” 

Gemma was well versed in trouble from her three elder brothers. Dealing with all their crap honed her with a hard edge, even at that young an age. She was tempered, like steel. Unflustered, always thinking more than one step ahead. Thankfully, her thorough planning kept their asses out of deep trouble the entire two weeks they were there raising havoc.

Camp counselors tried to circumvent their antics, tried to intercept their pranks. They were always ahead of them, thanks to Gemma. They were never actually caught doing any of the pranks, and they made sure there wasn’t any evidence left behind. Despite the gossip and accusations, the counselors could do nothing to stop them. “Gemma shutting off the propane gas tanks in the bathhouse so there wasn’t any hot water in the showers! Do you remember that?” 

“Ha! Yeah, I remember. That was such a fun summer.” The brush resumed its motion, slower, haltingly, her nerves on edge. Every time Heather brought up their time at camp Chelsea wanted to bring up the fire.

Heather’s mind wandered back to those two weeks. Chelsea had admitted she had never been in much trouble as a kid, but she was in a bad way at camp. Her Dad had died after the previous Christmas. She was filled with misdirected anger, frustration, and grief. It transformed into malice and evil disdain for every girl that snubbed her nose at the four misfits in cabin four.

Heather’s family had moved to the Pittsburgh area less than a year prior. Not knowing anyone had made her shy. Her willingness to open her mouth and actively participate in anything at camp was inversely proportional to the number of other girls in attendance. Like the other three, she didn’t have a sister but was attached to her younger brother like an ant to a peony bud. Gregory sent her a letter almost every day. She’d tried passing him off as a boyfriend and was mortified when it came out that he was her brother. “I wish we could find them.” The elation of great summer camp memories slid off Heather’s face like rain drops off a freshly waxed car.
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CHELSEA FROZE TO STARE at her friend and client, meeting her large doe eyes. Straightening up in her seat to full height, towering over her friend, she pointed the polish brush at Heather before continuing. “Maybe we can try the internet. It might work. Do you remember where Gemma and Marla were from?” “They were both from New York. Like upstate, not the city,” Heather replied, looking up her. Chelsea’s six-foot tall, sturdy frame towered over Heather’s five-five. 

Marla was from somewhere south of Rochester, New York. How she ended up at Camp Terramungus was a mystery until she received a letter from her Aunt Gertrude asking for information on the Camp. Aunt Gert wanted to know how much it had changed in the twenty-five years since she’d been at camp. It was harder for Marla since she didn’t know anybody at camp. At least some of the camp girls knew each other from school or at least recognized faces. It was still sort of comforting to see a familiar face. Some girls planned their camp week to coincide with those of their girlfriends. But cabin four was not a pre-matched-up set. 

“Worth a try, right?” Chelsea shrugged, trying hard not to get too optimistic. She lifted Heather’s right hand and blew on her fingertips before stowing the polish bottle in her manicure bag. “Can you search, Heather?”

Heather blushed. “I— we don’t have a computer.”

“I’ll do some internet searches.” Chelsea stood and collected her bag and purse. I have to get going. I’ll let you know if I dig anything up.” A week later Heather called Chelsea. “Did you have any luck searching for Gemma or Marla?” 

“No. I’ve been so busy at work doing manis and pedis, I haven’t thought about it.” 
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The door to Marla Devine’s small, stark white corporate office burst open. Eileen strode to her desk and stopped. “Doing anything Thursday night?”

Marla raised one eyebrow. “No. You know me. I never have any plans.”

Eileen exploded with excitement, her hands fisted and raised above her head in victory. “Excellent! You and I are going to the Stones concert!”

Her usual poker-face dissolved into delight as her insides quivered with the thrill. She was going to see the Stones, after all. Warnings flickered in her mind causing a kick in her gut that turned her joy to despair. She rose from her desk chair. “I can’t.”

“Come on Marla, it’s the concert of the century, for God’s sake!” Eileen stared her down from the front of her desk, her face broadcasting the same incredulity as her voice. “I know you love the Stones, why won’t you go?”

“I just c-can’t,” Marla stuttered back and turned away to search through her industrial gray metal file cabinet for the last compliance audit report on the Boston laboratory. The one she needed to find just when Eileen barged in without warning. 

She glanced out the window of her fourth-floor office, the multi-layered skyline of Pittsburgh not far off in the distance. A sliver of water shimmered beyond where the Allegheny and Monongahela rivers converged to form the Ohio River at Point State Park. 

This was her refuge. Her calm and quiet office, a sacred place for her to hide. Other than her boss and Eileen, nobody came to visit the compliance officer willingly. Shifting her vision to the reflection in the window, she could see Eileen standing before her desk. Silently watching her. Please just leave. But Eileen didn’t move. 

Huge raindrops began to fall from the sky. In seconds their numbers grew into a torrent of water. At street level, people walking along the sidewalks or window-shopping the swanky shops of Pittsburgh’s Shadyside neighborhood jumped under awnings or into doorways. Anywhere to get out of the sudden deluge.

“What do you mean you can’t? It’s the Stones!” Eileen’s voice cracked, and both arms spread wide. “I can’t believe I won two tickets calling the radio station like a maniac all weekend long! Six months ago, we were bummed when we couldn’t buy tickets. One minute ago, you said you had nothing going on Thursday night,” an edge of suspicion saturated Eileen’s voice. 

