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  Truth or Consequences


  The three manila files on Olivia’s dining-room table have been opened and closed so many times that the edges are stained with coffee, several varieties of pasta sauce, more than a few red-wine streaks, and the dark imprints of each one of her tiny fingers.


  Before she grabs them this time she brushes her hands along her well-worn navy bathrobe, leaving a long white trail of pretzel salt down both sides. When she glances at herself in the hall mirror on the way to her favorite living-room chair, she laughs out loud, because the dark bathrobe that grazes her ankles and leaves her large white fluffy slippers exposed makes her look like a human-size blue penguin.


  If Olivia Bayer could change one thing about herself, even this late in the game, it would be her stumpy legs. Forget about the bad knee, her inability to qualify for LASIK eye surgery, or the twenty other physical tragedies that manifest themselves pretty much 24/7. She wants gams long enough to let her reach the top shelf.


  Tonight the top shelf is the least of her worries. Olivia hasn’t even met the three women whose words are waiting for her inside the thin files, but she has a veteran’s suspicion that this is not going to be a walk in the park. A naked run through a land-mined street is more like it.


  “Come on, Phyllis,” she says to the gorgeous tan cocker spaniel sitting in the doorway. Phyllis would follow her mistress to the ends of the earth—and she does. “We’ve got work to do.”


  She grabs the silver half-glasses that are held together by three rubber bands, pulls down the reading light above her head, turns it on, takes a breath to steady her thoughts, and picks up the first file:


  
    
      
        It’s not like this happens every day. I’m sorry, okay? What gets me angry is people who don’t do what in the hell they say they’re going to do. Waiting for someone else to do something. Crooked lines that should be straight. I don’t have much time in my life to sit down and think about things like this. Obviously I’m also mad at the economy or this would never have happened.
      

    

  


  Good Lord.


  As Olivia moves to the next file, she reaches down and runs her palm across Phyllis’s calm back. The three pieces of paper inside are written in handwriting so large and bold, and with a hand that pressed so hard, she sees holes when she holds the pages up to the light:


  
    
      
        I’m really pissed at my mother, for starters. Why now? It doesn’t take a genius to know my brothers make me furious, and if there is a step beyond furious they push me there, too. Cheapskates. Deadlines. Empty wine bottles. The Vietnam War. Is this the kind of thing you mean?
      

    

  


  Olivia can’t bring herself to move beyond page one in this file. She almost fears the file might rise up and slap the living hell out of her all by itself.


  The third file, the last file, has been her favorite since the beginning of this interesting mess. When she’s not in her bathrobe, Olivia calls the mess “a challenge,” but here, in her home, it’s a mess. At least this file, with its five pages of lovely cursive writing, offers a glimmer of hope. Either that or the writer has this kind of exercise already figured out:


  
    
      
        …so maybe it’s just that sometimes you simply forget and go too far. You know? Whoever you are, I bet you know—especially if you’re a woman. But that’s avoiding the question. I get that. So: Loud music, obviously. Men who cheat. Fad diets. Those things get me angry.
      

    

  


  This isn’t bad for starters. Olivia quickly reads through the other pages again until she comes to something she must have missed. How could this be? Is she reading this correctly or does she need new glasses again? Is all hope lost?


  
    
      
        …that doesn’t give people younger than us the right to disobey us, to cross the lines we have drawn, to disrespect our generation. Sometimes these things work both ways. Sometimes someone has to make a stand.
      

    

  


  She drops the third file into her lap with the other two and then pushes them all to the floor. She watches as they land on top of one another like large playing cards.


  Olivia’s done this so many times it would be impossible for her to count. Years and years of files. Years and years of the faces and then the blinding reality of the failures mixed in with the successes—sometimes too few successes.


  And now this.


  These three files and these three women and this chance—one last chance to take a moment, a series of moments, perhaps a lifetime of moments, and create a miracle. How many miracles are left? How many more times can Olivia risk it before her own miracle card expires? She thinks about all the years of white lies when she gave someone an extra chance, tried something no one had ever thought of trying before, scorched her own heart yet again when her professional skills came so close to crossing the boundary—a boundary that these three women in the files have obviously crossed. Is it even possible for a person to bring one kind of life to an end and finally start out in a new direction?


  If only she knew the answers to her own questions.


  Olivia hesitates before she touches the files again, and she makes what every colleague would call a rash decision. Maybe it’s time. Maybe it’s way past time. Retirement is waving its frightening hands in front of her face, and Dr. Olivia Bayer so wants to open up her secret bag of tricks and do something she has always dreamed of doing. This could be her last chance. But can she take that chance and make a real difference in the lives of these women? These women have been pushed over the edge, and what woman hasn’t been pushed over the edge the way they have? She’s already in trouble, and this pile of folders is like a blinking neon sign that is screaming, “Danger…danger!”


  Then she bends down and randomly grabs the file with the blue dot on it. The blue dot and, yes, the red one and the green one, too, will have a name and a face tomorrow night.


  She opens the file and her eyes land on the last paragraph. The blue dot is the smallest file, the one that has but a single page of writing, and she seizes one sentence.


  “It’s not like I even have a choice.”


  “Me, either,” she whispers to Phyllis, and then closes her eyes. With her eyes closed, she misses that absolutely glorious moment when day finally surrenders and the dark line of night marches swiftly across the horizon.


  


  2


  
    [image: ]
  


  The Green Dot


  When Kit wakes up, she can’t remember where she is. Her last dream had her running from tree to tree dodging something, or perhaps it was someone. Now she’s lying on her back, and Kit Ferranti hasn’t slept on her back since she was a little girl.


  And that explains everything this late morning. Kit is tangled in the worn sheets of her old twin bed. The bed that sits in the last bedroom on the top floor of the house where her mother and father raised her and a mess of sons. The house that is blessedly quiet for the first time in days. The house that will undoubtedly explode with the sounds of those boys turned men, their wives, a mess of nieces and nephews, and who knows who else sometime in the next few hours.


  “Quiet, for just a bit longer, please,” she mutters, rolling over onto her right side so she can look out the long window and across the tops of the oak trees.


  She is absolutely exhausted. And riddled with such sadness that she is already wondering how she will be able to get through the long day ahead. She closes her eyes for a moment, banishing her nightmare to the back of her mind, and lets the reality of where she is, what has just happened, and what will happen next wash over her as if she is standing under a blasting shower.


  It has been four days since her mother’s funeral. Three months since Kit moved back to her childhood home to become her mother’s full-time caretaker. How many times did she hope this day and the four before it would never come? Today the family is gathering to talk about the house, a lifetime of belongings, who gets what, and what will happen next.


  She bravely swings her feet off the bed and wonders how long it will be before someone argues about something, the brothers start telling her what to do, or she breaks down yet again as she remembers how heart-wrenching it was to watch her mother die.


  “This, too, shall fly away,” she whispers, repeating the exact words her mother had said at least a million times throughout the years.


  When she raises her eyes, Kit is looking at her reflection in the long mirror that has stood against the wall since the day she was born. And she often, especially when she’s inside this house, feels like she is still a little girl.


  Kit puts her hands on her tiny chest and thinks that both of her breasts wouldn’t even equal one of her mother’s. Her mom had what one of her crazy aunts would have called “a remarkable bosom.” Kit has what her brothers still call little titties. At fifty-six years old, everyone is still waiting for her to grow—like maybe she will have a late growth spurt when she hits her next birthday. She’s just three inches over five feet tall, her weight hovers around one hundred and ten pounds, and no matter how much crap she has managed to eat during the past few months she is losing and not gaining weight. Must be the worrying—her mother was right, after all. Worry can bring you down to nothing and make you doubt everything you know about yourself.


  Maybe things will change now. Maybe she has earned some extra credit for taking a leave of absence from her job to care for her mother. Maybe her family will finally look at her in a way that will have something to do with the word respect. It’s bad enough being the only girl in a large Italian family where testosterone seems to grow like mold on plates and hang from the ceiling like streamers left over from a birthday party.


  Kit is small, she’s a girl, she married someone who wasn’t Italian, and then, to top it all off, she was able to have only one child. According to the standards of an Italian Catholic family, she should have thrown herself off the roof years ago.


  Right now it’s hard not to think of the word trouble when she thinks about her life’s relationships. Trouble with her brothers, trouble with her overbearing and also deceased father, trouble with girlfriends who thought she was brash and salty, trouble with teachers who didn’t appreciate being called assholes, trouble dating guys who were frightened the moment she opened her mouth—until Peter.


  Peter the strapping Chicago-born and -bred Irishman who could lift Kit over his head with one arm, wrestle all but one of her four brothers to the ground, and charm her mother into cooking whatever he wanted pretty much around the clock. It’s a wonder they didn’t have a frigging group-wedding ceremony.


  “Time to move forward!” she shouts, shaking her head to help her focus on the day ahead and to forget about the past. “This, too, shall pass, and it will be a calm and productive day.”


  She jumps to her feet, stretches, fishes around the room for clean clothes, and walks down the hall to the bathroom. Before she turns on the shower, Kit looks at herself in the mirror. “Stay positive,” she coaches herself. “You will let them know what Mom wants, be supportive—you are the one in charge today.”


  Two hours later she has managed to find the huge coffeepot her mom used for large family gatherings, located paper plates and cups, and created a list of everything she and her siblings need to discuss. After downing four cups of coffee, a long shower, and a call to her husband, she feels refreshed and ready. She knows absolutely that her mother would love that the family is going to be together, and she’s determined to stay positive about the day ahead with her often surly brothers.


  It’s amazing how they all still live in Ellington, a lively eclectic suburb not so far from downtown Chicago that it’s affected by the noise and activity, but close enough to enjoy its many benefits. There’s a knock at the door, and for the next thirty minutes Kit’s brothers and their entourage of wives and sons and daughters arrive in chronological birth order. Matthew, Luke, John, and Mark are not exactly saints in her eyes, but she’s glad to see them—well, sort of glad to see them. The house becomes loaded with their stifling maleness so fast, and the noise level accelerates so quickly, Kit feels as if she’s been sucked into the center of a tornado.


  “Coffee?” she offers immediately. The requisite bottles of wine, beer, and whiskey are already being lugged into the kitchen.


  “Are you crazy?” the oldest brother, Matt, says with a laugh. “Little Kit, this is a big meeting, but we’re Ferrantis. Both Mom and Dad would want us to enjoy ourselves while we settle this hard stuff.”


  “As long as we don’t start swimming in the booze,” Kit shoots back. “That’s happened, let’s see, how about every time we do something like this?”


  “Kit, chill!” John orders as he cracks open a beer.


  “I’m chilled, big bro, I just don’t want to be frozen.” Kit’s trying to hold her own with her brothers while plastic containers of food are dispersed by the sisters-in-law on every counter in the kitchen, the dining-room table, and on the end tables in the living room. No one in this family will ever starve.


  “You’d look good in the freezer, and I know, because you’re the runt of the litter, that you’d fit in there, too,” Mark adds, holding out a beer near Kit’s face.


  “You guys are such jackasses,” Kit half-jokingly says as she succumbs, and quickly grabs the beer.


  “That’s a good girl,” Mark smirks. “Tradition in the family is important, so mind your manners.”


  Kit decides to bite her lip to keep peace, because she knows the banter could go on for hours if she had the energy to keep pace with it. Boys will be boys is what her mother would say, and so she smiles and lets those boys think they’ve won.


  The few younger nieces and nephews who accompanied their parents are beyond happy to run through the house and yard while the grown-ups declare a temporary truce.


  Kit has decided to let them warm up before they get down to business. She feels a bit lost that Peter isn’t able to join her because of his work schedule, and yet there’s something comforting about being with her rowdy brothers even though they’ve picked on her and treated her like a slave for most of their lives. Kit considers her sisters-in-law to be friends, but she can’t imagine life 24/7 with one of her brothers.


  About an hour later, after the food has been eaten and Luke has passed out shots of whiskey to everyone but the neighbor’s dog, Kit decides it’s time to get down to business before things get out of hand.


  “Hey, guys, maybe we should get started and talk about things,” she shouts over the din in the living room, where everyone has congregated.


  “Good idea, sis,” Matt agrees. “Let me get my notes.”


  “Notes? But—” Kit assumed she’d be running the show, because she’s been in charge since their mother went into hospice care.


  “Yes. Mom left me a letter, and there’s some things we need to go through.”


  Kit is absolutely stunned. What was she thinking? Of course the boys would be in charge. Of course she’s still the baby in their eyes. Of course what she has just done for her mother, and for all of them, doesn’t even fit on the radar screen.


  Kit doesn’t have it in her to pick a fight, to stick up for herself, to change the long-held order of power in her family. She grabs her third beer and decides to let things happen the way they’re supposed to happen.


  For the next hour, while they go through Matt’s list, the beer cases empty, John periodically interrupts for another round of “We love you, Mom!” shots, the oldest niece decides to take all the kids to a movie, and Kit tries to imagine getting her life, job, and aching heart back.


  Distracted, when she looks up, she notices that all of her brothers and most of their wives have passed beyond that sane point when having one more drink is the worst possible thing they could do. Kit realizes she’s not far from the same point herself.


  Then burly, manly, macho Mark, of all people, starts to cry. This sets off a chain reaction of weeping that affects everyone but Kit and Matt. Matt keeps drinking. Kit isn’t sure she has any tears left. Her exhaustion rides itself back into every bone in her body.


  What happens next will be remembered by everyone in a different way. Clouded by emotions and alcohol Mark suddenly jumps up, walks over to Kit, pulls her to her feet, and begins shouting at her. That is the only thing everyone will agree on.


  “Why did you let her die?” he yells into her face, lifting her an inch off the ground and shaking her. “You could have done more! Why did you let her die?”


  Kit pushes him away, and a dormant line of anger inside of her explodes as if a fuse has been lit.


  “Me?” she screams back. “I changed her diapers. I held her when she cried. You stupid asshole! Me? Where were you all those nights?”


  Mark is furious, and shoves Kit. “You let her die!”


  Kit falls against the table and a wine bottle tumbles to the floor and shatters. Instinctively, she reaches down, grabs what is left of it by the handle, and lunges at her brother.


  And she doesn’t stop.


  And suddenly everything changes. Absolutely everything.
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  The Red Dot


  “This is going to be the most perfect day of my professional life,” Jane Castoria says to herself over and over as she searches through her huge walk-in closet for the sexiest power suit she owns.


  “To hell with the real-estate recession,” she says out loud, giggling as she prances from the closet to the bathroom in her matching black lace bra and panties. “Perfect. Perfect. Perfect.”


  Jane needs this day. She stayed up well past midnight planning every glorious second of it, and so far her plan has been unfolding with absolute precision.


  First she bounced out of bed thirty minutes before her husband, Derrick, and made the coffee and some toast. He almost fainted when he smelled coffee. “It’s like the good old days,” he yelled from the shower. “I thought this day would never get here.”


  “Me, too!” Jane all but sang as she methodically checked her emails, checked her phone messages, checked her lovely leather briefcase for the papers she would need later, swatted Derrick on the rear end as he hopped from the shower, and then took his place.


  “Are you back, honey?” he asked, watching her lovely, near-perfect figure bend and twist through the tempered glass door.


  “You bet your sweet ass I’m back. And tonight I’m bringing home a gift that you can’t wrap, so get home early.”


  “Thank God.” He sighed, trying to remember when they last made love, had sex, kissed for more than three seconds. “I’m ready now if you have time.”


  “Do not drop that towel!” Jane shrieked. “I must focus on this deal.”


  Fifteen minutes later Derrick yelled, “Goodbye and good luck!” and Jane is now holding up a fashionable sky-blue suit that makes her look like all the money she used to rake in as a high-end real-estate executive.


  Her black hair is cut stylishly short, and when she tips her head the subtle red highlights reflect off her high cheekbones. She has lovely dark skin, perfectly formed eyebrows, dark brown eyes, and legs that seem to go on forever. She’s the kind of woman who turns heads and makes men and women sigh with jealousy and occasional lust.


  Add her cocky, self-assured attitude on top of that and Jane Castoria is usually a wild, unstoppable force. In some circles, she might also be called a pushy broad with more than a bit of spunk. Back in the old days people would have called her a bitch. “Bring it on!” is what she would say to that label.


  Jane dresses, applies her makeup, plays with her hair, and then steps back to have a look.


  “Not bad for a forty-two-year-old Castoria.”


  She turns in a circle one last time, then boldly decides to wear her red stilettos. Why the hell not? Naturally five feet eight inches tall, Jane also has an addiction to high heels. And not just any high heels. Not many women can pull off walking with a sexy sway in high heels that look like thin knives, but Jane is an expert. There’s something about stilettos that makes her feel like she owns whatever piece of earth she steps on. She checks her emails once again, grabs her water bottle, phone, and briefcase, and heads for her luxury leather-upholstered car and the bright lights of downtown Chicago.


  As she drives, she tries not to think about the fact that she’s been hit so hard by the economy that she hasn’t had a sale or even a nibble in months. She’s not used to sitting around and waiting. Today’s multimillion-dollar deal is going to be the start of everything all over again. She can feel it. Nothing can stop her.


  Her parents, both incredibly successful, never wanted her to focus on real estate. They wanted law school or some CEO job at a Fortune 500 company. Jane’s professional demise would prove them right, so today is a big deal for many reasons. Her parents had set the bar extremely high, and even though they raised her to be a princess, there wasn’t much wiggle room in their world for failure.


  Derrick’s terrific job as an engineer had helped them stay afloat, but now it’s her turn. Saint Derrick. Wonderful, lucky Derrick, who still has a great job and a huge salary and who keeps saying he doesn’t mind if she even works. If she isn’t careful, pretty soon he’ll want to get a damn dog or start talking about adoption again.


  As Jane pulls into the parking tower of the executive offices, where her broker and the couple from California will be waiting for her, she feels calm, powerful, and absolutely alive.


  “Here we go,” she says, looking at herself one last time in her rearview mirror and adding a dab of fresh lipstick.


  The security guard by the door greets her by name, tells her she’s been missed, and when she clicks across the marble foyer she knows he’s watching every step and she smiles, loving the attention.


  Upstairs on the twentieth floor, though, the usual hustle and bustle of agents coming and going, customers coming and going, and phones ringing is missing. It disarms her a bit. Surely other agents have picked up some business?


  Jane isn’t stupid. She realizes that the world is in a new cycle. People have cut back, even wealthy people. Big houses and five-thousand-square-foot condos are no longer hot-ticket real-estate items. But some still sell, and her California couple is going to be her good-luck charm.


  “Hello,” she calls from the nearly darkened lobby, startled that there isn’t even a receptionist. “John? Is anyone here?”


  The place looks abandoned, but suddenly John appears from an office down the hall. He’s talking on the phone and motions with his finger that it will just be a minute.


  “Thank God,” she says, exhaling and sitting down on the couch in the luxurious waiting room. “I’m sure my clients will be here soon.”


  It’s so strange to be sitting on the couch in the huge suite of offices that used to be filled pretty much 24/7. Jane can remember coming in to close a deal a few years ago at two in the morning and there were ten other agents working, people actually waiting to put money down on property; and there was a food vendor, upscale of course, who was doing a brisk business selling expensive coffee and sandwiches outside the door.


  Jane keeps telling herself it will all come back. It won’t be quite the same, but things will swing around. They have to.


  She misses this world. The selling and buying, the fast-paced deals, the lunches and awards. Less than four years ago she was on top of the high-end residential real-estate world, not just in downtown Chicago but in the trendy neighboring suburbs as well. Jane still hustled out of her home office, but on many days there wasn’t much to do because there were no customers.


  Right now she’s a little concerned, because her buyers are nowhere in sight. She’s a bit early—that’s always part of her plan—but her fingers are itching to get the settlement check in her hands. She lowered her usual seven-percent commission to six percent to snag this deal, but that’s all she’s changed. Inside her briefcase she’s got a two-hundred-dollar gift certificate for a fancy restaurant around the corner from the buyers’ soon-to-be new home, and another box of goodies will be delivered to them on moving day.


  She’s ready, but what is keeping John?


  Jane can’t stand waiting and gets up to walk back toward John’s office. She’s walking on her tiptoes in case he’s still on the phone, but it looks as if his door is open and she can’t hear a thing.


  When she peeks around the corner, she sees him sitting at his desk with his head in his hands.


  What in the world is going on?


  “John?”


  John jumps right out of his chair and almost falls over. “You scared me!”


  “Is everything okay?”


  He averts his eyes.


  “John?”


  “Can you give me, like, ten more minutes? I have to make one more call, and then we’ll talk.”


  Jane can feel her stomach move right into the bottom half of her throat. Talk? Talk about what? Where are the customers? Where’s the accountant and the lawyer who are supposed to be here at the closing?


  He turns his back to her, and Jane assumes he expects her to leave his office. She almost leaves, and then she starts to think of all the money she’s made for him during the past ten years. Millions of dollars. She’s been his top seller dozens of months in a row. She has parked next to his Jaguar, been to lavish dinners at his estate in Wisconsin, dropped him off at the airport so he could catch his plane to Paris, and once she even helped him pick out diamond earrings for his third wife.


  There’s no way in hell Jane Castoria is going to go sit on the couch in the waiting room as if she’s an illegal real-estate immigrant.


  “John, tell me what’s going on.”


  John turns slowly, and he looks as white as his crisp hand-starched shirt.


  “I’m so sorry, Jane. I know how much you wanted this deal.”


  Jane’s briefcase falls from her left hand. “What are you talking about?”


  “It’s the banks, not me. I tried to get this deal through, but the new regulations made it impossible and the bank didn’t approve the loan.”


  Jane feels as if someone has just hit her between the shoulder blades with an unsharpened ax. Her heart is pounding so fast that her blouse is moving up and down. She closes her eyes for just a few seconds, and all she can see is blackness—her world, or what’s left of it, tumbling down as if there has been a major earthquake.


  This can’t be happening. It absolutely can’t be happening.


  “Do you realize how hard I have worked to get this? How much of what is left of my own money I used to snag this couple? How much I need this sale?” Jane is startled to realize that she is yelling.


  John takes a step forward, opens his mouth to make some excuse, then shakes his head.


  “You could have said something sooner!” Jane shrieks, unable to move.


  “Jane.” John lightly touches her left hand in the small space below her jacket at the edge of her wrist and the touch of his hand pushes Jane Castoria over the edge.


  “I hate you, you lousy bastard!” she screams louder.


  John pulls back, totally startled, and that’s when Jane bends down to take off her right shoe. The red stiletto. She hits him first on the right side of his face, then on top of his head, then on the left side of his face.


  By the time the police arrive to restrain her, to take John to the hospital, and to bag the red shoe as evidence, Jane Castoria is so enraged that she can’t even remember her last name.
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  The Blue Dot


  The lunchroom is empty when Grace Collins throws herself through the door with her brown paper bag, dangling stethoscope, and a patient list that could choke a horse. She’s so relieved that the room, the size of six coffins, is empty that she almost starts to sing. But alas, that would alert someone at this money-strapped hospital that there are two available ears.


  Grace, who’s about to move into her fifty-second year and—if she eats her entire sandwich, the chips, and a calorie-ridden soft drink—her highest weight ever, is rarely alone. Sometimes she actually goes to eat in her car and once, last year during a horrid snowstorm, she ate in the broom closet. Anything for a few moments of solitude.


  During the past twelve years since her divorce, she has spent so much time telling other women that this single-parent life is not what it’s cracked up to be that she’s actually weighed the benefits of a miserable marriage.


  No one should have to raise daughters alone. No one should have to change broken locks from excessive door slamming, and yell through the bathroom door for someone to get out, and buy stock in sanitary-product companies. Grace often jokes that she should have traded in one of her daughters when she had a chance.


  “It would have been so easy to switch one of them in the nursery,” she quips when one of the young nurses who’s about to pop out a baby asks her for advice. “See these bags under my eyes? I’m only thirty years old,” she lies. “This is what daughters do to you.”


  Her best friend and sometimes confidante, Karen, keeps telling Grace she’s too hard on herself, but Grace is skeptical. Karen is like the real mother and sister she never had—supportive, kind, and reassuring. Someone who tells a half-truth if it means Grace will feel better. But Karen is being more honest than Grace realizes.


  A critical-care nurse supervisor with a master’s degree, Grace has no idea that she hasn’t lost as much as she thinks she has. She has lovely chin-length blond hair that she constantly pushes behind her ears, and pale skin adorned with sweet and well-earned wrinkles that roll from her eyes as if they were part of a long, beautiful river. Her square black glasses are constantly falling off her nose, and sometimes when she doesn’t have her glasses on—hardly ever—she pushes them up onto her nose as if they are really there. She’s the kind of nurse who changes patients’ lives. She has a soft heart, with an occasional sarcastic wit, a strong voice, and an impatient temperament when it comes to mistakes that hurt people, especially her own.


  Her own mistakes, or so she thinks, are lined up so close to the top of her brain that she feels like a woman with multiple personalities. The lost marriage, and what she assumes it did to her daughters, is always at the top of the list. Talk about a horrid failure. And it’s a failure that her mother and father, the perfect couple of the century, remind her about every time they open their mouths—as if she needs to be reminded.


  Grace’s days always seem like a marathon. Get daughter number two out of bed, race through the house, maybe eat whatever she finds on the counter, locate a clean set of scrubs, race out the door, work way too many hours, drive home, fight with same daughter, slam doors, maybe eat, argue some more, go to bed, listen for said daughter to climb out of window to see her sorry-ass boyfriend, sleep a few lousy hours, and start all over again.


  This late lunch is one perfect example. She’s due to leave work in two hours, and she’s having her first break.


  Just as she’s about to tear into a leftover meat-loaf sandwich that she prays to God won’t kill her, a hot flash starts rumbling throughout her body as if a volcano is on the brink of stopping major air traffic.


  “Damn,” she mutters, throwing her sandwich on top of the mangled plastic bag she just took it out of. “Menopause is like a bad marriage.”


  She opens up a dangerously low button on her blue smock and tries to fan herself with her flaccid napkin. She needs a hot flash like she needs a third daughter—or a husband, for that matter.


  Today it’s as if the entire world is having a heart attack. The beds on her unit are almost full and she has spent half the morning trying to deflect supervisor’s requests, time-off requests, reports-due requests, and she’s gotten more and more riled as the afternoon has progressed.


  During the few seconds when she lets her mind wander, hoping that some kind of hidden rainbow will appear and drop a bag of money, a cure for hot flashes, and a solution to her youngest daughter’s badass attitude, she remembers that Kelli hasn’t yet checked in with her like she’s supposed to when she gets home from school.


  “That little shit,” she says, digging through her pocket for her cellphone.


  Kelli’s phone rings and rings. Grace next tries the house phone and gets no answer there, either.


  “Damn it!” she fumes. “That girl pushes every button I have.”


  Before she can figure out what to do about Kelli’s latest transgression, a group of nursing assistants push into the quiet lunchroom and startle her into an addled scream.


  “Sorry,” one of them offers, jumping back in fright.


  “It’s fine,” she lies. “I was lost in thought.”


  The assistants smile nervously and try not to look at her unbuttoned top. Who wants to eat lunch with the boss sitting at the next table?


  Grace glances down at her soggy sandwich and realizes that it looks like her entire life. You work so darn hard to make a meat loaf—slicing up the onions, putting in the right spices, and making sure it isn’t baked too long—and then anything can happen. The oven temperature could be off, the spices old, the onions bitter. That’s it, she decides, my life is bitter and hard and I’m sick to death of it all.


  She grabs the sandwich and isn’t sure if she should take a bite out of it or fling it against the dingy wall and watch it slide slowly to the floor. In this hospital, where most of the people in the city who can’t afford health-care insurance flock, someone would pick up the sandwich and gratefully eat it in about three seconds.


  She’s staring at her sandwich when the door flies open and a nurse pops in, who looks as if she has just swallowed her own cheeks. Grace can only wonder without emotion, “Now what?”


  “There you are,” the woman says, finally allowing herself to breathe.


  “What’s wrong?”


  “Emergency wants to send up three people and we have one bed.”


  Grace pushes away from the table, leaving her sandwich right where it is, and wordlessly motions for the nurse to follow her out the door. “We can handle this one easily,” she says with confidence, already solving the latest crisis with her quick-thinking, analytical mind.


  Three hours later, as Grace drives out of the hospital parking lot, it dawns on her that Kelli still hasn’t called. It’s after 8 P.M., and Grace can only imagine the story she will hear when she pulls into her driveway. “I forgot” or “I was busy” or “I stayed late at school.” It’s never quite the truth, either. The truth lately has been the boyfriend from hell, whom Grace has banished from the house when she’s not there.


  Grace lets her mind wander for a few moments as she drives across town. Ellington isn’t totally the pits, at least. It’s a large town close enough to Chicago to be almost considered hip—if you look in the right direction, and that would be away from Grace’s house. She imagines what is happening in all the houses she passes, loves it when she sees people eating outside at the sidewalk cafés, dreams of taking a long walk the next time she has a day off. This mind game helps her relax, put things in perspective, allows her to forget all the things about daily life that stress her out.


  She slows to turn the corner onto her own street, closes her eyes for a second to adjust to the street lights, and when she opens her eyes she sees his car parked on the street in front of her house. That boy must be in the house, with her daughter, doing God knows what!


  “You jerk!” she yells without thinking.


  Grace speeds up as she gets close to the house and a river of sweat starts running down her face. She swerves to avoid two parked cars and then is overcome by frustration so deep that there is no way she can stop.


  She slams into the back of his car once, backs up and hits it again, and then once more. Grace would have done it one more time, but she heard Kelli screaming, saw the little bastard running from her house, and then heard the police sirens wailing before she could put her severely damaged car back into first gear.
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  Hell to Pay


  Three months following her shoe incident, it does not occur to Jane that wearing a pair of dark black leather stiletto heels to her first court-ordered anger-management class is almost as out-of-control as using them to beat a grown man into such a bloody begging pulp that he requires an ambulance and seventeen staples.


  High-top tennis shoes or work boots would have been a more appropriate fit for this industrial-looking area, where pickup trucks and American-made cars hog almost every parking space.


  Who the hell drives station wagons anymore? Jane thinks as she presses her ridiculous shoe on the brake and then wedges her shiny SUV in between a half-ton Chevy and a station wagon. You’d think, with all the empty real estate spread out over Chicagoland, there would be an office for this kind of thing in a decent neighborhood.


  Before she swings her pretty little feet out onto the pavement Jane double-checks the address on a legal notice that was once obviously rolled into a tight ball. The day the document from the court arrived, following the great stiletto incident, Jane wanted to use the other shoe on whoever sent it. The paper is almost unreadable, and was actually crumpled several times, stepped on, thrown against a wall, and held close to the flame of a pine-scented candle that was burning on her kitchen counter.


  Jane looks up at the dark, imposing brick building and knows for certain she’s in the right place. She pauses and closes her eyes. It’s not easy for a woman like her to admit that she’s frightened. Her heart is racing, and there’s a tiny ribbon of exhaustion that has wrapped itself around her internal organs. There’s a part of her that wants to simply lie down on the sidewalk and wake up in a week, a month, a year. But instead she gets out of the car and begins to walk.


  Her shoes, tapping on the sidewalk, sound like small-caliber gunshots, and the sound ricochets against the huge, solid building and echoes down the block. When Kit Ferranti hears the tapping, she instinctively drops to her knees and covers her head.


  “Jesus!” she snarls. “Is there no other building in this frigging state to have a stupid meeting?”


  Kit stands up when she realizes that the sound is some dumb-ass wearing high heels. Probably a hooker. Her brother’s friend Bobby used to work a block from here and said—at least back then—that the women on the streets were making more money than the guys in the factories lining each side of the block. Kit figured that was because the guys were always paying the girls on the street and there wasn’t much left for take-home pay.


  She checks the piece of paper she’s clutching to make sure she’s in the right place. Is this state so damn broke that they have to hold meetings in buildings that should be torn down before the entire thing collapses?


  “Christ,” she mutters, pulling at her only pair of tailored jeans and wondering for the tenth time what a person is supposed to wear to something like this.


  It’s early fall or late summer, depending on your personal attitude toward wind, rain, and snow. This is Chicago territory, and as much as Kit hates to be where she is right this moment, to her there is nothing like the smell of oncoming winter, bus fumes, and onions gurgling in butter from the thousands of open kitchen windows all over this lovely city.


  As she dodges a series of holes in the sidewalk that look as if they were created when someone dropped a truck out of the sky, she catches a glimpse of a woman walking into the same building where she’s headed. What really catches her eye are the jet-black high heels, which look like a set of steak knives she once bought for her parents when she was in high school.


  Great news. A hooker is probably going to the same class she has been ordered to attend. Kit pauses at the entrance and has to stop herself from kicking the door with her own shoe, a simple and very practical short-heeled brown leather ankle boot she’s had for at least five years.


  Upstairs and already in the meeting room, Grace Collins is early. No big shocker there. She’s been pacing in the small room for a good twenty minutes.


  Peering out the filthy window, wondering if she’s in the correct location, she sees a woman come parading up the sidewalk in heels she will not let her daughter touch, let alone wear. Then, not far behind her, another woman walking so purposefully with her hands tucked into the pockets of her leather jacket that for a minute Grace thinks she might be a man.


  For some reason, that totally panics her; the woman she called down at the courthouse assured her there would be no men here tonight. That was one small consolation for everything else that had already happened and was about to happen. Grace has struggled with the notion of any kind of relationship with a man, even a casual encounter at something like this, since her divorce. “Please,” she prays, “let that person not be a man.” Then the two people on the sidewalk move out of sight, and now Grace isn’t even sure if they are coming into the building.


  For God’s sake, what if she’s in the wrong building? What if this is some kind of trap? The nasty ways of the world have changed everything. Grace has even gone so far as to imagine her daughter’s evil boyfriend waiting in the lobby to laugh at her as she walks through the door.


  What if the papers she received were fake? Anyone could have intercepted them. She’s even heard of people posing as police officers and holding unsuspecting individuals for ransom. She’s been in a continually escalating panic since the incident, as she has taken to calling it, happened to her.


  Just as a bead of perspiration unblocks the latest menopausal dam that has been building directly below each of Grace’s temples, the door pushes open and in comes the first woman from the sidewalk. And she really is wearing those heels—gaudy needlelike stilettos that caused tons of emergency-room problems years ago, when women were falling, ripping out their thigh muscles, and in some cases beating the living hell out of one another at dance clubs and bars all across America.


  It takes Grace a few moments to realize that she is staring at this woman’s shoes. They look like real stilettos, the kind with heels—if you can call something like that a heel—made of solid steel or alloy. Holy Mother of God. Weapons.


  “Hello,” the woman says, totally distracting Grace from the shoes.


  “Hi,” she responds, wishing she had a towel to wipe off her face.


  It takes each of them only a few seconds to seize her first impressions and run with them. Jane sees a sweaty middle-aged woman who could get lost in a crowd in about two seconds. The woman standing by the window is ordinary. She has wisps of blond in her chin-length hair, and she’s in need of a touch-up because her roots aren’t blonde—they are as gray as the painted concrete floor the women are standing on. Her black glasses look as if they’ve been sat on a dozen times. And she shops at Kohl’s, for God’s sake, because Jane has seen that ugly brown jacket on about three hundred other women since the weather started turning.


  Grace has a very hard time getting her mind and eyes off the shoes. A quick image of her beautiful and always perfect mother standing in a pair of them, red with black tips, merges with her vision of this woman, this throwback to the sixties. What would my mother think of me now? Oh God, oh God, oh God! Grace has to swallow hard to flush her emotions.


  This woman ain’t her mama. The woman in front of her looks as if she stepped out of a glossy magazine. Maybe she’s Latin or Hispanic, with skin that looks like the smooth side of a candy-bar wrapper. Her hair is very, very short, and swirls of deep red are entwined with thick, tight black curls that someone with magic hands at an expensive salon must have cut. Grace has always wanted to cut her hair that short, but she’s afraid she’ll look like a bowling ball with black glasses and she can only afford to go to the local JCPenney salon. This woman is dressed to the nines; she obviously has money, and her beauty is the can’t-look-away kind of good looks that is also a little scary. What in the holy hell is she doing here? Could she be famous?


  As Grace tries to answer her question by looking down at the stilettos, someone again pushes through the door. There is a swirl of energy that appears in a leather jacket, jeans, a red sweater, and an attitude that immediately reminds Grace of an old gangster movie.


  Jane feels it, too, and she throws back her sculpted shoulders and gives the latest arrival a once-over that could start a fire without a match.


  This woman looks so Italian that she could have pasta in her jacket pocket. Her hair is the color of coal and her dark eyes are unusually large for a woman who probably tops off at just a few inches over five feet. She looks tough, with her long jaw-line, a swagger in her walk, and that city-girl aura that should be bottled and sold so that women who are afraid of the dark can get a little help. But this woman is also nervous. She keeps moving her head, and Jane guesses that her fingernails are bitten as low as they can go without exposing blood vessels. Maybe she’s the last standing cigarette smoker in this part of the world, although it’s likely if she’s from this part of town she probably started smoking on the way home from the local hospital nursery.


  Grace, much to her own surprise, has a wild urge to say something to comfort this woman. She’s nervous, too, but it looks like the newcomer could spring herself right out the window. That in itself is kind of odd, because the black leather jacket, boots, the way she sways, make her look like a middle-aged gang member, and Grace has had more than her share of nasty encounters with gang members at work.


  There is a pause when all of the women are breathing the same air, hanging on to the edges of their nervous tension as if it were their only lifeline, and silently wondering what in the world is going to happen next.


  “Are you both here for the party?” Kit asks as she tries without success to imagine what in the world these two suburban babes could possibly have done to get them sent to this meeting. One babe is really a babe. She looks familiar, but how would Kit know someone who has on all that makeup and looks so absolutely chic and put-together?


  Jane ignores the question. “Is there anyone else behind you?”


  “Only a mess of motorcycle thugs. I pushed them down the steps,” Kit answers, then slaps her left hand against her mouth. “Shit! I’m kidding. Is one of you the person in charge of this?”


  Grace and Jane both laugh at the same time.


  “Not me,” Grace says.


  Jane shakes her head and wonders if she should have had another glass or two of the red wine she left sitting on the counter.


  Kit fumbles in her pocket for a second and comes out with the same piece of paper both of the other women are holding in their hands.


  “This was fun to get in the mail, huh?”


  Grace turns away and decides to start putting some chairs in a circle, even though she’s not in charge and has no idea what’s going to happen next. People always seem to sit in circles when they do these group-talking things.


  “Does yours say Dr. Bayer?” Kit asks, looking at Jane.


  “Yes, Dr. Olivia Bayer. And isn’t this just the most asinine thing? Who has time for this crap?”


  “Time.” Grace repeats the word as she stops in the middle of the room with a brown metal folding chair in her hand, and wishes she could go back in time and erase everything that happened those fifty-one days ago. “I’m behind at work with reports so overdue they’re moldy—”


  She stops herself before she can mention the pesky seventeen-year-old daughter who belongs for sale on eBay, and the fact that simply thinking about this meeting has turned her into a physical and emotional wreck. How did this happen to her? Is she really this horrible?


  Grace sets the chair down so hard that both Kit and Jane are startled and turn to look at her.


  “Sorry,” she apologizes. “This isn’t what I usually do on Tuesday nights. It’s…well, I’m sorry.”


  Standing outside the room where her three little dots are waiting for her, Dr. Olivia Bayer is thinking about how she has always wanted to place a hidden camera in this room right before the first meeting. She has seen one tiny photograph of each one of these women, but, beyond that, she really has no idea what they look like. She does know that these first few minutes are crucial and reveal many, many things about a person. She has been listening; that is not illegal.


  It’s just a few minutes past 7 P.M., and even though she’d love to stand outside for another two days to hear what happens next, Olivia knows she has to get in there. God knows what one of them might do if she leaves them alone much longer.


  She back steps about thirty paces, sets her semi-scruffy wooden-heeled clogs down, and starts walking slowly, but as loudly as possible, toward the room.


  How many walks have there been? Hundreds, for sure, and during each one Olivia raises her dark blue eyes to the ceiling. She prefers to call that “looking up,” and not anything else. Surely not glancing toward heaven, because she knows where that is, and it is not in a cloud. “Looking up,” to Olivia, is being open and not judgmental.


  From the very beginning, she has done this. A purging of any ideas, thoughts, or notions that may have been obtained from her manila files with the dots on them, or from little photos taken moments after a life-altering event.


  It is absolutely crucial to Olivia that she remain centered and balanced, and that she look at these women as if she knows absolutely nothing about them. It will not matter what they wear or how they sit, although those things scream for attention, and she will get to them eventually.


  One step and then another, and then before she turns left and walks into the room she always—every single time—remembers how someone once looked at her and wrongly judged who she was in an instant.


  Then she crosses into the room and does not even know that she has stepped over a solid-oak threshold that was hand-carved in 1928 by a man who died putting in a window just down the hall. Olivia has stepped over the masterpiece hundreds of times, but she has always focused on what is about to happen the moment she walks into the tiny gray room when everyone in it stops breathing.


  This time she holds her own breath, because she’s taking the biggest professional leap of her life. It’s a risk that she hopes will lead this sorry group of women back into a lovely garden of happiness. And maybe she’ll follow them right down the yellow brick road.
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  Truth or Dare


  The moment Dr. Olivia Bayer steps into Room 394 in the Ellington County–owned Franklin Building, the three women inside freeze in place.


  They turn only after they hear her clogs hit the rough wooden threshold, and see a woman in her mid to late sixties with salt-and-pepper hair, tiny dark eyes, and dressed in swaying cotton from head to toe. The half-spectacles resting on her nose look as if they have been there since the beginning of time and if Jane had the courage to speak out loud she would say, “She’s an old hippie, for God’s sake.”


  “Hello, ladies,” Olivia says quietly, looking from face to face. “I’m Dr. Bayer. Thank you for coming.”


  “Did we have a choice?” Kit asks and then, as always, realizes she should have simply said hello.


  Dr. Bayer ignores the comment but knows immediately that Kit is the green dot. “Thank you for setting up the chairs. Let’s take a seat and settle in.”


  Olivia has thought long and hard about what to say to these women. All the ideas she has never been allowed to try as a therapist during her long career are moments away from being put into practice. Damn tradition and damn protocols. Damn the way it’s always been done and damn the parts of the system that too often fail people, because people are not all made from cookie cutters.


  Suddenly, it doesn’t matter that her supervisor has thrown up his hands and told her that if she fails it will all be on her. No one will back her up. No one will rise up and agree with what must surely be an outlandish way to counsel angry women. She may lose her pension, professional respect, any chance at post-retirement work. “Everything, and I mean everything, is on the line,” Olivia was told when she begged for this chance. “There’s a reason we’ve always done group therapy and have a set way to treat angry people,” he went on. “Talking, writing down what causes the anger, opening up in a group setting. And you think you have better ideas?”


  Olivia knows that three women like these, “nontypical offenders,” could have been thrown into the mix with everyone else. The moment Dr. Bayer saw their files she knew that could not happen and she forged what she hopes will be enough courage to help put their lives back on course. She knows that if she can’t, these three women will be balancing on a cliff much steeper than the one they are already on. They must pass this class or they will end up serving jail time. Their jobs will be affected. Their names will go into a registry. No one will ever look at them the same again. Instead of their lives being changed in the positive ways Olivia believes they can be changed, they will be ruined.


  “Have you all met?”


  Three heads shake.


  “All right. Please, tell us your names. First names are fine. But they should be your real names. I know there is not a Fifi or a Brittney here.”


  “Good one,” Kit says, laughing. “I’m Kit.”


  “Kit?” Olivia looks hard at Kit. “Please, I don’t have a file for a Kit.”


  “Oh, shit,” Kit says without thinking. “Sorry about that shit. You need my legal name?”


  “Just for starters. I need to know the right person is here. After that, we can call you Kit.”


  Kit turns red, which is something to behold, considering her skin is a lovely Mediterranean olive. She closes her eyes; she’s obviously trying very hard not to swear again, or possibly to throw her chair through the window.


  “Agnes,” she manages to say without opening her mouth.


  “Seriously, Agnes?” Jane has never met anyone named Agnes. Who would name a baby girl Agnes? Thankfully, she manages not to laugh.


  Before Kit can respond, Olivia quickly, and with her voice a few octaves higher and louder, asks Jane for her name, and then Grace.


  Then she asks each of them for the slip of paper with their court orders, which she must sign, and which they must then photocopy and send back to the courthouse. She’s not surprised that all three papers look as if they’ve been through shredders.


  The women are sitting like statues. There’s something about Dr. Bayer that commands it. The way she sits with her ankles crossed. Her size—she’s short, but those glasses make her look like a female Einstein. The way she looks at them with her dark blue eyes and says “Sit down and shut up” without saying a word. And, oh yes, Dr. Bayer also holds the key to their freedom, to their reputations, to their employment, to present and future personal relationships, to the exit door at the very end of the path to forgiveness.


  Now come the rules. Well, most of the rules. Dr. Bayer will save the bombshells for the end, when she can run for cover. She begins to recite. No smoking. No drinking. Come to class sober. No physical altercations. Just one of those and you are out the door and inside a squad car. Be discreet about what happens here. Be respectful. And most important is the last rule.


  “You must try,” Olivia says very slowly. “I must see progress and acknowledgment of what you have done. Do you understand?”


  The women nod their heads up and down, and in this quick pause Dr. Bayer takes a discerning look at each of them. Jane had the guts to wear heels to the meeting. She is, without question, the red dot. The chair arranger, Grace, is the blue dot. Olivia is glad that they all look a little nervous. That’s at least something.


  She now hesitates. She hasn’t rehearsed everything. She often likes to wait and now, sitting in front of these women, she is not sure if she should go easy or hard. In the thirty-three years that she has been a practicing clinical psychologist, Dr. Bayer has never had a group like this, or three clients who, without knowing it, have already pushed her to the wall. And she has never done what she is about to do with these three women.


  “It’s not just a sign of the times,” she told her supervisor when they first discussed the three cases. “These women have issues, obviously, or this wouldn’t have happened. I want to try something.”


  “My gut tells me to throw them in jail, let them learn a lesson,” her supervisor fired back. “This is not a psychology lab, Livie. These women are in serious trouble.”


  “I know that,” Olivia responded. “But look at the damn system we’ve floated in all these years. We treat every offender the exact same way. It doesn’t always work. Not by a long shot. I know who these women are. I know how hard this is going to be. I know the rules society has written for the ways women are supposed to handle anger. You have to let me try. After all this time, I deserve it.”


  “I’ll make you a deal,” he finally said, leaning across his old metal desk. “I will let you have this if you promise you will seriously, and I mean seriously, consider the retirement offer. Unless you screw this up, you’ll be getting the top layer of benefits. It’s past time, Livie. You owe it to yourself and to you-know-who.”


  That conversation had landed her in this room with the blue, red, and green dots, and a game plan that would startle every professor she had ever had. As she watches the dots sit with their arms crossed in the classic “I am not going to cooperate” mode, she decides to open up both barrels. It’s absolutely freeing to be totally in charge for the first time in her professional career.


  “All right,” she starts, gaining confidence. “This is not a book club. It is not an after-work social meeting. This is serious business, and all three of you need help.”


  Jane is biting her lip. Instead of acknowledging that she’s frightened, that her ribbon of fear is stretching yet again, she forces herself to keep from shouting “Tell me something I don’t know!” and she slips off her left shoe and dangles it on the end of her big toe.


  Olivia, of course, catches the passive-aggressive move and knows that she has to work fast with Jane. If ever a woman was dressed in emotional camouflage, it’s this one.


  “Jane, please tell us why you’re here.”


  “I received a piece of paper in the mail saying I had to come,” Jane responds, still giving her shoe a ride and lying through her pure white teeth.


  “Really, Jane? You came because of a piece of paper?”


  “Yes, and I suppose what you want to hear is that I whacked a guy before the piece of paper came.”


  “Whacked as in—?”


  “Hit him.”


  “What did you hit him with, Jane?”


  “My shoe. A high heel.”


  Grace and Kit look down at Jane’s shoes and wonder if it was with these shoes. Maybe there are still traces of blood on the heels. Grace wants to grin. She knew those shoes were a weapon.


  “That’s all you want to say?” Olivia asks.


  Jane shrugs, clearly embarrassed.


  Olivia moves on to Kit. Kit has not taken off her jacket and is sitting with her hands in her pockets, her legs crossed, and her shoulders back.


  “I hit my brother,” Kit readily admits. “He’s an asshole. Actually, all of my brothers are assholes.”


  “What did you hit your brother with, Kit?”


  “A wine bottle.”


  “Was there anything special about the wine bottle?”


  “It was broken.”


  The other two women widen their eyes. A broken wine bottle? That’s something. They both wonder at the same time if the poor guy is still alive.


  Grace wants to crawl under the table at the far end of the room. She’s so nervous that another hot flash has erupted, and she’s sweating so much that it looks as if she’s crying. She is praying to a God she feels has abandoned her that she will be able to speak.


  “Grace?”


  “I…I drove my car into the back end of my daughter’s boyfriend’s car.”


  “How fast were you driving when you hit the car, Grace?”


  Grace didn’t expect this. She thought this was going to be one of those group meetings where people just talked about life and maybe went out for coffee after the meeting was all over.


  “If I remember correctly, I was going about twenty miles per hour.”


  “Twenty?” Olivia knows she’s lying. She’s read the police report. She’s read all their police reports. She’s seen the graphic photograph—the smashed car, the staples, the jagged cuts.


  Kit and Jane can’t stop staring at Grace. You would never know it to look at her. She looks like a frigging housewife who sells Mary Kay or something. Wow! She probably totaled both cars.


  Olivia centers herself on her chair. There’s a very small hand waving inside her that wants to reach out and slap each one of these women. She remembers an old professor in one of her early psych classes telling her a story about a mother who smacked her son in the face and said, “Stop hitting your sister!” She needs to hold these women’s fingers to the fire, but she has to do it so none of them, herself included, get burned.


  “That’s what you all want to say about why you’re here?” She asks this looking them in the eye, one at a time.


  “What should we say?” Kit asks, leaning forward and resting her arms on her knees. “I’ve never been to anything like this before.”


  “You mean this was your first wine-bottle incident?” Jane smirks.


  Kit rolls her eyes.


  Olivia interrupts before the tension escalates.


  “Group therapy is give-and-take,” she explains, hoping they’re paying attention and not just checking her out. “People can talk whenever they want, as long as they follow the rules. Sometimes, if people are honest, they can actually learn something from each other. When other people talk, please think about how hard it must be for them to be opening up, which is something that I expect you all to do. Group discussions, sharing, therapy—whatever you want to call it—can be absolutely life-changing.”


  She pauses. Olivia is a little surprised that no one is running off at the mouth, but then again, they look terrified. Sometimes group members bond immediately when they realize they’re not alone. These women appear so alone, so stranded, so terribly unhappy, that they make her heart ache. Olivia knows more than anyone that happiness isn’t always that simple to reach, to hold, to claim as the center of your life. But discovering who you really are in spite of the troubles that swirl around you, reaching up and grasping your true life, is a personal journey that is absolutely necessary. Will she be able to convince these women that life can be about so much more than anger?


  “All right,” she says, moving her papers back inside her folder. “Let’s cut the nonsense. This is very serious business and all three of you are in trouble. Not just a little bit of trouble but a lot of trouble.”


  Dr. Bayer’s tone has changed. There’s an edge to it now that makes all three of the women sit up.


  “This is court-ordered anger management. Do you get that?”


  “Yes,” all three of them say.


  “Do you understand what court-ordered means?”


  “Sure,” Grace responds quickly, surprising herself. “We have to be here. There is no choice.”


  “Well, you’re wrong about that,” Olivia fires back. “You do have a choice.”


  “Seriously?”


  “Yes. You could go straight to jail instead. You could have felony charges on your records for the rest of your lives. Then you could be on probation for years. You would be on a list of potential offenders every time there’s a violent act within fifty miles of where you live. So, see? You do have a choice.”


  Jane finally puts her foot back in her shoe and pushes her feet under the chair. Bravo. No one says a word.


  “All three of you committed violent acts,” Olivia continues. “People were harmed. What you did was a crime.”


  Kit sits back and boldly asks what would happen if they walked out of the meeting.


  “You would be arrested and taken to jail. Has anyone ever been to the overcrowded Ellington County Jail? The state prison?”


  All three shake their heads. Olivia jots something down on the outside of her file folder. Do these women get how serious this is? This isn’t going to be easy.


  A few moments of silence tick by. Olivia hopes they’re imagining what it would be like to be strip-searched, showered, examined in every orifice, and then locked in a tiny cell with a repeat offender. She hopes they’re thinking about the shitty food, and the women on drugs, and the guards who treat them exactly the way criminals should be treated. They could be treated as second- or third-class citizens for the rest of their lives. They might have to give up their homes, their spouses; their children may never want to speak to them again.


  But are they listening? Do these three women know that they’ve been given an extraordinary second chance?


  “So you’re saying this is serious,” Jane repeats, as if she is speaking for the entire group. “I get that. But how long do we have to be here?”


  “As long as it takes,” Olivia responds.


  “Weeks?”


  “Probably longer.”


  “Jesus.”


  “Every Tuesday until—well, until you say we are released?” Grace asks with very wide eyes.


  Olivia nods. She’s lying through her lovely white teeth.


  “Okay,” Grace says, nodding agreeably. “Will other people be coming, or will it be just us?”


  “Just the three of you.”


  During the next fifteen minutes, Dr. Bayer talks about anger management in a very clinical manner. Nothing complicated except a Psych 101 discussion about staying in control, not crossing the line, using anger in a positive way. She has to do this much. After this, all bets are off.


  As she speaks she watches them. Eyes wander, Kit starts tapping her foot, Grace looks at her watch. Jane is, well, Jane.


  Finally, Olivia stops.


  “When we first started, I asked you to explain why you are here. Does anyone want to add anything else about that?”


  Three blank faces look back into her blue eyes.


  “I’m sorry?” Grace offers.


  Olivia doesn’t respond. “Anyone else?”


  “Okay then,” Olivia says as she rises and gathers up her files and notebook. “I was hoping you would have understood the seriousness of what brought you to this meeting tonight. You are all bright women, but that doesn’t mean you can skate through this. You have a lot to think about.”


  “We’re done then for tonight?” Kit asks, looking up.


  “Not quite,” Olivia says, as they all let out a stream of hot, disappointed air.


  The one thing she is now sure of is that her professional insights are still working. She’s pretty certain she has managed to predict each one of these women’s personalities from their records and their initial writings. What she has prepared next seems perfect—to her, at least.


  “I’m going to hand each of you an envelope,” she says. “There’s an assignment inside the envelope, with a set of instructions. You can choose to open them here or when you get home, but you must not open them until I leave. Do you understand?”


  Three stunned heads nod at the same time.


  “My cellphone number and other contact information is inside the envelopes if you ever need to get in touch with me,” she explains, looking directly at each of them in turn. “I’m always available for you. Always.”


  Then Dr. Olivia Bayer rises, picks up her tattered briefcase, nods, and leaves the room, praying that when she turns her back on them she doesn’t get stabbed.
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  The Blue Dot


  There’s barely a speck of light on the western horizon when the women stagger out of the Franklin Building and flee to their cars. They do not speak, acknowledge, or look at one another. Not one of them has opened the mysterious envelope.


  Grace makes it to her driver’s seat before she breaks down. She locks the doors, puts her head on the steering wheel, and tries to remember the last time she felt so humiliated—not counting the night she was arrested.


  She struggles to control herself and succeeds for a few moments, but then she starts her car, looks in the rearview mirror before she begins to back out, and catches a glimpse of her own eyes.


  “What is wrong with you?”


  She knows she should be sad and not angry. Dr. Bayer would probably kick her out of the class right this second if she knew Grace was angry. She’s angry she had to go to the meeting, angry her life has gotten to this point, angry she didn’t say more, angry she didn’t tell that brassy Jane to hit herself in the head with her own damn shoes. Truth be told, Grace is angry because she’s angry, and now what?


  Now she has to go home and face the daughter who got her into this mess and pray that the other daughter, and whatever she calls her friend—partner is apparently the preferred word these days—haven’t decided to stop by unexpectedly. That visit would be like dropping the last rock into a load that tips her right off a cliff.


  Traffic heading away from the city is light, and Grace pulls into her driveway sixteen minutes after she leaves the meeting. And a meeting is where she has been. That’s all she’s going to tell her barely seventeen-year-old daughter, Kelli.


  Kelli.


  Maybe next week Grace will tell her little group that Kelli and the word anger are synonymous. This kid has pushed buttons Grace didn’t even know she had. She’s constantly throwing her mother’s long-ago divorce in Grace’s face as if it’s a toxic chemical, and for good reason. Grace has pained herself with guilt over how she handled the entire mess every day since their father left. She knows that Kelli and her sister, Megan, didn’t like or need their daddy—and he sure as hell wasn’t anything close to the word father. They don’t even know where he is now. But Grace realizes she’s not the only one to blame for the divorce mess. She knows she made mistakes that ricocheted down to her daughters, and every mistake they make, every wrong turn they take, every slip or fall, she takes personally. She hates herself for the yelling before she split up with their father, for the way she talked about him, for all the emotional crap she put them through.


  She could and should be a better mother, a better daughter, a better friend. Grace can feel her heart surge, as if every ounce of her blood is trying to push through her heart valves at once. If she could figure out a way to drive the car over the top of her head right now, she just might do it.


  When she pulls into the garage and gets out of the car, slamming the door a bit too hard, Grace sees the dent in the fender from Kelli’s last bout of carelessness. The bent garage door that may never get fixed. The bad grades. The sassy mouth. The drinking. The smoking. The lying. And, finally, the boyfriend from hell.


  The boyfriend who sneaked in through the bedroom window and helped Kelli organize a party when Grace was at a medical convention. The boyfriend with the rich parents who love him by buying him things like a car that costs as much as everything Grace owns. The boyfriend who forced Grace to take her daughter to see the gynecologist and ask for a birth-control prescription.


  Grace turns to grab her bag out of the backseat just as a car honks, scaring the living hell out of her, and pulls in right behind her parked car.


  Thankfully, she hears a familiar voice almost laughing. “Didn’t you see me, honey? I’ve been following you for a couple of miles.”


  It’s Karen, Grace’s best friend, her female soul mate, and the only human being in the entire world who has been allowed during the past twelve years to step inside Grace’s heart. Karen is also the only person in her life who knows about the anger class. Grace freezes. Kelli especially doesn’t know. Kelli would hold it against her mother like a hot poker until she got her way 24/7.


  “Karen!” Grace says, barely above a whisper. “I’m so glad to see you. I’m desperate for a kind face and so glad you caught me before I got inside to see Ms. Smart-Ass.”


  Karen slams her door and walks into the garage. “I couldn’t wait to see you either.”


  Grace would love to fall into Karen’s arms and let her friend drag her into the house and make her a cup of hot tea. Karen would probably even rub her feet and draw her a bath. She’s sweet and kind but a tough-as-nails hospice nurse who works several floors down from Grace. Karen is ten years younger than Grace, but she’s about to jump into the heart of the teenager years with her own daughters. Grace jokes that she trades her parenting advice, which she thinks stinks, for Karen’s lovely compassion.


  “Let’s step around the side of the garage,” Grace whispers, pulling Karen with her.


  Karen has absolutely flawless black skin that she swears was part of her mother’s prenatal agreement with God. Unfortunately for Karen, her daughters were part of the same agreement and are just as beautiful. The boys are already lining up.


  “What’s going on?” Karen asks, slightly baffled by the secrecy.


  “I just came from the first meeting.”


  “Oh, my God!” Karen says loudly before clamping her hand over her mouth.


  The two women are huddling against the side of the garage as if they were teenagers themselves.


  “Honey, why are we whispering?” Karen asks as she puts her hands on top of Grace’s.


  “Kelli’s in there, and she still doesn’t know about this. You know what she’d do.”


  “Oh, sugar! Give her some credit. You might be surprised.”


  Grace snorts. “You’re the one who’s going to be surprised when your daughters start drinking your vodka and then filling it with water to cover the missing booze.”


  “I drink gin now.”


  Grace can’t help laughing. Karen is like her own living, breathing bottle of gin every single time she sees her.


  “I’m serious,” Grace says.


  “How was the meeting?” Karen asks gently.


  “Sweet Jesus. There are two other women who give the word anger new meaning, but I can’t talk about them or anything. It’s just, well, it’s not going to be easy.” Grace does not want Karen to know about the letter, which she’s dying to open.


  Karen doesn’t say another word. She simply pulls Grace into her arms and holds her for a few seconds and then pushes her away and lightly slaps her on the face.


  “Ouch! What was that for?”


  “Snap out of it, sister. Stop being a baby. Suck it up.”


  Grace sticks out her lower lip like a pouting one-year-old and drops her head. She’s on the verge of keeling over. She’s absolutely exhausted from the inside out.


  “I’ll try to try,” she promises.


  “I’m bringing dinner over tomorrow night, by the way, and the girls are coming with me so Kelli can teach them how to smoke and climb out windows.”


  No one can make Grace laugh like Karen. She smiles and immediately feels as if she seriously doesn’t deserve to have such a wonderful person in her absolutely overburdened life.


  “Go in the house,” Karen says. “Eventually you’ll have to tell her. I’m getting the hell out of here.”


  “Thank you, Karen,” Grace manages to squeak out as Karen lopes back to her car as if she were a secret agent coming out of hiding.


  When Grace gets into the house, her daughter is sprawled across the living room; boyfriend dink-wad is not in sight, thank God. He’s banned from the house for an indefinite period, which created a raging war that’s not yet over. It is not a good thing to threaten to file criminal charges against your girlfriend’s mother, even if she did total your car.


  “Yo, Mama.”


  “Hi, baby. How are you?” There are books, empty plates, glasses, and a trail of clothes from the door into the living room and the kitchen.


  “Where were you?” Kelli is standing with her head turned to one side as if she’s now the mom in charge.


  There’s a million-dollar question. “Honey, I was at anger-management class with two other crazy women” is not going to cut it.


  “A meeting. Did anyone call?”


  “Mom, the phone thing is weird. We are, like, the last people in the world who have a landline. But the phone did ring. It was that same guy from your work who always calls, Evan.”


  “Oh.” Grace looks away, trying to act as if she doesn’t care.


  “He calls a lot,” Kelli says, dropping her head and trying to look into her mother’s eyes.


  “We have a lot of projects going on at the hospital.”


  “Whatever.”


  “Does he want me to call him back?”


  “What do you think?” Kelli says in a snotty tone of voice that really means, “Mom, get a life!”


  Grace turns, so that Kelli won’t see her blush, and walks quickly into the kitchen.


  The last thing she wants to do is talk to her daughter about Evan. It’s none of her business. As far as Kelli is concerned, Evan works in accounting at the hospital, right next to her mother’s office on the third floor, and is helping her with cost-effective procedures. Nursing is not what it used to be, and now that Grace is a critical-care manager she spends more time with her hands on paperwork than on a patient’s pulse.


  Kelli does not need to know that Evan keeps buying Grace coffee, has asked her out to lunch at least fifteen times, and has made it known that he’s interested in more than the bottom-line numbers on her nursing floor.


  And Kelli also doesn’t need to know that Grace is trying to figure out what to do with her own rising feelings for the gentle man whom she sees every day.


  In order to forget the whole mess, Grace would love to go to bed early with a glass of wine and a trashy novel, but that’s an impossible dream. She’s taken on an extra shift to pay the damn attorney she had to hire to help her navigate through this anger mess, she brings home paperwork every night, and she’s living in constant fear that human resources will fire her if they find out about the pending assault charges and her evil temper.


  That would be the end of her life. The one blessing so far is that the newspapers have gotten so small they’ve stopped running police reports. People talk, she knows this, and she’s surprised that Kelli’s damn boyfriend hasn’t taken out a full-page ad on Facebook about what happened.


  The “incident” has all but paralyzed Grace and she would do anything—stand on her head naked if this Dr. Bayer woman wanted her to—to get back the little pieces of her life that she has given away.


  “Terrified,” Grace tells herself. “I am absolutely terrified.” Thank God her mother and father have been mostly out of touch for the past six months while living in Australia, where her father has been teaching an ornithology class and her terribly traditional mother has been doing what she always does—standing by to assist.


  Grace knows that her mother, who actually wears makeup while bird-watching, would be appalled if she knew about the “incident.” It was bad enough when Grace divorced. Her mother would never speak to her again if she found out about the incident and that made it even worse. The mental pressure is so intense that Grace has started getting headaches for the first time in her life. Even though she’s exhausted and dripping in what she thinks is the last of her estrogen, she knows she really doesn’t have a choice but to get her act together.


  Before she walks to the back bedroom that used to belong to her older daughter, Megan, and is now her garage sale–outfitted office, Grace glances at Kelli, who is immersed in a reality-TV trance. Her friends tell her that one easy daughter—well, up until Megan’s partner-girlfriend-I’m-gay thing surfaced—is a blessing. Kelli is normal, they say. She’s pushing the limits, testing, trying to do things to get you to flip out so you’ll be the one to act stupid.


  Stupid, Grace knows, would be to lose everything she has worked so hard for her entire life—this tiny, outdated house, her overwhelming job, the one moment a month when Kelli does something lovely, like crawl into bed with her on Sunday morning so they can read the paper together.


  On her way through the kitchen, Grace picks up the dishes, wipes off the counter, locks the door, and takes a chance by running her hand lightly through Kelli’s hair as she walks past.


  Kelli reaches up at the last second and barely brushes the tips of her mother’s fingers.


  This is what Grace will think about the next time Kelli does something insanely stupid, which could be any moment. She’ll try harder, she will. How difficult can it be?


  The moment she gets into her office she all but tears open the envelope from Dr. Bayer:


  
    
      
        Grace, not every class will be held at the county building. You have an assignment. Next week, instead of class as a group, your assignment is to spend three hours in a row by yourself. You must not call another person, take notes, or do anything except one thing that you love to do for yourself. Only you know what that might be. You have a week to complete this task. You must tell me what you did, how you felt, and send me an email by one week from today. The next class details will follow once I have your assignment.
      

    

  


  
    
      
        Sincerely, Dr. Bayer.
      

    

  


  Seriously? Grace looks around to make certain there isn’t a hidden camera somewhere. This Dr. Bayer must be an impostor! In all her years of working in the medical field, Grace has never heard of anything like this. She’s thinking maybe she should Google this cotton-wearing woman and see if she’s for real.


  But what puzzles her even more than the strange assignment is that she can’t think of one thing to do that doesn’t include another human being for three solid hours in a row. And yet, for the first time in weeks, she’s almost glad she was angry.
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  The Green Dot


  Less than a mile away, Kit is sitting alone at her kitchen table tossing the envelope from hand to hand as if it were a hot potato. During the past six weeks, since she returned from her mother’s and from the mess she created there, she has spent a lot of time sitting alone at the kitchen table.


  The old wooden table that came from her uncle Joe’s estate is her land of exile. Tonight it’s especially lonely because Peter won’t be home, not that he would offer her any solace. He’s been gone more and more lately and has switched shifts at the firehouse more often in the past two months than in the past twenty years. Anything, she imagines, to be away from his wife.


  Damn it to hell!


  Kit pushes herself away from the table and lets the envelope slip out of her hands. She needs to think for a moment before she finds out what happens next. Those women and that chick dipped in cotton who belongs on some kind of commune in California, a car assault, and disgusting high heels—those things make a broken wine bottle seem like a popgun, don’t they?


  She’s mostly angry about having to reveal her real name. Shit, shit, and more shit. When was the last time she said it out loud? How many years has it been since one of those asshole brothers held her down and drew her name all over her face and arms with Magic Marker? Was it really that long ago when one of the nuns at Holy Name made her stand up and read from Lives of the Saints in front of the class because she said she hated her name?


  “Agnes my ass,” Kit says, raising her voice. “My parents must have been out of their minds.”


  It has been so long since Kit has thought of herself as Agnes that her head hurts. The brave and brilliant day when she erased the dowdy, small, baby Agnes from her life was the day she told the world she was Kit. Kit was strong and tough, not the patron saint of chastity and gardeners. No one would ever push Kit around the way they had pushed Agnes around. What kind of mother would let her daughter be called Agnes? What kind of mother would never intercede? Who cares if that was her great-grandmother’s name? An Agnes at a Catholic school was like a moving target.


  “Your name is an old lady’s name,” the kids on the playground would remind her. “Agnes-Pagnes is an old lad-iee,” they would chant.


  Remembering anything about Catholic school makes Kit roll her shoulders, while an invisible but totally physical shudder rolls through her body like a wave on Lake Michigan. I’ve worked so hard to forget all those horrible experiences—the way I was treated, my brothers, one horrid brother especially, she thinks. There are some things I refuse to remember.


  And now this. A secret envelope? No way was she going to open it in front of strangers.


  Kit finally takes off her coat and throws it on the counter, grabs a beer out of the refrigerator, and walks through the house to make certain the doors are locked. There is no reason to leave the porch light on because Peter won’t be home until morning, maybe later if he does another shift.


  Thoughts of Peter still make her heart thump. He’s been a wonderful husband, and the kind of father who still has a relationship with his grown daughter. When he’s not home, Kit misses his energy bouncing off every wall in the house.


  The house. Their house. For so many years the mid-size two-story Colonial had mostly been hers. From the outside the black shutters, low bushes, and the gorgeous towering evergreen trees made the house look like a suburban postcard.


  Kit had inherited tons of beautiful antique furniture from a variety of aunts and uncles, and somehow through the raising of one daughter, various family functions, and a parade of teenagers most of it was still half-beautiful. Underneath the throw rugs it was obvious that the wooden floors needed to be redone, and the last time a new appliance came through the front door her daughter was in middle school.


  An interior decorator would have a heart attack up there on the second floor, where Kit refuses to empty her daughter’s room. It’s as if Sarah has just walked out to get a glass of milk. The bed is half-made, old shoes are all over the place, the desk is littered with papers. Kit can’t bring herself to change a thing, even though her daughter has graduated from college and has a job halfway across the country. The other bedroom was supposed to be for the brother Sarah never had. Kit is the lone female in the history of the Ferranti family who could only have one child. Who has a hysterectomy with the first baby? As if that was her fault. No one on her mother’s or her father’s side of the family will ever own up to throwing out a bad reproductive gene.


  The room Kit shares with her husband actually makes her laugh every time she walks through the bedroom door. Both she and Peter were sticklers for neatness when Sarah was growing up, and now their room looks like it belongs to a college freshman who has just figured out Mom isn’t going to make her put away discarded clothes.


  “Underwear on the floor. Check. Bed never made. Check. Mismatched socks lying in all four corners. Check. Platters with food on them all over the place. Check.” That was the last conversation she had with Peter the one night last week when they managed to go to bed at the same time.


  His work schedule is a mess, but Kit sometimes feels like no one really wants to be in the same room with her anyway. She’s thinking maybe they would all like her again if she did change her name back to Agnes. Her birth family has all but disowned her since she went after Mark with the wine bottle.


  Thinking about it still makes her a little crazy. That son of a bitch. He can get angry and say things, but I can’t. Kit knows that words can be bigger and better weapons than broken bottles, but she lashed out with the bottle. Her tongue, and the cascade of words and truths that would pour out if she could be honest, would make her wounded brother bleed to death on the spot.


  Six months. That’s how long Kit sat with their mother. One hundred and eighty-five nights of hell. The tubes and the medicine and her mother crying in her sleep, what little sleep she had, and Kate lying on an old camping air mattress on the floor with her hand tucked under the blankets so that she could feel a pulse, touch her mother’s skin, make certain she was there when her mother needed her the most.


  She is the only daughter, so there was no question that it would be her. It was always her. Kit suspended her life, while her brothers, always the heroes, came and went, and it was as if she had stepped back in time.


  She cooked and cleaned and handed them drinks, and then Kit rolled her mother on her side and cleaned the sheets and emptied the bedpan. The boys arrived like glorious gods and then drove off to their nice beds and families every night, and that son of a bitch Mark—was she doing enough, was she there when Ma took her last breath, did she have her pain meds, did she really do everything she could? Who the hell wouldn’t snap?


  Now there is this ridiculous court-mandated anger crap. Anger is like the middle name of her entire family. Agnes Anger Ferranti. Mark Anger Ferranti. John Anger Ferranti. Luke Anger Ferranti. Matthew Anger Ferranti. All the sweet apostles and one saint. Why she ever kept her last name when she married is now a mystery to Kit.


  Girls weren’t allowed to get angry the way boys did. Boys could swear and hit things, and girls would have to go into their room like their mother, rock on a chair, dig their fingernails into the palms of their hands until there was blood, and then sometimes take the white pills that made everything go away.


  Kit has spent half her life asking herself if it was possible that she could end up like her mother and her grandmother—crouched in a bedroom, taking pills, swatting away anger and evil thoughts in the dark while the men chopped wood and kicked one another.


  The idea terrifies her.


  Since the bottle incident, Kit has developed a weird compulsion to move her left leg up and down whenever she’s sitting. It makes her entire body move, and she looks as if she needs new medication. She wants to change. She has to change, otherwise her leg might come off.


  Kit closes her eyes and sees her mother curled on her side, looking at her with her eyes wide. Near the end, her mother kept pointing to her old wooden jewelry box. Kit was desperate to understand what her mother wanted. Finally, she grabbed the box and walked it across the room to her mother’s bed.


  “This? You want this?” she asked, straining to decipher what her now voiceless mother wanted.


  Her mother nodded.


  “You want me to open this now?”


  Her mother shook her head back and forth, as if to say no.


  “You want me to have this?”


  Yes, her mother nodded.


  “Now? Should I open it now?”


  There was a long pause, and Kit saw tears pooling in her mother’s eyes that finally spilled over. Kit set the box down and rushed to her mother, wiping the tears. But her mother kept pointing at the box. It was her small treasure chest. Kit knew this. It was her mother’s private stash, the one place she could keep whatever treasures she might have accumulated in her lifetime. In spite of what her brothers might think, Kit respected her mother’s privacy and had never looked inside the small wooden lacquered box. But how she had wondered.


  Kit could clearly see her mother mouth the word no.


  “Later? I should take it and open it later?”


  Her mother nodded again, and the tiniest smile crossed her face. It was the last time the two of them had anything close to a conversation.


  Kit is standing by the foot of the stairs when she thinks about the jewelry box. She set it in the closet behind her boxes of old summer clothes and has yet to open it. What’s the point now? Her mother is gone. All the conversations she wanted to have will never happen. All the questions she had will never be answered. All the chances to empty her heart have been abolished. Or have they?


  She shakes her head, turns, and stands for a moment by the front door. When she turns, there is no way to avoid the photographs of her daughter hanging in the entry hall.


  My baby.


  Kit starts with the first photos, raises her left hand to them, and runs her fingers on the glass that is covering her daughter’s face. Beautiful Sarah. Another name of a saint, but a lovely name that wouldn’t get her harassed on the playground. Grade-school photos. Soccer-team photos. High school. Graduation. Sarah with her Kit-like dark hair trimmed to her shoulders after years of letting it grow to her waist. The gallery goes all the way down the hall, and she follows the photos as if she were dancing, touching each one, closing her eyes to remember the moment Sarah caught the ball, got an award. The house was full of life and laughter and, especially, love.


  Gone now.


  Sarah is on some island off the coast of Canada. Is it because of me that you’re so far away? Kit thinks. Why does everyone leave? Should I have kept my anger in the bedroom like my mother did? Was I too protective? Too quick to make sure you were okay and whole and centered and safe?


  “I miss you so much,” she whispers, as she lays her forehead on the last photo.


  She closes her eyes, and just then her cellphone vibrates in her pocket. She prays that it’s Sarah, but it isn’t. Kit takes a deep breath and answers the phone moments before it goes into her voice mail.


  “This is Kit. Can I help you?” she says in the sweetest possible voice.


  “Yes, Kit. It’s Michael Corrigan. I took care of your mother’s estate. You might remember me from when your father died. We are set to do a reading of the will but…”


  He hesitates, and Kit’s stomach rises right into her throat.


  “But what?” she asks, raising her voice and pushing herself away from the wall.


  “There is one small complication.”


  “How small?”


  The bright and respected Michael Corrigan hesitates yet again.


  “What?” Kit asks, impatience flooding her voice. “Man up here, Mr. Corrigan. I assure you I can take it.”


  “Your brothers have asked that you not attend.”


  Kit remains poised. She takes a breath, turns around to face the last photograph of her daughter, and then glances up the stairs leading to her bedroom closet and the as yet unopened wooden box.


  “Am I in the will?”


  “Yes, you are.”


  Before she decides what to say next, Kit imagines sitting across a long oak table from her brothers. They would all be dressed up in the nice dark suits their wives had just had dry-cleaned for the big meeting. One brother would not be able to look her in the eye. They would all be politely silent, eager, wondering how much money the folks had squirreled away while they were off running around the neighborhood and terrorizing everyone smaller than them, including their own sister.


  The attorney finally clears his throat.


  “I’m still here,” Kit says, much louder.


  “So your brothers have asked to have Peter, your husband, represent you.”


  “I know who Peter is, for God’s sake.”


  Isn’t this just perfect? Isn’t it just like them? Isn’t this the Good Ol’ Boys’ Club personified? Isn’t this the frosting on the cake, the top of the mountain, the day before the fat lady sings?


  Kit can’t help herself. “You can tell my selfish, controlling brothers that they can kiss my ass!” she shouts into the phone. “I’m sure I have legal rights when it comes to this. An—”


  “Excuse me, but you’re yelling,” the attorney says, cutting her off.


  “No kidding, brain box!” she yells again, and then slams her phone shut.


  Kit is immediately embarrassed. Why does she do that? It’s as if she’s forgotten to be normal, forgiving, light. She staggers back to the table, sits down, picks up the letter from Dr. Bayer, and violently rips it open. It begins the same way as Grace’s letter but does not end that way at all:


  
    
      
        Next week, instead of class as a group your assignment is to attend a comedy club by yourself. You must go alone, go early, stay for the entire show, and work hard to enjoy yourself. Try and keep track of how many times you laugh. You have a week to complete this task, and you must tell me what you did, how you felt, and send me an email by one week from today. The next class details will follow once I have your assignment.
      

    

  


  
    
      
        Sincerely,
      

    

  


  
    
      
        Dr. Bayer.
      

    

  


  Kit reads the letter three times in total disbelief. Is this doctor nuts? A comedy club? Then she puts the letter down and looks around to make certain she’s alive, in her house, and actually reading an assignment from her anger-class doctor.


  “This Dr. Bayer woman must have fallen and hit her head!” she says, unable to keep herself from laughing. “This proves she was a hippie. Drugs! It must have been the drugs.”
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  The Red Dot


  Jane is already halfway through her bottle of California Zinfandel and making believe the envelope from class doesn’t exist.


  Her kitchen is almost as quiet as Kit’s, yet so very different. Kit’s eat-in kitchen, with its cracked tiled floor, fading brown-and-yellow Formica countertops, and simple white appliances, appears to have gotten stuck in the 1970s. Jane’s kitchen is to the far side of modern.


  The entire left wall, facing a huge open living-room area, is actually one of the most unique wine racks in Chicago. Jane made sure it was featured in three real-estate magazines. Instead of a wall between the kitchen and dining area, Jane had the designers build in the transparent handblown glass wine rack. It also houses an extensive French, California, and South American wine collection that Jane is drinking away one bottle at a time every single night of the week.


  Kit would call the whole damn thing sterile. The stainless-steel appliances are top-of-the-line. The Kohler sink looks more like an indoor fountain than a place to wash out dirty wineglasses. The spotless floor is made of bamboo, and the recessed lighting makes the entire room look more like a museum than a friendly, warm hangout.


  The rest of the house has the same attitude. The long entryway hall is a solid mass of snow-white tile that looks as if it’s never felt the pressure of feet dancing across its surface. The cathedral ceilings are stunning, capped in dark hand-polished wood, but they make the large living room and the formal dining room seem cold and uninviting.


  The upstairs, a glimmering mass of steel bedroom furniture, includes a master walk-in closet that is as big as many downtown Chicago apartments, and the last time the beautifully appointed guest suite had visitors was so long ago the gold towels have dust on them.


  Jane’s very last guest was her college roommate, who had kept in touch sporadically and then, almost a year ago, called to say she was in town.


  “Ask her to come for dinner and spend the night,” Derrick had mouthed while she was on the phone.


  Jane invited her, and the entire evening was a disaster. Her soon-to-be ex-friend had become a high-powered attorney who was in town for a huge corporate-compensation battle. She looked fabulous, had a fabulous job, two fabulous children, a fabulous husband she apparently adored, and Jane could absolutely not stand the fabulous competition.


  She started picking on the woman as if she were a piece of lint. She couldn’t believe she didn’t like the same wine. Why had she cut her hair? Have you thought of letting your hair grow again? Remember the time I stole your boyfriend?


  Derrick told her later when they went to bed that he wasn’t just embarrassed but mortified. “You don’t belong to a book club, there are no friends stopping by, invitations from anyone to go out for drinks, no weekend getaways to Lake Geneva,” he pointed out. “Keep this up and you’ll be more of a snob than you already are.”


  Jane knew that Derrick wished she’d had siblings and different parents, but he had known what he was getting into when he married her. When the college roommate slinked off to bed early and then left before they even got up, Jane caught him fingering the guest towels that had never been touched.


  Her lack of an extended family might also explain why there are very few personal items in the entire house. No family portraits in the hall. No old college keepsakes hanging on the door that leads to the garage. Not one mismatched pair of shoes or slippers thrown carelessly against the fireplace along the full wall in the living room.


  It’s as if the house had never really been lived in.


  And in an honest moment, which is becoming rarer and rarer, Jane would admit that the silence, the coldness, the aloneness is sometimes suffocating. Why is it so hard for her to admit anything emotional? Why can’t she reach out and touch someone, speak gently, admit her myriad failings, her weaknesses, the longings that parade inside of her but dare not surface? Why?


  She is pushing a crystal wineglass from one hand to the other, and trying very hard to pace herself in between sips. The envelope is glaring at her as if it has eyes. She drank three-fourths of the bottle before she went to her anger-management class and is now less than half a glass away from finishing the entire bottle. And she wants to keep drinking.


  Drinking is what occupies at least five, if not seven, nights of her week. The high-end real-estate market, even in Chicago, is a very small world, and once you nearly kill a broker with your shoe it’s hard to get new listings.


  Gone are the late-afternoon strategy sessions at all the best restaurants. Gone are new listings. Gone are the phone calls from other agents tapping into you for your cast-off listings. Gone are the lovely, sophisticated, well-connected, and filthy-rich clients whom you could parade through all the lakefront mansions.


  Things were bad enough when the economy did a belly flop, but after word of Jane’s attack on the broker got out, her professional world skidded to a halt as if it had hit a brick wall.


  As if.


  As if no one else would have flipped if they had worked for three months to close a deal only to have the rotten broker cancel it because of “potential” funding discrepancies.


  As if a multimillion-dollar deal came along every single day of the week and clients like this would appear again anytime soon.


  As if there were any clients beating down doors to snap up property that was still so expensive even the discount prices were scaring people away.


  As if Jane Castoria had something else—even one other thing—to do besides work constantly, ignore the fact that her ovaries were about to turn into rocks that would never produce a baby for her relentless husband, and scare away the few remaining people who actually might consider her a friend.


  A friend. One single friend. A woman who might now be waiting for her in the living room with nothing but pure and generous intentions.


  Thank God she has alternative plans. Won’t the world be surprised when she puts all the pieces together.


  Jane finally lifts the spicy fruit-driven wine to her lips and drains the last of it. Then she immediately looks up at the wine rack to see how much longer she can get away with drinking every night. The bottles, especially on the red side, are getting dangerously low. And there is no money from her account coming in to replace them.


  Not that Derrick would notice. It’s as if she has the plague because of this little problem with the court system. Derrick has suddenly gotten very busy at his engineering firm. Jane sees this as a mixed blessing. If something miraculous happens and she starts to get busy again, he won’t miss her. Also when he’s busy like this he seems to forget how much he wants to be a father.


  If Jane had a dollar for every time he’s talked about kids, begged her to go back for more tests, talked about adoption, or rattled on about his nieces and nephews, Jane would be able to restock her wine rack for the next few months.


  “Forty-two-year-old women are having babies all over the place,” he often reminds her. “Anything is possible.”


  For a few moments, Jane drops both of her hands to her lap and presses her fingers above where her stomach ends and where she is certain her dormant uterus sits like a useless weight. A baby would fit right there, riding between her hips, growing little fingers and toes, and twirling like a fish in the sea. She would feel it move one day, see a heartbeat, wait for the tiny ball of energy to push itself out into the world, where she would be the first person to look into its eyes.


  I don’t care. I don’t care. I don’t care.


  Jane presses harder each time she lies to herself, until she almost bruises her skin.


  “Babies,” she says mockingly, closing her eyes. “All everyone talks about is babies.”


  Her so-called friends have made her physically ill with their baby showers and photographs. Who cares about new teeth and first steps and the way a baby changes your life so drastically you quit your job, downsize so you can still pay your bills, and disrupt every relationship you ever had?


  Who cares if your husband looks at you as if he hates you when you tell him you don’t give a goddamn if you ever have kids? And you are not, absolutely not, going to have one more exam or do the test-tube thing!


  Who cares if your own unemotional mother thinks something is wrong with you, if you refuse to even get a puppy, if you’ve drawn a line around your heart that has a huge NO TRESPASSING sign on it?


  Who cares if you beat the shit out of that guy and now you have to go to a dumb class with one woman who looks like an Avon lady and another one who looks as if she’s on furlough from her street gang?


  Who cares if the cotton queen in charge can make you roll over and speak if she wants to, and holds a very important key to the rest of your professional and personal life?


  Who cares if this whole anger mess has given you a nervous twitch that makes your left shoulder move forward involuntarily at awkward moments?


  Jane pushes herself away from the slick granite island where she has been sitting and turns toward the refrigerator. The shiny surface is like a mirror. She can see the outline of her tight curls, the way her high cheekbones push against the corners of her eyes, the almost invisible tiny white scar above her left eyebrow from a bicycle accident when she was ten years old.


  Ten years old when she started to wonder who she really was, because she didn’t look like her mother or her father. Ten years old when she started keeping secrets and discovering things a little girl should never have to know, or worry about simply because she’s adopted.


  Jane raises her hand to the scar, an imperfection that reminds her how much she has to lose if certain people find out about her wild outburst. After all, women like her aren’t allowed to have an outburst in public.


  Her mother made sure of that, always talking about the perfect this and the perfect that, and how a woman had a responsibility to set the stage, always be ready, prepare for her purpose in life, which meant both a fabulous, high-powered career and a family. You can have it all, her mother said constantly, while her father smiled in the background and waved his hand as if on cue.


  Many times Jane has imagined a conversation of total honesty with her mother, a mother who has also cared for her, tried what was probably her best even if it was based on a 1950s Good Housekeeping article about preparing for your husband’s nightly arrival from work. Make certain you have reapplied your makeup. Clean up the house so he can relax. Make certain the children are amused so as not to bother him. Always prepare him a drink—remember he had a very hard day at work while you were at home.


  Even with all that, Jane would love to put her head on her mother’s lap, feel the coolness of her hand stroking her face, and tell her about the dark ache in her heart. Jane remembers the few times that happened as if they have been seared into her memory.


  Her mother would call her over to the couch and pat the side of her leg almost as if she were calling a pet over for some affection. “Come,” she would say, and Jane would run.


  Her mother would hum a little bit and Jane would lie there, afraid to move, afraid to breathe, afraid to say a word, because her mother might remember that she was there on her lap and shoo her away.


  Sometimes they talked.


  “How was school, little Jane?”


  “Good, Mother. I was a good girl, and the math teacher told me I have a gift.”


  “Wonderful. You must keep at it. Work harder. Always work harder.”


  “I try very hard, Mother.” Jane knew what to say. It had to be just right. And her mother was always a mother, not a mom, a mommy, a mum—absolutely nothing but mother.


  “Someday you will be very glad you worked so hard,” her mother said, pushing her own hair back behind her ears.


  “Yes, Mother. Thank you so much.”


  Jane can recall even now what her mother smelled like. She wore the heavily scented perfume Tabu, and often Jane could smell her coming. It was like a scented invisible wave. When she set her head on her lap, she could feel the warmth of her mother’s legs rising slowly into her shoulders and then her neck. When her mother touched her face, it was as if a feather were dusting her cheeks or an angel kissing her face with the tip of its wings.


  One of Jane’s deep secrets is that she goes to this place when she’s sad and weary. Sometimes she actually lies down on the couch with her head on a pillow and imagines her mother there, the old clock on the mantel ticking, the refrigerator kicking in, her mother’s deep sighs, her own heart beating as if she had just run a race.


  When Derrick isn’t home, she sometimes talks to her mother in a way she can’t talk to her face-to-face or even on the phone.


  “Oh, Mother, I’m so tired. Tired of trying to be perfect, trying to have babies.”


  Then she will wait a moment, making up a reply that is usually filled with affirmation, before she continues.


  “Don’t you think I can let go now? Can’t I go shopping in my sweatpants and stop worrying about what’s fashionable and what’s not? And what is so wrong about dancing in the living room with your friends? Friends! Mother, do I even have any friends?”


  Derrick has never caught her like that, and sometimes she wishes he would. Maybe if he heard her he would know that she’s not always a bitch, not always ready to impale someone with a shoe, not always just downright rude.


  Jane isn’t sure she will ever be able to talk to her mother the way her friends talk to their mothers. She watches every Diane Keaton movie over and over when Derrick is out of town, just to see what it might be like. But every day that passes, with every mistake she makes, Jane’s certain that she’ll never have the kind of relationship she sees in the movies.


  It’s because the real sound of her mother’s voice, her tight face, the way she looks at Jane as if she’s checking for flaws so she can expel her, immediately erases Jane’s few kind and lovely memories.


  Jane wasn’t just not good enough; neither was the parade of friends who came and went and came and went until Jane herself actually began believing that she was superior.


  “Mother, am I better than everyone?” she asked, after her mother sent home a friend who had dared to spill juice on the living-room floor.


  “You would never spill juice on her floor, would you?”


  “Not on purpose. But it was an accident. People have accidents. It was just a mistake, Mother.”


  After three days of absolute silence from her mother, Jane realized how she must play the family game. There would be no complaining, no spilled juice, no room for failure of any kind. Is it too late now? Too late to laugh into the wind and recapture the Jane who never had a chance?


  The refrigerator is humming like her mother’s, and Jane pulls her head off its cold surface and for a fleeting moment looks into her eyes and then looks away very quickly


  She turns and heads directly for the envelope, opens it, reads it, and is immediately totally baffled:


  
    
      
        Next week, instead of class as a group your assignment is to drive to Johnson State Park and take the five-mile hike. You must do this alone, slowly, and notice everything that is around you. When you return home, I want you to write me a letter about the experience—and not just about what you see and what happens but also what you feel. Good luck. You have a week to complete this task, and I suggest you go in late morning. You will see why once you get there. The next class details will follow as soon as I have your assignment.
      

    

  


  
    
      
        Sincerely,
      

    

  


  
    
      
        Dr. Bayer.
      

    

  


  Hiking? Jane wonders who in the world this Dr. Bayer person is and if she even has counseling credentials. Is she nuts? Me? Hiking? This is totally insane! But surprisingly, after she sets down the letter Jane forgets that she was going to open another bottle of wine.


  She paces back and forth in the kitchen and shouts, though no one is around to hear, “You’ve got to be kidding!” She finally sits back down and reads the letter five more times before she remembers that she owns a pair of terribly expensive hiking boots she has worn only once.


  But she can’t stop telling herself that the woman in charge of her anger-management class must be totally off her rocker.
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  The First Assignment


  The Red Dot


  Jane, not one to let tasks slide, has her hiking boots laced up, her water bottle filled, the directions plotted on her GPS, a sack lunch and a thermos of coffee ready, and is heading toward the state park before 9 A.M. the day after class.


  Derrick agreed that hiking might sound a little nuts, but he also noticed a small spark in his wife’s eyes while she was ironing her shorts.


  “Honey, you’re going to be the best-dressed woman on the trail,” he said. “I half wish I could go along and watch. Sweetheart, you have to be the only woman in the world who irons hiking clothes.”


  “Shut up,” Jane said, smiling.


  Derrick stood with his hands on his hips, and Jane thought for a second how she really should run into his arms and push her face against his chest. Derrick is physical perfection. He is tall, dark, handsome, and kind. He has short wavy coal-black hair that is showing an occasional hint of gray, which makes him look even sexier. His hazel eyes always seem to be dancing, even when he’s upset, and Jane knows other women look at him not just with admiration but with pure lust.


  How in the world did I land this guy?


  “Don’t tell me to shut up,” he teased, taking a step toward her. “You shut up.”


  “How dare you!” she said, feigning in anger. “You shut up.”


  When had they last been playful with each other like this? For a second, Jane almost wished she didn’t have to go hiking. She wished everything was the way it used to be and that she was ironing a skirt for work, and helping Derrick with his tie, and then kissing him as if they had just met and were saying their first goodbye.


  Instead, she brushed him off by moving her hands back and forth as if there was a fly buzzing around her head. Derrick looked disappointed but called out, “Don’t get lost, city girl,” as he turned and walked out the door.


  Jane is just behind the morning traffic, which is exactly what she planned, and the two-hour drive will get her to the park a little after eleven, just what the doctor ordered.


  As she drives east through the towns that fan out from Chicago, Jane tries hard to remember when she last went hiking. It had never been at the top of her activity list, though in college she’d gone to a few parks and there had been tons of hiking when her mother sent her away to camp—year after year after year. But that was a long time and several shoe sizes ago. Maybe that’s why her hiking boots still looked as if they had never been worn.


  Whatever. Here she was following orders like a good girl, sipping coffee, and a tiny bit excited. She was actually excited about the adventure because it gave her something to do besides moping around the house and feeling sorry for herself. The state park, she had learned the night before, was part of a huge estate once owned by the Wrigley family, who made a fortune on chewing gum. The house was now park headquarters, and hiking trails and picnic areas spread out for miles from the entrance.


  The moment she pulls into the lot, pays her fee, and parks, Jane feels different. No one knows her here. She could be anybody, and before she even gets out of the car she’s actually embarrassed by the crease in her green shorts. What in the hell was I thinking?


  She quickly wiggles around in the seat to try and get a few wrinkles. After several semi-successful attempts at looking like a real hiker, Jane straps on her small fanny pack, picks up a map of the five-mile trail, and starts walking.


  It is absolutely quiet except for the birds, the chipmunks, whatever is rattling around in the grass at the edge of the trail, and the sound of her boots crunching against the gravel. Walking into the almost deserted park actually feels, well, good.


  Jane doesn’t bother to look at the trail map. There is only one five-mile trail. This little hike won’t take long, and then she’ll write up her simple report and that will be the end of whatever this was supposed to be. She heads off, and ten minutes later she’s standing next to a stream that looks like a small river. It is a river she has to cross by stepping on a series of rocks that have been placed in a straight path.


  “Serious?” Jane is talking to the rocks. They do not answer her. She looks around to see if there’s a missing bridge or a large man to carry her across.


  “Shit!”


  Jane realizes she could cheat, walk back to the car, go get a latte someplace, and spend the rest of the day in her bathtub. But what if there’s something she is supposed to notice? Dr. Bayer specifically suggested late morning. Maybe there’s a trunk show around the corner, or a wine bar.


  For the love of God.


  Jane balances carefully in the unfamiliar boots, one foot and then the other, her arms straight out and waving so she won’t fall. And then, just before she steps off the last rock onto the other side of the river, she hears something that startles her, then screams and loses her balance.


  When she falls, it’s forward and to one side, so that only half of her body gets wet and also gets more than a little muddy.


  She screams as she rolls to her knees just as an elderly pair approaches from the opposite direction.


  “Are you okay?” one woman asks, running to help her.


  Jane looks up as if she is a dog waiting for a treat and sees that the woman and her hiking companion are old enough to be her grandmothers. She’s mortified.


  “I think so,” she lies, getting to her feet.


  “Here, dear,” the other woman says, dipping her hands into the water to splash the mud off Jane. “This will come off easy, and it’s lovely out. You’ll be dry before you hit the dung fields and thistles.”


  “What?” Jane is aghast.


  “You’ve never been on this trail before?”


  Jane can’t speak. She shakes her head.


  “Oh, my!” the first woman says. “You’re in for a treat. You might want to hurry so as not to miss the feeding. There’s absolutely no one else on the trail, and Bella is going to need your help.”


  The two women turn and Jane watches them hop over the rocks as if they are Olympians, and then she is alone and wonders if she has gone mad.


  Thistles? Dung fields? Bella?


  She glances at the river and decides to keep moving forward. There must be a bridge somewhere. She’s now certain the wine bar is out of the question, and she imagines what it might be like to push Dr. Bayer into the river fully clothed. All that cotton would surely weigh her down.


  Eventually Jane realizes that her heart has slowed and it’s once again quiet and she’s drying off quickly as she passes through pine trees that smell like Christmas. Without thinking, she picks up a fallen branch, smells it, and tucks it into her mud-streaked waistband. It’s warm and sunny, the sky is bright blue, and Jane doesn’t notice she’s tromping through the dung fields until she smells something nasty and looks down.


  “Oh, my God!” There is some kind of poop everywhere. Long, brown hunks of goo are sticking to her shoes, and without much effort she has flung some up onto her legs. Jane starts shaking her legs one at a time because she doesn’t want to touch the poop. Sweet Mother of God this is crazy! She starts hopping as if that will clean her legs and get her out of the dung field.


  Jane hops for several minutes, bouncing through the field as if she is on a pogo stick. She’s also swearing. “Damn that stupid Dr. Bayer!” Then it’s as if someone is holding up a mirror, and she realizes she’s being absolutely ridiculous.


  “Here I am,” she laughs, “out standing in a field of crap.”


  She laughs so hard that she’s afraid she’s going to fall over in the poop and until she hears someone calling, “Yoo-hoo! Yoo-hoo!”


  When she looks up, there’s a woman in the distance waving a huge straw hat in her direction. It must be Bella. Jane responds with her own “Hello!” and she can see the woman motioning for her to come. Jane doesn’t hesitate, even though she knows there must be thistles ahead. Well, maybe she’s the thistle. Maybe Dr. Bayer called ahead to warn the park. “A prickly woman is about to enter! Danger! Danger!”


  The waving woman makes Jane forget about the poop, and before she knows it she can see the edge of what must be a pond or a lake and the sound of something—geese? And, of course, here come the thistles and here comes Jane in her shorts, with her beautifully shaved legs and her lovely leather belt and, yes, eye shadow and lip gloss.


  “Run the gauntlet, Jane. Run, Jane. Run,” she tells herself.