Marla could see Eileen’s narrowed eyes in the window reflection. They bore a hole in her back. Eileen hadn’t told her she was trying for tickets. Six months ago, Marla was relieved when the possibility of attending the Stones concert died. Even though she would have loved to see them in person for the first time. Sam would have too. He would have done anything to see his favorite rock band in person. Seeing them without him felt anything but right.

“I just can’t, Eileen. Please leave it at that, okay?” Her eyelids fluttered away the seeding tears blurring the names on the files. With trembling fingers, she worked her way from file folder to file folder. Go away, please, just go away her mind repeated, praying Eileen would telepathically hear her plea. She didn’t want to have to explain or see that look in Eileen’s eyes yet again.

“Marla Devine, you’re holding something out on me. What’s going on?” Eileen’s knuckles rapped on the desktop as if trying to draw her attention. When Marla didn’t turn around, she added, trying a gentler tone this time. “Look, I’m still your best friend from college. You can tell me anything.” 

In the reflection, Marla saw Eileen approach and stand behind her. Eileen gripped Marla’s elbow and turned her for a direct confrontation. 

Marla bent her head, the multiple folds of her neck making it impossible for her dimpled chin to meet her chest. Shame throbbed through her, bringing itchy, hot splotches to her neck and cheeks. Eileen’s hand brushed aside the cascade of long dirty-blonde hair that hid Marla’s face.

“Give it up, girl. What’s the real reason you won’t go to the Stones concert with me this Thursday?” asked Eileen softly, her eyes searching Marla’s. When Eileen tried to put an arm around her expansive shoulders, Marla’s composure crumbled. The dam, the impenetrable emotional fence she worked so hard to shore up, burst. Erratic tears cascaded unimpeded. As they fell, so did her resolve to remain aloof and strong. The stiffness in her spine wavered then collapsed. Hunched over, Marla slumped on Eileen’s shoulder. 

“S-same reason I-I can’t go to the movies anymore. I-I can’t fit in the seat.” Marla wailed, her tears a torrent running down her plump cheeks. She rested her forehead on her best friend’s shoulder for a moment. Eileen’s arms stretched halfway around her torso. The comfort they brought allowed Marla to let all her frustration and pain out. 

Eileen’s pat on the back jolted her to awareness. Marla stepped away. Her face downcast, she struggled to gain control of her spasmodic breathing and stemmed her tears, wiping the last few away with the back of her hands.

“Aw, Marla. We’re going to stand the whole time anyway. Who cares if you can’t fit into the damn seat?” Eileen shook Marla’s shoulder gently as she tried to reason with her. 

Control. I must get control. Like the flip of a toggle switch, Marla’s shoulders pushed back as her head rose robotically. Back in control again. She was so good at stoicism. Downright tyrannical about keeping her emotions under control all her life for as long as she could remember. Because showing emotion left her vulnerable. It gave her tormentors, enemies, and anyone else a glimpse of her Achilles heel. No one was supposed to ever see her lose it. Not even Eileen. Especially if it had to do with her body. Or, more correctly, her weight.

They had had this argument many times before, about the theater, the movies, the ballet, and the symphony. Even about eating out at restaurants. Any establishment with booths or tables anchored to the floor or places having seats with armrests that couldn’t be adjusted. Seats meant for someone of a normal size. Seats that made it clear that Marla, with her excessive weight, was not welcome in those places.

Four days later, Marla closed her eyes, trying to squeeze back tears. She tried to harness the hollow ache in her chest as her mind replayed the scene and heard the last echo of the conversation.

That morning, she had tottered to Eileen’s laboratory workstation, only to find it staffed by someone else. She must have taken the day off or called in sick after Thursday night’s concert. Lucky stiff probably still can’t hear right. If she’s up yet. Marla sighed before turning around to return to her office.

Walking back through the maze of biomedical testing equipment in the vast open floor space of the hematology laboratory, Marla remembered their earlier standoff. Keeping her blurring eyes to the polished tile floor, she disregarded the lab technicians she passed, although she sensed them glancing at her with curiosity. 

The whir and clicking noise of the automated blood test processing equipment dominated the space and limited conversation between technologists. Until she came into view, and the sounds of whispering started. No doubt wondering why she was in their work area. The compliance inspector’s presence always made them nervous, as if she was hoping to spot a problem and make an issue of it. She frowned as she waddled down the aisles. It was more likely nobody wanted an obese person around. 

Her weight hadn’t always been so restrictive. Sure, she had always been larger than others all through school. Even during the first week of college when she and Eileen first met. Back then, Marla’s weight didn’t matter to Eileen. It had never been a topic of discussion or disdain. 

In the seven years since their college graduation, Marla’s weight and girth had increased slowly to the state where the seating issue had become problematic. She kept a list of places, particularly restaurants, that could seat her without difficulty. It was these establishments she tried to steer people to when get-togethers were planned. Sometimes Marla took on the responsibility for making reservations so she could be sure to get an accommodating restaurant and sometimes, specific table reservations to prevent public embarrassment.