  Jane, even with her badass attitude, is not one to miss out on anything. She has crossed the muddy river and survived the dung fields. And already she can’t wait to write up her report for the insane woman who sent her here. She gingerly steps into the thistles and tap-dances her way forward until she’s at the edge of a pond.


  And then she sees them. Trumpeter swans. Her heart stops.


  “Oh, my!” The sight of the dozens of swans as white as snow, with jet-black beaks, honking as if they are playing in a holiday pageant, takes her breath away. Jane is unable to move, and as she watches them circle she is suddenly overcome by an urge to cry. But she fights the urge. Jane does not cry.


  “The boys and girls are very hungry,” Bella calls out, motioning Jane toward big baskets of grain and corn on one side of the pond.


  Jane watches as Bella dips her hands into the storage bins. She tells Jane that she’s a zoologist who is employed full-time, paid through a lifelong endowment by the Wrigley family to maintain, breed, and care for the swans. And every feeding is like a miracle.


  “A miracle?” Jane asks.


  “Thank heavens you heard me!” Bella says. “I’ve been doing this for thirty-five years and it’s amazing. Every single time I need to feed the swans, someone comes walking up the trail to help. I’ve never seen you before and here you are.”


  And then Jane dips her hands into the grain and corn and follows Bella to the edge of the pond, where the heavenly white birds are waiting. And she witnesses another miracle: glorious birds that mate for life taking care to make sure their partners get enough to eat, long graceful wings beating in delight, the sweet melodic sounds of their trumpetlike calls, a sea of graceful white moving directly toward her.


  “It is so beautiful,” she whispers, bending to place the food at the edge of the pond. “I had no idea…no idea.”


  For the rest of the time, Jane forgets about anger class, her muddy shorts, and the smell of dung radiating from her shoes. And five hours later, as she is throwing the boots into her trunk and walking to the passenger seat barefoot, she is thinking about what it feels like to have a baby swan eat out of her hand while the most gracious and kind woman she has ever met tells her that surely, after this, she must believe that anything is possible.


  The Green Dot


  Two days after the first class, Kit spent an hour after dinner looking through the Chicago Sun-Times entertainment section.


  “Trolling for laughs,” she told Peter when he asked about her secret assignment. “That’s what I have to do. Go to a comedy club and laugh.”


  Peter was leaning against the doorframe with his arms crossed. Kit looked at him as if she were seeing him for the first time. And, seriously, how long had it been since she noticed him, focused on him, bothered to see him instead of whining or worrying? His rugged good looks always turn into something surreal when he smiles, and he was smiling at his wife. Her eyes scanned his perfect teeth, an almost-always dark five-o’clock shadow, his dark hair and deep-blue eyes. He’s modeled for three firefighter fund-raising calendars in a row. His fellow firefighters pick on him endlessly because of it, too.


  “A comedy club? That’s amazing,” he said seriously. “But what the heck, Kit? I wish I could go along. Try and find someplace close so you can have a few drinks and walk home, will you, please?”


  “I wish you could come, too,” she half whined. “I get kind of lonely.”


  “Things will change again,” he reassured her. “You just have to be a good girl.”


  “I thought you liked it when I was a bad girl?”


  “Not that kind of bad girl. Not the kind of bad girl who has to go to naughty class,” he teased. “Maybe laughing at a comedy club will be good for you.”


  “Maybe,” she said, dropping her eyes, and wishing she could erase the last few weeks from her life.


  Kit has yet to think about the assignment as fun. She’s hard-pressed to remember the last time she did something that was fun, come to think of it. The funeral, the mess she’d gotten herself into, her job, which has apparently been eliminated. Peter’s schedule kept him gone so much lately that they haven’t even gone out to get their favorite pizza. How sad is that?


  Chicago and its Second City comedy theater are major icons in the entertainment world, but Kit likes Peter’s idea of finding something close, and she was startled to see that the pub six blocks down has been having a comedy night for several years. Have I been a hermit that long? Crap! The show starts in thirty minutes, and Kit smells like an old shoe.


  She forgoes a shower, splashes water on her face, combs her hair, puts on the one pair of jeans that doesn’t look filthy, grabs a clean shirt, sprays herself excessively with perfume, and all but runs down the street.


  “This is what’s funny,” she grumbles, wishing that Dr. Bayer was walking next to her so she could tell her what else she’s thinking. “I can’t believe this.”


  The next shock comes when she discovers that the pub is packed. Is funny in? There are men and women at all the tables, and there’s a small stage set up at the front of the room, where she remembers a pool table the last time she was out having fun, about fifteen years ago. She slips into the end seat at the bar and can’t even remember what she drank when she went out.


  “Wine?” she asks the bartender.


  “This is a red, white, and pink kind of bar. So maybe if you drink wine you should have a beer or a cocktail. Want me to surprise you?”


  “Sure,” she says, imagining something that has more sugar in it than she consumes in three weeks.


  He’s back fast, with a tall glass filled with who knows what, and there’s not an umbrella decoration in sight.


  “What is this?”


  “I call it the Thursday Night Killer. It’s a glorified Long Island Iced Tea. It will knock your socks off. You look like you could use a good kick.”


  “That bad, huh?”


  “Half bad. Your face is all wrinkled, like you’re worried or something. Lighten up, sugar. This female comedian is hilarious. Take a big gulp and prepare yourself.”


  Kit salutes him, obeys, and immediately wonders if he isn’t a spy working for Dr. Bayer. Does she look that depressed and lost?


  She swivels in her chair and peeks out at the audience. There are tons of people packed into the bar, and she guesses it’s at capacity. Then she notices that some of the people are dressed, well, funny. There’s a man in the corner with a pair of boxer shorts on his head; a guy next to him is wearing a hat shaped like a pickle; three men two tables down are dressed as nuns; there’s a group of women in bathrobes.


  She laughs out loud and some of her drink comes out her nose.


  The woman sitting next to her passes her a napkin. “Took you long enough.”


  “What in the world is going on? Is it trick or treat?”


  “There’s a comedy school that comes here all the time. It’s sort of a training ground, and they sometimes get to perform. About three months ago they started dressing up, and now it’s like a contest every Thursday night. Who can look the most stupid.”


  Kit laughs for the second time.


  “By the way,” the woman says, smiling. “Nice outfit.”


  “What are you talking about?”


  “You look like a housewife.” This from a woman wearing a black T-shirt, old faded jeans, and an orange baseball cap. Swirls of gray hair are sticking out the sides of the hat, there’s no makeup on her smiling face, and she’s clearly at home with herself.


  “Are you trying to pick me up?” Kit fires back.


  “Good one!” the woman snorts.


  “You’re in the club, right?” Kit asks.


  The woman nods. “I’m Val and you could be funny, you know. You look sassy. Sassy is always funny.”


  Kit smiles and introduces herself. If she only knew. And then the show starts and Kit orders another drink, and the evening’s performer pops into view and is introduced by a guy who isn’t so funny. Kit suddenly remembers she’s supposed to be keeping track of how many times she laughs. She’s very tempted to tell the woman next to her why she’s at the bar. My God! These people would have a field day!


  She laughs again.


  Kit asks for a pen from the bartender, who gives her a thumbs-up as the comedian pushes past an old buffet table, the nuns, and a woman holding a mess of stuffed poodles. The poodles, for some reason, force Kit to run to the bathroom. She’s afraid if she laughs one more time she’s going to pee in her pants. This group would make her get up onstage and show them her wet rear end.


  The bathroom is deserted and when she’s finished Kit hurries to the door, but not before she looks into the mirror. She can’t believe she looks that bad. Maybe her laugh lines are eroding because she’s been such a mess for so long. It was so easy to stop dressing like a normal go-to-work person every day. No makeup, days between showers, apparently weeks between public outings. Her inner monologue is interrupted by a huge roar from the barroom, and she runs back out to discover that someone has bought her a drink.


  She looks at the bartender, and raises her arms toward the ceiling in a “Who did this?” gesture, and the bartender points to two men at the far end of the bar. They smile and wave at her, and she has absolutely no idea who they are.


  Kit’s laugh this time starts below her knees and rockets through her entire body. She wants to stop it, because she doesn’t want to offend the guys, who must think she’s available. Available? She doesn’t even want herself! Kit manages to smile, and then turns her head and is absolutely relieved when the woman next to her snorts again and then winks.


  She leans over and gets close to Kit’s ear. “They come in here all the time and try and pick someone up. It’s hilarious. I say enjoy the drink and don’t make eye contact.”


  Kit thanks her and then focuses on the show, but it’s hard to concentrate. She wants to look around, see if there are more poodles or someone dressed up like Santa Claus, and now that she knows she shouldn’t look at those guys who bought her drinks that’s all she wants to do.


  Which makes her laugh again.


  Guys picking her up? Laughing? She knows that she’s supposed to be focusing on the show, but she’s suddenly thinking about Dr. Bayer. Perhaps she is some kind of magical intuitive, maybe even a witch, who can simply look at people and see what they need. There’s also all those court records and documents she had to fill out, but also there’s the obvious. Kit does look depressed and sad, because she has been in that state of mind for a long time. It’s been impossible for her to see through the fog of her own life and past the present so that she can create a new place in life for herself.


  She catches herself laughing again, because she’s pretty sure sitting at the local bar with costumed adults isn’t where she needs to be. This is when Val pokes her and says, “Hey, you’re the only one laughing. Shut up or they’ll make you get up there.”


  Kit clamps her hand over her mouth and puts her head down. Focus! Focus! Focus! She mouths “Thank you” to her comedian comrade, grabs her drink, pushes her elbows back onto the bar, crosses her legs, and does exactly what the good doctor ordered.


  Two hours later, and a bit tipsy, she accepts a ride home from her new friend Val. Kit promises to meet her next week for more fun with strange people. Then Kit stumbles into the kitchen and barely makes it to the bathroom, where the mere thought of the past few hours makes her laugh yet again.


  And listening to her own laughter bounce off the walls makes her realize that she hasn’t said a bad word or thought about her brother or anything horrid since she started working on her assignment.


  The Blue Dot


  It’s Sunday afternoon and Grace is trying not to have a nervous breakdown. She’s been running through her house for several hours, trying to figure out what she can do to fulfill Dr. Bayer’s class requirement, because once the day is over there won’t be a free moment until who knows when.


  “I’m not a dumbass,” she mumbles to herself the moment Kelli walks in the door. “I am not a dumbass!”


  “Mom, are you okay?”


  Grace jumps a foot into the air. She didn’t hear her daughter come back into the house. She absolutely doesn’t want her even near the house. Grace is driving herself crazy thinking about something lovely that she enjoys doing alone. She also knows that thinking about it is half the point. But, still, it’s a point that is eluding her.


  “I’m fine,” she lies, walking back into the kitchen.


  Kelli has been so nice lately that Grace is a bit worried. This usually means something’s going on that she doesn’t know about but should. Is there anything bad left to happen? Shoot. Maybe just sitting alone in a dark closet and trying not to imagine every possible flaw in her offspring would qualify for the assignment.


  Grace has actually gotten herself a bit depressed on her only day off this week by trying to remember what it was like when she did things. Things that had nothing to do with raising children, work, or beating herself up over past mistakes. Things that were fun and made her happy and helped her forget this miserable hole she has dug around herself.


  “I’m twirling,” she’s been telling herself since last Tuesday, when she opened the envelope. “It’s like spinning in one circle after another so I don’t have to focus.”


  “Earth to Mom. Hello?”


  “I’m sorry. I’ve got a lot on my mind.”


  “That’s not big news, Mom. Are you okay?”


  “Fine, Kelli, just fine.”


  Kelli looks at her in disbelief.


  “You don’t look fine. Can I do anything?” she asks, hoping her mother says no.


  Grace almost tells her, but then she looks at the stack of books Kelli is carrying and realizes that her daughter has her own world of tasks and problems. She shakes her head, and Kelli turns to leave but then grabs a plastic bag out of her purse that looks as if it’s been jammed inside a tiny jar.


  “Oh, this is from Cassie’s mom. Remember her? You two used to sit around and do this stuff when Cassie and I were playing. She said it’s been at her house for, like, years or something. What is this stuff called again?”


  The second Grace peeks into the bag her heart stops. “Oh, Kelli! Thank you. Oh! This is it! It’s my needlepoint!”


  “Mom, I can’t remember the last time I saw you needlepointing,” Kelli says, startled by her mother’s exuberance. “It’s needlepoint. Not a piece of gold.”


  “I’ve been looking for this all day and I didn’t even know it,” Grace says, unable to take her eyes off the tapestry.


  “Mom, I’m really happy for you,” Kelli says, giggling.


  Grace looks up for a moment. She loves it when Kelli giggles. Now that Kelli is no longer a little girl but a beautiful, dark-haired, mostly self-assured young woman, she misses all the little-girl parts of her daughter that have seemed to disappear.


  Grace thinks quickly. “This is going to sound absolutely stupid, but if I give you ten bucks will you go grab a friend and go out someplace and then come back in three hours?”


  Kelli laughs so hard that she drops her books. “This must be really special needlepoint, Mom.”


  “You have no idea. Someday when you’re a big girl I’ll tell you all about it.”


  Kelli lets out a screech as if she is a wild animal, grabs the money, and runs out the door. “Score! I’m off to hunt for more needlepoint.”


  Grace quickly locks the doors, turns off her cellphone, and tries to remember if there is any wine in the house. She should have asked Kelli. She discovers a cold bottle of something that looks white behind the orange juice, pours herself a full glass, and then heads to the one piece of furniture in the house that she actually loves.


  It’s her grandma’s rocker. Ironically, it was a wedding gift, but it’s as if all the memories buried inside it wrap themselves around her when she sits in the chair, which she has done less and less every year. And the moment she sits down Grace gets the whole point of what she’s doing, what the doctor ordered, what must be part of some of the most interesting therapy she has ever witnessed. She sits back, stretches out her legs, sets her glass down on the table next to her, and instantly realizes this isn’t going to be as easy as it might seem.


  It is so hard for Grace to relax that she has to fight the urge to get up and do something because, well, sitting and sipping wine and whatever happens after that isn’t something important. Even though she knows better, even as she thinks about how her legs feel fabulous, and the wine tastes delicious and really, for a while anyway, there isn’t a thing to worry about, Grace fights it.


  Then she starts to rock, and the movement begins to pull her into a place that feels familiar and comforting. Back and forth, back and forth, back and forth. Years of rocking and babies and stories start to rumble up from the old wooden legs, into the seat, up the arms, and right into Grace’s mind. Suddenly three hours won’t be enough time. She rocks until she remembers the needlepoint and then stops abruptly.


  The bag must be at least ten years old. She can’t remember the last time she worked on needlepoint, especially this one—the one she took with her everywhere when the girls were younger.


  She pulls it out slowly, touching the soft strands of yarn, grabbing the last needle she held, which is still threaded with the blue yarn she was using for the background. Grace was working on a landscape, trying hard to create a place she wanted to visit, stitching in every spare moment she had. She had this idea that if she finished this piece she might actually be able to go there. She so wanted to take the girls to the ocean.


  When Kelli cruises back home exactly three hours later, she finds her mother rocking and needlepointing. There’s an untouched glass of wine sitting next to her, and Kelli tiptoes into the living room, puts her hand on her mother’s arm, and says, “Mom, that’s beautiful.”


  Grace looks up, and smiles. Have three hours passed? Already?


  “Hey,” she says, stopping to put her hand on Kelli’s arm. “Have you ever wanted to go to the ocean?”


  Then the most amazing thing happens. They don’t argue and Kelli doesn’t immediately go to her room. Kelli sits down and they talk. Grace rocks. They keep talking, and when Kelli’s cellphone rings and Grace gets up she takes the needlepoint with her. There’s so much work to do, Grace tells herself, but now there’s also an ocean that needs to be finished.
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  Whiskey A-Go-Go


  Phyllis has decided to move off her throne at the end of the bed and join Olivia in the big beige living-room chair.


  The devoted cocker has thirteen-year-old hips that hurt almost as much as Olivia’s, so Livie, as her friends and family often call her, has placed a soft round pillow next to her reading chair so that the dog can keep her company without much pain.


  Phyllis is just about as stubborn as the woman she was named after—Livie’s beloved mother, who also had a mind of her own. Phyllis the dog comes and goes as she pleases. Even if Livie is lonely and summons her to the living room, Phyllis gets there when she feels like it. Occasionally, she doesn’t bother to leave the bedroom.


  When Phyllis was a puppy, Livie started talking to her as if she were a person, especially when she sat in her beige chair and sifted through files for the next day’s appointments.


  Phyllis is a pretty good listener for a dog. But even Phyllis has her limits. Livie has gotten into the habit of speaking out loud, more often if she has a tough case, and sometimes Phyllis looks up at her as if to say, “Shut it off for a while,” pulls herself up very slowly, looks disgustingly at Livie, and trots away.


  But on this Monday night Phyllis is acting as if she is in for the long haul. She’s resting her gray-whiskered face on her light tan paws, flipping her tail back and forth, and listening intently.


  And Phyllis is getting an earful.


  “These women are something,” Livie begins, grabbing the blue-, green-, and red-dotted files, where the first assignment reports are nestled. “Phyllis, I may be in over my head with this one, but I sure as hell am not going to surrender to any of them without a fight. I know I can do this.”


  Phyllis blinks once but decides to stay.


  Livie is quiet for a moment as she shuffles through the files and then settles in for a thirty-minute analysis. Her three charges have emailed her their thoughts, as assigned, but it’s obvious that there is still plenty of work to do. Jane gets an A; Livie is actually surprised that she managed so well. She seemed to have a series of experiences during and after the hike that made her think genuinely about what’s important. Grace gets a C. Sure, she rocked and needlepointed, but then she fell right back into thinking she had to run fast through the rest of her day and the one after it. Grace, shame on you. Kit will get a B if she really does go back and hang out with her new friend, but until that happens she gets a C, too. Kit got lost in the comic moments, but by the time she sat down to write she was dragging herself through her past yet again.


  Girls, girls, girls. We must move forward!


  Olivia sets down the files and rewards herself by reaching over to take a small sip from her glass of Jameson eighteen-year-old whiskey. Her nightly drink is her single dose of “medicine.” She has younger friends who gulp down pills for aches, pains, and a variety of suggested deficiencies—all of which, she constantly tells them, could be cured with a small drink every night.


  Dr. Bayer is also smart enough to know that her nightly routine is as much a psychological tradition as it is a physical one. She has never been much of a drinker, and the splash or two of alcohol she allows herself does about the same thing a cup of warm milk or some chamomile tea would do to ease her into a good night of sleep.


  Tonight she has left the whiskey bottle sitting on the counter for an extra visual dose of courage. She tells this to Phyllis as she shakes the files toward the floor, where her dog is now totally ignoring every single word that Livie says.


  “It was my bright idea to put the three of them together like this, and not throw them into a larger anger group. Last week was tough, Phyllis. I took a risk handing them those white envelopes. But I’m determined. I think they want to change, I really do, and I think I can help them find their way home. They might think I’m crazy, but I have to try. Damn it, I do.”


  Phyllis cocks her head. She is not fond of swearing, and Livie has tried hard for the past fifty years to wipe her father’s filthy-mouthed influence off her own lips. But sometimes there is absolutely nothing like a damn, shit, or hell to get your point across.


  Livie sets down the files and grabs another folder that is resting on the table next to her. She’s gotten so used to working from this comfy old chair that five years ago she bought a larger side table to hold her files, notebooks, a mess of half-broken reading glasses, and her much-needed glass of whiskey.


  The new folder is filled with police reports, photographs, witness statements, and a very bold note written across the top of the last page. It’s from her supervisor:


  
    
      
        If you think you’re such a magician I suggest you take on this one as well, Dr. Know-It-All. You can have her for your Tuesday-night marauders. And no, you don’t have a choice.
      

    

  


  Livie lets out a very heavy sigh. “This might be a good time to fall asleep,” she warns Phyllis.


  Phyllis lifts her head for a moment, nods as if she completely understands, and then does exactly what Livie suggested.


  The folder is very thick, which is always a bad sign. Livie takes a large sip of whiskey and then reads through all the pages. She tries, really tries, to focus on the facts and to leave her emotions resting close to Phyllis. She’s absolutely unsuccessful.


  She drops the folder onto her lap so that she can reach down and run her hand across Phyllis’s back. Phyllis likes this part of the file ritual. She has a feeling this is going to be a good night.


  “This is now a total mess, Phyllis. What was I thinking, trying all these experiments when I’m so close to the exit sign?”


  Phyllis wags her tail very rapidly four times.


  “I’m sorry, Phyllis, but I must say a bad word now so prepare yourself.”


  Phyllis does not want Livie to stop rubbing her rump, so when Livie says “Shit,” Phyllis does not flinch. But then Livie picks up the file and decides that she must read it again, so she stops petting Phyllis, who remains hopeful that there is no more shit coming. She is a very patient and trusting dog.


  While Livie reads, she moves her head back and forth, as if she can’t believe what she’s reading. She reads for a very long time. Then, without warning she says, “Shit, Phyllis.”


  “I know, baby,” Livie says as an apology. “I’m sorry, and I know I need to stay calm myself because this is a big deal for me. This is the mother lode of them all.”


  Phyllis raises her head again. Two shits in such a short span of time is almost unforgivable. Livie should have put a biscuit into her bathrobe pocket. Who knew this would be a two-shit night?


  Phyllis rolls over, and Livie strokes her dog’s belly as she manages to get all the papers back into the file with her other hand. Then she throws the file on the table so that it lands close to all the other Tuesday-night files.


  Livie isn’t one to believe in reincarnation—or a life after this one, for that matter—but she does believe that animals have a level of sensitivity that is sometimes absent in humans, especially some of the humans she deals with on a regular basis. She’s utterly convinced that Phyllis is so tuned in to her emotional human vibrations that she sometimes senses things before Livie knows them herself.


  And she loves Phyllis beyond reason, but not in the goofy way of people who set up trust funds for their pets’ burial plots, make them wear sweaters, or push them through airports in strollers.


  Phyllis is a dog. She’s a sensitive soul who says “I love you” in her own special ways but knows her place even as she wraps Livie around all four of her paws on a daily basis.


  “Oh, Phyllis, these women may be the death of me, but I’ve already stepped into the ring,” Livie says. “I’m going to do it; I have to do it.”


  She tells Phyllis, who hopes she never stops talking and petting, that she’s going to take on the latest challenge and that she will have her three current charges all come tomorrow night and meet the newest member before she sends them all off on another little adventure. “I’ve got ideas, so many ideas and things I’ve never tried. Maybe this is going to be fun for me, too, eh?”


  Livie keeps her hand on Phyllis for a moment as she picks up the folder again. Then she grabs a big marker and puts a black dot right in the center of the file. When she’s done, Livie taps the folder against her leg several times and then lets it rest on top of her lap while she finishes her whiskey and her thoughts gather speed.


  “I’m kind of excited and feeling frisky,” she announces as she gets up. “Brace yourself, Phyllis. The girls will think I’m off my rocker.”


  Livie glances longingly at the Jameson bottle on the counter, then walks proudly past it with Phyllis on her heels, and knows for certain that she’ll need a very large glass of whiskey tomorrow night.
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  Just Deserts


  In spite of the unusual nature of their anger-management therapy, thus far Grace, Jane, and Kit would all have preferred another assignment from Dr. Bayer instead of what they got: a hard-to-decipher note sent to their email addresses very, very late on Monday night. No one wants to drive back to that horrid building, but then again maybe she’ll have them all skydiving by the end of the month.


  They might as well have wished for the moon, which Dr. Bayer would probably have told them is absolutely possible, but instead there was the bold message right at the top of their in-boxes:


  
    
      
        Your first assignment is obviously completed. The most interesting thing about life is that so much of it is unpredictable. You must always be prepared. Who knows what might happen? How exciting! Come to class at the usual time. Please wear clothing that is comfortable and disposable—I don’t mean paper or plastic, although that is totally acceptable. I do mean something that can be, well, how should I say this—ruined, I think, is a good word. Class may run a bit longer than it did last week, but there’s also a chance it may not be as long. See what I mean?
      

    

  


  
    
      
        Sincerely,
      

    

  


  
    
      
        Dr. Bayer.
      

    

  


  There is a moment when they each read the message and wonder if Dr. Bayer isn’t smoking an illegal substance. Grace, who works with some of the hospital doctors who do group-therapy sessions, has never heard of anything like this happening. She is also not about to ask any of the others what they think. They would wonder why she’s asking.


  Disposable clothing? Grace has on some old green scrubs today that are so disposable she can almost see through them when she holds them up to the light.


  She decides to stay at work late on Tuesday and go to the anger meeting without stopping at home so Kelli won’t suspect that she’s at some type of forced weekly gathering, which of course she is. Not that the two of them are communicating much since her needlepointing assignment. They are often like ships passing in the night.


  Karen keeps telling her to ease up on her expectations of her daughters, especially Kelli. “She’s not a bad kid, Grace. When was the last time you two did anything together, like go out for lunch or go to the mall?” The little session they had while she was needlepointing already seems as if it never happened.


  Had Grace acted like Kelli when she was a teenager—mostly disinterested in anything but her own immediate needs? Always going someplace? Grace has stopped trying to remember. Her world as a teenager was wrapped in bright tissue paper, where true feelings were supposed to be replaced by anything that wouldn’t rock the boat.


  Grace has been thinking for a while now, even before the dreaded car incident, about how people are so busy they don’t really care about one another the way they did when time seemed to have a different meaning. She tried to remember the last time she had a conversation with someone that lasted more than five minutes or centered around something besides an immediate need. So on Monday night, well after midnight, she has also baked brownies. Bringing food always works with her own staff, who she knows would eat a dead duck if it were placed on the table, cooked or uncooked. Most people, herself included, cannot resist free food.


  When she walks into the drab meeting room, she’s surprised to see Dr. Bayer already seated and glancing through some notes on her lap. Grace notices several large paper bags behind her but doesn’t say a word. She’s afraid to ask.


  “Oh,” Grace says, surprised that someone else is so early.


  “I’m sorry,” Olivia responds quietly. “I didn’t mean to startle you.”


  “I was thinking I would be here first, like I was last week. I’m always a little early.”


  “That’s a good thing, Grace. It’s very considerate of you.”


  “I also made some brownies,” Grace says, holding them out in front of her.


  Brownies?


  That’s a first, which should really not be a shock. Everything about this group is a first, and possibly a last. In all the years Olivia has led groups, and tried to save lives, and walked up the steps to this room wondering what might happen next, not one person has ever brought brownies. Some people have brought knives and guns. One woman brought her German shepherd because she was terrified of the neighborhood. Last month, a young man brought his mother. Never brownies. What a fabulous idea! It will totally fit in with the evening’s lesson plan.


  “How wonderful! Please set them down on the table and we’ll be able to use them during the meeting tonight,” Dr. Bayer says, smiling and pointing toward the back table.


  “Sure.” Grace can hardly wait to see what you can do with brownies for anger management. She tucks the aluminum foil around the edges of the pan before putting it down and then awkwardly walks to a chair and takes a seat. Her temples begin to throb immediately. Maybe she needs the sugar rush from the brownies, or maybe she’s scared of what’s going to happen next.


  Brownies? What was I thinking, bringing brownies? Maybe she’s going to make us juggle them. Grace is wondering how to get the entire metal pan inside her purse when she hears someone clicking down the hall. It sounds like Jane. This chick has no boundaries. High heels again?


  But it’s not Jane. It’s Kit, and she’s wearing maroon cowboy boots that look as old as the hills they must have ridden over. She slides into the room, skidding when her boots hit the concrete floor, and almost falls backward.


  “Whoa!”


  She even sounds like a cowgirl.


  Dr. Bayer glances up for a moment, smiles, and looks down at her papers. Grace, trying hard not to laugh at the cowgirl image parading around her mind, waves and points to a chair.


  Olivia, of course, is listening. She doesn’t need her notes or her pen or to be the greeter. These women could be textbook examples of body language. She’s betting they can’t sit still for more than a minute.


  Kit begins tapping her right foot, and twenty seconds later Grace turns to ask her if she had a good week. Both of them are dying to find out what the other had to do for the first assignment. Neither of them dares to ask.


  “So-so,” Kit reports. “I’m trying to behave. It’s like a full-time job for someone like me.”


  “Oh,” Grace responds, not sure if Kit is serious.


  Before either of them can say anything else, Jane appears at the door. She walks in quietly and everyone, including Dr. Bayer, looks at her feet. Black leather pumps have replaced the stilettos. And Jane is walking on her tiptoes.


  “Are you okay?” Kit asks this while she’s staring at Jane’s feet.


  “Of course, I’m fine,” Jane snaps. “I got stuck behind a bus and thought I might be late. I was being considerate and didn’t want to bother anyone.”


  Here we go, Dr. Bayer thinks.


  Kit shrugs, and Olivia notices that she’s rolling her fingers into fists, in and out, as she moves her shoulders. These women are much too tense. She has just the solution.


  Jane sits down and asks, “Did you start without me?”


  “No,” Dr. Bayer says politely. “We’re going to wait a few more minutes.”


  Jane looks at her cellphone to check the time, shrugs, sits back, crosses her arms, and waits.


  It’s so quiet that all four of them can hear the second hand ticking on the huge white-and-black clock hanging behind Dr. Bayer. Then Kit starts pumping her left boot up and down so that she can keep time with the ticks.


  Dr. Bayer waits, because she has a plan. She has the patience of Kit’s Saint Agnes and every other martyr and saint. Once, during another mandatory session, she sat like this for sixty minutes when a group of men didn’t understand the meaning of the word group. It was as if they were all in the room alone. She gave them another chance the following week. Then, the week after that, she had them wait for her while she excused herself, called for a police van, had their probation revoked, and threw them all into jail.


  She’d do it again, but she doesn’t want to. These women will figure it out, and Olivia tells herself that her plan will help them do just that.


  The clock ticks through two more minutes, and finally, thank God, Jesus, Buddha, Jehovah, the sun and moon goddesses and every witch in the world, Dr. Bayer hears what she has been waiting for.


  Her three clients turn at the same moment and look toward the door. Someone has been walking very slowly up the hall and is now coming into the room—their room.


  “Is this the anger-management meeting?”


  “Yes, dear,” Dr. Bayer says. “Please, come in.”


  Jane, Kit, and Grace follow the woman as if they have choreographed their head movements and they look surprised. This woman looks like an abused drug addict. Forget about the dingy hair that she has pulled back with a rubber band. Forget about the turtleneck sweater that is so old the neck is stretched out and hangs below her collarbones. Forget about the polyester slacks and the dirty tennis shoes.


  But do not forget about the bruise that runs down the entire left side of her face, the deep gouges on both of her hands, a scrape that starts below her chin and disappears under the ugly, washed-out beige sweater.


  “Sit, please,” Dr. Bayer says, pointing to a chair, while the women continue to stare. “Introduce yourself. Your first name is fine.”


  The woman sits back and moves as if she hurts all over or is afraid to relax. When she says her name, “Leah,” she speaks so softly that Jane is not certain what she said.


  “Leah? Did you say Leah?” Jane asks.


  “Yes, ma’am.”


  “Ma’am? No one has called me ma’am, well, ever.”


  Leah doesn’t say another word. She lowers her eyes as Dr. Bayer orders everyone else to share their names. When they finish, Grace asks the question Kit and Jane have been dying to ask.


  “She’s in this group now?”


  “Yes, she is.”


  Dr. Bayer looks at Grace and is absolutely certain she has made the right decision not just about Leah but about what they’re going to do during class. They may all be in the same place for different reasons, but they all need the exact same thing.


  Jane can’t imagine even sitting close to this Leah woman. But even as she uncrosses her legs and looks sideways at Leah she feels a swell of compassion for what must have brought her to this place. She looks absolutely terrible, almost as if she just stepped out of a movie where there is a ton of violence. Jane can’t remember the last time she went anywhere without makeup, and she’ll be damned if anyone would ever push her around. This woman looks like a battered child—weak, frightened, alone. Jane imagines what it might be like to reach out with some kind of physical gesture to let Leah know that a small part of her understands. But she still can’t bring herself to do it.


  Grace inspects this newcomer clinically at first. She’s obviously been through more than one wringer and it’s as if her entire aura has been dimmed. The poor thing! And whatever she did to bring her to this place—well, does it even matter at this point? Maybe I can do something to help her.


  Kit wants to lean over and put her hands on the young woman’s arms, but maybe there are bruises under there, too, and even as she leans just a bit in Leah’s direction she’s already exhausted, and the meeting hasn’t even started. What would happen if she got up, hugged this sad-looking woman, and then sat back down? Kit will never know. She’s praying for the class to go fast, for Jesus to walk in and heal them all, for Dr. Bayer to wave some kind of magic wand. Which is exactly what Olivia is trying to do.


  Very quickly, and without hesitation, Dr. Bayer explains that Leah has been briefed on the rules of the group, its goals, and the importance of cooperating and being willing to change. She holds on to the word change long enough to look Grace, Kit, and Jane in the eye.


  “Before we go any further, let’s grab those tables at the back of the room and set them up,” she says. “Then everyone pull up a chair.”


  All four of the women look at one another, back and forth, back and forth like little ducks, and then stand, without saying a word, to set up the tables.


  When they sit down again, they look like first graders waiting to hear the teacher speak for the first time. Now what?


  Dr. Bayer stifles a laugh. She’d love to see the look on her supervisor’s face when she explains what they’re going to do next. Even though Dr. Bayer has facilitated hundreds of group sessions, she has always thought there could be a better way for some people to open up. Especially women like these, who seem unable to reach out and grasp the strings of laughter, joy, and simplicity that got blown away with their angry words and actions. The strings are still there, dangling so close that Dr. Bayer knows the women can reach them—if only they will try.


  “Ladies, we are going to paint birdhouses.”


  Jane, Kit, Grace, and Leah lean forward and look at this woman who is supposed to be smart and trained and leading them in anger management as if she’s lost her marbles. She wants them to paint birdhouses?


  “Excuse me?” Kit says.


  “Do you have a question, Kit?”


  “Yes. Did you say we’re painting birdhouses?”


  Leah starts to giggle before Dr. Bayer can respond. She quickly looks around, sees everyone staring at her, and clamps her hand over her mouth.


  “Leah, laughing is okay in here. No shouting, but laughing. And yes, Kit. Birdhouses. We’ll be talking while we paint.”


  The women still look a bit dazed. But Grace gets up and walks over to Dr. Bayer while she’s taking small jars of paint and adorable little wooden birdhouses out of a paper bag. “Let me help,” she offers. Soon there is a birdhouse in front of each of them, paintbrushes, and jars of paint.


  Jane looks totally baffled. “I get it,” she finally says, before Olivia can give them any instructions. “You want to see if we paint our house with dark, nasty colors.”


  “No, Jane. Look at the paints. There’s not a black or a brown in there.”


  Jane looks. There’s a rainbow of bright, vibrant colors. “Oh.”


  “We’re just painting birdhouses and also talking for a bit,” Dr. Bayer says. “So get to it. I suggest that you take a moment to look at the house and then plunge in.”


  Grace and Kit are still staring at Dr. Bayer as if she’s lost her mind. They keep turning the houses over and over in their hands. Leah is smelling the wood, and Jane can’t remember ever painting anything in her entire life.


  “The wood—it’s pine,” Leah says softly. “It smells like a forest. It’s lovely.”


  Everyone but Jane smells her birdhouse. Jane is imagining what she would tell someone, if there were someone to tell, who might ask her what she did in class tonight. “Oh, we smelled birdhouses and then we painted them.”


  She starts to laugh and she can’t help herself. She laughs out loud and then decides to tell everyone what she’s laughing about. The moment she says it, they all start laughing.


  Jane, unwittingly, has helped push everyone forward a tiny bit and all four of them start to examine the paints, twirl the birdhouses so they can look at each side, and start their projects. Dr. Bayer gives them a moment to get going and explains that she wants them to keep working but they also need to talk.


  There are some things that need to be shared, need to be said, need to be understood before any of them can turn the very large corner that lies ahead of each one of them. Maybe they will get lost while they’re creating something and return to a place of loveliness. Dr. Bayer has banked her life on maybes.


  “Leah,” Dr. Bayer says, turning to face the newest member of this special class. “Can you please share with us why you have been ordered to attend this class?”


  All eyes turn in Leah’s direction.


  Leah looks so fragile, so used up, so exhausted that it’s all Dr. Bayer can do to keep from putting out her hand to help Leah raise her head. When Leah looks up, she focuses on something behind Dr. Bayer. Her paintbrush stops moving, and she tells her story.


  “I’m sure you can tell that I’ve been beaten,” she begins slowly. “I was in the hospital for three days before they moved me into a women’s shelter, where they had already taken my children. That is where I live now. I’ve lived with domestic violence and abuse for a very long time. Please don’t make me go into too much of that now.”


  There is a long pause, and all the other women, except Dr. Bayer, stare at Leah wide-eyed. The paintbrushes are still.


  “What happened?” Dr. Bayer asks gently.


  “I made a terrible mistake,” Leah barely whispers, her voice trembling. “I hit my children. I was angry. I did what he did. I’m no better than he is now. And I’m so ashamed.”


  There is a pain that comes from Leah’s story that shoots itself up from a deep and very dark spot under Dr. Bayer’s breastbone. It is such a clear, physical ache that she has to force herself not to bend over to try and still it, to keep it back where she put it so long ago, to make certain that she controls when and where it rises.


  She would love to graduate this sad, battered woman right now. She’s almost certain, from knowing her story, that the abuse charges were a onetime mistake, but she can’t be one hundred percent positive. Not positive in the way that she needs to be positive in order to sign the piece of paper freeing Leah Hetzer from one of the many burdens that she is carrying. Not positive that Leah is strong enough to stand upright for more than two hours. Not positive that there are not still lessons to be learned, hearts to examine, wounds that need the gentle touch of not simply her fingers but also the fingers of all the women in this room.


  “Thank you, Leah,” Dr. Bayer says in a strong, professional voice. “I’m certain the other women appreciate your openness. It’s not always easy to see or express the truth.”


  “No kidding,” Kit blurts out.


  “Speaking of truth,” Dr. Bayer adds, “maybe you could all tell Leah why you’re here, so she doesn’t feel like an intruder.”


  Grace looks up and her paintbrush, loaded with red paint, slips and she is suddenly drawing on her arm. “Damn it!”


  No one says a word. Dr. Bayer waits, and it’s Leah who says something while everyone focuses on the next brushstroke.


  “I can’t even look at myself in the mirror because of what I’ve done,” she begins, never raising her voice much beyond a whisper. “You shouldn’t be afraid to say it out loud, to admit that something horrible happened to you or because of you. I keep thinking there must be some magic line inside all of us and if we slip, fall, or are pushed over that line, or maybe even go there on purpose, we do things we might otherwise never have done in a million years.”


  Dr. Bayer is watching the other three women. They are watching Leah—brushes not moving—who keeps her head down as she speaks. It’s as if she is afraid to look into anyone’s eyes or have anyone look into hers. Grace is biting her bottom lip so hard that she tastes blood. She wants to say something, but she doesn’t know where to begin. She wishes it were time to leave, but she’s also having fun painting. Is this a bad thing? Jane keeps painting. She does not want to talk about what brought her to this building, where she is painting and smelling a silly birdhouse. She can’t believe she’s making a waterfall on the back of it, in the middle of anger-management class. Is any of this even real? Kit moves her boots back and forth in front of her as if she were ice-skating under the table, and is the first one bold enough to say something.


  “Are the kids okay?”


  Leah lifts her eyes and looks directly at Kit. There is a river of sorrow there, rushing back and forth, that Leah blinks away so that no tears can fall.


  “Yes,” Leah says, and then quickly asks, “Do you have children?”


  At that moment, Kit so wants to leave. She wants to turn without looking at any of these women, run to her car, and drive until she runs out of gas. Her only child rarely calls or comes home. Kit never beat her—maybe a smack on the rear end now and then, but never anything more. Never something that would send her to anger-management class. Can she even mention Sarah’s name? Can she bring herself to imagine why her daughter stays away from her own mother?


  “I have one grown daughter,” she manages to tell Leah, wishing she could crawl right inside the birdhouse.


  “Well, then, you know how much pain I must be in, how much I hate myself, how I will do anything to make it up to them.”


  Dr. Bayer waits out the silence. The birdhouses might as well be pinecones, blank canvases, rocks from the beach. She thinks of all the men and women who may have spoken up in past situations like this if they could have held a paintbrush and had been able to lean against a table to settle their quivering hearts.


  “Leah deserves to know,” she finally says. “And, just so you all know, after this we will never again mention what brought you here. We will move forward, put this behind us, focus on the horizon. We may even watch birds nesting in these houses you’re painting.”


  “Never again” apparently does the trick. The paintbrushes begin to move again, and Grace speaks.


  “I have two daughters,” Grace shares, as the ache in her head soars. “One daughter still lives with me. I guess I snapped. I drove my car several times into the back end of her boyfriend’s car. She pushes me and pushes me, but I didn’t even tell her about this class; she’d just have one more thing to hate me for. I’m in the health-care industry. I should know better. I’m embarrassed, too, Leah.”


  “Kids can push you right to the wall,” Kit adds, hoping that if she distracts everyone she won’t have to say anything too personal.


  “My friends tell me teenagers are the worst, but they all have younger kids,” Jane pipes in. “I don’t know what would be worse—all this baby crap I hear all the time or frightening stories about teenagers running wild.”


  “No kids?” Grace asks this, but she’s already certain what the answer will be.


  “No,” Jane says quickly, and then looks away. Ouch!


  Jane realizes that this is the moment when she’s supposed to say something meaningful about how sorry she is about what happened, but the truth is that she would do it all over again in a heartbeat. Just thinking about it, talking about it, having to be in this room with these losers, makes her want to stand up and scream. A woman who beat the holy hell out of her own children is looking at her as if she has the plague. The woman next to her attacked her own brother with a jagged wine bottle, and Little Miss Sunshine, who obviously has a fetish for polyester, demolished two cars in ten seconds.


  Jane turns slowly and gazes at Leah. The last time she saw someone who looked this bad was three years ago, when the Realty Association members volunteered at the soup kitchen during the Christmas holidays. Can’t she go serve soup for a week or something instead of bantering with these women?


  Before she says anything stupid, Jane manages to summon an ounce of common sense. She turns to glance at Dr. Bayer, whose eyes are open so wide that it looks as if they may pop out. She quickly decides to behave and tells Leah that she beat a man with her red stiletto heels. But she can’t bring herself to say how sorry she is.


  Leah and Kit are painting. Grace is staring at Jane. For some reason, she feels sorry for her.


  There is so much not being said that Dr. Bayer has a hard time sitting still. But she can almost hear them thinking, and right at this moment that’s better than nothing. The women are quiet then for almost ten minutes, and how Olivia wishes she could crawl inside each of their minds and look around with a bright flashlight.


  She gets up and walks around the table. If she peers over their shoulders, maybe they’ll think she’s an art teacher and not a psychologist. She knows this isn’t easy. A part of her has always wished that she could fly her clients to the exact spot in life where they need to be, press her fingers against their temples so everything she knows can be transmitted into them—so that they can forgive themselves, move on, and be happy.


  If only that was how it works.


  She shakes her head just as she gets to Jane’s waterfall. The serenity of the image is kind of a shock. She bends down to see that Grace has painted flowers everywhere on her birdhouse and Kit is swirling every color available on hers. Leah is writing something all over hers.


  “What are you writing, Leah?” Dr. Bayer asks, bending low and wondering if she doesn’t need new glasses yet again.


  “I’m writing the names of my son and daughter and then putting words all over that are important,” Leah explains.


  “What are the words?” Kit asks, turning again to gaze at this woman who looks like hell but has something—Kit can’t put her finger on it. Something special? Some secret?


  “Forgiveness. Honesty. Laughter. True love,” she explains. “You know, things that are supposed to be important in life.”


  Dr. Bayer waits a moment. She knows that silence is as much of a gift to her as it is to them during moments like this. These women have been so busy making up excuses for their behavior, or ignoring it, that the reality of who they really are, what drove them to this location, what is really important has gotten lost.


  Leah, with the ravaged looks and life, is already so much further along than these women. She may be an emotional wreck and she may have used up her last ounce of courage and strength to walk into the room, but she already understands what price she must now pay. Dr. Bayer is counting on that fact; that is the very reason Leah is now in this group.


  Is it wrong to throw her into this wild mix? Should she have moved her into a private session or maybe sent her along to someone else in her office because her life story has opened up a very old wound? But as Olivia watches the women suck in air and rattle around in their chairs she knows, knows with certainty, that if they can stretch, Leah can learn and grow from them as much as they can learn and grow from Leah.


  Getting there is not going to be a walk in the park.


  This is the moment when Olivia absolutely has to stop doubting herself. Even as she wants to take Leah home and feed her warm soup, make Jane walk out the door barefoot, tell Grace, who should know better, to dig deep, and remind Kit that the journey is often much more important than the destination, she must let them all figure it out by themselves.


  “Leah,” she finally says, while the other three keep painting, “how lovely.”


  Leah drops her head in embarrassment but then bravely asks, “Do we get to keep the birdhouses?”


  “Yes, you can keep the birdhouses. Everything you put on it and into it is yours.”


  “How I wish,” she whispered.


  And Jane, Kit, and Grace stop in mid-stroke.


  There is a long stretch of silence then until Dr. Bayer remembers the brownies and Grace feels oddly embarrassed that she brought a treat to her anger-management class. But everyone eats one.


  “People still bake, I guess.” This from Jane, who has trouble with a can opener.


  Kit does not want to remember baking as a young girl, and her mother who was kind enough to let her Girl Scout troop learn how to bake brownies in her tidy kitchen. The brownie makes her want to cry, but instead she writes her mother’s name very tiny on the front right side of the birdhouse.


  Dr. Bayer is back in her chair, riffling through her notes, when Leah suddenly clears her throat, looks at Dr. Bayer, and points to the door.


  “My goodness, it’s time to wrap it up,” Dr. Bayer says quickly. “Leah needs to catch her ride back to the shelter. It looks as if you’re all done anyway.”


  Dr. Bayer helps everyone clean up, and before she dismisses them she takes a stack of envelopes from her briefcase.


  Grace, Kit, and Jane stare at the envelopes.


  “Does this mean we have another assignment?” Jane asks, as her birdhouse swings from her left hand.


  “Oh, yes. Inside these envelopes is your assignment. That will serve as the next class. You’ll be on your own. I’ll be in touch. Leah, you know about this. Good luck to you all, and remember, if you need me you have all my contact information.”


  And then there is a parade of silent women walking out of the Franklin Building holding freshly painted birdhouses in one hand and a white envelope in the other.
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  The Black Dot


  The moon has totally disappeared by the time Leah Hetzer has checked in with the night supervisor. She’s also reactivated the shelter alarm system, made certain that her sleeping children received another kiss from her, knew they were safe and that she was within shouting distance, checked to make sure the evening dishes had been washed and put away, and then walked over to the far window in the huge living room.


  Leah loves this window. It is bold and large and everything she is not but so wants to be. The second night after she arrived at the shelter, she spent the entire night, once the children had fallen asleep, sitting by the window. It was as if she were afraid that it wasn’t real, and she kept touching the cool glass with her fingertips to make certain that it was there and that she was also there.


  It is still difficult for her to determine what is real and what isn’t. The glass is real. Her children are down the hall and living and breathing, and that is definitely real. The man who has caused them so much emotional and physical damage can no longer hurt them, and that, too, is real. And yet so many things remain surreal. Is she really here? Did the worst finally happen? Is it over?


  The reality of just how far she has traveled during the past few weeks is still an amazement to Leah.


  “I can almost see the possibilities,” she whispers into the cold window, as if she is going to confession—and as much to convince herself it is true. “It’s just a bit foggy, and there are so many miles yet to travel—so many.”


  So much is happening that it is impossible for Leah to stay constantly centered. That is why she comes to the window. The glass is real and cold and gives her something tactile, something solid. No matter how she tries to be a rock for her children, Leah feels as if she is swinging in midair without any attachments. But she is attached and people are helping her and she is safe.


  Safe.


  It is a word she has longed to hear, see, and feel for such a long time. If she had been able to wrap up one thing for her children since the day they were born, it would have been a safe minute, a safe hour, a week without worry or harsh words or something breaking and falling around them.


  And then she had ruined everything, the one chance, the only safe moments they had ever had since the day they were born.


  Leah taps her fingers lightly on the window and pulls herself around so that she can place her forehead on its slick surface. It feels as if the very house is putting a soft cotton cloth on her face that has been dipped in fresh water. It is the only comfort she will allow herself, the smallest measure of affection—simple moments of aloneness, and so many wishes that she feels she must now abandon.


  “How could you?” she asks herself, examining her conscience over and over and only imagining a day when she can forgive herself. She believes it will be a long time coming, no matter how strong she appears to others, how weak she knows she remains beneath the crusted layers where she hides her deepest insecurities and all the fears she has buried.


  After tonight’s class, and meeting those other women and Dr. Bayer, Leah has tried to convince herself that dreams can still be captured, that one mistake does not ruin the possibilities of change and a better life—not just for her children but for her as well. But it’s not easy to see that simply being alive is a victory.


  “Those women,” Leah says to herself, breathing into the window, her hot breath creating a small fog on the glass. “They have so much, they are so much, how can I even keep up?”


  Leah has heard the other women at the shelter talking about how tragically sad and mesmerizing others think they are because they have been beaten down. “We are women who have already paid more than our share of the price,” she overheard the woman in the bedroom next to her say. Women Leah now knows firsthand, who have slipped sideways down a short path to hell only to be pulled out moments before they burned to death. Women who have held the pain of sacrifice and longing in their hands but have been allowed to quench their thirst for only a brief moment. Women who are scorned for what others think are their poor choices, the limits of their simple minds, the disgusting quarters they inhabit allegedly by choice.


  Leah has lived in a snake pit for so long she is not certain how to rise and walk free, and she is frightened. But she senses a lovely breeze of kindness from Dr. Bayer and she forces herself to remember something normal and lovely, something that will connect her to the Tuesday-night women in a way that will give her enough courage to go back if there is another group meeting. Two of them are mothers, and surely that is a bond. They must have lost their tempers occasionally, and they must also be searching for their own forms of forgiveness for what they’ve done.


  A memory floods into Leah’s mind and she closes her eyes and grabs on to it as if it were a passing life raft. She is lying in the park after dark with both children. They have run from the house to distract them from the everyday perils of their lives, and she is talking to them about stars and angels.


  “Pick out a star,” she told her son and daughter. “And point it out to me.”


  They each rise up and search until they find one they like.


  “Now, right now, forever and ever, that star will be yours and on that star there is an angel who is always going to watch over you no matter what.”


  “Really, Mama?” her daughter, Jessie, asked, unable to move her eyes from her star angel.


  “Really.”


  “Even when Daddy gets so mad and tries to hurt us?”


  Leah froze, and then she did what any mother would do. She said yes, even when Daddy tries to hurt us.


  They named their stars Tiger and Bear. Fierce animals, so they thought, who would rise up and guard them and be their protectors if their mother could not be there, if anyone or anything tried to harm them. The next day Leah bought them a stuffed bear and a stuffed tiger; the three of them had created a wonderful secret, and the secret gave them power. Even now her babies slept with their stuffed animals, their angels, tucked tight against their chests.


  Leah longed for the night when they would no longer need to hold on to those angels so tightly. A night when they would truly feel safe and she knew for certain they had forgiven her, and when she could finally forgive herself. But then again maybe it was okay to keep those angels alive, to feed the stuffed animals cereal from little plastic cups like her children do every other night. The first night they did it she laughed and they were hurt but now she reminds them if they forget, and she eats every single kernel they put in the cups after they have gone to bed.


  “I have an angel, too,” she tells them. “She is a brilliant goddess who refuses to tell me her name, and she has the power to save us and carry us on her giant wings.”


  And the night that brought them to the shelter the children became true believers. Leah knows she is the angel, and she knows her wings have been clipped, and she has vowed to win them back, one feather at a time.


  Leah is so exhausted that she can’t believe she is still awake, but her mind is swirling in so many directions that she almost feels dizzy. The shelter has been good for her and the children, in spite of her angst. There is food and counseling, and in a strange way she feels almost as if she is part of a family. It’s a caravan, and the people in the shelter are all headed in the same direction. They are pioneers on this journey to a new land, but first they must all help one another. That’s how it feels sometimes, but tonight, perhaps because she is so tired, because of the Tuesday-night class, the journey seems endless.


  She can’t help but imagine where the other women are right this second and what assignment they are holding in their own envelopes. Hers remains unopened. What if she can’t do what is being asked of her? What if she continues to fail her children? Did Kit, Jane, and Grace go home, rip open their envelopes, make tea or have a glass of wine, and then lie down to watch television? Did Jane’s husband stand by the door waiting for her and then throw his arms around her the moment she got home? Did Kit let out the dog and then take a load of sheets out of the dryer before she sat down and gave herself over to her husband’s embrace? Did Grace flop on the couch and drop her head onto her daughter’s shoulder and confess the night’s discussions?


  Leah will not allow herself to imagine being in any of those places. That would be too generous. She must earn back every dream she has ever had.


  The wind picks up just a bit, and she can see some of the fall leaves that have already given up begin to swirl in the front yard. It looks as if they are dancing. She closes her eyes for a second and tries very hard to remember when she last danced. Did she ever dance? There is nothing to remember.


  Nothing.


  Leah has trained herself over the years to hold her dreams at arm’s length. Dancing and rolling in the leaves and anything beyond the survival of the moment is not easy and she feels as if her penance is well deserved. No dancing for now, Leah. No wandering around inside her mind with thoughts of cars and houses and warm food and a light bill that has been paid every month for a year.


  No foolish dreams of books lined up on the shelves that she never has to take back to the library. Fresh fruit and new shoes for the children every single time they want it. Movies and new school clothes and the trip to Disney that every child in the world craves. Grandparents. Leah will find them real grandparents. She will. She will make their dreams come true first.


  Someone gets up to use the bathroom, and Leah pulls her head away from the window.


  “Are you okay out here?”


  When she turns to look up, it’s the woman who lives in the room next to hers with her baby. Her name is Sherry. Leah knows she will be lucky if she can get off the old couch and make it to her own bed.


  “Can I sit?”


  Leah nods and scoots her feet back to the floor.


  Then, without asking, Sherry very softly and gently puts her hand on Leah’s shoulder for a moment. Just a moment. A simple, sweet touch.


  “It gets easier, you know. I couldn’t even sleep the first week I was here. If I heard someone get up, I automatically grabbed for the knife I hid and refused to surrender.”


  Sherry waits. She turns her head to look out the window, too, and for a long time they just sit there in the quiet.


  “It’s so hard,” Leah finally whispers.


  “Trusting again is no easy trick, believe me. But we are all the same in here, you know? And you would be surprised how much we have in common with everyone who isn’t in here.”


  This almost makes Leah laugh. “I feel like I’m in grade school and everyone else is getting a graduate degree,” she says. “I feel judged.”


  “Maybe you’re judging, too,” Sherry says, turning to look Leah in the eye.


  Leah takes in a breath. She never thought of that, that she was being a judge also. And how many people did she look through who were doing the same thing to her?


  “It’s been a long haul for me, sister,” Sherry shares. “My own journey started to change when I realized that my assumptions were getting in the way of me moving forward. I was my own roadblock.”


  “I can’t believe I’m even talking to you like this.” Leah sighs. “I’m afraid to talk about my feelings. About what I might want.”


  “So this is a good night, then?”


  Leah nods.


  Sherry starts to get up, but Leah grabs her arm.


  “What is it?” she asks, resting her hand on Leah’s shoulder again in a gesture of nothing but pure kindness.


  “I’m still so angry. I’m afraid of what I might do. I’m still so, so…angry.”


  Sherry lets out a huge breath, so that it sounds as if she is saying, “Oh,” and then she closes her eyes before she speaks.


  “We’re all angry, honey. We are fucking pissed as hell. It’s what you do with it. That’s the key to everything.”


  After Sherry leaves, Leah summons the courage to open her envelope. She slips her fingers under the edge, breaks the seal, slips out the single sheet of paper, begins to read, and is absolutely stunned.
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  The Second Assignment


  The Green Dot


  Kit wonders if there isn’t some kind of professional organization she can contact to report this Dr. Olivia Bayer chick. The birdhouse, which is sitting right next to her, was one thing. But add the comedy club and this new assignment on top of that and she thinks the woman must be losing her mind.


  But who in the world would she call? Who is going to listen to a badass member of the anger class, anyway? The ten seconds he was home during the past week, Peter told her to let it ride. He thinks the class is interesting and innovative, and that there must be a purpose to everything.


  “Think about it,” he has said every day for the past five, since Kit opened up her damn white envelope. Kit glared at him every time, too, but that didn’t stop him from pressing on.


  “What?” she challenged him this very morning.


  “It’s interesting and provocative if you can stop complaining long enough to think about it,” Peter tried to explain. Their conversations usually took place in the kitchen as he was leaving, which he seemed to do a lot.


  “Hogwash!”


  “Hogwash?” he said, laughing, as he grabbed the lunch Kit had prepared. “From what you’ve said, this Dr. Bayer woman is a bit older, Kit. She’s been around the block. You could be doing push-ups in some kind of serious program. Think about all of this.”


  She glared at him, and then he smiled, melted her a tiny bit, said, “Thanks for the lunch,” and ran out the door before she could take her glare to the next step.


  Kit can’t bring herself to look at the assignment any longer. She’s got the damn thing memorized and she needs to get on it before there’s another assignment, or another birdhouse to paint, or an email from Dr. B. to come back to that building for another group session.


  
    
      
        Take your time doing this, Kit. I really want you to think about it. You must find an old friend, someone you have not talked to or seen in quite some time. Plan an outing. Lunch. A day in your backyard. Anything. Reconnect. I can’t wait to hear what happens.
      

    

  


  In between bouts of complaining, Kit has been driving herself crazy trying to think of someone to call. How sad is that? She grabs her old address book out of the junk drawer next to the refrigerator, sits down, and is determined to call every person in the book until she connects with someone.


  It takes her exactly one phone call.


  “Ronnie, it’s Kit Ferranti. How are you?”


  “Oh, my God, Kit! I thought you fell off the face of the earth. I feel like I haven’t seen you since we were toddlers, but it’s been what…five or six years? And I’m sorry about your mom. My mom told me. I can’t believe you called today.”


  Kit can imagine Ronnie’s mother, the town crier, phoning everyone within a fifty-mile radius when she found out about her mother’s death. And Ronnie? Is she still the petite, smart-mouthed redhead who helped Kit get in trouble almost every day of her young life?


  “Thanks,” Kit says. “Why today?”


  “I’m in the city and my afternoon appointments cancelled. I love being a sales rep, but sometimes the entire day falls apart. Are you free?”


  This is way too bizarre. Kit can feel her stomach moving into her mouth. Is Dr. B. an angel? A goddess? Some kind of powerful magician who can control the world? What in the holy hell are the chances that Ronnie, an old friend from high school, would be in town and available today?


  “Yes. Sure. Do you want to come to my house? I’m in the same place.”


  “Not really. I took the train into the city. Can you drive in? This will be fun! We can have lunch, catch up, see what happens.”


  Kit reluctantly agrees, hangs up, raises her fist in a mock threat to an invisible Dr. Bayer, and decides she must shower for this adventure.


  By the time she’s found something halfway decent to wear, left a note for Peter, and decided to call a cab so she doesn’t have to worry about downtown Chicago parking, she’s so nervous she feels as if she’s going on a first date. Ronnie and Kit have known each other forever. Ronnie’s flirted with her brothers when they were all in high school together, ate pasta on Sundays at her parents’ home, smoked with her behind the bleachers during football games, was invited to her wedding, baby showers, her two sons’ graduation parties.


  Nestled in the back of the cab, Kit wonders what happened to all of that. Did I let go, or did she? Is it possible that Ronnie has already heard about Kit’s recent problem? Talked to someone else from the old neighborhood or, worse yet, one of her brothers? Worrying gets her nowhere as they get closer to the city and the downtown park where Ronnie said she’d wait for her.


  Kit can’t even remember the last time she came downtown. Out for lunch? It was probably her mother’s funeral luncheon. The thought of all that makes her shake her head to push the memories back where they came from. She decides to let her mind go blank—she won’t tell Ronnie a thing about this anger-class mess. She will be as quiet as possible, which is, of course, almost impossible.


  When Kit steps out of the taxi, Ronnie jumps up as if she’s just seen Santa Claus approach. The moment Kit feels her old friend’s arms around her shoulders, she struggles not to cry. Oh, Ronnie!


  Ronnie pulls back, and Kit sees tears in her eyes as well. “Jesus, Kit, you look like hell!”


  “Nice to see you, too, you old crazy bitch.”


  Ronnie has a few wrinkles, but she hasn’t gained a pound and, if anything, her hair and mouth are brassier than ever.


  And, just like that, months and years slip away and Kit and Ronnie are holding hands as they did in the halls of high school, back when girls could do that and their friends wouldn’t think they were dating. They were just friends. Friends who cared about each other. Friends who eased the pain of sliding from childhood to adulthood. Friends who were more important than mothers and fathers. Friends who showed each other that the word family can have new and lasting meaning. Friends who so long ago promised to always be there, always stay in touch, always be available.


  “It’s been way too long, Kit,” Ronnie says, as they walk toward a sidewalk café. “Why did we let this happen?”


  Kit is not brave enough to tell her the truth. She’s not even sure she knows the truth. “Life, I guess,” she finally answers, as they find a table and settle in.


  “That’s bullshit, honey. Shame on us. Just shame on us.”


  “But it’s sort of true.”


  “You’ve never been able to fool me. I’ve got a few things to tell you, Kit. And I think we’d better order some wine. I have lots to share, and from the look of those very large dark circles under your eyes you have a few things to share as well. Remember all those days when we were seniors and we skipped out, had Johnnie cover for us and we just took off?”


  “As if it were yesterday.”


  “Let’s have another one of those days now. Can we? Oh, Kit, I’ve missed you so much!”


  Kit can’t help but fall into the day with her old partner in crime. By the time they order a second bottle of wine and lunch, she’s also stopped hating herself for calling Ronnie. Sitting across from her friend makes Kit’s heart ache, but in a good way; even so, she has vowed not to share everything. The embarrassment, even for Kit Ferranti, would be too much to handle.


  They do a major life update on their kids, their jobs or lack of jobs, the funeral. And after Kit talks about Peter, who, she admits, is working too much, probably because she’s such a crabass all the time, she waits for Ronnie to talk about her husband.


  Ronnie takes a huge gulp of her wine and remains silent.


  “What?” Kit asks, trying to imagine what Ronnie is about to tell her.


  “I hope you’ll still love me when I tell you what I did.”


  Kit can’t imagine not loving Ronnie Olson.


  “I had an affair with a dweeb from work,” Ronnie admits, filling her glass. “I don’t know what I was thinking. Midlife crisis? Just sick of being married? I’m still figuring it out, but the bottom line is that my husband left me. I’m divorced. I live in an efficiency apartment and I’m trying to figure out what to do with the rest of my life.”


  Kit’s jaw drops to her plate. Never in a million years would she have guessed this. She’s stunned, astounded, and speechless.


  “Say something,” Ronnie begs. “Everyone hates me. I figured you hadn’t heard, otherwise you would never have called me.”


  Kit reaches across the table, takes her friend’s hand in hers, motions to the waiter for a third, record-breaking bottle, which they will spend the afternoon walking off by the lakefront, and decides to tell Ronnie her own very long story.


  Twenty minutes later, when Kit finally lets go of Ronnie’s hand, Kit smiles and says, “Say something. Everyone hates me. I figured you hadn’t heard, otherwise you would never have taken my call.”


  They both laugh very loudly, grab a wineglass, toast honesty, and then Ronnie discloses one more truth.


  “Your brother was always a jerk, you know,” she says loudly, as if she’s been waiting to tell Kit that her entire life. “You probably shouldn’t have done what you did, but pay the price. Maybe it’s worth it. Enough with the bags under the eyes already.”


  “And, to tell you the truth, I never much liked your ex-husband,” Kit admits, as she throws her arms around Ronnie’s neck.


  The playdate lasts for hours and hours. They walk along the lake, stop for coffee, and once they have sobered up they share a cab to Wrigleyville, where they order burgers and beer at a favorite Chicago Cubs watering hole. There is nothing left unsaid, as everything hard, horrid, and demanding becomes diluted with laughter, old stories, and lovely promises for the future.


  “Maybe it’s the booze,” Kit jokes, as they finally separate and turn in opposite directions. “But this was a wonderful day.”


  That night Kit falls into bed totally exhausted, knowing that her head will throb in the morning but falling asleep easily for the first time in many months. Two days later, when she reviews the assignment letter in the junk drawer she has to call Ronnie to get help remembering everything they did.


  Ronnie thinks she’s nuts. “Kit, it’s probably not supposed to be a travelogue.”


  Kit stumbles a bit. She’s not sure she’s ready for an emotional travelogue. Damn that Dr. Bayer and her bright ideas.


  The Red Dot


  Jane is driving in circles. Her GPS has taken a dump and here she is, out on another mysterious assignment from Dr. Bayer. YWCA? Isn’t that a dance or something? This day is going right down the toilet, and Jane isn’t real happy about that.


  She let the assignment slide. Jane realizes that ignoring things you don’t want to do doesn’t necessarily make life easier. The damn doctor, or whatever she is, will probably have something else for her to do next week.


  That’s what Jane thought when Derrick announced he was going to a golf outing for the day—heaven forbid he should stay home and do something with her—and she walked toward her home office as if she were heading to the gallows.


  The hike was one thing. Jane had to admit she ended up having quite a day out there with the bird woman. She’s been dreaming about beautiful swans, and the other night she actually woke herself up when she dreamed that she had turned into a swan herself. But this request was ridiculous. And what could be the point? Does she look as if she’s out of shape and in need of some kind of group-exercise class? She despises them—all those people whom you don’t know sweating and jumping around. It’s terrible.


  Jane had opened the envelope just before 10 A.M., and just in time. Saturday is apparently the golden banana at her assignment’s destination:


  
    
      
        Your next assignment is to spend part of a day at the local YWCA. I’d like you to enjoy yourself, of course—the facilities are fabulous—but I also want you to see if they need any help. I do believe their busiest day is Saturday. That is my recommendation. Good luck!
      

    

  


  Good luck? Jane looked at the clock, shuddered, and all but ran into her closet to find some workout clothes. This is absolutely not what she thought she would be doing as part of her punishment, or whatever this class was supposed to be. Jane is tempted to go back to her computer and Google this Dr. Olivia person. She could be some nutcase, making her take hikes and go to workout with people who can’t afford a private trainer.


  By the time she got into her car, turned the corner, and realized her GPS had the day off, Jane was also wondering what the other women from class had to do. None of this made sense to her, but she was going to do it. She was going to be a good girl, find the damn YWCA, and do whatever it took. The sooner the better.


  Her vague memory worked and she found the YWCA in less than thirty minutes, and the parking lot was jammed. This was not a good sign. She was hoping the place would be closed and she could come back on Monday, when it might be half deserted.


  There were three people waiting in line ahead of her to check in, and the lobby was littered with children. Everywhere. Jane took one step forward, held her breath, and then it was her turn.


  “What can we do for you?” The girl behind the counter looks as if she’s ten years old. She’s chewing a wad of gum, her hair is in pigtails, and she’s wearing a tight neon-green tank top. Where are the child-labor people?


  “How old are you?”


  “Excuse me, ma’m?” The girl has leaned across the counter and looks as if she’s about to vault over the top like a gymnast. Talk about defiant.


  “You look so young. I’m just curious.”


  “I’m seventeen, and I run the desk on weekends. I can also manage the pool, lifeguard, do CPR, operate the defibrillator, and drive my dad’s big Dodge truck.” The little missy has thrown back her shoulders and looks as if she’s going to try and pin Jane to the wall.


  Jane goes pale. When was the last time she even talked to anyone under the age of thirty? “Can I take the next class?”


  “That would be karate for six-year-olds.”


  For God’s sake! Karate for kids barely out of training pants? Jane is almost stumped. “How about the class after that?”


  “Spinning in Gym D in thirty minutes. That will be ten bucks, because it’s obvious you’re not a member. Anything else?”


  Isn’t she pissy! Jane hesitates. She may as well get it over with. “Do you need any volunteer help this afternoon?”


  The girl stifles a tiny laugh. It sounds as if she’s blowing bubbles through her nose, but she manages to say yes, absolutely. There’s a birthday party in the back annex, and the extra helper called in sick. Jane tries not to faint. It’s a party for eight-year-old girls. She closes her eyes, takes her locker key, and wonders if Derrick, via someone he’s met in a back alley, knows anyone who could order a hit on a county psychologist.


  What happens next baffles her. The whole world has changed. She has to sign release papers saying she’s not an ax murderer, write down her driver’s license number, and give a brief work history, and then the little kid behind the counter takes her photograph.


  “I know, it’s stupid,” the girl says, as she snaps a photo. “People sue each other if they step on dental floss. And I suppose if it was my kid I’d want to know if some weirdo was slicing their birthday cake.”


  Jane nods. Has she been living on a different planet?


  As she heads to the locker room, she tries to think of the last ridiculous hard thing she had to do that doesn’t include the shoe mess and everything that happened right after it. It’s pretty hard to beat court-ordered anger class and a mug shot. Nothing comes to mind, but the locker room is a pit hole. There are towels and mothers chasing kids and open locker doors and a group shower that’s full of giggling girls. Jane gets out of there as quickly as possible.


  At least Spinning class looks somewhat normal. The bikes are a bit outdated, but the instructor looks as if he could beat Lance Armstrong. His legs are an amazing distraction, and Jane lunges into the class ride as if she’s on fire.


  Is this what she’s supposed to do? Go for it? Work out the angry tension? Watch this guy’s legs? She decides that she simply is not going to worry about it. She’s at the YWCA. She’s going to help at a birthday party. She’s pedaling hard. She’s not yelling at anybody. She’s following directions, which might actually be the point of the whole exercise, now that she thinks about it.


  The class ends in forty-five minutes, and Jane and everyone else is absolutely dripping with sweat. She wipes off her seat, thanks Mr. Beautiful, and is about to head to the shower when she wonders if that’s a good idea. What happens at a little girl’s birthday party? Will she really have to do something?


  She takes a fast shower, so that she looks halfway normal even if she’s at a stinky YWCA. She’s thrilled when she gets into the locker room and there are only a few grown women in the shower. So far, so good. There’s at least thirty minutes left before this birthday party, so she decides to walk around.


  The YWCA is huge. There are people everywhere. Apparently these places have become the social center of the universe. Kids could be doing worse things. When she bends to read the bulletin board, she sees that there are volunteer notices posted everywhere. After-school care, nurse on duty, coaches, Big Brothers & Big Sisters programs. Jane had no idea.


  She strolls toward the annex, where the birthday party is scheduled to be held, and is almost run over by a pack of screaming girls. It looks as if a United Nations bus has unloaded. It’s a rainbow of nationalities tearing past her and there they go—right into the birthday-party room.


  “Oh, no!”


  Jane presses her nose against the door and sees streaks of color dashing everywhere. There must be fifteen little girls running around. There’s a woman standing in the middle of the room motioning to her to come in. There are a few seconds when Jane is tempted to run like hell. She’ll fail the damn class and go to jail and make Derrick sell the house so they can leave town. Dr. Bayer is absolutely out of her mind!


  Before she can turn and run three more girls come running behind her, push the door, and Jane stumbles into the room.


  It is absolute chaos, and everyone but Jane appears to be having the time of their lives. There are games and candy and a mini-basketball hoop, and the woman in charge—Sherrie, a tall, smiling, totally confident middle-aged party queen—acts as if she can walk on water. No matter what happens, what gets spilled, this woman turns it into something fun. Jane feels as if she’s there to attend the party, instead of being an adult who’s there to lend a hand.


  Jane scoops up cake, manages to throw some balls, wipes a few faces, and the entire time she also wants to run screaming from the room. How do people do this?


  The party lasts ninety long minutes, and finally Sherrie blows a whistle. There’s a collective groan from all the wild little girls, but they obey what must be a “Get out of here” command. They drop their hands, grab their goodie bags, and start walking out the door.


  All but one girl.


  Jane is standing by the door with her hands at her sides, praying that she can leave, too, when the little girl comes up to her, takes her hand, and says, “You are so pretty.”


  “Th-thank you,” she stutters, her heart all but stopping.


  “Lady,” the little girl says, latching on to her hand. “Could you be my mommy?”


  Jane can barely think to talk. “Don’t you have a mommy?”


  The little girl shakes her head. “She left.”


  Just then Sherrie scoops the little girl up in her arms and waltzes her out the door while throwing Jane a big thanks.


  The house is quiet and empty when Jane gets home. She showers again to get the cake out of her hair, the chocolate milk off her legs, and the fingerprints of the little girl off her hand.


  But the hot water doesn’t take care of everything. No matter what Jane does, she can’t forget what it felt like to hold the soft, warm hand of that dark-eyed little girl.


  The Blue Dot


  Suicide is something that has never entered Grace Collins’s mind. She definitely thought of trying to get other people to do it, but she’s never once, even when the divorce was swallowing her alive, thought of it for herself, even in passing.


  Tonight Grace wonders what it would be like to throw herself in front of a fast-moving train. She is thinking about this as she sits in her car outside an art gallery two miles from her house. The art galley that is hosting a singles-night exhibition, complete with wine, toothpicks with cheese stuck on the end, a live jazz quartet, and presumably dozens of other people who have been ordered by their anger-management facilitator to go to the damn thing.


  Grace is slumped down in the seat of her car in the parking lot of the gallery. She has on the best two-piece suit she owns; nylons, for God’s sake; a low-cut blouse that shows off what she thinks is her best asset—her cleavage—and a sweet pair of black pumps that she wore to the last office Christmas party.


  And she hates herself.


  “I am a miserable failure,” she whispers into her hands. “Look what’s become of me.”


  She knows that she’s not supposed to be angry, but right this second she’s angry at that damn Dr. Bayer. Her latest assignment has almost thrown her off the cliff:


  
    
      
        Your assignment this time is to find a singles event and attend it. It can be anything. Don’t worry about it but go. Have fun. Look around. See what happens. Then you can tell me all about it.
      

    

  


  When she finally got up the courage to open the envelope and read the assignment, Grace was afraid to move. A singles event? Like what? Bingo? A bar scene? Dance class? An online dating service? She dropped her face into her hands and had to struggle not to bite her fingers.


  Shit!


  This has become Grace’s new favorite word. She says it all the time when she’s alone. And she said it when she started her online search for singles events, which got her nowhere. Square dancing or bingo or slutting around in bars seemed to be the biggest things going. What was the point of this assignment again?


  Then Grace would remember class and that woman Jane with the attitude and Leah’s bruised face and Kit’s cowboy boots and she would start looking for a singles event all over again. Attending a singles event had to be better than sitting in class—maybe.


  More shit.


  She also had to find something she could do on a night when she knew for certain Kelli would be busy. Kelli would laugh for a year if she knew about the class and the assignment. Her big break came when Kelli asked if she could have a sleepover on Saturday night. Grace said yes so fast that Kelli looked at her sideways.


  “Mom, you don’t even know where I’m going to sleep over.”


  “I’m having a hot flash, sweetie. Take advantage of it.”


  “Something is wrong with you.”


  “No kidding. Where are you wanting to sleep?” Grace is never sure if she wants to hear the answer to that question.


  “Karen asked me to hang with the girls and sleep over so she and Jack can stay out really late.”


  Grace is baffled. Had Karen said anything about babysitting? Grace had been imagining a cocaine binge at a pimp’s house. What else was she missing? She waved Kelli off with her left hand and a shake of her head, threw her a kiss, and grabbed the newspaper. That’s where she found the art-singles thing. And that’s why she’s now hiding halfway under her steering wheel, watching people walk into the gallery.


  She looks up through the windshield at the lovely night sky and wishes she were up there floating through the stars, maybe touching the moon—anywhere but sitting in her car with tight nylons making it hard for her to breathe. She closes her eyes, turns her head to the right, and sees a woman sitting alone in the next car over.


  Grace watches her for a moment, and the woman doesn’t move. Finally she scoots her head back and does exactly the same thing that Grace has been doing. Grace laughs. The woman hears her through the open window and turns. The woman smiles.


  Grace knows that if she doesn’t go in now she will never go in. Is this really so hard? Seriously, Grace, get thy ass moving.


  She looks at the woman, points her thumb toward the gallery, and mouths, “Should we go in?” The woman opens her car door, grabs a lovely beaded black purse, walks around the front of Grace’s car, and leans down to the open window.


  “I can’t believe I’m even here.”


  “I’m not really here,” Grace says. “I’ve left my body. I’ve been invaded by something evil that brought me here.”


  The woman, who is absolutely lovely and probably also in her fifties, is wearing designer jeans, a crisp white shirt, and a very hip suit jacket. She’s fairly short and has let her chin-length hair go gray but has it styled so that it all but floats around her lovely face. She’s also laughing so hard she begs Grace to get out of the car and walk in with her so she can use the restroom.


  “There’s wine,” Grace says, reluctantly getting out of the car. “That’s something.”


  By the time they get to the door, Grace has learned all about her newly divorced friend Bonnie. Bonnie has also learned about her not so newly divorced friend Grace, or so she thinks. Grace wasn’t about to reveal the true reason she’s there. Instead of eating pieces of bluefish sashimi, she wanted to be home in her old bathrobe eating popcorn on the couch.


  There are about sixty women at the event, and maybe twenty men. Grace feels like an idiot, walking around with her orange nametag and a plastic glass. The women are eyeing the single men as if they are hungry dogs. And Grace has an alarming desire to go poke all of them in the eye with her toothpick.


  Bonnie looks equally disgusted. “Is it just me, or do you feel like you’re in the middle of a cattle auction?”


  “I’m an old cow being led to slaughter.”


  “Should we get the hell out of here?”


  Grace has to think for a minute before she answers. The assignment was to go to a singles event. She’s done that. Is there something else she doesn’t get about this?


  Bonnie seems like a lot of fun. Kelli’s gone for the night. Grace doesn’t work the next day until the afternoon. She decides that, no matter where she is, she’s at a singles event.


  “Let’s get the hell out of here.”


  They both grab one more glass of wine before they leave, drink it before they exit the gallery, and run to their cars giggling like grade school girls.


  “That was fun,” Grace says. “Now what?”


  Bonnie tells Grace that she knows a little joint about a mile away that’s quiet, has some live music, and she’s never seen a guy in there who wears short pants and white socks.


  “Hurry!” Grace shouts. “I’ve never heard of such a thing!”


  The next three hours are a blur that Grace will find hard to remember, mostly because she simply had a good time and because they never really bothered to talk much about men—new men, that is. Both women ran through the details of their failed marriages quickly and leapt into a running conversation about themselves.


  “I should never have married him in the first place,” Bonnie shared, moving her wineglass in small circles. “I was sort of pressured by his parents, by my parents, by the notion that at twenty-three I was getting to be over-the-hill.”


  Grace threw back her head and laughed. “You are still very attractive. I can imagine what you looked like back then, but I think we were all pressured. The one good thing is that we don’t have to pressure our own children.”


  “Hell no!” Bonnie agreed, and they bumped glasses and toasted the modern world.


  This fairly new concept—personal conversations—kick-started during the first anger class, made Grace nervous at first. Talking about herself? Conversations usually centered on one of her daughters, patients, her supervisors, the sorry state of her finances, or the notion that she will never, ever date again the rest of her life.


  Grace was stunned when she pulled into her driveway and discovered that it was almost 1 A.M. During the past several hours she hadn’t bothered to think about the assignment, what she might write to Dr. Bayer, or what would happen the next day or the day after that.


  She was thinking about this new friend who made her laugh, wasn’t afraid to move forward, and had invited her to spend a weekend with her and her sister at the lovely cottage she had won in the divorce settlement.


  “Seriously?” Grace had said in disbelief.


  “You’re fun, Grace, and you’ll love the cabin.”


  Grace fell asleep that night repeating “I’m fun, I’m fun” over and over to herself, and she woke up the next morning almost convinced that the entire night had been a wild dream. But then she spotted her nylons on the floor, her skirt lying on top of the lamp, where she must have thrown it when she fell into bed, and there was a plastic wineglass from the art event sticking out of her purse.


  “Dr. Bayer, what have you done to me?” she asked, rolling out of bed and accidentally stepping on her spare reading glasses.


  The Black Dot


  Leah carried her assignment letter around for four days, opening it and reading it about sixty times. She read it in bed, in the bathroom, the kitchen, standing on the back porch, and every night when she sat by the window she so loved to touch.


  She could not wrap her mind around the assignment—the meaning, the purpose, the anything. Her confusion drove her to silence about what she was calling “the entire mess.” This anger-management class was not what she had expected, not at all, and she wasn’t sure if that was good or bad.


  Leah’s group sessions at the shelter didn’t include white envelopes with private assignments. Also, when she asked her supervisor about anger-management classes, she was told to expect a mixture of men and women.


  “There will be lots of talking and coffee drinking,” Leah was told. There wasn’t one thing about painting birdhouses or these secret assignments.


  This is so odd, Leah thought, even though she was excited. Dare I tell anyone else about this?


  
    
      
        Leah, I know you will be befuddled by this but you must do it anyway. Do not worry, either. Everything will fall into place. Next Monday morning a car will pick you up at 10 a.m. You will be driven to the Marco Boutique, where a nice woman named Carol will meet you. You are going to get a manicure and a pedicure. Take the time to look around, think, then write me about what happened and how you felt. I will be in touch with the next assignment.
      

    

  


  
    
      
        Sincerely,
      

    

  


  
    
      
        Dr. Bayer.
      

    

  


  The car is coming in twenty minutes, and Leah feels like a fool. Her children are at school, and this time of day the shelter is very quiet. She hurried through her chores, showered, and made certain her shabby clothes were at least clean. Then she started to pace in the large living room.


  Leah has never had a manicure and a pedicure. She’s rarely had her hair cut at a salon, never had a massage or her eyebrows waxed. She has worried about rent money, food, clothes for her children, and staying alive more than she has ever worried about her fingernails.


  She doesn’t get it, and she doesn’t want to go.


  But when she hears the car pull up she signs out of the shelter and goes outside. There’s a man waiting for her, and he’s holding the back door open.


  “Hello,” she says softly.


  “Good morning, ma’am. There’s water for you in the back. Please let me know if I can do anything.”


  Leah wonders if she should ask him to drive her to Dr. Bayer’s office so she can ask her what in the world is going on. But she smiles, gets into the car, and realizes that she must be in some kind of limousine.


  She barely moves, and is afraid to drink the water. The ride is short, less than fifteen minutes, and the car pulls up in front of a tiny shop on a side street. The driver opens her door and says that he’ll be back to get her when she’s finished, and that Carol will notify him.


  Leah isn’t so much afraid as terrified. Who’s going to be in there? Will other women look at her old clothes and laugh? What will she say to Carol?


  She hesitates before going into the salon and is startled when the door opens and a tiny Asian woman with gray hair and a brilliant smile says, “You must be Leah. Come in, dear. I’ve been waiting for you.”


  Leah notices a CLOSED sign on the door when she walks into the deserted room. “No one else is here?”


  “No, sweetie. I’m closed on Mondays. This is special, just for you.”


  Leah is relieved but dumbfounded.


  “I’m confused.”


  “Sweetheart, there is nothing confusing about a manicure and pedicure. It makes your hands and feet so lovely. No worries. Please take a seat. We will do your fingernails first.”


  Leah sets her hands on the table as instructed and is amazed at how soft Carol’s hands are. There’s a candle burning on the table next to her, the lights are dim, and Leah isn’t sure if she’s supposed to talk.


  “I have some lovely tea for you when your hands are dry,” Carol says. “I picked a soft pink color for you. I hope that’s okay.”


  “I’ve never had my nails done before. I don’t know anything about this.”


  “Your hands are beautiful, Leah. I’ve done this a very long time, and I can tell many things from a woman’s hands.”


  “Do you know things about me from Dr. Bayer?”


  “Absolutely not! Dr. Bayer is a client of mine, but she never, ever talks about work. All I know about you will come from your hands.”


  Leah is even more confused now.


  “Don’t worry so much now,” Carol tells her, smoothing lotion on her arms. “I can tell you worry so very much, and that you have a clean heart that is very special. You must now relax. That is half of what happens here.”


  Relax? In the middle of an assignment? Is she supposed to be looking for something? Does Carol have a hidden clue?


  By the time Leah is in the pedicure chair, sipping mint tea, it’s impossible not to relax. She’s sleepy and she can’t stop looking at her perfect fingernails. Leah doesn’t want to miss one moment of what’s happening to her ugly, usually ignored feet. Her calluses are being removed, and Carol looks as if she’s going over her toes with a microscope. No wonder women love having this done. She’s seen photos of perfect nails in magazines, but she would never in a million years have imagined that this could happen to her.


  “Carol, what do you think about when you’re doing this kind of work?” Leah is leaning back and feeling totally relaxed.


  “Oh, my mind flies here and there, and if I sense that I’m working on a woman who isn’t very nice I try and give her some good energy so that she will be kind and not hurt anyone.” Carol is very serious when she speaks, and she’s massaging Leah’s calves and speaking with her eyes closed.


  “Do people think less of you, treat you badly, because of what you do?”


  “Of course.” Carol opens her eyes and looks directly at Leah. “Sometimes people must make themselves feel better by trying to make someone else feel bad. Does that make sense?”


  “Oh, yes.”


  “No one can make you feel what you don’t want to feel, though, and for those people I give them the deluxe treatment,” Carol says, laughing. “I also hope that they get ingrown nails and scrape their toes on their car doors so the polish gets mussed on the way home.”


  Leah starts laughing so hard that Carol stops working on her for a few minutes. Then she takes Leah’s feet in both hands and holds them steady.


  “I’m compelled to tell you something else,” Carol says, not waiting for a yes or a no. “I can tell from looking at your feet that you have barely started to walk. You must be careful not to go too fast so that you trip, but these feet are made for running. You are going to go many places.”


  Carol’s kindness will linger inside Leah for a very long time. Leah doesn’t want the pedicure to end or the tea to get cold or the man to come and take her back to the shelter. When she is finished, she asks Carol if it’s okay to give her a hug.


  Carol opens her arms and welcomes Leah into her embrace. “Oh, sweet girl, yes, if you ever need a hug you come and find Carol. And you can bring your feet with you, too!”


  Leah had planned to go directly to the computer to type up her assignment notes, but when she gets back to the shelter she sits quietly, staring at her fingers and toes, until she hears her children pounding up the sidewalk after the bus lets them off.


  Her daughter, Jessie, a miniature version of Leah with her dark hair and beautiful eyes, notices the nails right away and shrieks, “Mommy, you’re so pretty!”


  Leah reaches for her daughter and holds her as tightly as possible. “Thank you, sweetie.”


  She doesn’t have the heart to tell her the polish will wear off quickly.
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  Displeasure on the Homework Highway


  Grace has locked herself in her home office with a blank notebook, a bad attitude, and a huge cup of coffee that will most likely keep her up half the night and then make her crash moments after she reports for duty in the morning.


  These assignments are driving her a bit nuts, even if she does enjoy parts of them. “Damn it,” she swears, pulling open her desk drawer to find a pen.


  It is late Monday night and three weeks have passed without a formal anger-management class. Dr. Bayer gave them two weeks for the last assignment, Grace’s big night out. Then there was a bizarre fall snowstorm that shut down the city last Tuesday. Grace almost wished she had the phone numbers of the other women in class so that she could have them over to celebrate and find out what they’ve been working on from this mysterious shrink.


  But the joy of not having group classes proved short-lived when Dr. Bayer emailed each one of them a homework assignment a week ago. The same email went to all of them, which was a new twist, and it seemed like a simple request at first:


  
    
      
        Dear Jane, Kit, Leah, and Grace,
      

    

  


  
    
      
        Your reports on your last assignments were fascinating. We do, however, have miles to go before we sleep. This new assignment should help us go part of the distance. Hopefully, it will also become a tool to help you for a very long time.
      

    

  


  
    
      
        I want you to keep a journal or diary if you’re not doing so already. But this won’t be an ordinary kind of journal. I don’t care where you went or what you had for dinner. I want to know how you feel—and only the good stuff. It can be written in a booklet or on scraps of paper—the form does not matter. What matters is that you do it, and do it with great honesty.
      

    

  


  
    
      
        When you feel good, when something makes you happy, write down what happened, what you were feeling, what might have caused you to feel however you were feeling. It does not have to be elaborate, but it does have to be!
      

    

  


  
    
      
        You are all very smart women. I know that not only can you figure this out; you can do it. And isn’t it time we all saw each other again? Tuesday night—same time, same place.
      

    

  


  
    
      
        Any questions?
      

    

  


  
    
      
        Just hit Reply.
      

    

  


  
    
      
        See you soon.
      

    

  


  
    
      
        Dr. B.
      

    

  


  That assignment threw Grace into a small frenzy, which she dealt with by procrastinating. None of them were thrilled with this kind of homework assignment. Thank God Dr. Bayer sent them a reminder:


  
    
      
        Dear Anger Class Scholars,
      

    

  


  
    
      
        Remember class tomorrow night even if you have to get there on a sleigh. Did one of you make it snow? Snow? The day after it was sixty-three degrees? All I can say is: Chicago!
      

    

  


  
    
      
        And one more thing.
      

    

  


  
    
      
        Bring those new assignment pages to class.
      

    

  


  
    
      
        Dr. B.
      

    

  


  Thus, Grace was consuming caffeine close to midnight as if she were dying of thirst. Thinking about what makes her happy on a daily basis is not at the top of her to-do list. Then again, neither is having a police record, losing her job, or giving Kelli the satisfaction of watching her mother go down like a beleaguered old battleship.


  Grace actually had to sneak into Kelli’s backpack and steal a new notebook so she had something to write on, lest she show up at tomorrow night’s meeting empty-handed. Now all she has to do is fill the damn thing up with several pages of make-believe happy moments.


  The first thing she does is yank out her work calendar so she can backtrack and try to think about what may or may not have happened during the past week. She writes out specific days so it will appear as if she has been working on the journal all along. Then Grace pauses so she can begin making up reasons to be happy. There are more damn patients than beds. Kelli is still seeing the boyfriend from hell. It’s easier to think of reasons to be mad.


  She sighs and makes the effort:


  
    
      
        Meeting a new friend during the last assignment. It was beyond fun, but I already told you that, and it was like getting lost. Once I stepped out of the car, things started to happen. Kelli’s helping me with the dishes.
      

    

  


  When she pauses, after writing all about the evening in even more detail than the last report she’s already sent in, she manages to fill up most of one page with sincere comments. Grace stops to sip some coffee and wonders if she can squeeze by with what she has written.


  She can almost hear Dr. Bayer saying, “Well, Grace, you could probably fill up a notebook if you really tried. And please do not get angry about this.”


  Some nights like this, when she’s already sleep-deprived and realizes the rest of the week is going to not so much cascade as crash through her world, Grace feels a kind of exhaustion that immobilizes her. Her entire body aches, her eyes burn, and it feels as if a major form of arthritis has invaded every bone in her body. It seems as if work and the overcrowding at the hospital never ease up.


  Years of singleness weigh her down so that she can’t move. Single mother, single breadwinner, single homeowner, single disciplinarian, single supervisor, single everything. And now this one single class that feels as if it’s going to tip her right over an edge that’s only a half step away.


  Karen constantly reminds her that this, too, shall pass. But that’s a small finger of hope in what she perceives as her deep sea of endless responsibility. And she’s supposed to find strings of happiness?


  There is a very small part of Grace that wishes she could be honest in her notes about her real life, as she momentarily acknowledges the one event during the past three weeks that truly brought her to the door of emotion, and the one Dr. B. was looking for. It was a simple request from her oldest daughter, Megan: Can I please bring Jenny home for Thanksgiving this year?


  What kind of mother has to think about that? What kind of mother questions who and why her daughter loves? What kind of mother gets so angry when her daughter asks to bring her girlfriend home that she breaks a glass in the kitchen sink? What kind of mother bad-mouths men so much that her older daughter runs in the opposite direction?


  In a real moment—and there have been plenty of those during the past few weeks—Grace is absolutely terrified of her behavior. She believes that is what has kick-started her rolling headaches. She’s a mother, and mothers are supposed to be an example. This mother of two does not want to be like her mother—an overbearing my-way-or-the-highway kind of perfectionist—even as she is afraid of losing her mother’s love for the mistake that sent her to anger class.


  Grace does not bother to finish the last two inches of coffee in her mug. She says, “To hell with it,” gets up, throws the notebook into her briefcase, and then forces herself to lie in bed, where she tosses and turns for three hours, listening for Kelli’s bedroom window to open.


  She’d love to catch that son of a bitch of a boyfriend climbing into Kelli’s room tonight. That would be one way to keep her anger kettle simmering on high and help her flunk the class. How easy it is to forget the sweet moments she’s had in her life the past couple of weeks, like the night she and Kelli did the dishes and they talked without hesitation or worry, the easy way she fell into a friendship with Bonnie, or the realization that she can recapture things she used to do for herself, like needlepoint.


  While Grace begins her bedroom guard duty, Kit is slipping out of her own bedroom and tiptoeing into the kitchen. Peter came home, had one glass of wine, dove into bed exhausted after another double shift, rolled over, and fell into a snoring coma.


  Kit was about to be pissed off because of the snoring when she remembered that she hadn’t written one entry in what she is calling her happy-face log. She at least had a log. It was a lovely leather journal that her daughter, Sarah, had given her years ago for her birthday and that had never moved off the shelf, where she put it the moment her daughter left the room.


  Introspection, she remembers thinking, when Sarah gave her the journal. Who has time for something like that? Of course, that was back when she had a real life. It was before she took a leave of absence from her job as a graphic-arts designer at a downtown advertising and marketing firm. It was before her mother died, and before she was laid off the first day she went back to work. It was before she discovered her boss had hired a recent college graduate to replace her, at probably half the salary, and then blamed the layoff on the economy, which was total bullshit, because things had picked up so much her friends there were working overtime.


  Now all she has is time and worry, and then a little bit more time. Even as Kit knows those are the not the kinds of things Dr. Bayer would love her to put into her log, she sits at the table staring at the empty pages and wishes she could write those things down instead. She stares for quite a long while.


  Then she starts looking around the kitchen as if the stove or cookie jar will walk over and begin writing something for her. When she discovers a wine bottle nestled against the toaster next to the stove, she takes this as a miraculous sign.


  She gets up, fills a lovely clear long-stemmed glass as close to the top as possible, and shuffles back to the table without spilling a precious drop. And then she tries really hard to be a good girl and write something:


  
    
      
        The sound of my husband coming home. The smell of coffee in the morning, especially if I’m the one who didn’t have to make it the night before. An empty clothes basket, which means all the clothes have been cleaned and put away.
      

    

  


  Kit takes a break and then enjoys a large sip of the wine, which she holds in her mouth like liquid gold while she reads through what she has written. Then she swallows, lies to herself, and says, “I’m sure this is exactly what the lovely doctor wants to see.”


  Suddenly there is a loud rattle coming from the vent near the front door. This has happened for the past five years every time the furnace kicks in. It has been five years since her then seventeen-year-old daughter accidentally bashed the vent when she was showing her friend a karate move that went bad.


  This memory does not anger Kit, even as she remembers how she wanted to kick Sarah’s own rear end for bending the damn thing. Sarah had just finished her third karate class and was showing off even though she was a total novice. Back then was she really that angry, or was she happy? Did she yell all the time or just some of the time? Has she turned out like her mother, her aunts, her sad grandmother? And why, why has she always been so hard on, so overprotective of, the daughter she absolutely loves more than life itself?


  Even with the old furnace rumbling in the basement, it’s too quiet for Kit to find comfort. She grew up with noise and boys and constant yelling and some absolutely stunning fights. Her friends, of course, loved to come visit, because the house was loaded with dark-haired Italian boys who learned how to flirt from their father. In the Ferranti family, the hot-blooded Italian thing was a constant reality.


  Kit drains all but one tiny ounce of wine from her glass when she thinks about her father. This, she admits, might be a lovely anger fertilizer. So much for happy-face time.


  “Asshole,” she whispers into her glass as she raises it to her lips and finishes it. “Thanks for turning your sons into jerks.”


  She looks down at the few words she has managed to write and wonders for a moment what it might be like if she were truthful, if she could dig that deep, if she took more than fifteen minutes to actually focus on happiness instead of anger. She shakes her head to chase away all those long-buried not-so-happy memories about her father.


  Kit hasn’t shared everything with Peter about the class. She can barely bring herself to recall his face when he came to pick her up from the police station. He tried quietly, and with nothing but support and love, to talk to her about anger issues, about their daughter, about her father, about the basket of family crap she had never allowed herself to empty.


  “Kit,” he pleaded, “there are things you need to think about. This one incident doesn’t mean you have figured this out and that it will never happen again.”


  “Shut up, Peter!” she shrieked, as he jumped back. “You don’t know everything. You don’t know what it was like for me growing up like that.”


  Peter, strong, supportive, and ever patient, dropped his hands to his side and his head followed. He stood looking at his feet as Kit continued to yell and her anger rose up as if she were an erupting volcano.


  And then Kit shut him out and he started working more and the phone never rang and her boss lied to her and her daughter said she probably would not make it home for Thanksgiving and maybe not Christmas and no one in her family was speaking to her and she had to attend a dumb-ass anger class with three other women who probably want to run away as much as she does. Where’s the happy in that, Dr. B.?


  Kit stretches out her hands on the table and lays her head down on top of them. She falls asleep like that, dreaming about four angry women pulling a U-Haul loaded with weapons down the interstate toward the western horizon.


  Hours later, it is close to sunrise when a horn from a car on the street beeps her awake, and she jumps and almost falls out of the kitchen chair. Her neck is stiff, and when she twists her head to get the knots out she sees another open wine bottle on the counter.


  This time she looks at the bottle and realizes that it is the same type of wine bottle she used to attack her brother. It’s an Italian red, of course, and simply holding the bottle makes her take a huge step backward. She can see her brother’s face the night she attacked him, feel his hand on her arm, his breath pushing against her skin.


  At almost the exact moment that Kit opens up the back door and flings the bottle into the backyard, which makes her very, very happy, Jane, who is on her way to retrieve the newspaper from the front step, remembers she has not written one thing in the mandatory “everything is beautiful” log.


  “Damn it,” she says, slamming the front door and going back inside. “Homework. I forgot all about it, and it’s due tonight.”


  “What?”