Face flushing hot, she remembered when Eileen tried to talk her into doing something about her weight gain three years ago. Fed up by then with the harping, Marla had given an ultimatum: shut up, or their friendship was over. Eileen had been shocked and hurt at Marla’s ferocity. Nevertheless, Marla had had enough. To this day, she was thankful her only friend had chosen to keep her mouth shut on the issue. 

Arriving back at her stark, white-walled office, she removed her white lab coat with her heart still heavy and her stomach burning. Tears welled up again just thinking of the second-row center seats Eileen had won, practically right under Mick’s nose. Marla hung the coat up on the brushed chrome coat rack. Turning back to it, she removed the cell phone from the left-hand pocket.

She stared at her phone while leaning against the black bookshelf holding reference books and binders of the city, state, and federal regulations. It was her job to ensure they were all followed. Not just in the Pittsburgh laboratory. In every one of the numerous Peabody Laboratories scattered around the country. 

Her finger hovered an inch from the phone’s keypad. She wanted to call Eileen to find out about the concert. She wanted to hear how awesome it was, to try to share in the excitement of the event. But she couldn’t do it. Times like this, Marla wished she’d listened to Eileen’s advice years ago. Then she could have heard the Stones live in person last night instead of on her CD player, all alone in the silent comfort of her king-size bed.

Shaking her head, she dropped the phone into her shirt pocket and sat in her oversized cushy desk chair. She opened the top left-hand drawer of her expansive office desk despite her mind screaming to leave the sixteen-ounce can of salted peanuts alone. Her willpower dissolved when her stomach growled its approval. 

The opening poof of the lid revealed the enticing smell of the roasted, salty treats. Popping a handful in her mouth, she sighed as the peanutty delight of her favorite snack teased her tastebuds. Within five minutes, the only thing left in the container was the powdery white salt stuck in the bottom crevices of the can.
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HERE WE GO AGAIN. Gemma struggled to breathe.

She pushed aside the silk bed linens to sit up on the edge of her bed without opening her eyes. She didn’t bother to turn on the light before reaching for the asthma inhaler. Her fingers knew exactly where it was on the corner of her nightstand. She took one deep inhale, held her breath as she counted to ten, and peeled one eyelid open to check the retro alarm clock: 2:16 a.m. Great. The next inhale of medication must be at least five minutes later.

Eyes now open, she turned on the lamp. The warm milk-chocolate brown painted walls pressed in on her. Deep shadows hugged the corners of her room. The large gray cat lying beside her on the bed stretched and yawned before settling back into a ball of fur. 

Snagging up the bottle of antacid liquid, she chugged a mouthful. On a scale of one to ten, this attack was a seven. Not too bad tonight. Last night it had been an eight. The night before a nine. They were definitely more severe this week. So much for the stress theory.

Dr. Hale thought stress brought on the more severe attacks. If that was the case, her worst episodes should have been last month during the national NACET conference when Gemma ran the entire event minus one staff member. And she should not have had any last week while vacationing in Vermont. It made no sense whatsoever. 

Gemma shook her head in exasperation at the problem, and speed dialed the cell phone.

“Helloo?” a sleepy Rose Anne whispered in answer.

“Rose,” Gemma said breathlessly, trying to stay calm by petting the cat curled up beside her.

“Not again,” Rose Anne groaned. Gemma heard the sheets rustling in the background and a click of Rose’s lamp switch.

“Yeah ... another one.... Just a seven ... no ambulance this time.” So far, anyway.

“You better call Dr. Hale in the morning,” Rose Anne croaked out. “He’s got to convince that insurance company. You need that surgery.”

“Maybe,” Gemma said half-heartedly, brushing her short dark brown hair out of her face. 

“You’ve been to the emergency room by ambulance, what, eight times? It’s not getting better.”

“Seven times,” Gemma corrected.

“Seven, eight, who cares—last time you were nearly put on a respirator.” Tension spilled from her voice through the phone.

It was true. Last time Gemma thought it was over. She still remembered the numbness, watching needles sticking into her arms but not feeling anything. Voices surrounded her, but she could not hear their words. Her peripheral vision disappeared until she could only see down a narrow tunnel before her, watching her chest get stripped bare, watching her pale blue feet at the end of the gurney. Her oxygen-deprived mind trying to focus in a Herculean effort to breathe with leaden lungs. Lungs incapable of inflating or exhaling. The thought had swept through her mind—just quit. But some steel force of determination rose in her gut, and she resisted the urge. A week in the hospital, dozens of tests, and still, no one could explain why her stomach spewed acid up her esophagus, activating her asthma attacks and nearly killing her in the process. 

“Don’t know ... what else ... can get ... them ... to authorize ... surgery.” Gemma groaned, an overwhelming sense of frustration bearing down on her shoulders as heavily as the feeling in her chest. 

“Don’t get upset now, you know it makes your breathing worse. Think calmly,” Rose Anne cautioned, sounding more awake and alert. “I’m coming over. Give me a few minutes to get dressed—”

“No.... I think the ... attack is subsiding ... I’ll let you get ... back to sleep,” Gemma said, feeling bad about waking her best friend and cousin. 

“Are you sure? You still don’t sound so good. I’m just a few blocks away.” 