  Derrick is filling up his travel mug with coffee and preparing to dash out the door. He’s dressed in a gorgeous black wool suit and he’s picked an off-green tie that makes his hazel eyes glow.


  “I remembered something I’m supposed to do for the meeting tonight,” she tells him, throwing the paper on the table. “That’s all.”


  Jane looks like a frumpy housewife. Her hair is flat on one side, she hasn’t put on makeup, and her bright pink and fluffy bathrobe makes her look like a wild bird.


  “That doesn’t make you mad, does it?” Derrick says, with a half grin.


  “Very funny,” Jane says, looking at Derrick with a gaze of pure affection.


  “Well, does it make you mad?”


  “That’s what I’m not supposed to write about. It’s a happy-girl journal.”


  Derrick is almost out the door before he dares to say, “The unhappy stuff could fill up a book. We’d never have enough paper anyway.” He ducks playfully, as if Jane might throw a punch.


  Before Jane can throw something at him, Derrick closes the door and jumps into his car. He used to kiss her goodbye. Sometimes, especially when he thought she was ovulating, he’d grab her and drag her back upstairs, ravish her wherever they fell, and he’d be late for work. Even when she was so busy selling real estate she could hardly blink, Jane often found the time to make something for breakfast, even if it was just toast, so they could have a few moments together.


  When did that all end? When did they become roommates instead of lovers? When was the last time she bothered to get dressed the way she used to when she actually had someplace to go in the morning? Will he someday be able to forgive her?


  “Look at me,” she whines, filling her own coffee mug and searching for something to write on that might resemble a happiness journal, whatever in the hell that might be.


  She rummages through the tidy built-in desk drawer at the far side of the kitchen until she unearths an old appointment book with a competitor’s logo on it. “Bastards,” she snarls, walking to the table.


  Writing about happiness is about as appealing as fishing or cleaning her own house or bumping into a former colleague. Jane taps her pen over and over while her shoulder dances until she thinks she might dent the table. She wonders what in the hell the hippie doctor expects. Who keeps a frigging happy log?


  She would like to stick the entire class—log, battered child abuser, the chick in scrubs, and wild Kit—right where the sun does not shine, but she figures it’s just a game. A game she has to win in order to get what’s left of her life back.


  She knows that she could cooperate. She could lie down, roll over, and see what happens. Just yesterday she managed to have a normal and very sweet conversation with the little paper-delivery girl. It was a child, and she was even nice to her! Just like the YWCA assignment. Maybe it’s just that every other thing is going to drive her nuts. Maybe eventually this will all end and everything will fall back into place. Maybe.


  Jane grabs the pen, yanks her cellphone out of her bathrobe pocket, looks at her calendar, and starts the journal on the very day Dr. Bayer sent the email telling her to do it. This is easier than she thought. She makes it up as she goes along and is feeling very clever:


  
    
      
        Sept. 26—Husband says he loves me.
      

    

  


  
    
      
        Sept. 28—Old clients call who might be wanting to find a new house.
      

    

  


  
    
      
        Sept. 29—A stress-free day with no interruptions.
      

    

  


  Jane takes a break for some coffee, and because she has absolutely no idea what to write next. Maybe there will be something in the paper that makes her happy and she can lie about it. Jesus. Keeping track of happiness?


  Jane makes it to page three before she gets seriously upset. Before she can even finish the article about how the power in real estate has shifted so much into the hands of the bankers, she rips the paper into shreds with her hands so that it could only be used to start a small fire or as confetti.


  “Fuck you, Dr. Bayer,” she says only seconds after she carries the tiny pieces of paper to the front porch and shoots them into the sky.


  While Jane has been tearing up the newspaper, Leah Hetzer is on a city bus, passing through the outer edges of the old Greek neighborhood not so far from downtown Chicago on her way to the employment office. She has already gotten her children ready for school, washed all the dishes in the shelter kitchen, had a private talk with her counselor, like she does every morning, and is just now remembering that she hasn’t written one thing for her journal assignment.


  The happiness assignment! Leah is devastated. She so wants to charge through this anger class to prove to Dr. Bayer, her counselor at the shelter, and mostly to herself that she can get through this, that she is not an evil woman, that she will never, ever hurt her children again.


  “Leah!” she says to herself. “What is wrong with you? This was so simple.”


  The bus rattles to a stop, it seems, on every block. While at least a dozen people file in, she tries hard to think what she could jot down about what makes her feel good if she had paper.


  The one thing that pushes into her mind full force, and that she so wishes she could write down, is herself. When she allows herself to think about it, Leah is disappointed in herself. The years she hesitated, put her life on hold, couldn’t seem to be bold and take a risk. That makes her sad, but maybe sadness is a step toward happiness? Leah has been working through some of those issues with her counselor, and she feels as if she’s been slowly opening Pandora’s box.


  What is going to jump out next? Her mother? Her father? The years they abandoned her when she needed them the most? The wrong choices? Her sham of a marriage? The hundreds of desires she has never cashed in? And Dr. B. wants happy?


  An elderly woman waddles toward her, gripping the seats with her hand until she flops into one of them and lets out a breath that speaks for itself. Leah’s response is instinctive, kind, generous.


  “Are you okay?” she asks the woman.


  “Oh dear, yes. Thank you. I’m just fine. My hips are shot. Take care of your hips, sweetheart.”


  Leah smiles and promises that she will. Is this what she will look like when she grows old? Will she have lines wrapping the edges of her entire face? Will her hips hurt? Now that she isn’t going to be beaten to death in an abusive relationship, will she grow to be an old, open, honest woman, too?


  The woman notices Leah staring. “Is everything okay, dear?”


  There is something so lovely about the energy of this elderly woman that Leah is tempted to shift her own hips, drop her head into this woman’s lap, and tell her every single detail of her life story. She imagines this woman has a few stories of her own to tell. She has most likely lived through the Great Depression, the loss of a spouse, her best friends, perhaps even a child. The veins in her hands look like vines descending past her wrists and disappearing into the sleeves of her worn green jacket. Who loves this woman? Why is no one driving her to where she wants to go? Why is she on the bus?


  Leah forgets about herself, which is what she always does. She thinks about this woman and her tired hips and how hard it must have been for her to make the first step and then walk down the aisle. She imagines the woman is en route to the drugstore to pick up some medicine and this simple trip will exhaust her so that she will spend the rest of the day in bed. What can Leah do?


  “I’m fine, yes, I’m fine, but what about you?”


  The woman smiles and then ushers a small laugh through her ill-fitting dentures. “Aren’t you sweet! You have such very kind eyes. Has anyone ever told you that? Your soul is dancing right there next to your pupils.”


  Leah is taken aback. She opens her eyes even wider.


  The woman leans in, touches her gently on the arm, so that Leah can feel how soft and warm her skin is.


  “You have had a hard life. I can tell. Don’t worry, honey. It’s all going to be okay.”


  The bus lurches to yet another stop, and before Leah can utter a word or move to help her, the woman hoists herself up and disappears.


  Leah’s heart is pounding. She feels as if she has just received an unexpected gift. And she has one thing she can now write in her assignment book.


  When she turns her head to look out the window, tears are streaming down her face and it looks as if it’s snowing on the front porch of the house the bus is passing. Either that or a wild-looking woman in a lovely, thick flamingo-pink bathrobe is throwing tiny pieces of newspaper into the air while she stands on her front porch step and screams.
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  Writing It Down at Dinner


  Buffy Vandeis lives in one of those gorgeous, restored, terribly expensive town houses close to downtown Chicago that were once tenement homes for the Polish and German immigrants who made Chicago the multicultural city it remains to this day. Olivia can’t believe she has such a dear friend who lives in such a remarkable place. She also can’t believe she has a friend named Buffy.


  Phyllis, of course, adores Buffy. Buffy always cooks something that smells terrific when they come over for dinner and when Phyllis sidles up to her after they eat when Livie and Buffy sit on the couch, Buffy picks her up and puts her next to her.


  On the couch!


  Phyllis is on the couch right now, looking across at Livie, who shakes her head every time Phyllis winks at her. And Phyllis is totally winking at her. I’m on the couch. I’m on the couch. And Buffy loves me more than you do!


  The couch is a lovely shade of pale green, and smooth, but all Phyllis cares about is how her hips and shoulders feel when she leans against Buffy and then dips her head onto the edge of the cushion. She could spend forever right here.


  Livie feels pretty much the same way. Buffy married up, divorced much higher than up, and she’s been Livie’s closest friend for more than twenty years. Buffy is the woman Livie thinks about when she counsels someone who doesn’t have a friend and needs one very badly. Buffy is her emotional anchor, a retired psychologist, one of only two people in the entire world who know her better than she knows herself, and she’s a hell of a lot of fun.


  Buffy has been trying to get Livie to spring loose from her job for years. She wants to take her to Paris and rafting, but Olivia wouldn’t go camping if the end of the world were near, and foreign travel is not on her dream list.


  “You, my sweet darling, look exhausted,” Buffy says, stroking Phyllis.


  “You would be exhausted, too, if you had these four women facing you tomorrow night. And, besides that, I have no idea what I’m doing. At least that’s what it feels like.”


  Buffy moves her right hand across her body as if she’s shooing a fly off her own face. “This wouldn’t happen if you would have quit while you were ahead.”


  “Up yours, honey,” Livie jokes, laughing lightly.


  “Talk to me. Where are you?” Buffy leans forward and puts her elbows on her knees.


  “I’ve done everything I’ve always wanted to do. Focusing not on the anger but on what should be coming next. Instead of the anger logs I usually make people keep, I’m making them write down what makes them happy.”


  “Ah, the write-it-down therapy. I can see them now, sitting around their tables making up lies.” Buffy relaxes and sits up.


  “It eventually works,” Livie explains, pointing a finger at her friend. “You know that. These women have dipped away from honesty for so long it’s going to take a while. These are special clients. Not your run-of-the-mill badasses, anyway.”


  “Be careful now, dear. I can almost imagine who they are and what they look like.”


  Admittedly, Olivia sometimes crosses the line when she talks to Buffy about her clients. But Buffy, with her silk suits, glorious peeled face, and Ph.D. mind, has never betrayed her.


  She has seen Livie through the beginning and end of so many groups like this that she could step in and run them herself. Well, maybe not this one. Still, she has seen her friend through things that were much more savage. But Buffy knows what Livie has on the line.


  “Still confident, sweetie?”


  “I’ve seen some progress and I’m bringing them back in again tomorrow,” she tells Buffy. “But who knows? This is all my bright idea and I’m not about to back up now.”


  “You’ve sure as hell talked about doing a group like this long enough,” Buffy says, closing her eyes and trying hard to remember exactly how long they have been talking about new ways to treat angry people. “I’m actually a little jealous.”


  “Seriously?” Olivia opens her eyes as wide as they can go and stares at her friend.


  “Honest,” Buffy admits. “I doubt if there’s a therapist alive who hasn’t thought he or she could do things better. Think about it. Half the books we use were written in the Dark Ages.”


  “No kidding!” Olivia laughs. “Thank God I threw all my damn books away!”


  “If anyone can change the world and the way people think it’s you, Livie,” Buffy says with admiration and affection in her voice. “You’ve always been remarkable at what you do.”


  Phyllis’s eyes are beginning to droop. The three of them—meaning Buffy, Livie, and Phyllis—had a hearty beef stew for dinner. It’s a miracle that Phyllis didn’t get to sit at the table and drink her own glass of wine. The scent of the stew still lingers in the house, and these are the moments that keep Phyllis and Livie young. The soft hand, the cushion, Olivia sitting with her feet up—and that smell!


  “Tell me,” Buffy says as Phyllis begins to fall asleep. “Do you think you can pull this off?”


  Olivia hesitates for a moment. She knows that in the quiet of the night the human heart wrings itself out and stands in front of a mirror to examine possibilities, potential, and, yes, failings. The power of the self, the ability to try something, give it your all, then accept what does or doesn’t happen has been the center of most of her life. She has always had to try.


  “In a way I feel as if these broads, and I use that term loosely right now, are a gift to me, Buffy. It’s one hell of a challenge. The answer to your question is yes. I think I can change the system, or, at the very least, show that there is more than one way to handle group sessions.”


  “That’s my girl!”


  Phyllis shifts and wakes up when Buffy uncrosses her legs. Please don’t stop talking! Please let us stay a while longer!


  It’s still early evening and Olivia feels the same way Phyllis does. She loves the view of the city from the kitchen, the graceful calm Buffy brings to her life, and she loves that Buffy won’t let her get away with a thing.


  “One more drink?” Buffy asks, knowing she’s having one no matter what Livie says.


  “I took a taxi. And you know what?”


  “What, darling?”


  “I’m starting to get sick of moderation.”


  “Thank Jesus. This has only taken, what? Twenty years?”


  Phyllis hears the ice go into the glass after Buffy gets up and she lifts her head, turns it just a little bit, and, swear to God, winks at Olivia as if to say, “Thanks! I love this fabulous couch.”
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  Touching the Edge of Dreams


  In the pouring rain the Franklin Building, with its dark brick façade, dim exterior lights, and side-street location, is a better fit for a Halloween house of horrors than for an anger-management class.


  Kit is holding her jacket above her head, as if it is a makeshift umbrella, and running down the sidewalk as fast as she can. There was rain in the morning forecast, but she’s been living for years with the ridiculous notion that if you ignore the weather it will just go away. She suddenly wonders how many other things she has ignored that she probably shouldn’t have.


  She shakes herself off like a wet dog before she enters the building. There are wads of paper in the entryway hall, an overflowing garbage can, and a collection of used coffee cups sitting on every visible ledge.


  “Budget cuts and slobs coming to court-mandated meetings,” she grumbles as she decides to try her luck with the old elevator while she kicks a discarded brown paper bag with her left foot.


  Something besides the way the building looks makes Kit uneasy. She’s not thrilled to be coming back to another meeting with her fake happy-face log tucked into her purse. Even though she has nothing to do but apply for graphic-arts jobs she knows she probably won’t get, Kit would rather be anywhere but standing in front of an antique elevator that will take her to a meeting that will probably embarrass her. Who knows what they will do tonight? Carve old pumpkins?


  “Crap,” she says, putting her ear to the door to see if the elevator is coming, going, or has fallen halfway to hell.


  When the door suddenly springs open and she sees Jane and Grace standing inside, looking as if they have just seen a ghost, Kit is paralyzed.


  “Are you getting in or what?” Jane snaps, totally avoiding eye contact. “We were almost to the damn third floor when you must have pushed the button.”


  Grace gives Jane a look, then sticks out her hand so the door won’t close.


  “Come on in, Kit. We should probably all take the stairs, because this thing sounds like an old tank,” Grace warns.


  Kit steps in and says, “Maybe we’ll get stuck in here and won’t have to go to the damn meeting.”


  “That would be an unbelievable dream come true,” Jane agrees, laughing as she steps back to make room for Kit.


  It takes so long for the door to close after Grace pushes the button again that all three of them wonder if it indeed might have been better to attack the stairs.


  The elevator lurches, and the sound of a chain dragging against metal makes them all raise their eyes.


  “Is this a good idea?” Kit wants to know as she braces herself against the side of the elevator.


  “It did this before, too,” Grace says, trying to reassure herself and Kit. “The inspection notice here on the wall is current. I thought using the dark stairs would be just as dangerous as getting on this thing.”


  “Well, this is just great for me,” Jane whines. “Being scared doesn’t make me happy. This is not a good sign for tonight’s meeting.”


  The elevator is moving so slowly that Kit is now certain they will all be late.


  She takes comfort in their shared misery. “Did you two do the happy-log thing for tonight?”


  Jane snorts. “What a crock that was. I couldn’t believe it when I got the email. I mean, really!”


  “But did you do it?” Grace asks as the chain continues to bump and grind.


  “I wrote a few things down. That’s all she’s getting from me. Did either of you keep a log?”


  Grace and Kit look at each other and do not say a word.


  Jane, who appears to get irritated by simply breathing, asks again.


  “Sort of,” Grace finally replies. “It’s not something I really think about, or have time for, but I get her point. It’s just one more thing to have to do and worry about, and I have enough of that.”


  Jane and Grace look at Kit.


  “I wrote in mine, but not like she wanted me to,” Kit admits. “Grace is right. It’s not the worst idea—it’s just, well, hard in a way, and I for one do not care if I have to lie about it.”


  “Good girl,” Jane says, smiling.


  “Do you think Leah kept a log?” Grace has thought about Leah more than a few times this week. Kit has wondered about her once or twice also, and Jane has done everything possible not to think about her.


  “I couldn’t believe it when she walked into the room,” Jane says.


  “Why?” Kit wants to know, although she realizes she could easily guess at Jane’s answer.


  “She lives in a shelter, for God’s sake,” Jane responds with more than a hint of disgust in her voice. “She’s well, hell, you know—she’s not like us. My mother would say she’s from the other side of the tracks.”


  The word mother causes Kit’s heart to skip a beat. Her mother would have slapped Jane openhanded on the cheek three times by now, because Jane obviously thinks she’s better than Leah, and maybe Grace and Kit, too. Her mother, who raised a house full of boys and lived with a man who thought he was king, put up with a lot, ignored a lot, swept a lot under the table, but she would have paid someone to go after Leah’s husband with a shotgun, two knives, and her Mafia in-laws. Her mother would also never, ever, in a million years, believe that her only daughter, her Agnes, would be standing in an ancient elevator with two other women who got caught with their weapons drawn.


  Ellington County Anger-Management Class. Sweet Mother of God. How did this happen to me?


  Kit looks at Jane and says, “So?”


  Grace is praying that the elevator makes it to the third floor. She has already decided that she’s going to get a small folding knife for her purse and take the stairs to class next week. Maybe she’ll get some Mace, or brass knuckles, or hire a bodyguard—and it won’t be just for the dark stairway. It will be to protect her from her fellow classmates.


  “I know what you mean, Jane,” she agrees, raising her hands in a peacekeeping gesture. “But I’m guessing Kit doesn’t think it’s fair to judge Leah. We really don’t know much about her. You never know a person’s whole story until they tell it. Don’t you think we all have secrets, too?”


  Jane looks appalled. Did these women fall on their heads when they were babies? Did they not see how Leah was dressed and what her face looked like? And secrets? She would never dare to open up her heart to these women, to tell them how lonely and alone she feels, how she lies on the couch and makes believe she’s sitting on her mother’s lap, how sometimes she imagines she’s just like them.


  Before Jane can say anything, Kit speaks up. “You know, we really don’t know each other at all.”


  She wants to say more. She wants to say that Jane looks like a high-class hooker and someone else that she can’t quite identify, and that Grace could be dropped into any suburban neighborhood in America and blend in like an additional stop sign. A part of her wants to agree with Jane and say yes, Leah is white trash and probably got beat up when she was living in the last legal trailer park in Illinois. She wants to hit the stop button and freeze them between floors two and three so that they don’t have to go into the meeting. Maybe she really does want happy and not all this damn angst.


  But Kit also can’t stop thinking about her mother and how even though she’s now dead Kit has totally let her down. And she has let herself down, too. All this anger and loss and yearning have sent her backward instead of forward and she feels as if there is nothing to hold her in place.


  “We at least look like normal women,” Jane fires back as the elevator lumbers toward the third floor. “And, before you say anything else, I know that looks aren’t everything and we aren’t supposed to judge a book by its cover and whatever else happens when we are prejudging others. But really. Think about it.”


  What Grace and Kit think about is that they’re all prejudging one another. It’s fairly obvious that the tension between them is razor-sharp. And you don’t have to have a degree in psychology to figure out why. How easy is it to transfer your own angst, hurt, and fear to someone else? It takes the heat off you and holds the spotlight over someone else’s head. They should all be looking into a mirror instead of into one another’s eyes.


  But they remain silent until Grace can’t stand it any longer. She has to talk and she’d rather talk about anyone but herself, and she feels bad that poor Leah isn’t trapped in the elevator with them to defend herself.


  “Hey, doesn’t Dr. Bayer remind you of an old hippie who probably protested the Vietnam War braless while smoking marijuana without her shoes on?”


  Imagining Dr. Bayer walking through the mud at Woodstock with hairy legs makes them all start laughing as the elevator lurches and then begins to drop into place. The movement of the door against the ancient steel glider it sits on sounds like the door of a dungeon creaking open.


  “I think, especially on Tuesday nights like this, we’re not just riding in a dungeon but living in one, too,” Kit suggests, laughing as the elevator door screeches open.


  Finally, here is one thing they can agree on and their combined laughter rolls down the hall a few seconds before they do, and when the three of them walk into the room they’re startled to see that Leah is already there and she’s apparently having an intimate conversation with Dr. Bayer.


  Dr. Bayer looks up and smiles. “Well, it sounds as if you’re all in a good mood tonight.”


  Leah is already here? She’s having a private conversation with Dr. Bayer? Is Dr. Bayer playing favorites?


  Grace, Kit, and Jane walk in wordlessly, half nod to Leah, who silently waves with her left hand, and Dr. Bayer groans internally, straightens up, and prepares to do battle. Apparently the girls weren’t happy about being happy.


  Battle is not what a therapist usually thinks about as a tactical maneuver at the start of an experimental group session. Occasionally some group members will be inappropriate. There will be flirting, or someone will constantly be late. Sometimes she will notice lewd gestures or smirking that intimidates other group members. Several times Dr. Bayer has had to bring along a fellow therapist, usually a burly weightlifting psychologist who can scare even the hardest criminals. He enters the room, Dr. Bayer introduces him, and then he stands at the door in a short-sleeved shirt with his arms crossed, constantly flexing his biceps.


  When Dr. Bayer interned following her postgraduate work, she chose to focus on women in prison. She designed a remarkable program for female inmates who were mothers and who wanted to maintain that role even though they were incarcerated. She worked with murderers, career felons, women so accustomed to the hard edges of life that at first glance it would seem impossible to discover even a hint of emotion.


  But Dr. Olivia Bayer was dauntless and rarely gave up on any of the inmates enrolled in her classes and therapy sessions. When she thinks of someone hard, someone whom everyone else had given up on, the person who comes to mind is an inmate named Denise, who turned to prostitution in order to support her two sons. That led to drug addiction, because she couldn’t stand to look at herself in the mirror. The addiction led to AIDS, and then Denise robbed a small grocery store to feed her habit and her sons.


  Dr. Bayer wouldn’t give up, even as Denise refused to let her sons visit her in prison, and showed no remorse for what she had to do to survive. Finally, a month before her death, Denise understood what her life choices had done, not just to her but also to her sons. There is always another way was, and remains, Dr. Bayer’s mantra. When Denise received permission to leave prison and die in a hospice, she was reunited with her sons, who have stayed in touch with Dr. Bayer for thirty years. One of the sons owns a furniture store and is a city alderman, and the other son became a dentist and runs a monthly clinic for impoverished inner-city children.


  Dr. Bayer thought about Denise on her drive to tonight’s meeting. Leah and the other three women have so much at stake—every single one of them—and she so needs them to see the importance of letting go of the moment in the past that holds them in place. All this lingering on the anger and holding on to it is like refusing to bury the dead dog. Olivia nearly laughs. This group might want to stuff the dead dog and keep it around! She’d love to throw them all in a locked detention room for two days without food or water. When and if they turned inward and looked around she might consider letting them out. Their responses, and what she has seen of their writings, have been superficial. They must try and work harder.


  That is why Dr. Bayer is poised to do battle tonight. Olivia knows that once you lose the lead, once the people in the chairs think they have you right where they want you, think they have outsmarted you, you may as well hoist the white flag and get the hell out of sight.


  Grace Collins, Jane Castoria, Kit Ferranti, and Leah Hetzer have come to spar with a five-star general. They should look a lot more frightened than they do.


  Dr. Bayer starts out slowly. She watches the women as she speaks, asks to see the assignment, does not bother to look at them when Grace, Jane, and Kit hold them up, because she’s certain the women have been lying about what’s inside. They don’t look very happy, but that’s okay. This process can’t complete itself overnight—look how long it took these four women to get here. When Leah admits that she didn’t write in her log, Dr. Bayer, much to the shameful delight of the other three women, is curt and to the point.


  “Let me make myself clear, Leah,” Dr. Bayer explains sternly. “Writing down what makes you happy is not an elective project. It is mandatory. To get out of this class and get on with your life in a positive manner, you must do it. Understand?”


  “Yes,” Leah says timidly. “I’m sorry. It won’t happen again.”


  Dr. Bayer sees a yard of relief over all their faces when she next says they’re going to talk about something else this week. She tells the women to put down their notebooks but asks them to remind her to look at them later.


  Right, everyone but Leah thinks. Maybe the day after hell freezes over.


  “Sometimes in order to focus on the birth of anger it is important to take a step back,” Dr. Bayer explains, sitting straight in her chair with her feet planted firmly on the floor. “Anger, when used properly, can be a healthy emotion, a way of releasing tension, but only if it is appropriate. Everyone gets angry, but it’s what you do with the anger, how you express it, that is obviously the difference between women in an anger-management class and the women who are not here tonight.”


  Dr. Bayer is very serious, and she has raised her voice a few decibels so that there is no question she’s in charge. It’s totally business tonight.


  When she continues to explain the importance of keeping anger in its proper place, Dr. Bayer can see that Jane is clearly agitated by her lecture. She keeps talking and is just starting to explain how anger can be used constructively when Jane interrupts.


  It took approximately eight minutes. Eight minutes of sitting quietly and, hopefully, listening before Jane reached her limit.


  “Can you give us an example of a good use of anger?” Jane asks, expecting everyone to believe that she can’t answer the question herself.


  “You tell us,” Dr. Bayer responds. “Or I can continue without interruption.”


  Everyone has noticed that the kind and gentle Dr. Bayer has taken a backseat this evening. And her serious tone of voice, the way she sits without moving, has forced them to examine her from head to toe. Their minds wander as she speaks, and at least they can focus on what this doctor woman looks like. All of the women, even Leah, have been visually exploring every inch of Dr. Bayer’s body as she speaks. This week she has a pair of ruby-red glasses resting on her nose. The glasses make her lively blue eyes stand out even more than they did last week. She has the perfect hair, gray streaks intertwined with dark brown strands that fall loosely around the gorgeous flawless skin on her face that would make most women jealous.


  Even with her scruffy brown clogs, which look as if they have been around for at least three decades, matching cotton slacks and jacket with a simple white blouse that is so grandma-like and probably has an elastic waistband, Dr. Bayer is quite lovely.


  There are long laugh lines gliding from the corners of her eyes, she has great teeth, and with her luminous skin it’s impossible to tell how old she is. Late fifties? Could she be in her sixties? Weeks ago she seemed older, but tonight, while she is really being examined, the women think they may have underestimated everything about this woman—not just her age.


  Dr. Bayer wears a simple gold watch on her right wrist and a delicate gold band with a beautiful piece of inlaid turquoise in the center on her left-hand ring finger. It’s the kind of ring a woman might buy for herself, but it’s also the kind of ring someone who knows you are an old, funky, hippie-like woman and loves you for that, and a million other reasons, might give you.


  Is Dr. Bayer married? Does she have children? Where does she live? What does she do when she isn’t trying to save the weary hearts, souls, minds, and bodies of the world?


  It’s clear to Dr. Bayer from the bobbing heads and the way the women’s eyes are roaming all over her that she might as well be speaking in tongues. They are looking at her, but they aren’t listening. She continues talking for a few more moments and then throws them all off track by clapping her hands. Her cognitive lecture has gone into four ears and has apparently gotten lost somewhere inside these loopy women’s brains.


  The women all snap to attention when they hear her clap. Dr. Bayer decides that she must try and frighten them into an honest and open place.


  “Before we have you read something out loud from your journals, I’d like to ask each one of you to tell us something about yourself that might be a surprise. It can be anything. Something you love, a lost dream, a remarkable memory, anything at all.”


  The women look startled. This is not what they expected her to say next. Everyone but Leah was scrambling to remember the bogus accounts of happiness that Dr. Bayer was threatening to make them read out loud. There’s obviously a game plan tucked away inside the good doctor’s mind. But this honesty and openness she’s now requiring? How to get around that? How to outmaneuver the captain of this ship?


  Dr. Bayer waits. Oh, she loves this part of class, where she can feel them thinking and shaking a little bit and wondering what they can unearth to share that won’t embarrass the hell out of them but will get them through this wretched moment!


  She lets a very long minute pass, and then says, “Anyone, please.”


  And Kit speaks, and she surprises herself by doing so.


  “I imagine we all have dreams that we stopped chasing or that fell away when we ignored them,” Kit says as she wiggles to the edge of her chair, arms on her legs, eyes planted on the floor in front of her. “When I have a serious dream, I’m always onstage. A real stage. And I’m performing.”


  Dr. Bayer is so happy she feels if she lets go she might start sobbing. No one moves, including Kit. She looks as if she is in the middle of her dream right this moment.


  “What are you performing?” Dr. Bayer asks gently.


  Kit hesitates and for good reason. These women are not Girl Scout leaders. She can’t even believe she’s talking like this. What is wrong with her? It’s been a long, long time since she had one of the dreams she’s talking about, and longer since she has shared anything intimate or personal with anyone besides Ronnie. And that was only because of Dr. Bayer. Kit has talked many times to the kitchen sink, the two cardinals that refuse to leave each winter and live in the backyard, her neighbor’s dog, and the cellphone she has in her purse but hates to use.


  Now that Kit is speaking about her forgotten dream, she realizes that the months she lost while she was her mother’s caregiver seemed to have drawn a curtain through what few personal relationships she has managed to maintain during the past how many years? How long has she been so dreamless and friendless? How long has she been so alone?


  Kit does not want to share those thoughts with this group of strangers. She isn’t certain she wants to share them with anyone, herself included. But now what? Why in the name of God did she have to say something?


  “Kit, are you okay?”


  Kit hears the gentle voice of Dr. Bayer and is glad that the terse Dr. Bayer has temporarily departed. She looks up and manages a half smile, and she’s embarrassed. This is an emotion that has been parked in neutral for a very long time. Kit is so uncomfortable she’s sweating, as if her menopause had been resurrected.


  “Sure,” she lies. “I was just thinking that you would all laugh at me if I told you that I’ve always wanted to do stand-up comedy.”


  “Seriously?” Leah asks, almost as softly as Dr. Bayer.


  Grace and Jane start laughing.


  “See how funny I am,” Kit says, beginning to laugh herself. She can’t believe she shared that bit of news, either. What is going on today? And how could Dr. Bayer have known to send her to that comedy club if she could barely remember this lost dream herself?


  “I can see it,” Dr. Bayer tells Kit. “You have a certain way and attitude about you. How long have you been dreaming about this?”


  “It’s a pretty old dream, but something I still think about when I’m not trying to kill one of my brothers or dodge angry women on my way to this class,” Kit tells her with a half smile. “I was the only girl in an Italian family that also included four brothers. The material is endless.”


  “I can see where it would be,” Dr. Bayer responds.


  “You could use wine bottles for props,” Jane suggests seriously. “That might be really funny.”


  “If I ever get out of this class,” Kit says, equally serious.


  “I get the dream thing, though,” Jane adds without prompting. “Stand-up comedy has its place. Some of those people are hilarious. There’s something about performing that gets me. My big dream was to be a dancer. I lived for it. I must have taken more dance lessons than any kid in this entire state.”


  Jane is lost for a moment in one of the few lovely childhood memories she carries with her. She begged her mother to let her take dance lessons when she was a little girl and one day, as if it were Christmas, her mother picked her up from school and took her to her first dance class. She was as astonished as she was joyful, even when her mother brushed her aside when she tried to hug her in thanks.


  Kit immediately figures the dancing fetish and Jane’s penchant for high heels that can be used as weapons make sense. She has never been able to figure out how dancers can do loop-the-loops while wearing shoes that should be outlawed. Perhaps Jane’s shoe addiction started with her dance classes.


  “Why didn’t you keep dancing?” Dr. Bayer asks.


  Jane shrugs it off, which usually means there’s an important reason or event behind the shrugging that might help uncover something else that’s terribly important.


  “Dreams die,” she says flatly, refusing to admit that her parents forced her to stop. Dancing, after all, was not a substantial or sustainable profession. “That’s why. It’s part of life.”


  “That’s not really true,” Leah says quickly and with great emotion. “You can’t believe that. Dreams are what keep some of us alive. They don’t have to die. Someone, please agree with me!”


  Leah looks almost desperate. She has buried so many of her dreams, and now that a few are about to break through the earth she must believe that anything is possible. She has been struggling with that idea, with the thought that she can have and be and do what her heart desires. Surely these women, older and supposedly wiser, can tell her that all dreams do not die!


  Jane would love to walk over and get right in Leah’s face. “Grow up,” she’d yell. “Look at yourself, for heaven’s sake. Screw dreams.” But she just looks at Leah in disbelief and clenches her jaw. This kid has a lot to learn. Jane’s compassion has totally disappeared. Why, oh why, can’t she connect with these women? She feels as if she has just had thirteen cups of coffee. She’s longing to run from the room, longing to get to the safety of her car, longing to stand on top of her chair and scream.


  Grace is the one who speaks next. She uncrosses her legs, sits back, and looks at Leah with nothing but kindness in her eyes before she speaks.


  “You’re right, Leah,” she says. “Dreams are important. I know just what Kit is talking about. My whole life, even now, I’ve wanted to be a singer. I used to think about it all the time. I should have put that on my happy list. I could have done it too, once, a long time ago. I sang in high school, had the lead in all the musicals, and had a chance to go to college and study with some amazing people—”


  She stops suddenly. Her face closes, and it looks as if she’s just woken up and realized that she’s standing naked in the middle of a bus terminal. She hasn’t talked about this for such a long time. She can’t even remember the last time she sang in the car, the shower, while walking up the back steps of the hospital. But she wants Leah to know that everyone has dreams and that it’s okay. Leah looks so alone, someone has to help her, keep her from falling over.


  “You’re kidding, right?” Jane sneers. She can’t stop herself. One part of her, a very tiny part, is aghast at what she has said, and the other part, the pushy, always-has-to-be-perfect part, seems to win every round.


  “Really?” Kit says with more than a hint of surprise in her voice, too, and without waiting for Grace to answer. “A singer?”


  Grace is absolutely horrified. How can everyone here be so cruel? She takes one look at Jane, then turns to look at Kit. Her heart is pounding, she can feel the blood pumping to her head about a hundred miles an hour, and she’s utterly embarrassed and hurt. Why did she share something so personal? Tears start to run down her cheeks. She picks up her purse, pushes back her chair, and runs from the room so quickly that no one has a chance to get up.


  Dr. Bayer closes her eyes, counts to ten very slowly, and wonders if anyone has ever thrown a metal chair through the glass window at the back of the room. So much for the happiness theory. These women would cause a vat of sugar to go sour.
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  The Intervention Convention


  There is no way Phyllis is getting off the bed to waltz into the living room tonight. Olivia could be surrounded by a pile of soup bones, a slice of raw steak, and those meaty, fat-laced treats she sometimes brings home from one of those silly doggie shops that people who think their pets are human frequent.


  One thing about Phyllis that sets her apart from other spoiled animals is that she knows her place. She doesn’t jump on legs, scratch at the door, bark when she needs to be patient, or do any ridiculous pet tricks. She also knows when Olivia is not simply thinking and talking out loud but actually dancing on the edge of something important even if it may be confounding.


  Olivia heard Phyllis tiptoeing to the bedroom door about two hours ago while she was talking to her supervisor the day after class with her four experimental subjects. Tap, tap, tap, tap. Then Phyllis stopped and listened. What she heard was that raised tone of voice that was anything but sweet.


  “Of course I know,” Olivia was not so much saying as shouting. “I’m not a dumb-ass and yes, I know the risks, but those risks would be there if these women were in a traditional group setting as well.”


  There was a pause, but Phyllis stood her ground.


  “Of course I will call Grace. I planned to do that anyway, and yes, if she needs me to I will meet with her alone and see if I can get her through this.”


  That sounds a little nicer, but Phyllis is no fool. Besides that, even from this far away, and so close to the ground, Phyllis can see that Olivia does not have on her dark bathrobe. She is also sitting on the very edge of the big chair, and not nestled against the back so she can lean over, drop her arm, and then run her sweet fingers up and down Phyllis’s lanky spine.


  There is a very long pause. Olivia is listening and Phyllis, once again, remains hopeful, but at this point skepticism rules the night.


  “Damn it!” Olivia exclaims. “Don’t you think I know that! Of course I will not make it about me! What the hell! It’s Dr. Bayer you’re talking to now and not your old friend Livie.”


  That’s it. There was not a shit in that conversation, but Phyllis can tell that it might be a while before Olivia settles down, grabs all those folders, and plops in the big, soft chair the way she should be plopped right this minute. She doesn’t bother to growl in disappointment when she turns and walks back toward the bed.


  Olivia listens impatiently, her right foot moving rapidly up and down, and then agrees that she will file a report first thing in the morning. She already has a plan for the following week that she is certain will work.


  “I know what’s on the line,” she says forcefully. “At some point, darling friend and sublime superior, you have to hope that after all these years I know what I’m doing. I have a plan. Believe in me the way I believe in these women, please.”


  Olivia’s voice is softer now and Phyllis lifts her head for a moment, but then she hears the dreaded word, “shit,” when the phone hits the table next to the chair.


  If dogs really do have a secret language like the stuff that has been displayed for countless generations in Walt Disney movies, then a dog like Phyllis could be an interpreter for the dumb, deaf, and blind canines of the world. Before Olivia rescued her from a shelter, Phyllis thought her name was Shit. That’s all a very round and mean man called her until she was swept away by a caring neighbor. It took Olivia a while to figure it out, even though Phyllis tried to tell her by cocking her head sideways and walking backward every time Olivia said the horrid s word. Ten years later, when Phyllis has gotten past all that—even without group dog therapy—Olivia hates herself when she forgets and says it.


  “I’m sorry, Phyllis,” she yells toward the bedroom. “This is big stuff. I’ve got my hands full.”


  Olivia leans forward and mouths the word shit again very quietly into her hands, while tapping both feet. Sometimes there is nothing like a silly swear word to help her move to point B.


  Point B, in this case, is a phone call to Grace, who would not answer her earlier calls. Point A has already been accomplished. Point A being her professional ability not to reach across the chairs last night and strangle first Jane, then Kit, and then, for good measure, the silent one—Leah.


  “What in the world are you thinking, Jane?” Olivia asked this while she was gripping her notebook so hard that her fingers cramped up. Then, without hesitating, she turned to Kit and added, “After what you shared with us, and how accepting everyone was of your dream, is there a reason you reacted that way?”


  Leah, of course, responded first.


  “She was obviously telling us something special, maybe even sacred,” Leah said. “We should all have been more sensitive. I feel just terrible.”


  Well, Olivia thought at the time, that makes one of you.


  “Jane? Kit?”


  “It just seemed odd, that’s all,” Jane said. “Does she look like a singer?”


  “Do you think you look like a dancer?” Olivia asked her.


  Jane appeared a tad pained by that question, and shrugged.


  “I feel terrible, too, and I’m sure Jane does also,” Kit said, taking it upon herself to save Jane’s rear end. “I suppose the reason some of us ended up here is because we say the first thing that comes into our mind and we don’t think about how someone else might feel when they hear what we have to say.”


  Bingo! Olivia thought joyfully. That’s something a second grader knows before the first day of school, but at least it’s something. She hopes Jane is listening.


  “What should we do?” Kit wanted to know. “Should I try and stop her from leaving?”


  “I think she needs to be alone,” Dr. Bayer told them. “I will make certain she is okay as soon as I dismiss you.”


  “Someone should put tape over my mouth,” Jane admitted. “I didn’t mean to hurt her feelings. I’m sorry, too.”


  “She needs to know that, and she needs to know it as soon as possible. When you leave, before you do anything, and the moment you get home, you all need to email her a note and copy me on it. It’s called an apology.”


  Olivia reminded them that she had sent a message to everyone about writing down things that made them happy and that they could get email addresses from that. Will they ever get the point of being happy?


  “I don’t have my own computer,” Leah reminded Dr. Bayer. “I can email on the one in the meeting room when they unlock it in the morning.”


  “That’s fine, Leah,” Olivia told her, wondering if the other two women realized how absolutely easy some parts of their lives must be compared with Leah’s.


  There was no sense in continuing the meeting after that, and Olivia reminded them how important it was to put this behind them once they’d sent their emails, and that they should keep writing in their logs. It might seem ridiculous, but Dr. Bayer was determined to make certain they looked in front of them and not behind them all the time.


  After the three women left quietly, Olivia sat in her hard metal chair for a good ten minutes before calling the janitor to let him know that she would be leaving the building, slumped toward her car in the dark, and drove home. It’s time to try and talk to Grace again.


  Phyllis hears Olivia get up and walk to the kitchen. She walks fast and then spins on her heels and heads back to her chair too quickly to have grabbed a dog treat. Phyllis stays put.


  Olivia sits back down and riffles through her files until she finds the one with the blue dot. She flips through it quickly, wishes at this point that she knew more about Grace and her life and heart than she does. Then she dials Grace’s number.


  It is after 7 P.M. when Grace’s personal cellphone vibrates on her office desk at the hospital, and before she looks at it Grace says a silent prayer that it’s not either of her daughters. They call when they’re in trouble, want something, or have an urge to share with her all her failings as a mother, provider, and human being.


  She sees that the call is from Dr. Bayer and her first instinct is to put the phone inside her file drawer, close it, and run from the office. That, she quickly realizes, would simply prolong the pain.


  “Hello, Dr. Bayer,” Grace says the moment she accepts the call.


  “How are you, Grace?”


  Grace hesitates. How she is is frantically busy, pissed off, exhausted, worried, and about four hundred other adjectives. Dr. Bayer’s voice is gentle and kind, and Grace is tempted to fall right into her. Now, she decides, is probably not the best time to do that.


  “I’m at work, Dr. Bayer, and I’m fine,” she says softly, still wishing she could take a step closer to honesty.


  “Can you give me a few minutes, please?”


  Grace knows that she can’t stop this; she knows that she has so many balls in the air that if she pauses or looks away her entire life will come to a halt. Her singing admission during the anger class opened up a wound so old, so deep, so hurtful that she could barely drive home. She is not ready to go there, but she knows that she must talk to Dr. Bayer. This is not a choice.


  “Of course,” Grace finally agrees. “Unfortunately, we are on overload here and I may have to go help out, but until then we can talk.”


  “Talk,” Dr. Bayer quickly finds out, means only about certain topics. The singing revelation is not one of those topics; neither is much else. Grace assures her that she simply overreacted and was tired during the meeting. Dr. Bayer knows that she’s lying, but she’s more interested in making certain Grace comes to the next meeting than she is in dealing with the underlying issue that sent Grace running from the room.


  “I know I should have stayed,” Grace says. “It was silly.”


  “The good thing is that you didn’t get angry at the meeting. You did the right thing.”


  “I was just hurt. It’s crushing to open up and then have someone step on you.”


  Dr. Bayer knows that all four of the women in her controversial Tuesday-night group are poised for change—if they choose to accept it, if they want it, if they understand what they can gain and how their lives will open up. And, especially, how damn much they have to lose if they don’t. She is absolutely certain they want to reclaim their lives or re-create new ones. The great Dr. B. can sense it. Stubborn women, herself included, love to learn the hard way.


  Leah, she is certain, is ready to get to that place and there is something about Grace that makes Dr. Bayer think she is ready to go there also. Jane and Kit are battling for third and fourth place, but Dr. Bayer refuses to settle for anything less than one hundred percent with these women.


  Sometimes when she closes her eyes, or when she’s having the same kind of day every person in the world has now and then, all Dr. Bayer can see are the faces of the women and men who have failed no matter how hard she has tried.


  It’s as if they have their own channel inside her mind that gets switched on when she’s feeling like a failure herself.


  The suicides, all four of them, haunt her the most. Three women and one man who were already in severe mental anguish when they came to her for help. There were other women who were forced to give up their children; men who never showed up again and simply disappeared, and were probably roaming the backroads or some half-deserted highway; both men and women who repeated their mistakes and were sent away so they could spend the next thirty years trying to figure out why.


  Dr. Bayer is no fool. She knows that saving everyone is an impossibility. But her heart sometimes rises up and interferes. There have been many days when she thought she should have been a damned dermatologist, or maybe tried harder to have a life of her own. Here is yet another evening and she’s alone, with Phyllis, of course, and she’s still working.


  Dr. Bayer also knows that if she had to do it all over again she’d still slip on the same shoes every morning. It’s who she is and who she has been for a very long time.


  “You know it’s okay to be upset now and then,” she tells Grace. “I’d be angry if someone slapped my dream upside the head. And, if I could get any of you to cooperate, we’d get to alternative forms of anger expression.”


  “We are pretty surly, I agree.” Grace manages a smile as she talks.


  “Grace, you know you have to come back to class. Whatever it is, you have to face it and fix it.”


  “It would be easier to run away, don’t you think?”


  “It’s never easier to run away. I know, because I tried that once myself,” Dr. Bayer admits, sharing something personal so that, hopefully, Grace will do the same.


  “You?” Grace mocks surprise. “I find that hard to believe.”


  “You work in the medical field. I bet you could diagnose half my clients, and probably half the people you work with could be in this same class.”


  “Sure, but they aren’t. They didn’t get caught being angry. I did.”


  “Sometimes getting caught is a real blessing.”


  Right. Grace needs this kind of blessing like she needs her menstrual cycles to start again. This will all go away eventually. The class will end. She’ll do what she has to do to get Dr. Bayer to sign the little piece of paper freeing her. Her daughter will surely graduate and go away to college. The other daughter will grow out of this lesbian, gay, whatever in the hell phase she’s in. One day she will figure out what in the world to do with Evan, the good-looking accountant who wants to take her out to dinner. The day after that, she will open the front door and there will be a bag of money on the step and a one-way ticket to Paris resting on top of it.


  “Listen, Dr. Bayer, I have to go. Forget about the singing-dream thing and me rushing from class like a big baby. It’s no big deal. I have a lot on my mind. I’m going to try harder. The happiness thing makes sense, really it does.”


  Olivia wants to believe Grace. If only she and her classmates knew how easy it was to move through this and focus on the positive. Maybe she will have to trip them all in order for them to make that leap. After all, if a person is in midair she will either fall or put a foot out and land safely.


  “You know that if you want to talk or need me you can call.”


  “I understand, Dr. Bayer. Thank you. And…”


  “What is it, Grace?”


  “I just wanted to tell you that I’ve been carrying my needlepoint around.” Then Grace hangs up before Olivia can say another word.


  Damn it, Olivia thinks, setting the phone back on the table. Damn it and alleluia! It’s a night of mixed blessings.


  Much, much later, when Phyllis wakes to the sound of ice cubes dropping into a glass and the slap of Olivia’s slippers moving through the kitchen, she shakes quickly, jumps off the bed, and groans softly when she hits the floor and her brittle hips bounce.


  Olivia’s hand is on Phyllis so fast that Phyllis jerks a little bit, and Olivia says, “Sorry, girl.”


  Then Olivia makes another call. Phyllis can tell this is a good call. She often talks into the phone like this late at night, and so softly that Phyllis thinks Olivia is sitting there talking to her.


  “Darling, I know, I know,” Olivia whispers to her sweetheart. “Can you be patient just a little bit longer?”


  Phyllis hears the glass being moved off the table while Olivia is listening.


  “I’m not sure how long this will take. It’s a hard question to answer. You know it’s an anger-management class. Court-ordered.”


  There’s another pause. When Olivia isn’t drinking, she pets Phyllis. Phyllis wishes she’d get off the phone.


  “They aren’t like that, not at all. I told you what I’m trying to do. I just can’t get them all to budge at the same time. And, yes, I know I’m out on a limb and this may not be the time to do it, but there I am, and it’s gotten kind of windy but I’m hanging on, sweetie. I’m your Livie. You know I have to try.”


  The last thing Olivia says is “I love you, too”, and Phyllis understands the word love. It’s what makes her tail wag when she hears the key in the door.


  Lots of quiet time passes and then, without warning, Olivia gets up and walks back to the kitchen. Phyllis is beyond startled to hear more ice cubes falling into the glass, but then she feels the fingers again and she melts into her soft bed.


  The next time Phyllis wakes up is when she hears the empty glass hitting the table next to Olivia’s chair.


  This rarely happens, and now Phyllis decides that she needs to go outside for a moment.


  Olivia is not upset when Phyllis gets up and goes to stand by the door. She opens up the door and, fortified by the whiskey—two glasses, which is highly unusual on a weeknight unless she’s with Buffy—she doesn’t bother to put on a jacket over her well-worn navy terry-cloth bathrobe.


  Phyllis has her little go-to-the-third-tree-stop-to-make-certain-Olivia-is-there-eight-times routine down to less than ten minutes. Olivia stays on the front step and waits.


  It’s chilly for October, and even as the air makes her shudder and the stars are out in full force, Olivia can’t stop thinking about her conversation with Grace and how she needs to stay with it, work harder herself, try new things. But what?


  Her ankles are starting to get cold, but Phyllis must not be rushed or she’ll have to do this again in about three hours.


  One of the reasons Olivia has always loved living this close to the heart of the city is that she can hear it beating—trains, cars, horns, factory engines—without having to be too close. She also gets to have a tiny yard for Phyllis, and those all-important trees. Just as she is thinking she will go to bed without a bright idea, something drastic to shake up her Tuesday-night class, Olivia is startled by the sound of either a car backfiring or a gunshot.


  Phyllis hears it, too, and stops where she is. No one had better hurt Olivia or there will be hell to pay! Phyllis instinctively barks at the noise.


  When Phyllis runs back, without having bothered to take care of her business, she is relieved in another way to see Olivia standing where she left her and smiling wildly.


  “I’ve got it,” Olivia says, reaching into her pocket for one of those tiny biscuits that taste like fresh gravy. “To hell with caution. I know I have to get these women on their own adventures and interacting in a setting that isn’t so restrictive.”


  Phyllis has no idea what’s going on. She can’t believe her good fortune and eats the biscuit slowly, wondering if that loud noise will come back so that she can get another treat.


  Two point nine hours later, when she finally does her business by the tree, Phyllis is just as happy, because Olivia doesn’t scold her for not going to the bathroom earlier.


  Whatever it is that’s happening is very exciting and new. That’s what Phyllis thinks. Olivia isn’t as sure as she was when the idea first cataspulted into her mind, but to hell with that. She’s going to do it anyway.


  “I’m taking them to places outside the ugly old county building, and who knows if I’m right or wrong,” Olivia says as Phyllis’s attempt at getting a second biscuit fails. “But I have to do it. I have to try.”


  Phyllis just wants to get back on the warm bed. Sometimes Olivia makes absolutely no sense.


  No sense at all.
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  The Black Dot


  Leah’s days have turned into an unexpected pattern that rarely varies, and she’s amazed at how quickly she has fallen into its predictable arms. Just as one of her housemates suggested, her fears, the constant looking over her shoulder, the way she jumped when a door slammed, a window banged, or anyone raised her voice—all those reactions have ever so slowly diminished.


  During the occasional few moments of the day when she has time to stand in one spot, Leah realizes that her old life—surely not the memories that often drag her down like fifty-pound anchors—becomes smaller and smaller when she turns around to look at it.


  Her own nightmares have begun to fade, and as she watches her children fall asleep each night she can tell that they fall asleep faster and stay asleep longer each day. All good signs. During the past weekend, when Jessie was busy drawing in the living room, Leah peeked over her shoulder and asked her what she was working on.


  “It’s a new picture of our family, Mama,” Jessie shared, holding the picture up for Leah to see.


  Leah was astounded. Her daughter had drawn a picture of her brother, herself, and her mother. There was no daddy in the drawing.


  “That’s lovely,” she managed to say, her throat tightening.


  “Mrs. Harrison, who talks to me about all the bad things, said it’s okay for just us to be a family now.”


  “She’s right, honey. We are a family, and we will always be a family.”


  “Mama?”


  “What, sweetie?”


  “Can we stay here forever? I like it here.”


  Leah closed her eyes and wondered what to say. Even though she was mostly happy, there were still moments when she wanted to stop right where she was standing, lie down, have someone cover her with a blanket, and then wake her up when all the hard stuff was over. And there would still be plenty of hard stuff.


  She finally told her daughter that they would stay where they were for a while and not to worry about anything. “It’s all going to be just fine, my little warrior. Just fine.”


  Leah knows some people—Jane, for sure—would wonder how she could be so happy with so little. She has no car, no savings or checking account, no computer. Her children have three sets of clothing, one tiny box of toys, and they share two bicycles with the other ten children who live at the shelter.


  Now, when she is standing in the front hallway waiting for her children to get off the bus, she feels absolutely rich. There is not one thing Leah Hetzer takes for granted, and for several weeks she has felt safer each day. There is always food to eat, there are locks on the windows, an alarm system, women who would do anything to help her, and she’s taking tentative steps to try to recapture the one dream she has allowed herself to hold on to all these years: a normal life for her children.


  Everyone at the shelter always seems busy. There’s a group session every morning, when the women discuss pretty much whatever they want. All the women have a job at the shelter, even the children, and Leah refuses to surrender her position in the kitchen. Once her children leave for school, Leah runs errands or takes the bus to the employment office. She’s still the newest member of this little community and the only woman who is not yet working outside the shelter.


  Three times a week she meets with her own counselor, who keeps warning her that she needs to slow down. “Some of our women have been here for eight months, Leah,” her counselor advised. “You need time to settle, to adjust, to examine every angle of your life. You still have tons of issues to deal with. Slow down so you don’t trip.”


  Slow down! Leah wants to run as fast as she can. She wants to get a job, go back to school, find an apartment, make new friends, stand in the window of her own kitchen and watch leaves twirl, snow fall, rain dance. There are other dreams to uncover and surely new ones to nurture, but for now Leah is trying to regain her grace, make amends, listen to whoever cares to share thoughts and time with her.


  And sometimes the waiting and the necessary patience frustrates her.


  Leah steps outside to wait for her son and daughter on the front steps and doesn’t realize that Sherry, the woman who has been giving her useful advice, is talking to someone on the short path that leads to the sidewalk.


  It looks as if it’s Sherry’s mother.


  Leah doesn’t know if she should go back inside the house or stay where she is. The two women don’t see her, and they are obviously mother and daughter. They are both standing with their hands on their hips in the exact same spots. They have matching features and almost identical dark hair, although the mother’s hair is streaked with gray.


  And they are having an argument.


  “You have no idea what it’s been like, Mother,” Sherry is saying through her teeth.


  “I warned you. I did. But you never listen. You’ve never listened to me.”


  “This is not the time or place. This is not what I need to hear now. Go away. Go away!” Sherry has raised her hands and looks as if she is going to shove her mother out of the way.


  Leah reacts instinctually. She jumps from the small porch and screams, “Stop it! Just stop it!”


  Sherry turns and faces her, and there is fire in her eyes.


  “What the hell are you doing, Leah?”


  “She’s your mother. Don’t hurt her.”


  “This is none of your damn business!”


  Sherry takes a step closer to Leah, and Leah raises her hand without thinking. Just then her counselor, Joyce, comes out of the house and shouts, “Leah! Back off!”


  Leah drops her hand and immediately goes pale.


  “Go into the house, Leah,” Joyce orders. “Sherry, you stay.”


  Leah obeys as Joyce touches her arm and whispers into her ear.


  “Sometimes walking away is the best thing to do,” Joyce tells her. “You’ve lived in fear and the self-protection mode a very long time, and not everyone who raises their voice is going to be violent. You must pause. Use this as a learning tool, not as a setback.”


  Later, when the house is quiet, Leah slips out of bed, walks to the lone window in her room, raises the curtain, and looks into the dark heart of the night. And she weeps while she also looks into the blackness of a part of her heart that she has avoided for a very long time. When she finishes, much, much later, Leah holds up her hands and sees that in spite of the dishwater her fingernails aren’t chipped and her hands look lovely.


  She smiles and turns her back on the darkness, and searches for a bright room so that she can write about what will truly make her happy.
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  The Blue Dot


  Grace is pretty damn sure that her L5 is about ready to slip south and cripple her. Her back is killing her. The stabbing pain has lodged itself just above her left hip and she’s been sitting on an ice pack for the past twenty minutes and wishing she had smuggled a bottle of vodka into her desk drawer.


  And wouldn’t that cause a new ripple in her half-dead life. She can see it now: Angry nursing supervisor already attending anger-management class caught slurping vodka while signing off on patient medications.


  It’s closing in on 7 P.M. and Grace is exhausted. Three people called in sick, God knows what Kelli is up to, her back aches, her feet ache—every part of her body aches—and the headache that lately never seems to go away is dancing across her temples. At least the dance is not a full-blown rumba yet. There’s one for the good guys.


  Evan had slipped into her office with a steaming cup of really good coffee, and that was at least a few minutes of relief and encouragement.


  “Grace, you know you’re really good at what you do,” he said smiling, as he handed her the coffee.


  “Really?”


  That smile always makes Grace’s knees weak. “Oh, Grace! You help so many people, and I know you love what you do.”


  He was right, but sometimes it’s hard for Grace to remember the sense of accomplishment and satisfaction she often gets after a hard day’s work.


  No one would ever call Grace Collins a slacker, except probably Grace Collins. She’s able to see her life only in bits and pieces, and she refuses to acknowledge the miles she has under her belt. She works hard and, in spite of her misgivings, has managed to keep her house, stay on top of most of her duties as a mother, and rise through the ranks because she is a gifted nurse.


  And she’s pretty much gotten to this exact spot alone. Her parents all but disowned her when she divorced, and she has always felt as if she were running to catch a bus that has just left without her.


  Her days are managed and outlined by her work schedule. The one blessing is that as a supervisor she can work the first shift because she is the top of the totem pole, with tenure, and because she has an advanced degree. But she doesn’t even consider that. She does consider the extra shifts she tries to pick up to help cover her attorney’s fee and the Tuesday-night class and the fact that Kelli is mostly useless and she has to handle most of the household chores herself.


  Her mother would have a major fit if she saw Kelli’s room or the kitchen at this very moment. It’s not as if Her Highness would drop in, what with her and Grace’s father being out of the country again, but the one time her parents did drop in unexpectedly it launched three months of such verbal abuse that Grace considered going into hiding.


  “How can you live like that?” her mother exclaimed, after they found the house in what she thought was a shambles. Her father remained silent, which was mostly normal.


  “Like what?” Grace was coming off a second-shift emergency assignment, both her daughters had decided they were allergic to washing machines, vacuum cleaners, and brooms, and she was barely making ends meet.


  “The beds weren’t made. There were dishes in the sink. Your kitchen floor was disgusting. I did not raise you that way.”


  Grace wanted to reach through the phone and slap her mother really, really hard. Instead, she calmly told her off.


  “This is my reality show, Mother dearest. I work fifty hours a week. No one helps me. I am a single mother. I just put myself through graduate school one frigging class at a time. My daughters are not in jail. They eat and sleep and have clothes. I’m sorry I’m not the beauty queen you wanted who married a rich banker. Get over it.”


  The only good thing that came out of that conversation was that her mother didn’t speak to her for two months. Two lovely, angst-free, serene months.


  Some things never change, Grace reminds herself, finally closing her file folders, turning off the light, and not so much walking as sliding out the door.


  When she finally pulls into the garage, the first thing she notices is that Kelli hasn’t bothered to set out the garbage for tomorrow morning’s pickup. It smells like dead cats and dogs, and there are at least five bags seeping into the already filthy garage floor.


  She can hear some loud and absolutely ridiculous rap music playing before she even pulls open the door that leads into the kitchen. She’s been trying hard for months to hear something besides “I wanna hump you” every time Kelli has her iPod stoked to the max.


  When she walks into the house, Grace is already five speeds beyond overdrive. Hungry, thirsty, exhausted, and, in a qualifying round for a six-week spa vacation from her life, the last thing she needs is to see the remains of Kelli’s previous three meals on every counter in the kitchen.


  She snaps.


  Grace drops her bag, hobbles down the hall in her old white work clogs that should be out in the garage with the rest of the garbage, and pounds on Kelli’s door.


  “What?” Kelli yells from behind the door.


  “Get out here. Now!”


  Grace thinks she hears “fuck you,” but she isn’t sure if it’s Kelli or the asshole on the iPod. It really doesn’t matter. She’s absolutely fried.


  Kelli pulls open the door and her jaw is set, the music is still blaring, and from what Grace can see it looks as if a car has driven through the room.


  There’s a moment when either one of them could back down. Grace could be an adult and say something like “Hi, I’m home,” or Kelli could be an almost-adult and say, “Mom, I didn’t hear you. Hi.” But instead Grace goes to the place she always goes, and it isn’t pretty.


  “What the hell? You didn’t do the garbage. The kitchen. Your room. It looks like a pigsty in here, and I just worked twelve hours.”


  “I was just going to do it.”


  “I bet.” Grace sprays, so that Kelli has to brush her mother’s spit off her face.


  “You have no idea what I do so you can have a roof over your head, clothes, that damn music blaring. You could care less.”


  “Mom, seriously, chill,” Kelli says, backing up, a line of fear beginning to parade across her eyes.


  “I’ll chill. Someday. I’ve had it. I have just had it.”


  Grace turns to leave, but not before she sees that Kelli has started to cry. She turns away. Ashamed, and now even more exhausted, she storms into her own bedroom.


  “What is wrong with me?” Grace whimpers into her hands, with her eyes closed.


  When she opens them, she sees the notes of happiness she has been working on for Dr. Bayer. She bends down, touches the few pieces of paper, and then turns to run and find Kelli. And when Kelli falls into her arms and Grace apologizes, she knows exactly what she will write as soon as she gets back to her room.
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  The Green Dot


  Kit is alone so much of the time that she has started talking to herself. The conversations are more like quiet mumblings. She supposes that this is what happens to lots of people when their lives are thrown up into the air and then land in a million different places or get stuck on the ceiling fan.


  “Geeze,” she says, wiping off the kitchen counter for the third time that morning. “How did I ever have time to do anything when I worked and had a real life?”


  Kit hates how her days have dissolved into a boring routine that revolves around the three main events in her life: Peter coming and going, the next mysterious assignment from Dr. Bayer, and a potential phone call from her faraway daughter.


  She hasn’t so much been living during the past few months as existing, and she’s been lying through her teeth to her husband about what she does all day. She tells him she’s looking for work, making calls, taking care of things that she’s never had time to take care of before, but mostly she’s not doing any of that.


  Mostly she’s playing around on the computer, sleeping too much, eating junk food, watching daytime television, and fertilizing her paranoia by ignoring anything that might help her move in a positive direction. She’s too embarrassed about what she’s done to call any of her friends.


  One glance around the kitchen, which never really has a chance to get cluttered or dirty because Peter has been working so much and their daughter—well, who knows when they will see her again. Sarah’s off living her own dream, but Kit can’t help but think her temper and her possessiveness have helped drive her only child away.


  “It’s normal for a grown daughter to leave home, Kit,” Peter has told her at least twenty times. “Stop being so hard on yourself. You’re bad, baby, but not that bad.”


  Kit stands in front of the refrigerator for a moment and tries to remember the last time she had a conversation with Peter that lasted longer than ten minutes. A meal together? Was it two weeks ago? Three?


  Kit does think about Ronnie and how reconnecting has added something wonderful to her life. There’s that and her new comedy-club pal, Val. But there’s only so much relationship energy right now, and she’s thinking she needs all that energy for herself. And what if she really is just an angry middle-aged woman who’s a bad friend?


  Kit pushes herself away from the refrigerator and wonders if something has possessed her. Maybe some evil person cast a spell on her and made her angry and overreactive all the time. Maybe it’s the tail end of menopause biting her in the ass and then swimming up through her mouth.


  During these long and always quiet mornings, Kit can’t even imagine what she’s going to do the rest of the day. She decides to head back upstairs and make the bed, maybe clean out the bathroom sink. Boy, that will be a pretty exciting morning.


  She makes it as far as Sarah’s bedroom door when she is struck with such a pang of loneliness and aloneness that she staggers just a bit. “Oh, Sarah,” she whispers into her hands.


  Even though she has promised herself over and over that she won’t call her daughter, that she will let Sarah be, let her live her life, let her come home when she’s ready, Kit walks down to her bedroom and picks up the telephone beside the bed.


  Next to the bed just in case Sarah calls at night. Just in case she needs her mother.


  Kit dials and her call immediately goes into voice mail.


  “It’s your mom. Just checking.”


  She hangs up.


  Then she dials again.


  “I mean, you could call. Sometime. Just a call.”


  The house is so quiet that Kit can hear the people next door talking in the kitchen, which faces her bedroom. People talking and living and enjoying each other. Isn’t that just absolutely wonderful?


  Kit stands for a second to look out the window. She keeps the phone in her hand. The neighbors probably hate her the way everyone else hates her. Sarah must really hate her. Peter always told her during Sarah’s teenage years that she was too hard, too overprotective. Too everything.


  But isn’t that what a mother is supposed to do? Isn’t a mother supposed to make sure that her daughter is never harmed, that her daughter is safe and protected? No matter what? No matter who?


  Kit suddenly wishes she had a private assignment from Dr. Bayer. Maybe that woman would have her bake a cake or go sing to the monkeys at the zoo, anything but sit in this room with a phone in her hand feeling sorry for herself yet again. Kit looks at the phone and then sets it down. Dr. Bayer would be appalled. She should be appalled.


  Forget about Jesus. What would Dr. Bayer tell her to do?


  There’s the happy-face log, but something has to happen before she can write in it.


  Kit starts bouncing on the bed as if she’s a bored little girl locked in her room. Well, why not bake a cake? She jumps up, forgets about the phone call, and within thirty minutes the entire kitchen looks as if a bomb went off. There is flour everywhere, and Kit is actually whistling.


  Then she takes a risk, boldly calls Val, and invites her over for coffee and cake, and can’t believe it when Val doesn’t even hesitate but says, “I’ll be right over.”
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  The Red Dot


  The one afternoon Jane dares to sit down in the living room and turn on the television, it’s like National I Love My Girlfriend Day. This female-friendship thing has gotten way out of hand. Every talk show she flips to has some woman or a group of women talking about girlfriend getaways, shopping trips, the helping hands of sisterhood. It’s like a flipping lovefest.


  Jane was feeling pretty snappy until she took a break from job searching, real-estate comparisons, and online browsing of the latest winter fashions that she could no longer afford to buy. She was even drinking tea, which didn’t taste half bad.


  Is this what the world has come to? All this junk on television, with even the male talk-show hosts who have to jump in and talk about how they wish they had the wonderful kinds of relationships their wives had with their girlfriends? What is wrong with these idiots? Guys want boyfriends like girlfriends?


  “Grow up,” she snarls, switching channels and looking into her teacup.


  Jane wonders what her mother would think of her sipping tea in the afternoon while still wearing her pajamas and one of Derrick’s old bathrobes. She has taken to wearing as few clothes, and changing as seldom as is humanly possible to save on dry-cleaning costs. When she had to dismiss the young woman who came to do her wash, clean, and stock the refrigerator—pretty much everything most other women do all the time—it was as if she had to learn how to function as a domestic adult again.


  Washing dishes, sweeping the floor, changing sheets, washing clothes and ironing, for the love of God! The first time Derrick caught her in the bathroom on her hands and knees, he laughed. Laughed!


  “I’m trying to remember if I’ve ever seen you do this,” he snorted, bending over.


  “This is funny?” Jane said, staying on her knees.


  “Well, I usually see you in high heels and carrying a leather briefcase. This is a new side of you I never knew existed.”


  Jane dipped her rag into the bucket, made sure it was soaked in ammonia water, and threw it at his face. She had a good aim.


  Derrick screamed, dropped to his knees, and begged her for some water. “I can’t see! My eyes are burning!”


  After she cleaned him up, unsmiling and still pissed, he never said another word. Actually, he rarely speaks to her at all lately. Jane doesn’t feel as if she should or has to apologize for being edgy, for feeling like a failure, for being jealous of his success. Like he would scrub the floors if he lost his job. Right.


  She finally can’t stand it any longer, pushes the off button, and then sits with her empty teacup in her silent living room wondering what in the world she’s going to do next. She’s sick of the computer, and the only thing on her schedule for days and days is yet another Tuesday-night anger meeting or another hike in the woods or trip to the YWCA. Who knows what that Dr. B. woman will make her do next.


  When the phone buzzes and she answers it, without checking to see who it is, she is immediately sorry.


  “Jane, is that you? It’s Kathy Hanon. Remember me? From that real-estate class years and years ago?”


  Jane slams her coffee cup down on the table, closes her yes, and almost wishes she were scrubbing the bathroom floor. Did Kathy get the girlfriend memo? What the hell?


  “It’s me,” she snaps.


  “I’m so glad you have the same number after all these years. How are you?”


  Jane wants to snort into the phone. Wouldn’t that be special? Wouldn’t it be special if she told this woman how she really is and what she’s wearing and what her life looks like right now? Kathy would love it.


  “I’m fine. Why are you calling?”


  Kathy hesitates for a second—she clearly expected a warmer welcome.


  “Jake and I are flying into Chicago for a convention and it made me think of you. That’s all.”


  Jake.


  The lively, tall, and terribly handsome man who was dating her beautiful co-worker named Kathy all those years ago. Kathy, who assumed that Jane was her friend and who was constantly boasting about Jake’s devotion and how she knew he was going to propose any day now. Jake, who had been so easy to seduce and who actually cried when he realized what a fool he had been to cheat with a woman who was clearly using him. A grown man crying!


  Jane didn’t want to cry, but she never, ever did anything like that again. She couldn’t bring herself to go to their wedding, never understood why Kathy kept trying to contact her, why she cared so much, why anyone in the entire world would even want to be in the same room with her, let alone be her friend.


  Jane barely knew the meaning of the word friend. She surely didn’t know how to be a friend, and it was hard for her to even imagine picking up the phone, like Kathy, and calling someone out of the blue like this, from so long ago, from those old days, from a time when she maybe was even worse than she is now.


  What would Kathy say or do if Jane told her? She can hear Kathy breathing and waiting for some kind of reply. Is she still thin and beautiful and smart? Is she still a top-seller with the best commercial company in the country?


  Jane wants to say something. She tries to open her mouth but has no idea where to start. How do you do this? She is half tempted to switch the television set back on, but instead she rises slowly, frantically looks around the living room for some kind of answer, and then she simply presses the end button on the phone.


  Then she tucks the cellphone under the couch and immediately feels absolutely empty and lost, which astounds her. What is happening to her? Damn that Dr. Bayer!


  Moments later, Jane finds herself upstairs rummaging through her underwear drawer. Then she pulls out the pine bough she found on the day of her hike, stands in the middle of the closet smelling it, and immediately feels much, much better.
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  A Shot in the Dark


  Leah was the first one to get the email. She waited her turn at the computer table, settled her son and daughter with a book, and eagerly logged in to check her messages.


  
    
      
        Dear Hopefully Happy Hearts,
      

    

  


  
    
      
        This week our meeting will not be held at the Franklin Building. Please meet at the regular time at 89 South Fourth Street in Boswell. Boswell is just south of Ellington, and you will be looking for a large blaze-orange (you can’t miss this even in the dark) metal building that is the second building on your right in the Boswell Industrial Park. Please wear tennis shoes, jeans, or sweatpants, a warm jacket, and some light gloves if you have a tendency to get cold easily.
      

    

  


  
    
      
        Kit, I am asking you to do me a big favor and swing by the shelter, five blocks from your house—I’m sure you know where it is, even if the location is a secret except in your neighborhood—and pick up Leah at 6:30. If you can’t do this, call me. Everyone else plan on being at the Boswell address at 7 P.M. As always, be on time. See you then. And, yes, you must bring your journals, and I expect them to be overflowing with moments of great joy!
      

    

  


  
    
      
        Very sincerely,
      

    

  


  
    
      
        Dr. Bayer
      

    

  


  Leah reads the email three times before she’s ready to relinquish her spot in front of the old computer. Where in the world were they going, and what were they going to do when they got there? Leah hates the fact that she has to ride with Kit. She doesn’t want to bother anyone or make anyone feel sorry for her. She was hoping for a private assignment. Trying to guess what’s going to happen next with Dr. Bayer is almost impossible. But in many ways this is not just about her.


  She turns before leaving the computer and quietly watches her son and daughter read. Aaron is barely past the little-boy stage, but at age eight he has already witnessed more than most adults. Jessie is two years older, and her dark, sad eyes tell a story that Leah has vowed to try to erase.


  She can’t look at her children without feeling a rush of emotion that can only be described as a mixture of pain and pleasure. She knows with all certainty that they are the single reason she remains alive, and during that horrific moment when she took all her own pain and lashed out with it at her children she had a clear vision of hell.


  All those years of pain, years when she would have given almost anything to have what the three other women in her anger class have and have probably taken for granted all their lives: a support system. At least one person you know who loves you for who you are at this very moment, and not for who he or she hopes you can become. A warm house. Safety. Clothes. A full stomach. One entire night of peaceful sleep. And dreams.


  Dreams.


  The thought too of her own dreams, once so vivid and possible, grip her at the very center of her heart and Leah hesitates for a moment, and turns back to the computer to keep herself from showing any emotion that may be perceived as negative. She must try harder, be stronger, listen more intently to Dr. Bayer and her own counselor, who has warned her to slow down.


  But there isn’t enough time for everything. There is never any time. Another woman is standing next to her, pushing softly but urgently on her arm. “Are you done, sister? Can I please use the computer?”


  Leah turns toward the woman, raises her head, manages to smile, and ushers her children back to the safety of their small room.


  Tuesday arrives and Kit is relieved when she pulls in front of the women’s shelter and sees that Leah is already waiting for her out front. While Leah walks to the car, Kit notices two children waving wildly from the window next to the door.


  “Are those your kids?” she asks when Leah gets into the car.


  Leah turns, sees them waving, and waves back.


  “Those are my babies, yes.”


  “They look adorable,” Kit says honestly, watching as the two children make monkey faces at their mother. “Do they know where you’re going?”


  “I don’t even know where I’m going. Do you know?”


  Kit laughs.


  “You know what I mean.”


  “I’m honest with them,” Leah responds, hooking her seat belt. “I told them I have to learn how to control myself, and that a wonderful doctor was helping me and three other women so we could become better people, better mothers.”


  Kit is taken aback. Even though she has spent more than a few hours questioning her own worth as a mother, she’s seeing a side of Leah that is powerful, more powerful and insightful, than anything in her own world. Leah is so much younger than she is and apparently so much smarter, at least about raising children. Sarah has probably thrown her cellphone into the ocean to keep her mother from calling her ten times a day.


  “I think it’s hopeless for me,” Kit says quietly as they head out of town toward their mystery destination. “My baby can make her own baby. I’m not sure we’re destined to be best friends. She lives on an island very far from Chicago.”


  “It’s never too late,” Leah says forcefully. “Your daughter is going to need you the rest of her life, Kit. I would have given anything, absolutely anything, to have a mother who loved me the way I love my children.”


  Kit suddenly feels as if someone has hit her in the back of her head with a hammer. She clams up. The wisdom of youth is overwhelming and very true.


  When Kit doesn’t respond, Leah turns to look out the window. Neither of the women says anything for several minutes. But Leah wants to keep talking.


  “Have you thought about where we might be going?”


  “It’s been driving me crazy.”


  “Me, too! This Dr. B. is something. I’m always a little on edge wondering what clues she’s going to send me next.”


  “It is pretty interesting in, well, a weird sort of way. I wouldn’t be surprised if we end up in a caged room after last week.”


  “It’s not easy sometimes to move forward, but Dr. Bayer’s smart. I don’t want to be the old Leah ever again.”


  Kit can only wonder what the rest of Leah’s story might be like. She does not want to ask her, does not want to get involved, does not want to know more than she already knows. That is what she tries to convince herself as they leave the city limits and head toward Boswell.


  The silence between them thickens. Leah realizes that Kit isn’t going to open up. Her life is probably filled with dozens of friends and relatives whom she can confide in. Why would she confide in Leah? Traffic thins out the farther they go, and finally Kit manages to ask Leah to help her look for the industrial park.


  “I don’t know you really,” Leah says suddenly to clear the air, as they spot the entrance to the industrial park and immediately see the blaze-orange building. “But I’m learning that it’s important to be happy and to have no regrets.”


  “I know that,” Kit snaps, feeling embarrassed by her own inadequacies.


  “I’m not a loser because I live in the shelter right now,” Leah says, eager to get out of the car, and assuming that Kit doesn’t like her because the conversation hasn’t exactly been nonstop.


  “I don’t think that.”


  “Yes, you do,” Leah fires back as Kit parks the car. “It feels like you all do. No one plans on moving into a shelter or being abused, for God’s sake. I see the way you all look at me. I’m not blind and I’m not stupid.”


  Kit reaches out to touch Leah on the arm. “I don’t think that way, Leah. I think we’re all scared. We might seem like big girls, but I have to tell you I feel like I’m still wearing training pants.”


  Leah giggles. She can picture Kit standing by the bathroom door in pink plastic underwear. “Really?”


  “Really.”


  “No matter what happens in there, let’s just have fun,” Kit suggests.


  “I’ve been thinking that might be a big part of everything anyway,” Leah shares as they get out of the car. “Either that or Dr. B. is a crazy nut.”


  “Let’s go for the fun.”


  As they walk toward the gaudy orange building, it dawns on Kit that Leah is wearing the same clothes she wore at the last meeting. Kit realizes that Leah probably has nothing else to wear. Does she work? Does she have anyone besides the missing mother to help her? Does she need help?


  “What is wrong with me?” Kit asks herself as Leah disappears into the building.


  Before she can turn the car back on and escape, Kit sees Grace, and then Jane, pull into the parking lot next to her car. One by one, and alone, the women walk toward the building. Even though they can clearly see each other no one says a word.


  As the women file into the building, they look up at almost the same moment and stare at a sign, shaped like a huge cannon, that hangs directly above the door. Apparently they are now entering something called Bob’s Home on the Range. Kit can hear Jane say, “You have got to be kidding me” as she steps into a large entryway.


  The dimly lit room has a concrete floor, a small desk, and a display case that stretches along the entire left side of the room.


  “Guns?” all four of the women say at the exact same time.


  “What is this place?” Jane asks, spinning in a circle.


  Just then Dr. Bayer walks into the room, trailed by a tall man with a neatly trimmed beard who is wearing a red-and-black checkered flannel shirt. Could this be Bob, and if it is Bob who in the world is he and what are they going to do with him?


  “I see everyone landed perfectly,” Dr. Bayer says, smiling. She’s wearing a green hooded sweatshirt, black jeans, and some very white tennis shoes. “Kit, thank you for picking up Leah.”


  “What is this place?” Jane asks, throwing her hands into the air.


  Dr. Bayer imagines that Jane was the kind of grade-school student who made her teachers question their chosen profession. She probably micromanaged the crayons, recess line, and organized students during hot lunch so she got to eat first.


  Jane, and her abrasive personality, intrigue Olivia for more than one reason. She is certainly irritating, and if she were not a client Dr. Bayer would probably run screaming from her immediately. But as a psychologist Dr. Bayer has always been fascinated by men and women who have an unyielding need to cloak their inadequacies in bravado, smart-ass comments, and what she calls “the first-in-line” syndrome.


  She’d love to get Jane in private therapy and work the hell out of her. There has to be more than one underlying reason why Jane acts, well, like Jane. Dr. Bayer assumes Ms. Jane has gotten away with bad behavior for a very long time. Where, oh where, does it spring from?


  Dr. Bayer also knows that if she doesn’t verbally kick Jane in the shins and get her to focus they’re both going to be in trouble.


  “Jane, I would love to tell you what this place is and why we’re here if only you’ll give me a chance,” Dr. Bayer says, with her hands on her hips.


  “Sor-ry!” Jane says sarcastically, and takes a step back.


  Dr. Bayer locks eyes with Jane and then introduces Bob to the women. He’s the owner and head instructor at Bob’s Home on the Range. Bob chuckles when Dr. Bayer says the name of his business.


  “Sorry about the name, ladies,” he says laughing. “I wanted to be a cowboy when I was a little boy and it turns out I’m terrified of horses. This is the only way I can get close to that dream.”


  Bob is a former Marine sharpshooter who also happens to be an orthopedic surgeon. Go figure. This information manages to give even Jane pause. She has no idea what to say. Bob looks like a guy who shoots guns.


  Leah is grinning. Kit is afraid to look at anyone.


  “Serious?” Grace wants to know. “Do you have privileges at Memorial Hospital? I work there. Don’t know if I’ve ever seen you.”


  “I’m a full professor at the medical college and only sit in on the most unusual and difficult cases,” he tells her.


  Kit can’t help herself. “I suppose that comes in handy in case anyone breaks a leg if their rifle backfires.”


  “Good one,” Dr. Bob chuckles. “Actually, this is like my big hobby house, but a lot of what happens here is serious. We train police officers and run weapons programs for various branches of the government. We do youth safety classes, and you might be surprised to learn that the women enrolled in our classes now outnumber the men.”


  “Self-defense?” Grace has several friends who have taken classes following near-violent attacks.


  Dr. Bob explains that some of the women come in so they can learn how to use a weapon for protection, but they also come in because shooting is a sport, a challenge, and something many of them were never allowed to do when they were growing up.


  Kit can relate to this. Her father never asked her if she wanted to learn how to shoot a gun, offered to take her hunting, or included her in the dozens of trips and male-bonding sessions that she would have loved to have attended.


  Her brothers would come home with lusty tales of late-night card games at their uncle’s northern Wisconsin cabin, tracking deer for hours through thick brush and across fields that had been dusted with snow, and target-practice sessions just before dusk against the back fence. She understood about male bonding, but she at least wanted to be asked and wasn’t thrilled to stay home and put up Christmas decorations while her brothers were having so damn much fun.


  The one time she was allowed to go trap shooting, and discovered that she had near-perfect aim and terrific hand-eye coordination that far surpassed her brothers’, was magical for her. She never let the boys forget what a great shot she was, and she was never asked to go along again. Her mother made certain of that.


  “It’s not just about lost chances, either,” Bob continues. “Using a weapon is also about control, managing yourself, knowing the correct procedures and the right moment to use what you’re holding in your hands. And here, for many of the men and women who come in, it’s also a great release. And, oh yes, it’s really a blast and that’s not meant as a pun.”


  Thankfully, everyone laughs, and Dr. Bayer is more than relieved.


  Dr. Bayer looks confident as she walks them toward a shooting range. It’s a long, narrow room with targets at the end of each row. There are marked lines not to cross when shooting and rules and safety glasses and a very long lesson from Bob about respecting weapons, even if they’re going to use simple pellet guns.


  Then Dr. Bob excuses himself in what is obviously a prearranged move, and Dr. Bayer walks in front of the women, who have been listening for a record fifteen minutes without interruption.


  Olivia wishes she could be honest and say that she has always wanted to bring a group here to work with Bob and she’s never done it because it’s obviously a huge risk. Anger-class students shooting guns? They could turn on her or on each other in a second. But these women need to interact with each other in a less formal setting. They need to let go, pull the trigger, try new things, and feel the damn wind in their hair—even if they’re indoors.


  She’d also love to tell them her own story, but that’s one slice of risk Dr. Bayer isn’t ready to take.


  Risk.


  She looks from one woman to the next and something weird happens. She decides to hell with the lesson on anger triggers. These women know what got them to this place. They really don’t need another lecture. She begins to speak, and she can’t believe what’s coming out of her big mouth.


  “Your big challenge today is to have fun,” she explains. “That’s it! Can you imagine such a thing?”


  Jane looks at Leah. Kit looks at Grace. Then they all look back at Dr. Bayer.


  “Seriously?” Kit asks. “Fun?”


  Dr. Bayer knows that if she laughs now these women, and Dr. Bob, will think she has lost her marbles, but she really does want to laugh. Wait until she tells Buffy! Instead, she simply nods, and then Bob comes back in with release forms for them to sign and she steps aside. She is just as eager as they are, but only to watch.


  Sometimes Olivia misses the sixties and seventies so much that her eyeteeth feel as if someone is hitting them with a hammer. She knows from her personal and professional experiences that people have indeed become less eager to trust and love one another. There was something magical and innocent and lovely about those years of love and peace and antiwar protests.


  Years when women like these would have all moved into a commune and treated each other as equals. Years when they might have worked through their anger issues with equal doses of love and support. Years when they would hold hands on the rise and attack life as a bonded unit and not as separate competitive entities.


  Dream on, oh hippie-at-heart counselor! Maybe everyone is right and Livie should have retired last year or the year before that. But maybe, just maybe, if she sticks with it she can put four more notches on her belt. Maybe there will be a miraculous breakthrough tonight, and these damned women will exceed their psychologist’s lofty and obviously experimental expectations.


  But right now, as she watches Leah first fumble with and then drop a rifle, and the other three women scream, Dr. Bayer isn’t sure of anything.


  “Jesus!” Jane screams.


  “The guns aren’t loaded, remember?” Bob tells them. “This is why we start out slow when people have never held or used a rifle before.”


  Dr. Bayer wonders what Leah was thinking about when the rifle slipped from her hands. Everyone else wonders what will happen when the weapon is loaded.


  Kit is apparently the only woman in the group who not only knows how to fire a rifle but who has more than a basic knowledge of all kinds of weapons. She’s looking at the rifles as if she wants to ask them out. Dr. Bayer can’t help but smile when it’s Kit’s turn to simply hold the weapon and point it at the target. Her demeanor changes from a slumped look of mild boredom to that of proud warrior.


  “Wow,” Jane says, admiring the way Kit handles the rifle. “You’re good at this.”


  “That makes one thing,” Kit responds.


  Leah looks up at her quickly, and then looks away.


  “You’ll get the hang of it,” Kit tells Jane. “It’s nothing to mess around with, but the few times I was able to shoot—well, it’s a kick and a half.”


  “My ex-husband was into this kind of stuff,” Grace chimes in. “I suppose that’s why I never cared to even try it. I was afraid I might shoot him—on purpose.”


  All three of the women laugh, but then Grace realizes that she has just threatened to kill her ex-husband and slaps her hand against her mouth.


  Dr. Bob has already gone through safety procedures, loading and unloading, and for a while he launches into a monologue about the art of shooting. He describes it as a precise sport that requires great concentration and steadiness that can come only from a well-balanced psyche. His explanation is so succinct and passionate that Dr. Bayer is almost thinking about asking him to operate on her hip, right in the middle of target practice. He could probably do both at the same time.


  Finally, the women are allowed to load their metal rifles one at a time. Bob instructs them to follow his commands without deviation. That means that they can load but they must wait for him to tell them they can fire. They must also stand in place until he gives the command to move, so they can walk down the gallery and check out their targets.


  Leah turns toward Dr. Bayer and says, “I think we’re doing really well at the fun part.”


  And then it’s time to actually pull the trigger.


  Bob lets the women shoot once, one at a time, and then makes certain they’re comfortable before allowing them to fire until the weapons are empty.


  Dr. Bayer has no idea if the women are actually thinking about anything but hitting the target. They’re being nice to one another, so nothing else really matters at this point. She has been here many times to shoot with Bob, and she knows how absolutely wonderful it feels to aim, pull the trigger, and then see the result. She has never considered target practice as anything but a release and just like any sport or hobby, she can also see how easily it can become addicting.


  Bob has always begged her to bring a group like this and to turn it into something that can show her clients about control, restrained aggressiveness, and obedience. The world, after all, does have rules that need to be followed. But fun is what she’s after. Enough with the rules already!


  “Good Lord, this is fun!” Grace shouts the moment she pulls the trigger during the second round of free firing. She has even forgotten how terrified she was that she’d meet someone she knew if the class was being held someplace public. Dr. Bob looks like an upstanding guy. She’s betting he’s not the kind of guy to run and tell the world that a nurse from an anger class stopped by.


  Bam. Bam. Bam.


  The other women fire, and Dr. Bayer is equally ecstatic when they finish the first round, because they’re all high-fiving each other, hugging and acting like normal human beings. They are totally lost in what they’re doing, and if they could see themselves they would see that they’re blending, bonding, maybe even having some spontaneous fun.


  The women continue to shoot for another thirty minutes. They then run down to their targets, yank them off the stands where they have been taped, and compare them. Then they run all the way back to where Dr. Bayer and Bob are standing and jump up and down like grade-school students.


  “Look, look, look!” they shout while they shove their targets in her face.


  “Can we stay longer?” Kit begs.


  “We are far from done,” Dr. Bayer says, turning to wink at Bob.


  “Seriously?” Jane asks, poised to grab Dr. Bayer and hug her. This potential movement actually startles Dr. Bayer, who would rather not be hugged by a woman with a rifle, even if a public display of affection would be a breakthrough for Jane.


  “Seriously,” Dr. Bayer tells them. “First, go set down your rifles and then come back here.”


  Then, much to her surprise, Jane actually does hug Dr. Bayer. It’s more like a quick grab, but it’s a sign of affection and openness that could herald even more changes.


  Dr. Bayer shoos the women in Bob’s direction, and he starts walking them toward a door on the far side of the shooting gallery. He orders them to set their rifles on a table by the door and then stops with his hand on the doorknob.


  “There are ways to take care of aggression besides pulling a trigger,” he says. “How many of you had gym class in high school?”


  The women look at one another as if Dr. Bob has lost his mind. What in the world is he talking about?


  Of course they all had gym class. They tell him just that. In Leah’s case it was blended into health class, too, but there was always a gym involved.


  “Did anyone do archery?”


  Kit, who grew up in the era of blue, elastic-waisted gym suits, the Girls Athletic Association, and the pre–Title IX years of no organized sports for girls, is the only one who has ever held a bow and arrow.


  Bob pushes open the door and invites the women to enter the next room, and one by one they walk into the Home on the Range archery room.


  “Archery, too?” Grace asks, stepping around a bale of hay and trying hard to ignore the fake turkeys, deer, and bears that have been placed sporadically throughout this gallery.


  Dr. Bayer is right on their heels. “Can you handle one more activity?”


  “Yes!” they all scream at once.


  Still riding on the adrenaline from the rifle range, the women are beyond eager to try archery. Jane reminds them that actress Geena Davis sparked a renewed interest in this sport when she tried out for a position on the U.S. Olympic Archery Team several years ago. And, of course, Davis looked exceedingly glamorous, wore great spandex, and that’s what piqued Jane’s interest in the bows and arrows.


  The archery range looks very similar to the rifle range, and Bob spends the next twenty minutes running through a similar safety drill.


  “It’s a fun sport,” he reminds them. “But even these indoor arrows have tips that can kill someone.”


  That’s why Bob has a safety system that includes a blinking light for people who are hard of hearing and a buzzer for those who aren’t. When the buzzer and the light go on, it’s safe to retrieve arrows.


  Dr. Bayer notices that the women are now actually interacting with one another. Kit has taken it upon herself to help the others with their arrows, and Leah has been laughing and talking freely with all of the women. Maybe she’s a genius!


  All four of the women take to archery as if they have been waiting to do it all their lives. There’s something almost magical about pulling the string, taking aim, holding your breath, and then listening to the arrow zing through the air and punch, hopefully, into the target. Olivia wouldn’t be surprised if Jane ended up on an archery team by the end of the week.


  Another fifteen minutes pass, and it looks more like a women’s club outing than a court-ordered anger-management class. The women have started a small competition and are racing back to their bow stands. It’s even fun to watch.


  Dr. Bayer lets them keep shooting for another half hour, even though it’s past closing time. She raises a querulous eyebrow at Bob. Bob gives her the okay sign, and just as she turns to sit down while the women finish she sees Bob raise his arms and begin frantically waving them in the air as he screams, “No, don’t shoot!”


  Dr. Bayer jumps up in time to see Jane let go of an arrow and hear Grace scream, “Oh my God, I’ve been hit!”
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  Tales from the Anger Battlefield


  Jane’s ever-patient husband, Derrick, is sitting at one end of his lovely five-thousand-dollar kitchen table listening to his wife. It is close to 1 A.M., and the last place he wants to be on a Wednesday morning is in his own overdone kitchen, tapping his fingers on the fine dark-grained wood while his wife talks about bows and arrows. He’s had a busy week at work and, as much as he loves his wife, this is one of those times when he wishes she would be a bit more considerate.


  His wife, of course, is drinking wine, which is another issue he’s been meaning to take up with her. Jane’s issues are growing by the minute. She got home late, stomped around the kitchen, and smiled at Derrick when he tromped down the stairs from their bedroom to join her.


  He looks exhausted. Jane is telling him some wild story about the anger-management class and a shooting range, and until she gets to the part where she tells him she shot a woman in the foot with an arrow he’s only half-listening.


  “You what?” Derrick almost slides off his kitchen chair where he has been trying to keep himself awake.


  “I accidentally shot one of the women in my class in the foot with an arrow.” Jane says this as if she is talking about the grocery list or her next hair appointment.


  Derrick is a nice man. A really nice man. Jane knows that he loves her, even when she’s keeping him up like this. He loved her when she swore at his parents. He loved her when she said she needed a break from trying to have a baby. He loved her when she said the adoption thing would absolutely not work for her. He loved her when she called him to come and pick her up from the police station after she was arrested. She’s certain that he loves her now when she desperately needs someone to talk to. But everyone, she also realizes, even a loving spouse, has a breaking point.


  “Honey?” he questions, looking at her as if he’s never seen her before.


  Jane can almost read his mind. She’s certain he’s thinking that something has changed, and changed so drastically during the past few years, that he isn’t sure he has even been sleeping with the woman he married. The real-estate-market collapse has taken away her self-assured persona—at least around the house—and she has reassured him dozens of times that her behavioral changes are due to that. She knows she’s been snippy and not as kind when they’re together as she used to be. He’s even asked if she’s taken a lover! Derrick has told her a hundred times that she is absolutely the most beautiful woman he has ever known, but now he’s looking at her as if she’s the town witch.


  “What?” she fires back.


  “Look, something is going on with you beyond this anger school or class or whatever it is,” he asserts, sitting straight up. “This morning I found a pine branch sticking out of your underwear drawer, for God’s sake!”


  “Derrick, take a breath,” she orders, taking yet another sip of wine. “That was from my hike. What is wrong with you?”


  “Jane, none of this makes any sense. It sounds like you were at a shooting range.”


  “I was.”


  Jane loves her wine so much that she’s not sure she wants to keep talking. She’d rather drink in silence. Maybe if Derrick doesn’t drink his wine she can have his glass when he toddles off to bed. After all, she’s had quite the evening.


  “Start from the beginning, please,” he asks, pushing his wineglass toward the center of the table and wondering how he’ll be able to get up for work in five hours.


  By the time Jane gets to the part where she made a horrible mistake and let the arrow fly before Bob had given them permission to do that, Derrick is staring at her as if she just stepped off a spaceship. What kind of counselor takes women to a shooting range?


  “The arrow nicked a spot just below her ankle, where the skin is thin, and there was blood everywhere,” Jane tells him nonchalantly. “She was screaming as if she’d been shot.”


  “Well, Jane,” Derrick says, daring to set her straight while she’s drinking. “I suppose she was scared and it hurt, and technically she was shot.” He thinks this Dr. Bayer person should be shot.


  Jane moves her hand across her face as if she has spotted a fly on her nose, takes a sip of wine, and shakes her head.


  “Grace is a nurse. She was pretty tough. I would have cried like a baby.”


  “Of course you would have,” he says, relieved, as Jane admits that she really does have a soft side. “Tell me what happened next.”


  And Jane launches into the story as if she’s trying out for a spot on a reality show. Her arms flail, she jumps up, she shouts and she tells Derrick everything.


  Grace went down as if she’d been struck by lightning. They all ran to her and everyone was mortified by the amount of blood—lots and lots of blood. It looked as if Grace had popped a vein, but she was surprisingly calm—well, after she stopped yelling at Jane and calling her an asshole. Bob whipped out his handkerchief—can you imagine a man still carrying one of those—and Grace quickly tied it around her ankle and wanted to know if there was a first-aid kit.


  Then the wounded woman was absolutely adamant about not calling an ambulance. She seemed more terrified about other people showing up than she was about the pool of blood that was seeping into the dirt floor.


  “I know my rights and I do not want to be taken anywhere,” she shouted, lying on the floor with the handkerchief turning red before Bob came back with a rather hefty first-aid kit.


  During all of this, while Grace instructed Leah, of all people, how to disinfect her wound, apply the butterfly bandages, and then tape it all over with a huge gauze pad, Dr. Bayer looked as if she might faint. Dr. Bob thought it best to let Grace take charge of her own wound. She was obviously competent.


  Bob went to steady Dr. Bayer, and Jane could hear them asking each other over and over if they had to follow Grace’s orders and not call the paramedics. And of course, the way Bob was holding Dr. Bayer’s arm made Jane wonder if they were more than just shooting buddies.


  Derrick is now totally awake and listening to this story as if someone is revealing details on how to find a massive hidden treasure. When Jane pauses to fill her glass again, Derrick realizes that she genuinely cares about these Tuesday-night women. He looks at her in a different way and feels strangely happy at the thought that she feels bad about what happened. Perhaps the wine, her constant talking, even the way her shoulder keeps moving back and forth, are simply her way of letting go.


  Jane explains how Leah finished bandaging Grace and instructed Kit to go get some wet paper towels so that she could wipe off Grace’s leg.


  “I could have done that,” Jane says, almost pouting.


  “Honey, you were the one who shot her,” Derrick bravely reminds her.


  Jane’s eyes get very large, and this is when Derrick tells himself that he will keep his mouth shut until she finishes the story, rise to leave, kiss her on the top of her head, and exit the room as quickly as possible. Jane wants to talk tonight, not listen. Maybe he shouldn’t be happy at all.


  “She did not want me near her. She made that very clear. Even after I said I was sorry, twice! I even thought she might want to keep the arrow as a souvenir, and she sort of snarled at me.”


  Oh, Jane!


  Derrick is inching toward the edge of his chair. The story must be ending soon. Please. Keep the arrow for a souvenir? Is Jane drunk or delusional? Is the story almost over so I can get a few hours of sleep?


  But Jane is just getting cranked up. She may never let him go. Derrick watches her eyeing his wineglass and knows that she wants it. He can’t remember the last time his wife had one glass of wine and put the cork back in the bottle. He has been monitoring the dwindling wine collection. Last Thursday he counted sixteen empty bottles in the blue recycling bin. Before long he expects her to get a DUI, and that will be the next class she must attend.


  Jane is now explaining how Grace begged them—begged as in actually grabbed Kit by the leg while she was still lying on the ground kind of begged—not to make a big deal out of the arrow-in-the-foot incident.


  “Can you imagine?”


  “Honey,” he says, trying to reason with her, “don’t you think it’s embarrassing enough to have to go to a class like this without having to tell people you got shot in the foot with an arrow while you were at the class?”


  “Well, I’m sure none of us wants to take out an ad,” Jane agrees.