“I’m okay. Stay there.... Just promise me something.” Gemma worked hard to control her breathing. She repeated the word “control” over and over in the back of her mind.

“Anything.” 

“If something happens to me ... before I get this surgery, Rose... sue the fucking pants off ... that insurance company, would you?” She looked down at the quietly purring feline beside her and added, “And take care of Wally for me.” 

“You can bet your ass I will, on both counts. This is costing me a lot of sleep.” Rose Anne snorted. “Night, Gemma. Call again if you need me.”

“Sure, night.” Somehow, she felt better knowing if she died, Rose Anne, a paralegal, and her firm’s lawyers would have fun screwing the insurance company. 

The weight on her chest was easing. Her breathing was getting better. She re-measured her peak flow, finding it was still suboptimal. For another half hour, Gemma gave herself the step-by-step treatments her doctor had meticulously worked out for her. By three a.m., she was well enough to snuggle up to Wally, the cat, and get another three hours of sleep before her weekday six a.m. alarm rang.

On her way to work the next morning, she stopped at Starbucks to pick up her usual venti, whole milk salted caramel latte, and crumb cake. Dean saw her walking in and started to put her order together. 

The barista smirked. “Mornin’ sunshine,” Dean chirped from behind the green and black coffee bar as he busily rang up her order.

“Give me a blueberry muffin too, would you, Dean?” Gemma handed him a twenty. The anti-inflammatory medication and the steroids made her hungry as hell all the time. 

“Another hot night?” Dean wiggled his eyebrows up and down.

“Oh yeah, up ’til three. You know me, wild and crazy sex every night, leaving me breathless. Can’t get enough,” She joked back. It was their running joke every morning. Dean knew better since he had tried to get into her panties. Gemma didn’t let many guys there at all. 

In fact, Gemma didn’t date. She didn’t have time or the patience to play the games associated with early dating. She had tried to hook up with guys she thought were nice looking only to find out—fortunately rather quickly—there wasn’t much between the ears to keep her interested. Most men, including Dean, couldn’t hold a conversation about anything that didn’t involve a sport. Truth was, they didn’t want to talk much at all. What they had in mind didn’t involve much exercising of the vocal cords beyond moaning. 

Besides, the last thing she wanted was an asthma attack in the middle of sex. The embarrassment alone might kill her.

After paying, Gemma moved to the pickup line, waiting for her order. I should order on the app before I leave the house. Then it would be ready as soon as I arrived. 

The guy in front of her turned to glare at her, then down at her foot. She was tapping it again, and in three-inch stiletto-heeled knee-high black leather boots, it was making a racket.

“Sorry,” Gemma mumbled apologetically as the guy waited for his to-go cup.

Again, she cursed the steroid medication prescribed to help her asthma condition. Fourteen months on them and her weight was up fifteen pounds from an insatiable appetite and water retention. Now I can add irritability to the side effects. She had to get off them soon, which meant getting that surgery approved. 

Gemma watched the surly guy’s tight jeans cup his muscular glutes and felt saliva accumulate in her mouth. She tried to think of the last time she had a date. It had been a while. A long while. Maybe a couple years. Not long after dating barista Dean, Gemma quit dating. Not by choice necessarily. 

About that same time, her weight started to escalate compliments of her medication, narrowing the field of interested males from a measly few to zilch. As far as she was concerned, sooner or later, some guy would turn up, or he wouldn’t. 

Sweet buns snagged his cup and walked out the door. Gemma’s gaze stayed riveted to his ass as he crossed the parking lot to an Audi. Her cup and paper bag appeared on the counter behind her, and her name was called. Gemma took her order to a vacant table next to the wall of window panes. Sunshine streamed in, making her blink several times. Taking a bite of muffin, she glanced up to see Mei waving at her from the pickup line. Gemma covered her full mouth with her napkin and waved Mei over with her other hand.

“Good morning. How are you? Mind if I join you?” Mei didn’t wait for a reply. She flopped into the empty chair opposite Gemma and dropped her oversized shoulder bag to the floor. Gemma had no idea how she still had the shape of an adolescent boy after having twins not long ago.

Her mouth cleared, Gemma answered, “Please. I’m having a lazy morning.”

Mei looked at her intently, head tilted. “Oh no, another bad night?” she asked, her shoulders slumping in sympathy for her boss’s health issue.

“Yeah, not too bad. Don’t worry about it.” Gemma patted Mei’s forearm reassuringly. God, now even the office staff is worried about me. 

They sipped their caffeinated drinks in silence for a few moments. Gemma watched as something, nearly voiced, raced across Mei’s face, then saw it pulled back abruptly. Whatever it was, Mei wasn’t going to say it just yet.

“So, what’s up? How’s class going?” Gemma smiled, asking the first thing that came to mind.

Mei’s chin nearly dropped into her coffee cup, letting her long straight black hair fall across her face like a curtain. Gemma could tell Mei wished she could dive right into her cup. Gemma waited, sipping her coffee. Patience was a virtue and a secret tool. She’d learned that in management training. Give them dead air, and most would fill it with what you wanted to know. 

“I ... I’m not taking any this term,” she stammered softly, staring at her drink.

Gemma shook her head, thinking she must have heard wrong. Her ears snapped to attention. “What? I thought you were going for that degree in event planning at UPitt?” She’d written letters of reference and recommendation to help Mei get accepted last fall. Now she wasn’t going?

“I’ve been so busy with the babies, and Kim’s residency keeps him away sixty to eighty hours a week. I just can’t handle the stress right now. I took a leave of absence.” Mei’s pained smile rose then fell.

Gemma sipped her coffee, eyeing Mei in silence over the rim of her cup, trying to stop the blood from racing through her veins and thundering through her temples. Control your face, control your words, control everything that wants to scream in fury at a wasted semester. 

“I understand being a mother and wife is difficult. But you deserve to have this for yourself. I was able to work a full-time job at Atlantica Hotels and go to the University of Syracuse full-time to get my degree. I did that for four years. You can’t find the time to take one class a semester? The fees are paid for by NACET! You can study on company time!” Gemma desperately tried to keep the sarcastic tone out of her voice. From the look of Mei’s face, she didn’t succeed.

Teardrops as big as peas slipped from Mei’s eyes and rolled down her cheeks unabated. Mei buried her face in her palms and wept in quiet earnest.

Oh, God. I made her cry. Gemma sighed as her mouth went dry. She craned her neck to see how many people had noticed Mei had burst into tears. Too many, and their faces reflected their concern and displeasure. 

Deep down, she empathized with the young woman trapped in a slave-like marriage and bound by two infants while her husband completed a surgical residency. Gemma shuddered with visions of her own mother trapped with four kids after her father’s abandonment. 

She gently lay a hand on Mei’s shoulder. “Mei, I’m sorry. That was rude of me. You’re not me, and I have no right to bully you into doing something you don’t feel you can do right now. Please stop crying,” she begged quietly.

A few seconds went by before Mei lifted her head. Gemma handed her some napkins to wipe her face.

“I’m sorry. I just want you to have all the advantages that education can bring. I want you to become a certified meeting planner just like everyone else in the office. It’s a great career move. But maybe now isn’t the right time for you. I’m sorry I’m being so pushy about it,” Gemma confessed, her heart aching now for a woman who tried so hard to please everyone, including her.

“I know you have my best interests at heart. It’s just difficult right now with Kim at the medical center. And the twins are three hands full,” Mei explained, sniffling into the napkins.

“Would you do me a favor? Go home. I’m giving you the day off. I can’t remember the last time you had a day off.” Appeasing her guilty soul was the only option Gemma had available. 

“I can’t do that—” Mei started to say.

“Yes, you can. Just between you and me. No sick time, no vacation time. I’m authorizing it. Leave the kids at daycare, go home, and get some uninterrupted sleep. I’ll see you tomorrow,” Gemma said, flicking her chin toward the exit door. 

A tired, tentative, sweet smile crept part-way across Mei’s face. She nodded, got up wearily, and headed for the door.

Gemma watched her go, exhaling when the door shut behind Mei. You’ve got to remember, not everyone is as resilient as you are, Gem dear. 

She resumed nibbling on her muffin. She’d much rather scarf it up at this point, but she was, after all, in public. She couldn’t stop thinking about Mei’s situation: a medical student husband and twin boys. 

Serves her right for getting married. Gemma glanced around, afraid she’d said it aloud. No one was paying attention. 

Gemma wasn’t keen on the idea of marriage, and Mei’s predicament and her own mother’s marriage showcased why. She definitely didn’t want to have children. Her idea of a secure future was not to let a man saddle her with children, only to ignore his responsibilities. 

It was funny how most girls played with dolls and dreamed of getting married, raising kids, cleaning a house. She never had. The girls at school made it sound so sweet and romantic. Gemma knew better. She’d had to deal with it from the age of twelve. It was not going to be part of her future.

Like her friends, she started babysitting for money when she turned fourteen, even though she hated it. As soon as she turned sixteen, she got a real job after school at the local hotel assisting with events. It was the start of her quest for a career as an event planner.

Now, she ran the events department at NACET, the National Association of Certified Engineering Technologists, where she managed a small staff of four, planning and running seven major events each year. Her team worked very well together. They didn’t let her down.

Before leaving Starbucks, she picked up a yogurt and a pre-made egg salad sandwich, knowing how ugly her schedule looked today. Thinking better of it, she added a fruit salad and another egg salad sandwich. If she didn’t get something here, she was at the mercy of the greasy spoon on the first floor of the office building, where the only vegetable on the menu was French fries.

Her stomach was still hungry. She cursed the steroids.

Gemma drove the last mile to the office building, where she spent more time looking for a parking space in the garage than she did driving there. It might have been easier to take a cab or bus or walk. But she didn’t walk much. In fact, she didn’t exercise much at all. The exertion could also trigger her asthma exacerbations. 

​

That evening on the other side of town, Heather paused outside the doorway only to have two women excuse themselves and step around her. Steeling her shoulders, she entered the large open room. The lighting was dim; a few of the fluorescent light bulbs had died and not been replaced. Six pillars supporting the church structure were set at regular intervals around the room. It gave the space a tick-tac-toe look. Folding chairs were set up, two to a box. A few early arrivals already sat waiting for the program to begin. The walls were still an early 1940s shade of green, not quite sage. Some things don’t change. 