  “You don’t want anyone to know, either, do you?” Derrick looks exhausted again, and he’s tired of listening to her trying to justify her behavior. “It’s kind of embarrassing if you look at her side and your side—even if you didn’t shoot her on purpose.”


  This is when the secrets try to ooze from Jane’s pores. It’s absolutely revealing how her mouth tightens. Her hands grip the wineglass so hard her knuckles turn white and her breathing deepens. Her physical manifestations are a dead giveaway. She’s fighting hard not to totally fall apart, not to be too emotional, not to be too vulnerable. But she stops herself. Poor Derrick has heard enough, Jane convinces herself. What an embarrassment she’s been to him, too!


  A part of Jane does want to let go and tell Derrick the reason she’s rambling and drinking so much is because she feels like a big baby who keeps making mistakes. She wants to tell him she’s scared and almost fainted when she realized what she had done. She wants to have him pull her into his chest and tell her it’s okay, and that she was just excited and made a mistake. She wants to be soft and gentle, and even the thought of that, of totally letting go, absolutely terrifies her. So Jane stops.


  Derrick can sense an invisible wall going up. It’s as if Jane has pressed a button and is now encased in a protective package that lets nothing out and nothing in. She’s keeping more and more of herself inside there and Derrick is exhausted, not just from lack of sleep but from the emotional weight of loving her so much, worrying about her, and praying that this class helps her to move forward.


  Jane does take a moment to imagine that Grace would probably be looking at her in the same perplexed way that Derrick is looking at her right now. Grace’s feelings for Jane must be wretched by now. What kind of a fool can’t follow a simple instruction? Am I that competitive? Can’t I keep my mouth shut for three seconds?


  Truth be told, even as a part of her felt sorry for Jane, who looked as if she was going to faint, Grace couldn’t bring herself to go there.


  But Grace now has a much larger problem to deal with. To hell with the bandaged foot, which she must somehow explain at work in the morning. Maybe she can get away with a random dog-bite story. What happened after she left Bob’s Home on the Range was even worse than getting shot in the foot or attacked by a pack of wolves.


  First she begged not to be taken to the closest hospital, which is where she happens to work. How humiliating would that be? If anyone there found out about the anger-management counseling, that would definitely be the beginning of the end.


  Grace had really been having a good time, and thinking that her fears about others discovering her at a shooting range were baseless and that she was overreacting. Shooting a gun was something she never thought she would do. Her mother would really blow a gasket over that one! Once, after the third round of firing, Grace actually started laughing out loud as she imagined a conversation where she told her mother she had just gone target shooting.


  She was laughing so hard she almost missed firing the next round. She couldn’t tell the other women what was so funny. How do you tell another grown woman that you were raised in the Dark Ages and that your mother has never worn a pair of denim jeans? Who would believe her if she admitted that so many turns in her life were programmed by parents who admonished more than nurtured her? Would they believe that a successful nurse, a hardworking mother, a woman who once brought home five lonely patients on Thanksgiving because they had nowhere to go had been all but disowned because she dared to get a divorce?


  Even as Grace worries herself into one headache after another because maybe her mother is right, maybe she is a total failure, one part of her would absolutely love to whip out her bullet-riddled target and stick it in her mother’s face.


  The arrow in the foot would be a different story. Grace insisted on driving her own car home and first had to prove to Dr. Bayer that she could operate the brake and gas with her right, unpierced foot. Then Dr. Bayer insisted on following her home. Then she insisted on walking her inside and then she would not leave Grace until her daughter came home.


  Kelli was working late at her part-time job at the sandwich shop, and Grace refused to call her for a variety of reasons, the least of them being the fact that Kelli did not know that her mother had gone to a shooting range. Dr. Bayer refused to leave; instead, she pushed past Grace, found the tea stash, ignored the messy kitchen and the shabby furniture, and sat down.


  “I can’t leave unless someone is here,” Dr. Bayer said forcefully. “That’s all there is to it.”


  Grace tried to reach Karen, but Karen wasn’t home. She held out for an entire hour and drank two cups of tea. She finally broke down and called Evan. Sweet, kind Evan, with his dark everything, who looked at her every day at work as if he were a lovesick puppy.


  He came quickly and pushed past Dr. Bayer, rushed to where Grace was sitting, immediately knelt down by her side, and wanted to know if she was okay.


  Grace realized that having Dr. Bayer in her house was like being on live television. Dr. Bayer might look cute, standing there in her sweatshirt and tennis shoes, but under that cotton was a keen observer. She saw the crumbing house. She noticed the chipped cups, and that Kelli was a slob. And before she left she noticed the tall black man with lovely eyes who threw himself at Grace’s knees and promised to stay until Kelli arrived.


  “Kelli, this is Evan. He was working late tonight and came to stay with me because I hurt my foot,” Grace told her daughter, totally leaving out the part about Dr. Bayer, the arrow, and her growing hatred of the woman who shot her in the foot.


  Kelli stood in the doorway and looked at her mother, then at Evan, then back at her mother, and started to smile as if she had just remembered that she’d gotten a full ride to Harvard.


  “Right, Mom,” Kelli said, laughing. “And I’m going to win the daughter-of-the-year contest.”


  Evan was paralyzed. He had been sitting next to Grace and holding her hand. The moment Kelli walked in Grace didn’t just drop his hand; she shoved it about a mile away.


  “What do you mean?” Grace asked, breaking out in a hot flash that was about to set a personal record.


  Kelli totally ignored her lying mother and politely turned toward Evan, stuck out her hand, and said, “Evan, it’s nice to finally meet you. Thanks for babysitting my mom. Mom, let me know if I can help you when he leaves.”


  Then Kelli rolled her eyes at her mother, threw her backpack on the kitchen table, and went down the hall to take a shower.


  Grace had absolutely no idea what to do or say next. Evan closed his eyes, dropped both hands in his lap, got up, turned to leave, and then came back. He stood in front of her, closed his eyes, and then reached out to gently lay his hand on top of her head.


  “You are a good woman, Grace,” he said softly. “I’m leaving now, but I’m not going anywhere.”


  After he left, Grace sat alone in the dark living room for a very long time. Her foot ached, her head throbbed, and her heart felt like a dead weight that could drop out of her chest at any moment. She struggled to believe Evan and to fight off the old echoes of her mother’s voice that still occasionally ricocheted throughout her mind, telling her again and again what a disappointment she had become.


  And damn that Jane, whose arrow had now triggered an avalanche of events. And yet she could still smile, because firing the rifles and shooting the arrows really was fun.


  She fell asleep like that, grousing about Jane, thinking she might like to take Kelli shooting someday, with her bandaged foot resting on the coffee table that was held together with duct tape. But she woke up suddenly, well after midnight, and there it was. She had an idea about Jane; it was like a mild tickle in the back of her throat, and she couldn’t wait to get to work and scratch it, even if that meant she had to cross a very sacred line.


  Leah and Kit took the evening’s chain of events in stride. As mothers, they had both seen and experienced a variety of physical tragedies—cut fingers, one broken arm, three bicycle accidents, an emergency appendectomy, a baseball bat to the head, and stitches times ten. That’s what happens when there are children in the house.


  The arrow-in-the-foot seemed funny to them on the ride home from Bob’s. Funny in that thank-God-it’s-over kind of way when the victim is finally safe, the blood has been cleaned up, and everyone has safely limped away.


  “It’s the last thing I thought would happen with adults doing this kind of thing,” Leah says.


  “Well, yes, but then you have to consider Jane,” Kit says, as they pause at a stoplight. “She seems like an accident waiting to happen.”


  Leah, who has learned the hard way to think before she speaks, pauses for a moment. Jane, to her, seems like a lost, hard soul. Something is clearly amiss.


  “I think if I had to describe her in one word it would be hollow,” Leah says.


  Kit thinks about that as they get close to the shelter. Maybe Leah’s right. Maybe Jane needs the attention to fill up that space inside her that’s so empty.


  “I guess,” Kit says, pulling in front of the building. “But there’s something else about her, too. I hate to be catty but she seems so familiar, yet I can’t place her. And there’s something else, too.”


  “Like what?” Leah asks, with her hand on the door.


  “She’s almost mysterious, you know, but it’s like she has a secret. There’s something going on, something…I don’t know even how to say it.”


  Leah smiles and opens the door. “I can barely keep my head above water,” she says, getting out of the car. “You worry about Jane, okay? And, in spite of the arrow-in-the-foot mess, I really had a blast tonight.”


  Before Kit can say anything else, Leah has closed the car door, mouthed “Thank you,” and is halfway up the sidewalk.


  Kit pulls away, hating herself for not asking Leah if she needed anything, if there was something she could do for her, and then thinking that perhaps her female ancestors had it right. Go to the bedroom, turn off the lights, take a pill, and everything goes away.


  “Maybe I’m just as crazy as they all were,” she mutters, pulling away, and driving toward her empty house but also excited to tell Peter, or maybe even Ronnie, about the wild night she has just experienced.


  Hours later, when the stars have decided to disappear and there is a blink of light rising from the black edges of the earth, Derrick wakes up when he hears his wife drunkenly snoring beside him.


  He lies there for a few minutes and then lifts up his head to look at her. Jane is on her back. Her arms are flung over the top of her head and her mouth is open almost as wide as the rim of her favorite wineglass. Maybe he’d be snoring, too, if he had just shot someone with an arrow.


  Maybe.


  He turns to look at her while she stirs and turns onto her side. “Open up to me, please,” he whispers. “I can’t take much more.”


  Frustrated, Derrick slips quietly from bed and moves across the floor to the walk-in closet. Jane is not moving. He expects she will lie in bed like this half the morning, because she will have another hangover. Then she will get up, promise herself that today will be new and different, and try really hard for at least thirty minutes to make that happen. But she will still keep so many of her emotions locked inside of her own heart.


  He has no idea that she’s been writing down what makes her happy, that she has held the soft hand of a little girl, that she’s been thinking of going hiking again—without an official assignment.


  “To hell with it all,” he mutters, moving into the closet.


  He starts from the left side and first grabs the damned red stilettos she was wearing when she totally went off her rocker. He moves to the solid black ones and then the blue ones. He gathers them all up and walks silently down the steps, through the kitchen, and into the garage, where he throws them one at a time into the garbage bin.


  Bam, bam, bam, bam, bam, bam. When the shoes hit the bin, they sound like little firecrackers. That’s what Jane used to be—a firecracker. Now she’s a time bomb.


  All six shoes end up on top of yesterday’s white plastic garbage bag. Derrick walks back through the house, up the steps, and gets back into bed, where he shifts away from Jane and watches the night sky slip away.


  He doesn’t go back to sleep, but an hour later Derrick Castoria goes back into the garage, removes all six shoes, carries them back to the closet, refuses to look at his wife, finally gets up to dress, and then silently leaves for work.


  “Maybe it’s me,” he says, as he turns and throws his sleeping wife a kiss from the driveway. “But I don’t think it is.”


  Derrick has no idea that his Jane, awakened by his rummaging in the closet, has heard and seen everything.
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  The Challenges of Change


  Phyllis absolutely hates winter. She was never the kind of cute little puppy who frolicked in the snow, tried to dig up old bones in the frozen ground, or begged to go for walks when there was frost on the window.


  Tonight it’s so cold outside that when Phyllis puts her nose close to the metal door she’s tempted to pee on the brown braided rug by the front door. She’s done it before and, of course, paid the price. The thought of the punishment—the closed bedroom door with no access to her beloved Olivia while she sits in the big chair—is too much for Phyllis.


  When Olivia opens the door and steps onto the little concrete porch, Phyllis does not walk or trot but runs to the first tree. She goes to the bathroom so quickly that Olivia doesn’t even have time to step onto the sidewalk.


  Phyllis has managed to zip past Olivia and is actually thinking about barking to get the door open and get back inside. Phyllis barks about twice a year, and it’s usually because she’s so happy that she wants Olivia to know it, too.


  It’s a mystery to Phyllis why Olivia doesn’t stay in that warm vacation place they go sometimes when Olivia gives her a tiny white pill, makes her get inside a cage—which she doesn’t mind because she’s so sleepy—and then opens the cage to let her out at some noisy spot with lots of people.


  There is another very nice person in that warm place who constantly slips Phyllis red and green dog biscuits. And there are also so many tall waving trees to pee on there that Phyllis almost goes mad with excitement every time they go for a walk.


  Tonight, though, there’s no escaping the cold. Olivia gladly lets Phyllis back into the house. It’s Thursday and Olivia has to figure out what to do with her wild clients the following week.


  She walks into the kitchen, sticks a dog biscuit into her bathrobe pocket, grabs a mug from the shelf, and rummages in the cabinet for a tea bag.


  She’s just as sick of the Chicago weather as Phyllis is. Her veterinarian told her that Phyllis feels the cold exactly like she does. Her bones hurt, the joints ache, and yes, even old dogs with fur coats love to bask in the warm weather.


  “Soon, girl,” Olivia shouts from the kitchen as she dips her tea bag in and out of the water she has just heated in the microwave.


  Phyllis settles on her cushion in the living room. She’s getting a little nervous. She hasn’t heard the ice cubes hit the glass, but Olivia is doing something in there. She lifts up her head and tries to look around the big chair to see what’s going on.


  Olivia is just about to sit down when she realizes what lies ahead of her. Those four women. Flying arrows. A parade of mumbling. The Tuesday-night-excuse brigade. She manages a quick laugh. It’s only Thursday, but she must stay on top of these bad girls.


  She turns back to the kitchen, reaches up and into the cabinet where she keeps her bottles of alcohol, grabs the whiskey, and pours it into her tea until the cup is so full that she isn’t certain she can make it to the chair without spilling any.


  “What the heck,” she says, bending down to slurp some of the Jameson off the top. “It’s my anger-management medicine.”


  The Tuesday-night file folders are already on the table when Olivia sets down her whiskey-laced tea, slumps into the chair with a huge sigh, and places the folders on her lap. It has been one hell of a week.


  The great arrow adventure remains lodged right between Olivia’s shoulders, where a persistent ache that she has taken to calling “a high pain in my ass” has developed. She knows it’s stress, a bit of confusion, the cold weather, and the old bed she plans to burn the moment she leaves this house.


  She picks up her cup and slowly sips her tea. There’s something about the bitter, burnt taste of whiskey that she absolutely loves. Her year’s supply is running low, and Olivia only hopes that her Tuesday-night whining warriors will let her live until the December holiday season.


  During the past ten years, all of her friends have conspired to give her a year’s supply of whiskey during the Christmas holidays. It started out as a kind of joke, because Olivia is famous in her circle of friends for never drinking anything but the Jameson. Her pals got together and put fake labels on the bottles: Breakfast Bottle for January, Lunch Bottle for March, Evening Sit-in-Your-Chair-and-Work Bottle for August.


  She can only hope that when she finally decides to get the hell out of Chicago the fabulous holiday gifts follow her.


  But this isn’t the most festive night of the week—interesting, yes, but festive? Maybe just a little, because it’s the evening she has set aside to decide what to do next with her four angry women. Olivia puts down her tea and begins tapping the fingers of her right hand on the files that are staring at her from her lap.


  The arrow in the foot really was an accident. She has never reported accidents before if they were minor, and Grace refused to get professional treatment. Well, actually, Olivia told herself, Grace professionally treated herself.


  More important, something did happen in between the first rifle shot and the blood in the sawdust.


  The women let go of more than just arrows. Olivia saw it happening. She saw them begin to interact, and she convinced herself as she pulled into her driveway that even though the class had ended in semi-disaster, something positive did happen. And, in spite of the accident, she knows they all had fun.


  The accident blossomed into the visit to Grace’s house, where Olivia discovered Grace has a boyfriend who is really not a boyfriend, because for some reason Grace is terrified to let a man into her life.


  Could it be because he’s black? Or simply because he’s a man? Or maybe because of the wild teenage daughter, who was absolutely gracious and sweet?


  Whatever the answer, Olivia knows that Grace has more than one issue on her plate, but she is also struck by how hard Grace must be working to keep her head above water. She knows a thing or two about being a single mother, and there isn’t one easy moment during the entire process.


  Driving home from Grace’s house that night, Olivia made a decision not to tell her supervisor what happened. Now it’s time for her to move forward too.


  Phyllis has started to nudge the chair with her rear end. Olivia gets the hint and dips into her pocket for a biscuit. She has a sip of her own treat as she slips her hand over the side and Phyllis gingerly takes the biscuit from her fingers.


  Once, when she was much younger, Olivia treated a woman who claimed to be in love with her dog. It wasn’t the regular kind of love people have for their pets. It was a slightly insane kind of love. The woman slept with her black Labrador the way lots of people sleep with their pets, but she wanted to do more than just have the dog warm her bed.


  This was when the woman had enough sense to come in and see Olivia. Unfortunately, it was the seventies and some goofballs had tried to marry their dogs, horses, pigs, and cows, and this was in Olivia’s pre-Phyllis years, when the mere thought of caring for a pet, on top of everything else, made her want to spontaneously start sobbing.


  The woman eventually figured it out. The dog had to sleep on the floor, and the woman, ironically, ended up falling in love with a farmer, who convinced her that animals belong outside. The dog happily ended up in the barn, and Dr. Olivia Bayer realized that in her line of work she would never, ever be able to say, “Now I’ve seen everything.”


  Lucky Phyllis gets to sleep on the end of the bed, and she’s smart enough never to wiggle out of bounds. Olivia can’t bear to think of her life without Phyllis, so she just doesn’t do it. One day at a time and one anger-management class at a time.


  She picks up the four file folders and realizes that she doesn’t want to open them up. For a moment, she wonders if Leah and Kit connected. Then she thinks about Grace and hopes she can forgive Jane. A part of her would love to lock them in a room for a few hours without any sharp objects and then see what happens.


  Of course, her heart aches the most for Leah. Leah, whom Grace knew to ask for help. Leah, whom, now that she thinks about it, she must hook up with her friend who runs the clothing cooperative that helps outfit women who have little or nothing and are trying hard to change their lives.


  Jane is a huge question mark, and Olivia would like the chance to get her alone, which she may do, and ask her why she shot the arrow. Kit and Grace look alternately sad and upset, but Grace is the one who appears the most embarrassed by what she has done.


  But what about the next assignment?


  Olivia has a million ideas. A class like this for some smart people doesn’t have to last forever or very long at all. And these women are all smart and likable in their own interesting, if not confounding, ways.


  “Eureka! Phyllis, I know exactly what the women need to do next!” Olivia says excitedly, moving her hand back and forth behind Phyllis’s right ear.


  Phyllis has no idea what Olivia is talking about, but she adores the way Olivia knows how much she loves to have her ear rubbed. And something about the tone of Olivia’s voice—so soft, so low—makes Phyllis turn and gently lick Olivia’s hand very quickly.


  Some people might call it a loving dog kiss, but Olivia calls it a sweet answer.


  “I guess that means yes, eh?”


  Phyllis kisses Olivia again.


  Olivia is too tired to get up and get more tea. She wishes she could train Phyllis to use the microwave. Wouldn’t that be something! Olivia chuckles, thinking about the headline: “Old Psychologist Teaches Old Dog New Trick.”


  This is when Olivia decides to double-dose the women. She’s going to send them on another secret mission and bring them back to class to talk about it. In front of each other. It’s time. She throws the folders back onto the table next to her and reaches for her cup of tea.


  There is one sweet sip left, and the warmth of the cup is fading fast. Olivia lifts the cup to her lips and drinks the last few ounces as if they were liquid gold. Then she sets the cup down, closes her eyes, pushes her head back against the chair, and almost wishes she had trained Phyllis to sit in her lap. She lets her hand fall back onto Phyllis’s warm, furry back and feels her dog snuggle into her soft little bed.


  “Wait until they get their next assignments, Phyllis,” Olivia says sleepily. “I’ll set everything up in the morning and have the envelopes hand-delivered tomorrow afternoon. I wish I could be there to see their faces when they open up their envelopes.”


  Phyllis kisses Olivia one more time and then they both fall asleep, dreaming about warm hands, sunshine, and the possibilities every tomorrow brings.
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  The Green Dot


  Kit is sitting at her kitchen table—her new office, she jokes to the few people who still speak to her. So far today that includes the UPS man, who delivered a book on how to write résumés, the papergirl, and the woman next door, who was obviously trying to be polite and couldn’t care less about Kit’s so-called office.


  The neighbor was getting out of her car when Kit happened to be in the front yard waiting for the newspaper. The poor neighbor woman, who has probably heard more from Kit’s side of the fence than she should have during the past few years, had a tight smile that was so forced it looked to Kit as if she had just had major plastic surgery.


  Kit didn’t even mind. She’s never liked the old bat anyway. Instead of ignoring her, Kit waved and said, “Have a great day.” The woman almost fainted. Kit loved how that made her feel.


  “Oh, my God,” she laughed as she ran into the house. “That made me happy!” Maybe next week she’ll have the woman over for coffee. Why not?


  She picks up the paper, grabs her mug of coffee, and starts reading.


  There’s another political mess down at City Hall, the winter is supposed to be worse than ever, and the Chicago Bears may as well call it a season. Kit drops her eyes to the bottom of the front page; there’s no sense rushing to the Help Wanted ads because there won’t be much there anyway.


  The story at the bottom of the page is a killer in every sense of the word: “Woman Kills Mother in a Fit of Rage.” Kit has just taken a sip of coffee, and when she reads the headline the coffee ends up all over the newspaper. Coffee is also dripping down the sides of her mouth, and Kit hastily wipes it on the cuff of her long-sleeved T-shirt and keeps reading.


  
    
      
        A forty-three-year-old woman from East Lake, California, was sentenced to fifty years in prison Monday for killing her mother. Tamantha Babcock hit her mother, Louisa Armstrong, numerous times in the head with a ceramic coffee cup and then strangled the woman with an electrical cord.
      

    

  


  
    
      
        “I just snapped,” Babcock told authorities. “It was a buildup of years of rage and hate and anger. I am so sorry. I loved my mother when I was a little girl. I did. I remember that.”
      

    

  


  
    
      
        Babcock plead guilty to the first-degree murder charge to “spare her family any further grief.”
      

    

  


  
    
      
        When authorities arrived at the house Babcock shared with her mother, they found Armstrong lying on the floor in the kitchen. Babcock had also placed duct tape over her mother’s mouth and nose, “just to make certain she was really dead.”
      

    

  


  
    
      
        The judge who sentenced Babcock said her sentence was essentially for life, and that if she managed to live for fifty years she would be an old woman when she was released.
      

    

  


  
    
      
        Authorities investigating the murder said it is highly unusual for women to be involved in a crime this violent.
      

    

  


  
    
      
        “We have seen an increase in these types of rage-fueled murders,” said Detective Bryce Gault, of the East Lake Police Department. “Sometimes it doesn’t matter if you’re a man or a woman. When you cross that line there is no turning back.”
      

    

  


  
    
      
        Babcock is the mother of two children who are young adults. They did not attend her sentencing.
      

    

  


  Kit can barely breathe as she reads the story a second time. Then she holds the paper up so that she can get a better look at this Tamantha Babcock.


  She looks like an old woman who has had a very hard life. Her greasy hair is pulled back into a ponytail, and there are deep, dark lines in her face.


  Wow!


  The woman staring at Kit from the newspaper looks the way an angry woman is supposed to look—rode hard and put away wet, used up, old before her time, lost, alone, and a total sad story.


  Kit keeps going back to what the woman said about the night she killed her mother. Killed her mother. Sweet hell! “Years of rage and hate and anger.” She reads the story three more times before she puts down the paper, sets her hands on top of it, and then nervously starts rotating her wedding ring with the thumb of her left hand.


  When she turns her head either way, everything looks so normal. There’s the door to the garage and the opening into the living room when she looks the other way. Light is streaming in through the windows, the clock on the stove is ticking, the breakfast dishes are still lined up on the counter waiting to go into the dishwasher, Peter’s favorite and most worn Chicago Cubs blue-and-red sweatshirt is draped over the chair he always sits in, and the refrigerator rattles every fifteen seconds when the slowly dying motor kicks in.


  Kit starts to move her left leg up and down so fast it feels as if the entire floor is jiggling. She flips the newspaper article upside down, smooths it out with her hands, and gets up to refill her coffee cup.


  She is so not like the woman in the newspaper. Her life has been wonderful in so many ways, hasn’t it?


  There is a window above the sink and next to the coffeepot that looks out onto their small backyard. The old wooden swing set with metal climbing bars still sits in the center of the yard. Peter has wanted to take it down and extend the patio for years, but Kit refuses to let him.


  Some of the happiest hours of her life have been spent standing right where she is now, with a cup of coffee, a mug of tea, or a glass of wine in her hand. When Peter built the play area for their daughter years ago, Kit was emphatic that it be placed so that she could watch Sarah and half the neighborhood play from this very window.


  Thinking about those days causes a wave of emotion to rise up in her that is absolutely lovely. Kit leans into the counter to steady herself, sets down her cup, and pushes herself as close to the window as possible.


  And then she truly remembers.


  The sweet shouting from all the neighbor kids playing in the “fort,” as everyone had decided to call it. There were branches, piles of rocks, pails and shovels, brooms, buckets, and after a while it looked as if someone had pulled up and simply dropped off a load of junk that was headed for the dump.


  When the kids got older, the piles of junk got larger because they could roam the neighborhood and rummage through garbage cans. On garbage day, especially in the summer, Sarah would get up early so they could cruise the streets and collect new things for the fort. And their yard became the neighborhood magnet.


  The kids brought home a three-legged wagon, old bicycles, a bag of nails, a rubber boat with a hole in the middle that was immediately cut into pieces and used in some wild game they invented. Little Sarah convinced Peter to build an extension on the fort, and for weeks they worked together until there was a closed-in room halfway up the oak tree that became like a second home to at least seven neighbor kids.


  They put in a pulley to haul their treasures up and down, and then gradually, toward the end of middle school, the fort became silent. There were new noises—soccer games and school activities that changed almost as much as all the kids did—but the fort remained in Kit’s mind as an echo that she did not want to erase.


  Without realizing it, Kit starts to cry as she remembers the fort and everything else that is now missing. She misses the sounds of people in the house, doors slamming, the phone ringing, cars beeping in the driveway, the way Sarah pounded up the steps so hard it sounded as if she was dropping bowling balls each time a foot hit a step.


  Kit wipes her eyes right on top of the coffee stain and turns away from the window. The memories are still here. The sweet signs and sighs of life.


  “It was all wonderful,” she says, turning back toward the table and the newspaper. “It still is.”


  Kit goes back for her coffee, and when she turns past the refrigerator she catches a quick glimpse of herself in the shiny door. There is so much to live for, so much to be thankful for, so much around the next corner. She suddenly can’t wait for whatever it is that she will see when she gets there. Wherever that might be!


  She is so very different from the woman in the newspaper, and so are the other women in her Tuesday-night class. What a chance they have all been given! For the first time, she sees the connecting link between them.


  Jane, Grace, and Leah have lives that are each very different from one another’s, but here they are—connected by one moment, one action, one mistake. Why is it so hard to see this? Why can’t there be a simple way to get past the differences in their lives that seem to shadow everything else?


  Kit throws her hands down on the table, grabs the newspaper, folds it over and over until it’s about the size of a napkin, then carries it into the garage and stuffs it as far down in the recycling bin as possible.


  Kit decides to do something bold. She has to.


  She stands helpless for a moment and then, before she can change her mind, she races up the stairs to the second floor and goes into her bedroom closet. Her mother’s wooden jewelry box hasn’t moved and Kit picks it up, backs up into the room, where she can see, and quickly opens the box. Resting on top is a white envelope. Ignoring whatever else might be in the box, Kit tucks the box under her arm and opens the letter.


  Dearest Kit. I have wanted to say I am sorry for most of your life… Kit stops, quickly folds the letter back into place, and returns it and the jewelry box to the back of the closet. Maybe tomorrow, or the next day, she can finish it. Maybe.


  Then she runs back downstairs, grabs Peter’s red-and-blue Cubs sweatshirt, pulls it over her head, swipes the keys off the counter, and decides to walk as fast and as far as she can to clear her mind. Dr. Bayer would be proud.


  But just as she’s coming back inside she hears the doorbell ring. Who in the world? There’s a man standing there with an envelope in his hand. “Akins Messenger Service,” he says. “I have something for you.”


  He leaves, and Kit is left standing with the envelope. Another assignment! She rips it open, reads what it says, and bends over laughing. What next?


  All she can think about, as she hits the sidewalk and starts walking so quickly that in some circles her gait would be considered a run, is how that damn Dr. Bayer is right about everything. Absolutely everything.
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  The Black Dot


  Not so far from the very spot where Kit is pounding the sidewalk, Leah is in the shelter kitchen finishing up the morning dishes. The newest residents always get dish duty, and Leah couldn’t care less. She’d scrub the toilets with a toothbrush if they wanted her to. Cleaning up the kitchen and doing dishes is absolutely exhilarating and Leah is moved to tears, tears of joy, every time she gets to touch a dish, clean it, and then put it back where it belongs.


  This morning she is whistling as she scrapes tiny pieces of scrambled eggs and toast crumbs off the plates. There are very few scraps of food left on the plates here. Everyone waits until every plate is filled, every child has eaten as much as he or she wants, every young mother is absolutely full, before seconds are requested.


  While the warm water fills the sink so that she can wash the pots and pans, Leah surrenders to a dream she has been growing since the first night she was transported to the shelter.


  She’s no longer living there but she’s still in Chicago, in a cute house with three bedrooms and a yard, where there is a swing set and a sandbox. Leah has always wanted to have a sandbox for her children, and she’s determined that she will. They might be teenagers, but someday Leah will get her babies a sandbox and many, many other things that she has promised herself to get them.


  And someday she’ll be in that little house with all the bills paid and her own driveway, and she will have saved enough money to get the van fixed and to fill up the supply closet and make certain there is new carpeting and maybe even a new kitchen floor at the shelter.


  Leah is still whistling, and when she opens her eyes to turn off the water she looks up and sees that Cindy, the daytime house supervisor, is standing in the doorway with her arms crossed, smiling at her.


  Leah is startled in that way all people are startled when they have been dreaming and are interrupted. She steps back, and water and suds go flying everywhere


  “What are you doing, Miss Leah?” Cindy asks, chuckling softly.


  “Oh!” she says, laughing as she wipes water off her face. “I’m just putting in new carpeting and changing tires.”


  “Honey, are you snorting suds over there?”


  “No. I was just thinking about how grateful I am to be here and how someday I want to be able to give back.”


  “So you noticed the flat tires and the carpeting from 1968?”


  “Mostly I noticed the warm hearts, quiet evenings with no yelling, and the gentle way you help transform women.”


  Cindy steps forward, grabs a towel, and starts wiping the pots as Leah washes them.


  “You never complain, Leah, and you’re the first resident I’ve ever seen who loves washing dishes. What’s up with you, girl?”


  Leah knows Cindy has heard every story in the book, because she’s been working at the shelter for fifteen years. She’s heard about guns and knives and locked closet doors and ropes and things even Leah can’t imagine, or doesn’t want to imagine. And Leah’s trying so hard to forget.


  She’s trying to forget about what brought her here to the shelter and the years before that, when she dreamed about living in a place just like this. A place where she doesn’t flinch every time a door bangs and where people are polite and kind; a place where she has one spot, even a few inches, that she can claim for her own. A place where her son and daughter can live without worrying about sitting wrong, or saying the wrong thing, or having the wrong expression on their faces. A place where they can play and laugh as loud as they want to, and maybe even fall asleep without having to put away the few toys they’re allowed to own.


  And a place where she can hear their untamed, beautiful laughter.


  Leah has longed to hear their shrieks and sweet cries of wonder. She has prayed for a day when they can giggle without worry, and when she can lie down beside them and keep them laughing for so long that they all roll into a heap—weak and short of breath.


  Leah tells Cindy that the simple task of washing dishes without someone yelling at her makes her want to sing.


  “But my voice is not the greatest, so I whistle,” she says, handing a huge frying pan to Cindy.


  “Your kids are adjusting well.”


  Leah looks down. She plunges her hands into the water, wishing that the water would scald her so that she would have a scar, something to always remind her that she is no different from him.


  “Thank God,” she manages to say.


  Cindy senses the change in her demeanor. She puts the towel down and gently touches Leah on the arm.


  “Leah, it’s okay. No one here is judging you. Your children adore you. You are making huge strides. You haven’t been here very long.”


  Leah can barely talk. “Forgiving myself isn’t easy, Cindy.”


  There is a pause. Leah knows Cindy is giving her a chance to compose herself, and Leah is smart enough to know this roller-coaster portion of her life is going to take a while to even out. She knows about the other mothers who have sold their babies for drugs. The mothers who have given their adolescent daughters away as gifts. The mothers who have pawned the new shoes and the bus vouchers to buy their boyfriends whiskey. The mothers who snuck out in the night and were never heard from again.


  “Honey, you have to stop being so hard on yourself,” Cindy tells her. “You’re trying. That’s more than so many other women are doing. How is your class going?”


  Leah wants to laugh and cry at the same time. She turns, and at the last minute decides not to say much. Cindy has heard it all, but she probably wouldn’t believe it if Leah told her about the shooting range and the arrow.


  “It’s okay.”


  “Do you like the other women?”


  “I’m not in the same league as they are,” Leah offers.


  Cindy snorts. “You’re kidding, right?”


  “No. They look nice. They dress nice. I bet they live in big houses and have those long, bright countertops I’ve seen in magazines.”


  “Granite. And, Leah, it’s just a hunk of rock.”


  “I bet they have granite in their kitchens, and they hate to look at me.”


  Cindy snorts again.


  “What?” Leah asks, perplexed.


  “Honey, they’re in anger-management class. Not just a regular old anger class for people who kick the dog. They are in court-ordered anger-management class. They are, pardon me, badass women.”


  This time Leah snorts.


  “I just feel inferior around them, and it’s not like they’re inviting me over to play bridge or discuss plans for the holiday bazaar.”


  Cindy fills up her lungs so it looks as if the buttons will pop off her blouse.


  “Oh, honey, you have got to be kidding me? Those woman should be polishing your shoes.”


  “If only I had shoes,” Leah jokes.


  Cindy looks down, smiles, and then says, “I’ve been meaning to talk to you about that. Get your hands out of the water for a minute. Come with me.”


  Leah can’t imagine where they’re going or what’s going to happen next. She follows Cindy through the kitchen and into a small back room right across the hall. She has never been in the room and has no idea what’s inside.


  It’s apparently Cindy’s office, and it’s about the size of an airplane bathroom. Cindy is rummaging behind her desk. She stops abruptly and stands up.


  “I have a confession to make,” she says, leaning on the desk.


  “Whatever it is, I forgive you.”


  “I went into your room when you were down the hall showering the other day so I could see what size clothes you wear.”


  Leah stares at her. Where is this going?


  Apparently a woman called asking for Leah’s clothing size. She said she was a friend of Dr. Bayer’s and wanted to get Leah some items for her Tuesday-night journey.


  “My Tuesday-night journey?” Leah is perplexed.


  Cindy lets Leah think for a moment. It doesn’t take long.


  “Oh, duh,” Leah says, slapping herself on the forehead with the back of her hand. “Tonight. The meeting. Those women. My life.”


  Cindy smiles, reaches behind the desk, and heaves a stack of clothes into Leah’s hands.


  “What’s this?”


  “It’s an alligator. What does it look like?”


  Leah sees tags on the clothes. These are new clothes. A stack of new clothes.


  Leah can’t move. She doesn’t know what to say. She can’t remember the last time she had something new or anything at all, for that matter.


  “Who are these from?” she manages to ask.


  “Apparently you have a secret admirer. I don’t know who it was. Dr. Bayer called. Someone else dropped them off. That’s all they want you to know.”


  Leah is afraid to set the clothes down, move, say another word.


  “You can go try them on,” Cindy tells her, sweeping her hand toward the door.


  “I have to finish my dishes,” Leah says.


  Cindy smiles. “Oh, Leah, it’s okay to let them sit for a moment.”


  “I left most of our things,” Leah explains, looking away. “We took off so fast…I took things for the children, and then after that—”


  “You don’t have to explain,” Cindy tells her. “I do have to admit, I was getting sick of those sweatpants and that other outfit you wear on Tuesday nights. You know there are free clothes in the front closet. It’s slim pickings, but it’s there for anyone. Don’t be so shy.”


  “Cindy…” Leah hesitates.


  “What, darling?”


  “Darling? Not so much. There have been plenty of times when I’ve thought about how much easier my life would be if I was alone, if I had left the children, if I had never even had them. That’s part of the reason why accepting anything is so hard for me.”


  Leah feels as if she has just unburdened a huge part of her heart. But Cindy just laughs.


  “Oh, honey, every mother in the world feels like that. Being a mother is damn hard work. We all know that. You have got to stop being so hard on yourself. We all want to run away sometimes.”


  “Thank you so much, Cindy,” Leah says, clearly relieved.


  Cindy shoos her away and Leah takes the clothes to her room, gently sets them down on her single bed as if there is a newborn baby resting on top, and then hustles back to the kitchen. Someday she will be bold enough to share the rest of what is in her heart, the other secret, she promises herself, as she dips her hands back into the tepid water.


  When she finishes the last pot, and the water is draining, there’s a knock on the back door. It’s a delivery service and someone is asking for her. Goodness!


  Leah takes an envelope from the man, rips it open, and immediately starts to laugh. Dr. Bayer is out of her mind! Leah tucks the envelope into her pocket and turns to go back inside. That’s when she sees a woman walking past wearing a red-and-blue Chicago Cubs sweatshirt.


  The woman looks a lot like Kit, and she’s grinning like a clown as she jogs.
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  The Red Dot


  Jane is trying her best to embrace normalcy.


  She has made a few real-estate calls, which went nowhere, but that was no surprise. She checked listings that other agents have and made certain she answered the few emails that had trickled into her in-box.


  Then she wrote in her little happy notebook. It wasn’t much, but she did mention how it made her happy when Derrick sat and listened to her babble about the foot-and-arrow incident even if she didn’t understand what he was doing with her shoes. But then, for some reason, she couldn’t stop thinking about Leah’s life.


  “I almost wish I could talk to Dr. Bayer right now,” she said, staring at her phone and wondering exactly what she would say if Dr. Bayer answered.


  Hello. I’m feeling funny, like I should do and know better about everything, and that maybe you are very wise and all these assignments are starting to hit home. Help me more, Dr. Bayer. Lots of things don’t make sense.


  She would like to be able to tell Dr. Bayer that what she thinks she should do is take Leah out for lunch and buy her some new clothes. She would like to ask Dr. Bayer about her life and how she comes up with these assignments, and why there are only four of them in class. She’d love to tell Grace again how sorry she is and how it really was an accident. She’d like to tell Kit about feeding those swans.


  Jane knows there are areas in her life that are rough, and she also knows that she’s not really a bad person. Sometimes she doesn’t know what to say or do. Arrested development? Frightened? Confused? Or just Jane?


  She realizes that she should go stand in front of the mirror for about three years to look into her own eyes. She has watched other people and other families interact, and she knows her capacity to show affection and to receive it is all but nonexistent.


  Pushing herself away from her computer, she tries to remember the times her parents were affectionate. There isn’t a lot to remember. Mostly she can remember her father trying and her mother being worried about her hair, her makeup, what other people might say if they saw them—as if affection was something dirty and horrid.


  “Father, why does Mother think it’s wrong to kiss and hug?” she remembers asking him.


  Her father would take off his big black glasses, rub his eyes, and look at her with a smile. “Your mother is your mother, Jane” was what he usually said. But sometimes if she asked him when her mother wasn’t there he would lift her into the air, twirl her around and around, and then kiss her all over her face.


  When she was away from home at summer camp, and homesick for reasons she never understood, Jane sometimes lifted her fingers to her face and made believe her father was kissing her the way he did when she was a little girl.


  When Jane became insanely promiscuous during her college years, her roommate told her that it was because of how she was raised. The Tuesday-night gang would undoubtedly love to get their hands on those stories.


  Jane shakes her head to stop any other memories from surfacing. God forbid someone from her past should invade this lousy section of her life.


  Now what?


  This is what Jane hates about not working. She has absolutely no other hobbies or interests. She has almost always had a cleaning lady until recently, she’s not a big fan of anything in the kitchen besides wine-bottle opening, she works out a bit but isn’t an avid runner, biker, or tennis player. She reads a little, but usually she’s picking up business books or industry magazines. Forget yard work—she has to keep up her nails. And it’s not like there’s a large group of unemployed friends she can call to come over and hang out.


  All of these true facts usually depress Jane, but today she feels different and can only blame it on Dr. Bayer, and maybe this means she’s making some kind of progress. Who knows?


  She starts to pace throughout the bottom floor of her house when she gets the bright idea to cook dinner for her and Derrick. She’ll call him right now and let him know, and when she gets home from class everything will be ready. She’ll just reheat whatever she made or keep it warm in the oven. He should be amazed. There has to be some food buried in the freezer under the vodka stash.


  She calls his cellphone and the call immediately goes into his voice mail. That’s odd. Derrick rarely turns off his phone, especially when he’s at work. She knows that he leaves it on even during his meetings


  “Derrick, it’s Jane. Give me a call, okay?”


  Jane sets down her phone and starts rummaging through the fridge. There’s enough stuff for a salad. She crosses her fingers and starts an excursion through the freezer. Who knew? The freezer is absolutely stuffed. She can’t remember the last time she pulled open the door to look for anything besides the vodka.


  First she decides to throw out everything that looks as if it’s been inside since the beginning of time. Old vegetables, packages with one or two buns, something that must have once been a slab of lovely pork or beef. When in the hell did all this food even get into the freezer? She keeps digging until she finds a normal-looking beef roast.


  While it rests on the counter she tries Derrick again, and there is still no answer. She shrugs but is puzzled. Then again, when had she last called him at work or—not at work? If she stopped to think for a moment, Jane would realize that she never thought about needing Derrick. But she often thought of having him.


  It takes her a good ten minutes to locate a slow cooker she has never actually used, and then tries to remember how to use the damn thing. Then she calls Derrick one more time, and when he doesn’t answer she decides to call his assistant. It’s past lunchtime, and it’s not like him to let his phone battery die or to leave the phone anyplace that isn’t within reach of his right hand.


  Ronald answers immediately. “Hello, Jane. Nice to hear from you.”


  “Is Derrick there?”


  He’s quiet for several seconds.


  “Lunch with you, Jane darling. He’s not back yet. Did you forget your phone in his car again?”


  Jane almost drops the pot roast on her right foot.


  “Oh,” she all but whispers. “No. Just. Well. Never mind. Have a great afternoon.”


  She hangs up the phone and feels her stomach lurch into her throat as if she might swallow half of her own body.


  Jane plops the roast on the counter and has absolutely no idea what to do next. She can’t imagine Derrick having an affair. Can’t imagine him lying to her, sneaking around, being with another woman.


  Jane doesn’t move for a very long time. She stands with her hands on the counter, and when she looks at them she realizes that she’s shaking. The kitchen is littered with old vegetables, hunks of freezer-burned meat, random pieces of bread and hot-dog buns. The kitchen looks the way she feels.


  Jane is absolutely devastated. This has to be a mistake.


  She turns and walks through the kitchen and takes the stairs to the bedroom two at a time. Screw the sadness. She is now absolutely livid.


  Where to start?


  First she moves to his side of the bed. She opens the small drawer on the nightstand and finds nothing but a few pens, some ChapStick, a half-empty water bottle. There are no cryptic notes from a lover.


  She sits on the bed for a few moments and imagines Derrick with another woman, in bed, kissing her face, talking softly, touching her hair, kissing her breasts.


  “He couldn’t,” she tries to convince herself. “I know I haven’t been perfect, but he wouldn’t do that to me. Not now. Not when I’m trying so hard.”


  Before she can get up again, Jane imagines that Ronald made a mistake. Derrick isn’t having lunch with Jane but with Jim or James or John. The names are similar. She can’t imagine Ronald writing down the word wife.


  Then again, Ronald is totally devoted to Derrick. He would cover up for him, most likely lie for him. Was she supposed to have lunch with Derrick today? Did she even talk to him this morning?


  Jane drops her head into her hands. She’s trying to remember the last time they even talked for more than a few minutes. Hello? Goodbye? Tuesday night when she woke him up after she’d shot Grace in the foot.


  It’s too much to think about now. Look for clues, Jane. There’s got to be something. He did not ask you to have lunch with him today. Or did he?


  There are so few places to look for anything. His golf bag? The drawer with his shaving gear? Suit-coat pockets?


  “This is like a damn movie,” she says out loud. “Am I losing my mind?”


  But she can’t stop looking.


  Jane looks in Derrick’s shoes, in his underwear drawer, under the mattress, and under the lamp. This must be how Grace feels with her teenage daughters. How do people live like this?


  She finally gets up and stomps down the stairs again, and starts looking all over the first floor. Jane starts in the living and then goes back to the kitchen, where the whole mess started, and decides to stop.


  “I’m overreacting,” she tries to convince herself.


  The kitchen is a total disaster, and Jane is absolutely exhausted from doing what? Running through the house? Acting like a damn fool? Get a grip!


  She spends the next hour totally cleaning up the kitchen. She throws out all the food from the freezer, cleans off the counters, shoots the makings for a salad back into the refrigerator. Just as she decides to finish making the roast the doorbell rings.


  She drops her pen, walks to the door, and is greeted by an adorable-looking messenger.


  Another assignment from Dr. Bayer! Jane is actually excited as she rips open the envelope. She finishes reading it and is laughing so hard that the letter drops to the floor and she drops down, giggling like a little girl, right next to it.
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  The Blue Dot


  Karen has been trying for three days to have a conversation with Grace that lasts more than three seconds. She’s worried about her best friend, and she also misses her very much.


  Grace has been limping through her house as if she’s on a major deadline. She has taken an afternoon off to try and get her house and a small portion of her life organized and, truth be told, she’s trying hard to be more gentle with herself. It doesn’t help that she tripped at work and twisted the foot that was already injured. Thanks a lot, universe.


  When Grace finally answers her cellphone, she does so because she needs to sit down and take a break. Her foot is swelling, there’s a river of sweat rolling off her face and back, and she can feel the damn headache about to start punching her in the side of the head.


  “Baby!” she shouts as she pushes her phone’s on button.


  “Don’t baby me, you jackass. I miss you! Can we talk for a while?”


  “Excellent idea. Kelli has disappeared, and I’m trying to get some order in my life over here.”


  “Good luck with that, Ms. Calamity.” Karen chuckles and immediately Grace’s spirits lift.


  Grace imagines that the whole world sees her this way. A bumbling nurse who has two wild daughters, a front yard that looks as if it’s been blown up in the war, a car that needs a muffler, and a heart that needs so much TLC it’s a wonder she can smile.


  “Gosh, Karen, I am one exhausted lady.”


  “I wouldn’t call you a lady but you are a great woman, even if you don’t think so. Ladies wear nylons and stuff. They also use hair spray and place mats. You ain’t no lady.”


  Grace laughs at her wicked friend. Where would she be without Karen? Karen with the eager smile who always seems to know exactly when to call, what she needs, how to lift her spirits. No man has ever made her feel this way. Maybe there’s something to this lesbian thing.


  “Have I told you lately that I love you?” Grace says, still laughing.


  “Absolutely not. You’re usually too busy spying on Kelli.”


  “Your turn is coming.”


  “Yes, it is. I can smell it in the air. Daughter number one got her first period.”


  “Seriously?”


  “Can’t you hear me sobbing all the way over there?”


  “Did you have the party?”


  The party is something Grace did with both of her daughters. When they started menstruating, Grace dropped everything. Unfortunately they both started their periods while they were at school and, fortunately, they both called Grace, who rushed to pick them up even though she was at work. Then they celebrated their entrance into womanhood by going out to eat, holding hands, talking about how glorious it is to be a woman. Those days seem like hundreds of years ago now. Hundreds and hundreds.


  “That’s part of the reason why I’m calling. She wants you to celebrate with us.”


  Grace sits up in her chair and drops her throbbing foot onto the floor.


  “Me? I’m just an old lady. Are you serious?”


  “Oh, Grace! My girls adore you. They can talk to you. Remember the night we sat on the couch and you showed them what their reproductive organs look like in your medical book? They still talk about that.”


  Grace wonders if those girls would love her if they heard her scream at Kelli, or if they knew what a struggle it’s been for her to accept the sexuality of her older daughter, or if they knew she was attending anger-management class. Does anyone in the world but Karen know who she is and what she’s really like?


  Inside of her terribly wide heart, Grace wants to be a better mother, nurse, friend. Forget the daughter part. She’s tired of trying to win that award. She adores Karen’s two girls, loves the way their lives are blended in with hers, and yet a part of her feels as if she doesn’t deserve their love and kindness.


  “Grace?”


  “I’m here, honey. Just tired. This headache.”


  “Grace, have you checked your blood pressure lately?”


  Grace opens her eyes as wide as small saucers. Oh, my God!


  “I never thought of it. But I have the classic symptoms. Shit!”


  “Grace, you are a nurse, for the love of God. You are in menopause and under tons of stress. Promise me that you will have someone check it tomorrow? Promise me that you will try and relax? And I’m counting on you to be here Sunday night with Kelli for the Menstrual Hut celebration.”


  Karen hangs up before Grace has a chance to say anything. She wants to tell her yes, but that’s unnecessary. Karen is Karen, and she knows Grace will obey.