The line to the payment table was moving fast to get everyone through to weigh in before the seven p.m. program started. After paying her fees from her stash of leftover grocery money, Heather walked over to the weigh-in stations. 

There has to be a better way, Heather thought as she waited her turn. Did I try the Leek Soup Diet? She rummaged through her memory like a woman searching her purse for loose change. Maybe not. That’s about the only one I didn’t try. Watermelon, Grapefruit, Atkins, Scarsdale, Hollywood, South Beach, Keto, TOPS, Overeaters Anonymous, even gluten-free—she’d tried them all with the same amount of success. None. Well, none that lasted more than a couple weeks.

She stepped onto the scale, averting her eyes to the old tan vinyl tiled floors while the weigh-in assistant checked and recorded her weight. For a house of God, they sure could use a cleaning.

“One seventy-seven,” Paige said in a pleasant, upbeat manner.

Like I’m not heavy enough to be a baby elephant or a newborn whale, Heather’s sarcastic mind snapped. She retrieved her weigh-in booklet, snapped it shut, and stuffed it into her jeans back pocket before moving on to the congregation of cold, gray folding chairs and the cluster of other clients. 

“Pitiful sight,” she muttered under her breath, recognizing a few faces from her last attempt. They’re still here. She bit her tongue when she glimpsed her reflection in a dusty gingham-framed window. What do you have to say for yourself? Just another Calorie Counters wimp at St. Elizabeth’s Church basement.

Heather began praying. Please, God, my brother’s wedding is three months away. I just want to lose a few pounds, maybe fifteen to twenty, by then. She pictured herself in Billy’s arms, dancing at the reception, sleek and sexy in a slinky new dress she was going to buy just for the occasion. Heather would look like a vision of marital happiness in the emerald-green silk wrap dress that went well with her dark brown chin-length hair, and green eyes. Black three-inch sling-back heels on her feet lifted her to five foot eight, gazing height for Billy’s own eyes. Billy wouldn’t want to let her sit down. He’d be afraid someone else would ask her to dance when he wasn’t looking. Heather daydreamed that she’d flirt lightly but decline the gorgeous hunk’s offer. After all, she was a married woman and a mother of three young children. 

A light nudge to her left arm brought Heather back to the reality surrounding her.

“Yes, you in the Mickey Mouse sweatshirt, would you like to take a seat?” a pixie-haired, stylishly dressed woman asked from the little platform at the front of the audience.

Heather sat in the closest seat in the back row.

The woman was the same leader from the last time Heather had joined. Everything about her was thin: her face, her torso, her limbs. Heather noted even her fingers were long and thin. Perfect for playing the piano, as her mother would say. What’s her name? Heather searched her brain for a connection and kept coming back to a ketchup bottle image. Priscilla Hunts? No, Heinz. Yes, that’s it, Heinz, here in Pittsburgh, but not related to the ketchup conglomerate people.

While her mind was digging for buried information, Pricilla Heinz had gone on with her program. Which, from the few words Heather caught, might have had something to do with mindful eating. Whatever that is, Heather sulked. 

“... so, what you want to do is first ask yourself, am I hungry, or is there some other emotion making me want to eat this food?” Pricilla emphasized her point by tapping a yardstick to an outline on a poster board at the front of the group.

“Second, you want to ask yourself, if it’s not real hunger, how will eating this food make me feel better? Is it okay to feel this emotion and not eat? Can you do it until the emotion passes?” The yardstick slapped the poster board at the second point.

“And number three, if you eat it, I want you to sit at the table, take a bite and chew each bite at least twenty times, acknowledging the emotion. Before you take another bite, ask yourself if you need another bite. If you do, repeat the process. You want to be fully aware of each bite of food you take and how it makes you feel.” The woman crossed to one side of the platform. “I think you’ll find that the food doesn’t make you feel good at all. In fact, it makes you feel worse for eating something that undermines your weight loss progress.” Pricilla fervently offered the crowd. “So, this week, practice mindful eating, and I think you’ll find you’ll eat less. See you all next week.” 

Heather remained seated, waiting while the crowd surged for the door. She felt drained, and yet her bones felt so heavy, full of lead. Inertia engulfed her. Her hearing dimmed; her eyes felt clouded and unfocused. There were whole meals she ate without tasting them. Entire plates emptied unnoticed as she stuffed down the food while the kids were quiet or before any crying started.

“Are you all right?” Paige asked her, touching her shoulder. Heather’s face turned up mechanically, her eyes glazed. For a few seconds her thoughts remained scattered. A little voice in her brain called out Focus. With a shake of her head, she was able to pull everything into focus again. Heather smiled softly and made direct eye contact with Paige.

“I’m okay, I think. I ... I think I’m just tired.” Heather’s voice was weak and cautious. Maybe she should have eaten something before coming tonight. She wanted to weigh in on an empty stomach, so she hadn’t eaten anything. It was an old trick she remembered from her last few Calorie Counters go-rounds. She slung her handbag over her shoulder and headed for home.

The last week of the month, Heather called Chelsea again. She had hoped to hear back from her before now. Their brief discussion of reuniting had touched something deep inside her. She remembered their two weeks at summer camp distinctly. Once they got over their initial shyness, they acted as sisters. Or at least how Heather had always thought sisters should act. A sinking feeling in her gut told her Chelsea hadn’t even tried the internet yet. 

Maybe Chelsea’s words were false. Maybe she didn’t want them all to get together again. If she remembered correctly, Chelsea and Gemma had vied for Marla and Heather’s attention.

Heather gave some consideration to using the library computer to search. She’d have to take the kids with her. Would they behave long enough for her to do a search? 
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On the first Friday in June, Heather got a call at home from Chelsea. 

“How’s the program going?” Chelsea asked.

“Not so hot. I’ll keep trying.” Heather’s suspicion was piqued. “You aren’t just calling me about my weight loss, are you?”

“Nope. I got a couple of hits on the internet.” Chelsea’s voice held a swagger.

“Really? What? Where?” Heather sputtered, dropping the laundry basket on the kitchen floor, and pulling up a chair, pleased that Chelsea had followed through. 

“There’s a Gemma Kimble working as a real estate agent out in Nevada. There are a couple in Wisconsin, in the Madison area. One is a college professor. The other might be some kind of political official. And get this, there’s another working here in Pittsburgh for an organization called the National Association of Certified Engineering Technologists.”

“Which one do you think she is?” Heather asked as she picked up Michelle from the kitchen floor before she pulled everything out of the laundry basket.

“I’m not sure, but checking on the one here in Pittsburgh is the easiest first step,” Chelsea said. “Let’s hope she isn’t married and dropped her maiden name.”

“You goin’ ta call?” Heather’s voice shuddered as she bobbed the baby on her knee to keep her quiet while her brothers were still napping.

“Yup. Here’s my plan...”

Finding Gemma was easier than Chelsea ever thought it would be. The Pittsburgh Gemma was the first name they tried due to its proximity. They were pretty sure she was the Gemma they were looking for. Heather thought Chelsea’s plan was pretty slick too. 

When Chelsea finished work the next day, they met at Heather’s house. While the children were napping, they called the phone number on the company’s website. 

“Hello?” The voice was different than either of them remembered. Heather nodded for Chelsea to continue anyway.

“Hello. I’m looking for Gemma Kimble.” Chelsea said, a tentative tone in her voice.

“Speaking. What can I do for you?” Gemma’s voice was professional yet rather curt. 

“I’m calling because you have won a free manicure at the Shimmers Salon on Ellsworth Avenue.”

A wariness seeped into Gemma’s voice. “I don’t recall ever having applied for one.” Her voice hardened. “If this is a hoax or scam you can forget about it. I never tried to win a free manicure.”

“I pulled your business card from a jar for a free manicure. You won it.” Chelsea put an upbeat, exuberant tone into her voice like it was some big deal to have won.

“I don’t put my business cards in jars.” Gemma’s clipped tone continued. “If you’ll excuse me, I have work to do.”

Chelsea added. “Please don’t hang up. It’s totally serious and legit. Perhaps someone you work with put your business card in the jar. A coworker?” This Gemma’s belligerence certainly sounded like the real Gemma. Perhaps some things hadn’t changed. “Let me assure you it’s a free manicure service with no strings attached.”

Silence on Gemma’s end, so Chelsea continued. “Please, can we make an appointment? You can always decide not to show up.”

She relented, making an appointment for later in the week. Heather and Chelsea giggled nervously after ending the call. Both of them crossed their fingers for the next five days, hoping Gemma wouldn’t call the salon to cancel her appointment. 

––––––––
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FIVE DAYS LATER, AND five minutes late, Gemma bustled into the salon for her free manicure. Her face flushed; she practically flew in the door on black patent leather stilettos with the fringed ends of her ultra-soft pink scarf fluttering like feathers. She screeched to a halt when she saw Chelsea. Throwing her hands up with a squeal, like a cartoon character spotting a mouse, Gemma grabbed Chelsea in a crushing hug. They spent the entire one-hour appointment yakking about nearly seventeen years of absence. 

Before she left, Chelsea called Heather, and the three women arranged a meetup. 

Early the next week, Gemma, Heather, and Chelsea met for the first time over coffee at Pamela’s Diner on Walnut Street. Formica tables lined the long narrow shop’s walls, with pinkish-coral and teal-green cushioned chrome chairs in a vintage1950s style. The overhead track lighting spotlighted walls festooned with advertising pictures from the same era.

Heather had told Chelsea of the tragic years between high school graduation and now. Chelsea didn’t want Gemma sticking her foot into anything sensitive, so she warned her to steer away from asking Heather too many questions. But that wasn’t the only reason for the tension between them. So many years, and the question about what happened on the last night of camp still hung between them like a black hole. It was almost as if each of them held their breath, hoping that particular incident wouldn’t come up. 

It was inevitable they would talk about their camp days and all the trouble they caused. Gemma was in a prankster stage back then, and how could she not be, with three older brothers at home. She’d previously witnessed or heard her brothers and their friends pull off all the pranks they sprang on the other girls at Camp Terramungus. She was a treasure trove of trouble. 

The dead fish they tucked under the pillow of the snobbish girl, Veronica, in cabin eight. All four had nearly busted a gut laughing when they heard her screeching bloody murder. The entire camp ran over to find out what was going on. Everyone except the girls in cabin four. Spreading cellophane over a toilet bowl, hiding the oars to the rowboats, replacing the milk chocolate for s’mores with bitter baking chocolate, putting sand in another mean girl’s sleeping bag, and adding hot sauce to the pink lemonade were all Gemma’s ideas.

The three of them laughed so hard people at nearby tables gave them dirty looks.

“Whatever happened about the fire?” Gemma asked.

“Those were the best pranks,” Heather said, her arms crossed over her chest.

“We should try to find Marla,” Chelsea replied. 

Gemma handed her credit card to the waitress when she approached with the bill. “I can try while I’m at work. I’ll let you both know if I find her.”

Heather left to go to the ladies’ room. 

Chelsea leaned over the table toward Gemma conspiratorially. “Hey, don’t say anything to Heather, but a bunch of my friends and I are going on a cruise to Jamaica in a month or so. One couple needs to back out but can’t get their money back. Would you want to go in their place?” Chelsea continued with the dates and costs.

“Hmm, I’ll have to find a cat sitter.” Gemma’s eyes sparkled. “That sounds like fun. I already have that week scheduled off from work. Would you mind if I asked my cousin to share the cabin?”

“The more the merrier, as they say.”

Gemma inclined her chin toward the back when she saw Heather returning. “Can I let you know tomorrow after I talk with Rose Anne?” 

Chelsea nodded. “Sure, that’s fine. Please don’t discuss the cruise in front of Heather. I know she’d love to join us but can’t. They can’t afford a cruise. And there’s the children.”

Gemma nodded her understanding with a sympathetic look in her eyes as Heather arrived back at the table.
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MARLA FINISHED HER report on the St. Louis laboratory inspection an hour later than she expected. It had been a complicated and exhausting report to put together, mainly because of the number of state and federal violations she had found during her inspection last week. 

Staring out the window, she pondered the report as it printed, her gut uneasy. The laboratory was seven years old and had been perfectly fine two years ago when it was last inspected. The regulations had changed considerably since then. What had been acceptable then was not acceptable now. 

She picked up the freshly printed sheet, only to leave green, red, and yellow smudges wherever her fingertips touched the page. Marla splayed open her hand, finding her fingertips were stained various hues. “So much for ‘melts in your mouth, not in your hand.’” She must have been absentmindedly feeding herself M&Ms from the bag in the top left-hand drawer of her desk. It was that time of the month again, and Marla couldn’t get enough chocolate to satisfy the cravings. Six more days of this nonsense, Marla thought while wiping her fingers on a tissue. She hit the print key again for a clean copy. 

I should just get a hysterectomy. I’ll never have a boyfriend, let alone a family of my own. She had come close once in her twenty-nine years, but surely that had been an anomaly. There hadn’t been anyone since. Her heart thudded painfully at other memories. The pitying looks and sneers of her classmates in school and at school dances. The stinging slander, cruel taunting, and practical jokes that left her devastated for days. Her parents had been furious at the shenanigans. So much so they wanted to send her to a private school. Marla knew it would be no better there. She’d resolved to stand courageous and defiant against them.

I need real food. Hollowness weighed heavy in the pit of her stomach: cavernous and empty despite the party-sized bag of candy.

Marla emailed the report to her supervisor. They would meet in the morning to discuss it, but at least Beverly would have time to review the findings beforehand. Could her work withstand the scrutiny it would face? Was she being too hardball? Maybe the company didn’t want someone who always played by the book? After all, whether nitpicking or justified, her scrutiny cost Peabody money. Frowning with indecision and anxiety, Marla dialed the number for Enrico’s Pizza and placed an order for a pickup. 

She cleaned up her desk, left the office building, and found her car in the parking garage. She picked up her order at Enrico’s on the way to her refurbished Craftsman-style home in the Shadyside neighborhood. The everything-but-anchovies pizza was good tonight, Marla decided after absentmindedly eating three-quarters of the medium pizza. She ignored the salad, dropping it into the fridge to take to work in the morning. She settled back to finish watching NCIS while she ate her tiramisu. Enrico made the best tiramisu with real whipped mascarpone cheese. By nine-thirty that night, she gave up trying to keep her eyelids open to watch Law & Order SVU and went to bed.

At seven thirty the next morning, she was eating her second Egg McMuffin at her desk, when her supervisor Beverly Breckenridge, called her to postpone their meeting until lunch. 

Marla started to pace in her tiny office. After fidgeting with the window blinds, she sat back down in her chair and twirled. She searched her desk for something to eat yet turned up nothing but the leftover salad from the previous night. Her nose wrinkled at the thought of wilted lettuce and soggy croutons. Not wanting to go down to the cafeteria, she began to sweat and dove into paperwork to distract her mind and fingers. If she could only get on with the meeting and present her report, maybe the fluttering in her stomach would end.

After consulting the inspection schedule for the thirty satellite laboratories making up Peabody, Marla put together a mental plan to inspect laboratories in states that had made significant changes to their health and safety regulations. Next, she devised a schedule of inspections for those laboratories over the following year. 

Hours later, Marla walked into her boss’s office for their meeting. Her eye fell on the narrow chairs in
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