  Grace sits very still. She places her hand over her heart and can actually feel the wild thumping, as if her heart is trying to pound itself right out of her chest. Sweet Jesus! High blood pressure is a huge silent killer of women. It’s dangerous, horrid, and something she should have thought about much sooner. She’ll have someone check it tomorrow. It’s unlikely she can get away without medication. Damn it. Just damn it.


  She drops her head into her hands and sees her world as a top that has been spinning for a very long time. Something has to give, and apparently it’s her blood pressure. Maybe she’ll call her new singles pal, Val, and arrange a weekend at the cabin Val invited her to. The mere thought makes her heart slow.


  Grace fights an urge to lie down on the couch and sleep for the next five hours. When was the last time she didn’t set her alarm? When was the last time she used vacation time for a real vacation?


  When Megan was a junior in high school, Grace forced the girls to go with her to a cottage in Northern Wisconsin for five days. She used her income-tax refund to pay for the cottage, gas, and food, and even though both girls whined like homesick puppies all the way to the cottage, they had a blast once they got there.


  There was a boat to use, the weather was perfect, and there were zero arguments. There were also boys staying at the next cottage. Grace realizes now she should have figured out something was up when Megan kept talking about the sister of the boys and not the boys themselves. Duh!


  Even now Grace believes that if she had not talked trash about their father, if the girls had had some kind of decent male role model, Megan would not have declared herself a lesbian. Kelli thinks her mother is an ass when she talks like that.


  “I like boys, Mom,” she has said more than once. “Some people are just gay. Get over it. It’s no big deal. It wouldn’t have mattered if we had had a father who hung around. I have, like, six friends at school who are gay. Stop obsessing.”


  If only she could. And part of the obsessing is worry over what her own mother will think, say, and do when she finds out. She’ll probably hire a firing squad.


  Grace shakes her head to toss out any bad thoughts. Enough! She does a few deep-breathing exercises to try and slow her heart even more, and forces her mind go to someplace soft and sweet.


  High blood pressure! What next? Grace struggles to get up and wonders for the tenth time where Kelli might be at this moment. Is she running around with her friends? Did I forget something? How nice it would be if Kelli were there to help her with some of the household chores.


  Grace calls her while she’s thinking about it and, to her great surprise, Kelli picks up.


  “Yo! Mama! What’s up?”


  “Am I supposed to know where you are?”


  Kelli’s sigh could knock over a large horse.


  “Mom, go look on the kitchen table. Go on. I’ll wait.”


  Grace hobbles over to the table. Tucked under the salt shaker is a small note from Kelli:


  
    
      
        Helping out at the volleyball fund-raiser tonight. Will call.
      

    

  


  “I didn’t see it,” Grace says, lowering her voice. “I’m sorry. What’s the fund-raiser for?”


  Kelli sighs again.


  “The art department. So we can do the museum tour.”


  “Oh.”


  “Mom, I know you have a lot going on. You need a break.”


  Grace laughs. “No kidding, Kelli!”


  Kelli says, “I love you, Mom,” and Grace is smiling like crazy.


  Then she decides to go down the hall and start some wash. She stops in Kelli’s room on the way to look for stinky clothes and is shocked to see that the room has been picked up. The bed isn’t made and the blinds are down, but the room has had some serious attention. Grace feels ten pounds lighter. She walks around the side of the bed to pull up the shade when her one good leg hits something she hasn’t been able to see.


  When she bends down, she realizes it’s a suitcase. She clicks it open and discovers that it’s packed. Is Kelli planning to run away? It can’t be! Maybe it’s left over from the boyfriend incident.


  Grace decides to ignore the suitcase, and kicks it back under the bed just as the doorbell rings. She peeks out the window and sees a messenger-service car. What in the world?


  She pulls open the door, takes the crisp white envelope, and knows right away it’s a new assignment from Dr. Bayer. Grace is absolutely not prepared for what she reads, and the moment she starts laughing her headache disappears and she forgets all about the packed suitcase.
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  The Third Assignment


  It’s 2 P.M. on Saturday and Dr. Olivia Bayer is trying without success not to show up at the next assignment with her feisty little charges. Even though she’s trusting that everything is going to work out, she has decided to leash up Phyllis and stroll past the building where Leah, Kit, Grace, and Jane had better be right this second. In an unusual moment of self-doubt, the great Dr. Bayer is trying to decide whether she should bring Leah, Kit, Grace, and Jane back in for a meeting on Tuesday to talk about whatever might happen during what she is calling Bowling 101.


  She sent each of the women the exact same note telling them where to meet, but they won’t know what’s happening until they show up:


  
    
      
        Please show up at Digger’s Bowling Alley Saturday at 2 P.M.—2235 Center Street. I trust this will work with your schedule. Give your name at the shoe-rental counter. Then proceed to Lane No. 10. Bowl three games, more if you care to—and enjoy. Everything is paid for, so no worries there. Keep writing in your journals, and I trust you will have nothing but good news for me the next time I see you! You know how to contact me, but this should be pretty simple.
      

    

  


  
    
      
        Sincerely,
      

    

  


  
    
      
        Dr. B.
      

    

  


  Leah’s note asked her to use the shelter’s van for transportation. Dr. Bayer wanted them all to be surprised when they got there.


  And Olivia can’t stand the suspense.


  “Phyllis, let’s take a stroll,” she says, as Phyllis leaps like a circus animal the moment she hears the leash chain dragging in the hall. “We’ll just peek, that’s all.”


  The leash means they’re going for a long walk, and that also means there’s usually food involved somewhere along the way. Phyllis is so excited about this new development that she all but drags Olivia down the steps to the big tree.


  While Phyllis takes care of her doggy duties and Olivia tries to still her beating heart that has been hammering away inside her chest with worry over this interesting assignment, the women start to arrive at the neighborhood bowling alley.


  Grace, of course, arrives first and is putting on her shoes when Jane walks in, followed by Kit and then Leah.


  “We should have known,” Grace says, laughing. “Or did we?”


  “I thought she might do something like this,” Kit says, grabbing a pair of red-white-and-blue bowling shoes. “That woman is hilarious.”


  Jane is quiet at first, but then she approaches Grace and asks if she’s okay. “Can you even bowl?”


  “I hate bowling! But my foot is okay. Just a little sore. You didn’t bring your archery equipment, did you?”


  Jane laughs off the question as she grabs her shoes, and the women all form a little procession on the way to their reserved alley, which is, thankfully, the last alley and next to a wall. To get there they have to walk behind seats, over a mess of kids, and past a bar that is doing a bang-up business selling beer, pizza, and bags of snacks.


  Even Leah, who rarely drinks, is glad to see that there’s beer. All of them have apparently decided to ignore the arrow-in-the-foot fiasco for the time being.


  They throw their purses around the table and then stand and look at each other until Kit says she thinks they should probably get balls if they’re going to bowl. “I know Dr. B. probably thinks we have balls, but I don’t think we can actually use those for bowling.”


  “You are a comedian,” Jane says, hoping no one, especially Grace, will take offense.


  No one says a word except Kit. “If you think that’s funny, wait until you see me drop a ball. Grace, keep your one good foot covered.”


  And so it begins, and Dr. Bayer, who is approaching the bowling alley, is glad she doesn’t hear screaming around two-thirty, when she figures the women will be getting started. Phyllis feels like a tiger. She loves to hit the streets like this and is so distracted by the sights and sounds of the busy day that she doesn’t even realize they’ve stopped.


  While Olivia starts pacing outside the bowling alley the women, who have spent twenty minutes picking out balls, are trying to remember how to keep score. They haven’t been bowling for so long that they don’t even know there’s an automatic scoring machine. The boy who comes to help them set up the scoring looks at them as if he’s frightened.


  Maybe it’s because they’re being so silly. Bowling is serious for a lot of people, but these four women can’t seem to stop laughing. He sets everything up, hopes no one gets hurt, and then walks away as quickly as possible.


  “Let the games begin!” Jane shouts as she grabs the first ball and tries to remember what to do. She turns to see what the people in the next lane are doing, and then she holds the ball against her chest, lets it go, and her cute glittery red ball goes right into the gutter.


  Jane puts her hands on her hips, turns around, and yells, “This sucks!”


  It takes her bowling mates a few seconds to realize that she’s kidding, and almost a half hour for anyone else to knock down more than six pins. This Tuesday-night group of once angry women could be the worst bowlers in the world.


  But the strangest thing happens during the next ninety minutes. The only thing they talk about is bowling. They don’t talk about the anger class or their private assignments or bows and arrows. They only talk about bowling. And with every ball they throw it’s as if they’re gaining strength. They may have been a bit reticent when they first realized the entire class was going to be there, but they’re all lousy bowlers and no one seems to care.


  Meanwhile, Olivia has walked around the block and down through the alley three times. The bowling-alley manager notices her when he comes out for his second cigarette and smiles.


  “You can bring your dog inside, you know,” he tells her, waving the stinky cigarette smoke away from his face. “That’s the cutest damn dog I’ve ever seen.”


  Olivia is suddenly excited. “Are you serious?”


  “Oh hell, yes,” he snorts. “I run this place, and my little dog is getting groomed today or she’d be here, too. People would love it if your baby came in here. Are you here to bowl?”


  Olivia hesitates. What should she say? A group of women who are in big trouble are in there and I’m their clinical psychologist? She has to stifle a laugh.


  “Some friends of mine are in there,” she manages to explain. “I’d love to go in.”


  “Be my guest,” he says, stopping Olivia so he can pet Phyllis, who decides to lick his hands. Meat! Phyllis wants to keep licking. This man has touched meat!


  Inside, Kit buys everyone a round of beers and then Grace buys a round and then Kit really does drop her ball, but not on Grace’s other foot. She drops it on the wooden alley and it bounces into the next alley, and the man trying to bowl falls and Kit is mortified.


  “I’m sorry!” she yells, running to help him.


  “You women are crazy.”


  “We know,” she admits, while Leah, Jane, and Grace huddle behind her. “But we’re having fun. Does that count?”


  He looks at them as if he might be a candidate for the next anger class, dismisses them with his large waving hands, and then the bowling continues.


  Moments later, all four of them turn when they hear commotion out in the lounge area behind the alleys. There’s a horde of people bending down, and everyone seems to be focused on something that’s on the floor.


  Olivia sees the four women the moment they see her.


  “Hello, girls!” She waves, absolutely thrilled that they’re all still alive and no one appears to be bleeding.


  “Dr. Bayer!” they all shout at once, as they move toward her.


  Then they see the star of the floor show. It’s Phyllis, moving in circles as one after another man, woman, and child pets her. Phyllis can’t believe where they are. It smells like old food and feet and grease, and she’s dying to go sniff every corner.


  “Is that your dog?” Grace asks, as Dr. Bayer momentarily passes the leash to a little blond girl.


  “This is Phyllis. Phyllis, meet Grace, Leah, Jane, and Kit.”


  True to form, Phyllis walks over to Grace and wags her tail as if she’s been waiting for her all day. In two seconds, all four women are all but drooling over her. Phyllis smiles at Olivia as Olivia takes back the leash and shakes her head, smiling with pride at her little dog star.


  Olivia orders them back to their game and follows them. Phyllis gets distracted by the rows of bright-colored shoes lined up against the wall, and Olivia gives her a moment to sniff and then joins the women on their alley.


  “Is this one of your regular Saturday stops, Dr. Bayer?” Jane jokes, as the women continue to bowl.


  “I can’t say that it is, dear,” Olivia responds, while Phyllis forces herself to lie still. She chuckles. “After the arrow incident, I thought I’d better see what happens with bowling balls.”


  During the next hour, the five women talk about everything from bowling to the weather. Olivia finds it interesting and somewhat frustrating that none of them is being personal or opening up beyond the surface.


  Finally, with one more game yet to go, Jane picks up her ball when it’s her turn but then stops in front of everyone.


  “Okay, I’ve had it with this bowling shit and I propose we skip the last game. I’ll treat us to some pizza and more beer, and then we can sit around and boast about our bowling scores. Are you in?”


  “Is this okay?” Leah asks, looking directly at Dr. Bayer.


  “Of course, dear,” Olivia responds, standing up as if she’s going to leave.


  “No!” Jane shouts. “Stay! Do you have to be someplace?”


  Dr. Bayer turns totally white. How absolutely pathetic is it that she’s at this bowling alley and that she really doesn’t have anywhere else to go on a Saturday afternoon.


  Before she can say anything, Phyllis totally loses control. She’s been watching those huge balls go back and forth on all of the bowling alleys and she can’t take it anymore. She jerks out of Olivia’s hand and heads for the lane adjacent to the one the women have been using. Phyllis is after a bright green ball and she’s barking as she skitters on the slick wooden floor and begins sliding down the alley on her rear end.


  “Phyllis!” Olivia shouts, laughing at the sight of her out-of-control dog. “Come back here!”


  The entire bowling alley erupts in applause as Phyllis skids to a stop, then bows her head and slowly walks back to Olivia to face the consequences.


  “Oh!” Kit stammers. “Please don’t yell at her.”


  Dr. Bayer turns slowly to look at Kit and the other three women, who are standing in a row and staring at her.


  “But she made a mistake,” Olivia tells them, in a serious way that means so much more than just that. “I will simply raise my voice a bit to make it clear I expect better behavior. She knows better.”


  After Phyllis has apologized by putting her right paw into Olivia’s left hand, the women gladly deposit their bowling balls, shed their smelly shoes, and walk to the back tables, where Jane orders pizza and Phyllis sits obediently under Olivia’s chair.


  Olivia declines a beer but is glad the women seem to be enjoying themselves. “I didn’t mean to intrude,” she says, sipping a glass of water, and refusing pizza.


  “Intrude?” Grace says, wiping her mouth with a napkin. “I’m glad you came. And don’t take this wrong, but seeing you with Phyllis makes you seem, well, more human.”


  “Am I that bad?”


  “No!” Grace exclaims. “That’s not what I mean. It’s easy to think that people who do what you do don’t understand what mess-ups like us are going through.”


  Grace’s voice trails off, and Olivia clutches her slacks to keep from talking. Let them do this, she has to remind herself, hoping they begin to open up a bit.


  “Grace?” Kit asks, leaning over to make certain Grace is okay.


  “I’m fine, sort of,” she lies. “It’s just that this class, even being here, it’s made me think of so many other things. I think I’ve developed high blood pressure, I feel totally out of shape, I’m worried about being a bad mother.”


  Phyllis shifts and then lifts her head. Someone has dropped a piece of pizza crust. Holy cow! Phyllis decides to play it cool. Maybe she can snag it on the way out.


  Kit puts her hand on Grace’s arm, and Olivia feels as if she might faint. Affection! Sharing! She is so excited that she drops the leash and places her hands on top of the table. Then Olivia holds her breath.


  “Grace, I think we all feel like failures some of the time,” Kit shares. She drops her eyes and takes a chance.


  Kit tells them about the newspaper article she read describing the woman who killed her mother and how it made her think about her mistakes, too, and of all of them. “We have an opportunity now,” she tells them. “We made mistakes and we’ll make more of them, but sitting in my kitchen, alone again, I thought of all of you and how we have so much in common and how we can get through this.”


  Leah is staring at Kit. She thinks they have a lot in common? Am I the crazy one here?


  Phyllis is moving so slowly toward the pizza crust her movement could never be picked up on a hidden camera. She’s sniffing the ground and she’s certain there’s a hint of pepperoni left on the crust.


  “Do you really think we have things in common?” Leah boldly asks Kit. “I feel as if I’ll never catch up to the three of you. I don’t even have a house. I really don’t have much of anything.”


  Olivia is looking back and forth at the women. She’s afraid to move, afraid to say a word, afraid to pick up the leash. Surprisingly, it’s Jane who responds to Leah.


  “You shouldn’t feel that way, Leah,” Jane tells her, wishing she could take it one step further and touch Leah on the arm. “Here we all are in the same class, and what you think we have might not be what you want at all. Looks can be deceiving.”


  Now everyone turns to look at Jane. “What do you mean?” Leah so hopes Jane will answer this question.


  “I have a house and a husband, but sometimes I think those are just things, you know? Husbands can lie and houses can just be buildings, and how pathetic is it that I’m so hard up for fun I was actually looking forward to coming to this grungy bowling alley.”


  Leah is astounded. Jane lonely? She has no idea what to say, so she picks at her pizza. Would these women think less of her if she told them how she sometimes thinks about being alone and without her children? How she sits some nights and thinks about being all by herself?


  Jane is suddenly embarrassed, and Olivia senses it right away and is now praying someone else will notice it and say something, too. All the women are staring at their food. If only she could tell them how lonely she is, how coming to the bowling alley was also at the top of her short list, how every single feeling they have is part of the process.


  Grace looks up first, and directly at Jane. “I’m not one to give advice about husbands and marriage,” she admits. “But, Jane, it’s been my experience that making it work is like a full-time job. It’s easy to get distracted. For the love of God, I’m even terrified to go on a date again.”


  Olivia lets out the breath she has been holding as all five of them laugh. By now, Phyllis has edged herself to the exact center of the table on the floor. She’s got about ten inches to go and her haunches are quivering with excitement. Just as Olivia is about to bend down and pick up the leash, Jane asks her if she’s married.


  “Married?” Olivia responds as if she didn’t hear the question.


  “Yes,” Jane says, “married.”


  Olivia knows this was a possibility, these feisty women wanting to know about her personal life. She’s half tempted to blurt out her own life story and let them all faint into what is left of their beer and pizza. Ha! Beer and pizza as part of an anger-management class therapy session! Her supervisor would have a heart attack right on the spot if he saw all of them like this. Olivia, what is wrong with you?


  “I was married once, a very long time ago,” she admits. “That’s a story that might keep you up tonight with nightmares, so I think we’ll leave it at that. You girls have enough on your plates, which, by the way, are starting to get empty.”


  Now all four of them are staring at Olivia and imagining everything from a lost love to a very bad marriage.


  “That’s it?” Kit says, acting as if she’s angry. “You feed us that crumb and we have to guess?”


  “That’s how it goes, Kit. I love being in charge.”


  There’s another round of laughter as the women dive back into their drinks. Kit then raises her hands as if to surrender. “Hey, I shouldn’t argue with the boss,” she says. “We got to go bowling!”


  Grace looks up and smiles. “Who would have thought it would be bowling that helps us get better?”


  “No kidding!” This from Leah, who is now absolutely relaxed. “I see this whole adventure as an opportunity—on most days, anyway. That probably sounds weird because of what got me here, but I would never have met women like you. In spite of what you said, Jane, our lives are all so different.”


  “I continue to disagree,” Kit says, motioning with her empty glass.


  Jane can barely remember a time when she did anything like this. Something that didn’t involve dressing up, spending a ton of money, living large. Her friends are really nothing more than acquaintances or professional associates. And would she ever really call Leah, Grace, or Kit to go bowling or out for pizza? And why not?


  Jane has so much to think about that her head is spinning, or maybe it’s the beer. Grace is dying to have another beer, and Kit wouldn’t mind spending another three hours at the bowling alley. What amazes her more than anything is how you can forget about bad things if you stay busy. Pretty soon the bad things all but disappear in the rearview mirror.


  Olivia decides it’s time to leave. She can’t believe she has spent all this time at the bowling alley, and she’s determined to get out of there before someone asks her another question. She reaches for the leash and stands up just as Phyllis gets the piece of crust into her mouth.


  “Ladies, please continue,” she says, pushing back her chair. “I’m going to go give Phyllis a bath as her punishment for being so naughty.”


  Bath? Phyllis hears the word bath and almost drops her crust. She hates baths, and she doesn’t even know why.


  No one knows what to say.


  Finally Jane says thank you and asks Olivia if they should stay or if the assignment is over.


  “That’s up to you now. See you soon,” she says with a wink. Olivia turns, waves once, and heads toward the door. She doesn’t see Phyllis walking behind her with pizza hanging out of her mouth.


  All four of them put their hands over their mouths to keep from laughing out loud and sit back down, and they miss it when Olivia stops to chat with the boy behind the counter.


  “That dog is absolutely adorable!” Leah manages to say. “That’s on my list, too. Someday I’m going to get the kids a dog.”


  They all smile, and apparently no one knows what to say or do next.


  “Do you want to talk about the other assignments?” Kit finally dares to ask.


  Her question is met by silence.


  “Is that too much?” she asks when no one says anything.


  “It’s a little personal but at this point we know the worst, or at least one of the worst, things about each other,” Grace says, even though she’s not sure she wants to tell anyone but Dr. B. what she did or what happened or, especially, how it’s changed her.


  “I kind of agree,” Leah says. “I mean, this is good and everything but maybe we should keep some things personal. I’m actually a little embarrassed about my assignment.”


  This makes everyone wonder what in the world her assignment had been. And then, of course, they remember that they had two personal assignments and she only had done. And then, just like that, the party is pretty much over.


  They decide not to share any more and Kit offers to give Leah a ride home, but Leah declines, saying that the van driver is expecting her. But Grace takes a risk anyway.


  “This has been about five thousand times more fun than I even imagined when I got the letter and fell down laughing. I sort of feel like we’ve come over some huge mountain or something. It’s freeing to be away from the old building where we sometimes meet. I’m not sure how to explain it, but I’m praying for another personal assignment.”


  But can one afternoon of bowling really change the world? Can four women, with four sets of issues, manage to walk down one mountain and back up the next one?


  Dr. B. has no guarantees but she’s betting the house on it, and pretty much everything inside it as well. And she’s hiding down the street to see how long it takes for the women to file out of the building. “Please keep talking!” she whispers to Phyllis, who now has pizza grease all over her whiskers.


  When everyone gets up to leave, the boy who helped them figure out how to keep score runs to catch them before they go out the door.


  “Wait! Wait!”


  The women turn in unison. Now what?


  “I’m supposed to give this to one of you to read before you leave.”


  Jane grabs it before anyone else has a chance to get near it. It’s a single piece of paper, and she unfolds it slowly, as if she’s a presenter at the Oscars.


  “Hurry or I’ll get angry,” Kit jokes. “Maybe we’re all going on a cruise.”


  
    
      
        I hope you enjoyed your afternoon. I surely did. Let’s meet on Tuesday and you can bring me your bowling scores and, oh yes, those happy thoughts you have been writing down as well. Sincerely, Dr. B.
      

    

  


  Leah, Ms. Optimistic, tells them they should all think of it as a life cruise. She can’t wait for the next meeting and, truth be told, neither can her not-so-angry companions.


  Down the street, Olivia quickly darts into an alley when she sees the women walking from the bowling alley—one at a time.


  “Well, old girl,” Olivia tells Phyllis, who can’t stop thinking about the pizza. “We had quite a time on that adventure, and I’d say it was a partial success.”


  Phyllis looks up and hopes that Olivia has forgotten about the bath. She has no clue there’s a tiny piece of cheese stuck to her left ear, and that there’s no chance in hell she’s going bowling again anytime soon.
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  Limping Toward the Exit


  Dr. Bayer can hear someone she assumes is Grace limping down the hall while she’s arranging chairs and feverishly trying to figure out how she’s going to start class this week. A part of her feels as if she has hopped on a runaway train and there is an endless set of tracks zigzagging up one hill, down the next, and then across a heat-seared open plain.


  And there is no water in sight. Did the bowling help them bond? She crosses her fingers and hopes this will be a record-breaking evening. Stop doubting yourself, Olivia. Progress!


  Walk. Slide. Walk. Slide.


  Maybe Grace’s foot hurts more than she let on during Saturday’s assignment. Olivia stops for a moment to compose herself and hopes that Grace hadn’t needed serious medical attention. She totally forgot to ask her during the bowling event.


  In spite of the accident at Bob’s—and it really was an accident—Olivia thought it was an empowering evening. Grace didn’t get angry when she was shot. Leah jumped right in and then, without asking, Kit let her know that she would get Leah home safely. And the women were more than cordial to one another at the bowling alley.


  Olivia is so hopeful this was a turning point that she didn’t even plan anything beyond her normal spontaneous, let’s-see-what-transpires, shoot-from-the-hip class structure, which is actually more like a well-rehearsed therapy session than it sounds. Sometimes when there is a group occurrence, as Olivia has taken to calling things like an arrow in the foot and a fun time bowling, it’s as if a miracle has occurred.


  Once a construction foreman who had a habit of throwing his tools at employees who screwed up fell on the job and showed up the following week at anger-management class in a wheelchair. It was as if Jesus had walked through and healed the sick. Everyone was nice to him and, just like that, people started saying things they probably should have said in group therapy weeks before the wheelchair rolled in. Dr. Bayer wouldn’t be surprised if the entire group was now living together in the same apartment building. Talk about a lovefest. All things are possible. She believes this more than anything.


  Grace limps into the room while Dr. Bayer is thinking how wonderful it would be if she just slipped out and bought a wheelchair to use as a prop.


  Walk. Slide. Walk. Slide.


  Grace looks a little haggard, a little tired, a little timid. There are dark half circles under her eyes and her shoulders are curved at a thirty-degree angle. She is sliding the injured foot as if she’s afraid to lift it off the ground.


  “Hello,” Dr. Bayer says, moving toward a chair. “Sit down. How are you feeling today, dear?”


  “I was doing fine until I slipped and sprained the damn thing,” Grace says. “I mean really, Dr. Bayer! I hurt it at work before we even went bowling, but I think it’s gotten worse. Sometimes that happens with sprains.”


  “Are you serious? You didn’t seem to be limping too much at the bowling alley.”


  “Yes. You know the wound wasn’t that bad. It was in one of those places where the blood is just dying to pop out the minute there’s the slightest cut. I think it’s all catching up with me. I am simply a doofus. We had an emergency at work and I took a corner going about eighty miles an hour.”


  “Oh, dear! Perhaps you should slow down,” Dr. Bayer suggests.


  “It was a cardiac arrest. Hard to slow down for those but, well, I know I thanked you the other day when you called to check on me, but thanks again for making sure I got home last week.”


  Slow down? Grace is back to only imagining what that might be like.


  Dr. Bayer dismissed Grace’s thank-you with a “forget about it” wave of her hand that is necessary, because Grace is now averting her eyes. This is probably not a good time to ask her how Evan and her daughter are getting along.


  Kit comes into the room next, and Jane is right behind her. They are close enough to have walked in together, but apparently that was not a consideration. Olivia notices that these two women also look rough. What has been going on? Please tell me bowling was the success I think it was!


  She lets out a big sigh, nods hello, and then walks away, so that it looks as if she’s going through a stack of files she has on a small table by the window.


  Of course, she wants to listen.


  Kit talks first. She asks Grace how she’s doing, and Grace tells her about the sprain. Jane doesn’t say a word. What is she thinking about? At least she has on decent shoes. Dr. Bayer couldn’t help herself. She had to look when Jane came in. She’s wearing black ballet flats.


  Jane and Grace are clearly not connecting for some reason, but when Dr. Bayer looks out of the corner of her eye it appears as if Jane is totally lost in thought. A small part of her would love to reach over and tap Jane on the head. It would be exactly like the nuns use to tap her in the head with a forefinger and thumb as if they were about to smack a marble. It was not a love tap and it hurt. Jane, pay attention!


  Dr. Bayer was hoping for something more positive than this, but there’s a lot of baggage in this room tonight already, and she fears it has nothing to do with bowling.


  Leah actually comes running into the room as if she is being pushed by a gust of wind. Everyone notices right away that she’s wearing a new pair of black slacks, a lovely off-white blouse, and a long gold-and-red jacket that totally changes her appearance.


  Now, of course, Jane talks.


  “Wow, look at you,” she says, finishing off with a slight whistle. “You look great.”


  “Lovely,” Kit adds, smiling.


  Leah looks at Kit and smiles back. Neither of them says a word, but Leah would like to say more to everyone. She would like to tell Kit and everyone else how these are the first new articles of clothing she has had in five years. She would like them to know that for weeks now she has hand-washed the blouse she wore last week every night so that it wouldn’t smell in the morning. She would like to tell them how she let the other women at the shelter take clothes that she knew would also fit her because she didn’t feel worthy, didn’t feel as if she had a right to have anything nice, didn’t feel as if she should look like a woman who was changing her life one second at a time. But now, tonight, she feels as if she could skate on air.


  “Someone dropped these off for me,” Leah tells them, as she sits down next to Grace and across from Kit and Jane. “I don’t know who it was.”


  Leah pauses. She isn’t sure she should say something to Dr. Bayer. Maybe the other women aren’t supposed to know. Leah is absolutely terrified that she might make a mistake.


  “There are wonderful angels everywhere, Leah,” Dr. Bayer says, sensing her hesitation. “There are also a lot of people who don’t realize how someone right down the street from them could be in need of something as simple as a warm dinner, a second chance, or a lovely pair of black slacks.”


  Leah blushes and puts her head down.


  Kit feels as if Dr Bayer is talking to her. The shelter location is kind of a secret because so many of the women who live there are victims of domestic violence and need a place to live where they can’t be found. It’s a huge home that fills up three lots. Years ago, when Ellington was nothing but a few stop lights, it was a boardinghouse. There are no signs, and nothing about the building looks institutional. Unless your daughter’s Girl Scout troop donated Christmas gifts to the shelter fifteen years ago, and you dropped off the gifts, you might never know where it was located.


  Kit is struggling now to remember that afternoon. She had to call a phone number and a woman gave her another number to call. Then she had to wait while a second woman verified who she was by calling the Girl Scout office. Finally, Kit was given directions to the house and was flabbergasted when she saw how close it was to her own home. She had no idea.


  She was also flabbergasted when she had to sign a release agreeing never to tell anyone the location. She never really got past the foyer, but there was a candle burning and she now remembers how it smelled like Christmas. The candle must have been pine-scented, and she hoped the women living there felt that way, too—as if they had finally gotten to live inside a real holiday.


  And she meant to go back and volunteer or ask what they needed so she could keep them supplied with things that other women took for granted.


  Things like a new pair of slacks.


  Kit knows she has missed a lot. She so wants to keep filling her heart with compassion. Compassion and joy.


  Joy for what she had that the other women didn’t have. Her own bathroom and a closet full of clothes, toys for her daughter, and never a doubt that there would be food for more than three meals a day, every single day of the week. A yard and the fort and a man who loves you even though you come from a family that is wild, boisterous, and occasionally as crazy as a pack of rabid wolves.


  Kit looks at Leah and struggles not to run up to her and take her in her arms. Why haven’t the others reached out to Leah? Why hasn’t she reached out to her? Has she become so self-centered, so evasive of her own emotions, so frightened of what she might find if she stops to look at herself in a mirror that she can’t see beyond her own hideous mistakes?


  When Dr. Bayer looks over and sees that Kit seems as if she’s about to fall off her chair, she has no idea what’s happening. Kit’s left leg is moving up and down as if it is attached to some kind of invisible motor, and her eyes are glued trancelike to the floor in front of Leah.


  Something is going on, but Dr. Bayer also knows that people in these classes sometimes start thinking about things that often have no connection to the purpose of the class. In Kit’s case this could be the recent loss of her mother, which apparently triggered an avalanche of understandable emotion and, most likely, a mess of memories that have been buried for a very long time. It could also mean that she forgot to turn off the oven when she left for class.


  “So, ladies,” Dr. Bayer begins, ignoring what she sees as the obvious. “It’s been several days since your bowling expedition, and I know you’re ready to keep moving forward.”


  Everyone shifts a bit and all the chairs squeak all at once.


  “Grace has survived, as you can see, and in spite of her newly sprained ankle is doing fine. I’m hoping the entire evening at Bob’s, and not just the mishap at the end, was something you found positive and enlightening.”


  The chairs remain silent.


  “And, of course, you all went bowling!”


  Finally a smile, then another smile, a third, and then a forth.


  “I’d like to start this week by talking about that and by you getting out your journals.”


  Dr. Olivia Bayer is the queen of physical gestures. Most likely she’s been good at it her entire life, but it was in graduate school where her innate sense of motion and movement gave her more than a leg up in her chosen profession. She could almost gallop inside of a mind by simply watching the way feet moved, legs crossed, eyebrows arched, shoulders sagged, and breath shortened.


  Her professors loved her physical analytics, which were usually, though not always, correct. Olivia already knew that without compassion and a well-examined heart of her own, simply knowing that someone made fists and then held them tight until her fingers went numb wasn’t of much use.


  Still, it’s a wonder she was never recruited by the FBI. Although right now she’d rather be hunting serial killers than dealing with this gang. The tension in the room could almost straighten hair. Why? They obviously liked bowling. She must get them to talk.


  “Do we have to read these things out loud?” Jane asks, digging into her purse for her journal.


  “Does that worry you?” Dr. Bayer asks.


  “Well, I didn’t think we would have to read them out loud, that’s all.”


  “Would what is in there be different if you knew you were going to be sharing it with the entire class?”


  Jane shrugs and the left corner of her mouth droops.


  Grace instantly gets a headache.


  “This is a place of safety, remember?” Dr. Bayer reminds Jane and everyone else, hoping they aren’t thinking about arrows and rifles at the moment. “I can’t stop you from talking about what happens in this class when you leave, but I want you to know what happens here, what we share, what pieces of ourselves we reveal, is almost sacred.”


  Dr. Bayer wants them to know that Tuesday night is not a game or a place where they should lie and hold things back. This is one of the many things she tells them during the next fifteen minutes when she talks about change and living and reminds them that they are here to move forward and not backward. It’s all about rediscovery, she says, and it’s also so very much about forgiveness.


  “You all seemed to connect and have lovely exchanges last Saturday,” she goes on. “I’m hoping you can move forward from that point, no matter what the days since have been like.”


  When she gets going, it doesn’t matter how everyone is sitting, leaning, flinching, or swaying. Dr. Bayer has to tell them what she has to tell them—and it is their job to listen, damn it. And they are listening; she can tell. And she senses that what she is saying is something that they already know, or at least have learned in the past few weeks.


  “Happiness is a choice,” she explains, leaning forward for emphasis. “It’s right out there waving its hand in the air, and it’s always going to be up to you whether you accept happiness or turn your back on it. And, in the end, it’s totally your decision.”


  Even as she speaks, Dr. Bayer can see that the women are all puzzled by this great truth. Puzzled, but it also looks as if they might be thinking about it, and she hopes they’re thinking past the single moment that brought them to this room.


  “So when you jump into happiness, when you allow yourself to be open and to stop living in fear, that’s when all the good stuff happens,” she explains. “No matter what happens—how you’re feeling, what mood has captured your attention—you are the one in control. I say it’s much, much easier to be happy than to go to the end of the line.”


  That, she tells them, is why the writing assignment is so important. “It should help you track your moods and what triggers your moods. It is also like a personal retreat, a place you can go to be honest, alive, and real. Sometimes it’s easier to write it down than to say it out loud. Sometimes late at night when the fears and burdens of the day have finally been set aside, the emotional truth rises and writing it down in a log, a journal, whatever you want to call it, is a very sane way to travel through some sensitive territory.”


  Dr. Bayer takes a breath and looks at her girls. They are either thinking about the great subject of anger or they’re hopelessly lost and bored.


  “Any questions?” she asks, hopeful that eight ears have been listening.


  “I guess happiness is just as personal and individual as everything else,” Grace suggests, looking at Dr. Bayer.


  “Meaning?”


  “Like what makes me happy or even angry won’t be the same for you or, say, Leah.”


  “Correct.”


  “I had a friend in college who always got furious when someone pushed her.” Kit is talking as if she is the only one in the room. “One day I finally sat her down and asked her to think about it. It took about three minutes, and she told me that her father pushed her all the time.”


  “So…” Dr. Bayer holds on to the “so” as if it is a long question.


  Surprisingly, Jane is the one to speak next.


  “So, yes, we must think about what triggers our emotions and then we must try to change our thought patterns so that we can all behave in a civilized manner,” Jane says, gesturing, with her hands as if she is now the professor.


  Good Lord.


  Dr. Bayer is thankful she isn’t wearing high heels herself, although she isn’t quite sure she has ever worn shoes like that. So now what? Jane is obviously the most precarious member of the group, unless Dr. Bayer has totally lost her touch. Should she risk losing Jane by calling her on her brazenly sarcastic remark? Does she let it pass and hope that the other three women already know what an ass Jane is making of herself?


  “Do you think you’re behaving in a civilized manner?” Dr. Bayer asks her, leaning from the waist and focusing her attention totally on Jane.


  This forces Leah, Grace, and Kit to look at Jane, too. Dr. Bayer isn’t the only one who’s confused. Bowling was so much fun, and now Jane is, well, back to her old pissy self. Everyone wants to hear Jane’s answer.


  Jane is smart enough not to jump up and shout at Dr. Bayer, but not smart enough to keep her face from turning red, her shoulder from dipping back and forth, and her mouth from opening.


  “I am a professional and I come from a dignified family and yes, I am civilized,” Jane all but snorts, crossing her arms and looking directly at Dr. Bayer. Jane would love to tell them right now what’s happening in the rest of her life. How dignified it was when she didn’t say a word to Derrick about her suspicions. How dignified when she remained calm all those days between this class and the last one. Jane does not have the courage to say that Derrick is all that she has left and that she may now be drowning.


  “Jane, what I’ve been trying to get everyone to understand is that we need to define the triggers that anger us and then file those triggers down so they’re no longer visible,” Dr. Bayer explains. “If you don’t do that, nothing changes and your anger wins.”


  “Everyone makes mistakes,” Jane fires back. “That doesn’t mean we’re bad people who need to be treated like infants.”


  “I didn’t say you were bad people,” Dr. Bayer insists, realizing that she’s getting nowhere. Does she have to start over?


  Grace can’t take the pounding in her head and the sound of Jane’s voice at the same time. Maybe it’s because of her recent foot injury on top of the other foot injury. Thank you very much, Jane. Or the discovery of her daughter’s packed suitcase. This happiness stuff isn’t that easy but it sure beats what came before it.


  “For the love of God, Jane, don’t you get it? It’s like we are all stripped naked in here and we have to start over,” Grace says. “Listening to the person in charge, who obviously knows what she’s talking about, is a great way to start.”


  Jane looks appalled. This department-store-dressed tart who needs a makeover is telling her how to behave and the purpose of the class? Enough is enough.


  “Don’t talk to me like that!”


  “I’m simply telling the truth, Jane. You don’t have to get angry about that.”


  Kit and Leah are moving their heads back and forth as the conversation rolls from one woman to the next. Where did this come from?


  Dr. Bayer has already decided to let the dice roll on this one. After all, group means group, and this group has been way too silent.


  “I’m not angry,” Jane all but shouts.


  “You sound angry.”


  Leah takes a deep breath, her chest rises, she lets out the same breath, and says, “Sometimes it’s hard to change and to look at yourself in a new way.”


  Now everyone turns to look at her.


  “What do you mean?” Kit asks, finally looking at Leah.


  “Behavior becomes a pattern. Pretty soon you fall into that pattern and you don’t even remember what it was like before you got that way. That’s what makes change so hard.”


  Dr. Bayer wants to throw her hands in the air and shout, “Alleluia!” But she also knows it’s way too early for that.


  Leah closes her eyes. Everyone is silent.


  “Don’t you remember what it was like before all of this sometimes?” Leah asks quietly. “Before the class, before what brought us here, before we became the women we are right now? I feel new and changed because of this class. I’m never going back. I even liked bowling.”


  There is quiet again. The ancient furnace kicks in, a series of vehicles drive past the building on the street below; there is much shifting of feet.


  Dr. Bayer can clearly see that Leah has exposed a nerve that is terribly inflamed.


  “I don’t get us,” Kit says, once again looking at the floor to avoid eye contact. “At first glance we all seem so, well, normal but here we are and we’re all afraid to be honest. Leah, you’re right. You are the most sane and open woman in this room. We had so much fun bowling. I’m really struggling to understand what we’re even arguing about.”


  Grace and Jane are a bit taken aback, but perhaps not as taken aback as Kit, who can’t believe she just spoke so honestly.


  Dr. Bayer senses a pending explosion. She’s struggling to understand what’s going on. Bowling was fun. Leah and Kit are positive and open. Clearly, Jane and Grace have brought excess baggage to the class.


  So much is not being said that it feels as if the room temperature has risen twenty degrees in the last few minutes. Leah is also looking at the floor, and feels exposed for having revealing something so personal. She was hoping that a discussion would follow, that the other women would open up and share something—anything. She has secrets in her, too, she’s not perfect, but why are Grace and Jane so afraid tonight?


  Before Leah can take a step backward, which is not the direction Dr. Bayer wants any of these women to go, the good doctor slaps her hands on her knees and in the silence the crack sounds almost exactly like the rifles they were using recently.


  Thank God there isn’t a rifle handy right now.


  “Listen, ladies, a few of us can’t do all the talking here. You must—and I cannot say the word must with enough urgency—open your hearts and minds as wide as possible,” Dr. Bayer explains slowly, and with utter confidence.


  Then she has an idea.


  “You obviously had a great time on Saturday,” she says. “Maybe you need me to leave the room. So hand over your journals and I’ll leave you alone for a bit.”


  The women all look as if they’ve been told they have to stay after school and sit in the detention room. They hand over their writings one at a time, and Dr. Bayer gathers them up and then stands.


  Leah, Kit, Jane, and Grace look up at her with eyes that have grown wide with surprise.


  “Now,” Dr. Bayer says, loving the look of growing fear in their eyes, “I’m going to leave the room for twenty minutes and you’re going to talk.”


  “Talk?” Grace questions.


  “Yes, you will talk about who you are and what you have in common and how easy it is to be happy. And remember how well you got along the other day.”


  The women are stunned. Dr. Bayer isn’t finished.


  “I am raising the bar,” she explains. “Find your common denominators, and then tell me what you’re going to do with what you discover.”


  Then she turns and walks out of the uncommonly bleak room; the women hear her clogs slapping down the hall, and then the sound disappears.


  And they are alone.
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  A Slight Explosion in the Happy Land


  The women can hear each other breathing and that sound, the soft swish of air moving in and out of lungs, noses, and throats, quickly becomes the sound of dread. How and why did this happen?


  Dr. Bayer’s footsteps have vanished, and the women know what they have to do; Olivia’s instructions were quite specific. But who is going to speak first? Who is going to take control?


  Leah wants to speak up, but she’s afraid of how the others might react. It was hard enough to walk in with new clothes on and to have to explain where they came from. If these women knew her whole story, more of who she is, where she came from and what she has been through, would that really change anything? Would they stop looking at her as if she is different from them? Do any of them really care about anything but their own silent heartaches? Is she the only one who has moved forward?


  Leah feels that if she speaks first it will change everything for her, and not in a good way, so she sits quietly wondering who will take the first step.


  Jane is seething. Tonight she can’t imagine one thing that she would have in common with these women beyond the fact that they’re in this class together. Dr. Bayer and her psychology crap can kiss her ass. Even though she knows she has to get out of the class in order to move forward with her new life plan—a plan she would never share with this group—Jane is not about to play games as if she is at one of those damn home culinary parties. Let one of the other three know-it-alls start the lovefest. She can’t get her mind off Derrick. She should never have opened up and acted like part of this gang. Bowling and hiking be damned!


  Grace is doing some yoga breathing she learned during the last hospital in-service. Her new blood-pressure medicine has barely had time to kick in, and this is the last place she wants to be right now. She knows if she speaks first she’s going to go after Jane. Talk about a room filled with secrets. She thought everyone, even Jane, was being open. Why did she lie to them? Grace has been doing some exceptionally sneaky detective work, and she’s onto Jane.


  Jane is such a fake. A lying fake! At least Leah is being honest and Kit seems to be halfway human. Grace is afraid if she speaks she’s going to first lean over and take a chunk out of Jane’s lovely white neck with her teeth. She’s trying to remember when she has felt this much distaste for someone—ex-husbands excluded, mothers excluded, daughters excluded, and maybe even herself excluded. Just when she was feeling so great about everything.


  Kit is glancing sideways at Leah, who looks as if she wants to say something but absolutely will not. Kit hopes to God Jane doesn’t start yapping, and Grace looks as if she’s trying to create a miracle and vanish into thin air.


  Why is this so hard? Do they all have so much baggage that they don’t know which trunk to drop first so they can open a damn door? And when did Kit become so reserved, so quiet, so not like the rest of her family, who all seem to have an aversion to letting anyone else speak first?


  While the women are rolling around inside their minds, Dr. Bayer has opened the door to a room around the corner, turned on the light, closed the door, and is sitting on top of a metal desk that looks as if it has been in the room since the beginning of time.


  Right now she doesn’t even care if the women strangle one another. This would be a good lesson for them if they would only listen to her. Sometimes it’s simply better to get up and leave and give everyone a chance to slip back into the proper gear. Happiness, girls! It’s about happiness!


  Her short legs are dangling off the desk and she lets her clogs drop to the floor. No one has ever called Dr. Olivia Bayer anything but determined. There is no way she’s going to let these women slip away from her, even if it means she has to step away from them for a few moments to let them slog through their own emotions.


  She sets the logs down next to her and then picks up the first one off the top. It’s Grace’s. Dr. Bayer guesses that Grace grabbed it and filled in pages here and there between the five thousand other things she must accomplish every single day. There are several pages of writing, a few doodles—circles that start out small and get bigger until they disappear off the pages. Clearly, Grace spent some time sitting in front of this little book and thinking.


  Dr. Bayer runs her eyes down the pages and doesn’t see anything unusual or especially revealing until she gets to the bottom of the last page. Grace wrote the word Monday and then some scribbles and then one sentence that stands out as if it were written in huge block letters:


  
    
      
        …so tonight I feel absolutely positive because I am remembering how life used to be before I turned into a crazy woman. I’m that person again and going beyond. Very, very positive. My girls need me. I may even take them bowling!
      

    

  


  The writing stops and then picks up again, but this time it’s in bold letters, and with a different-colored pen:


  
    
      
        I know Kelli would never really leave.
      

    

  


  Clearly, something was going on, but the writing seems honest at least. Not bad. Dr. Bayer would love to take the doodles and show them to one of her associates, who could give an hour-long lecture on what they might mean. But that would be a breach of confidentiality. Grace is thinking and feeling, and that is absolutely wonderful news.


  She sets down Grace’s book and notices that her dark mood is starting to fade. Maybe all hope is not lost. It’s not just this class. These women have lives that don’t just stop when they have an assignment. She listens for a moment, and doesn’t hear any sounds of distress from the room down the hall. That’s also a good sign.


  Leah’s book is tiny. It’s a cheap spiral notebook with a yellow cover. The kind you can get for under a dollar at any drugstore. Leah has already filled up over half of the notebook. If all those pages are anything like the page she’s reading now, Dr. Bayer may need a full box of tissue when she reads the entire book:


  
    
      
        Tonight I am tired, and yet I am so hopeful. I am finally going to catch those dreams that keep floating around, taunting me, and then disappearing when I get so close I can almost feel their hot breath on my neck. I’m going to do everything I have always wanted to do, and knowing that it’s all possible makes me very happy! I don’t know why I am in this particular group, with those women, but it doesn’t matter anymore. We are all equal. And now I am too tired to keep writing. Goodnight little log.
      

    

  


  Then there’s a P.S.:


  
    
      
        I so want to be more honest. To tell everything. This class is such a chance for me.
      

    

  


  Dr. Bayer sees so much of herself in Leah. She also knows that she must not linger on one client, even as she admits to herself that of the four women she is pulling the most for Leah to triumph, and not just because she has so much less than everyone else; it’s because she has so much more right this moment.


  She hesitates before deciding which log to read next. Tonight, for some reason, it’s like choosing hot tar over boiling water. Not one to hesitate too long or live in fear, Olivia grabs Jane’s log. She expects the worst and hopes for the best. She’s on a roll that’s made her pull her legs up onto the table and cross them so that she’s more comfortable. In the midst of a near-meltdown, Dr. Bayer has just been given a whiff of fresh air. Hot tar be damned!


  Jane’s log appears to be a discarded and very lovely appointment book. The thin, lined, soft pages of snow-white paper are filled with one-line sentences. Even though she considers herself very brave, Dr. Bayer skips quickly to the last page. She’s brave, not stupid.


  
    
      
        I haven’t thought about babies for so long. I thought this was all over, but the trip to the YWCA and Derrick’s old questions about being a father keep rising up. Maybe I have been looking for happiness in the wrong places.
      

    

  


  Holy cow!


  Dr. Bayer lets her feet drop back down and begins moving them back and forth. Jane is struggling with some serious stuff.


  Dr. Bayer flips to the next page in Jane’s log and sees that several lines have been inked out. What was there? What secrets did Jane erase?


  Jane, oh Jane! Can’t you let go just a little bit? Is it so hard to embrace your humanness? Can you not lie down, open up your heart, and let it all go?


  Easier said than done, Dr. Bayer knows, as she gently sets down Jane’s notebook and picks up Kit’s. Olivia tries not to laugh as she picks up the log. It looks as if it has recently been dragged behind a tractor during harvesting season. The book must have been nice once, a real journal, but it looks like since Kit’s been using it it’s also doubled as a coaster and maybe a hot pad. That’s a good thing; it means she gets it!


  Kit’s got secrets, too—Dr. Bayer realizes this—but she has also changed so much. Her notes from her personal assignments were totally filled with joy. Kit seems as if she’s touching the golden egg already. The last page in her book is written in pencil and not pen. The words are also printed, unlike the cursive on all the other pages, and Dr. Bayer quickly realizes that she’s reading a poem:


  
    my heart flips west and east and north
  


  
    but i cannot get it to move south…
  


  
    i saw the bright sky of tomorrow
  


  
    warm and alive and true
  


  
    it triggered an avalanche of remembering…
  


  
    i can’t stop my heart
  


  
    beating so fast
  


  
    urging me to remember
  


  
    to try harder
  


  
    to go forward…
  


  
    to erase what i do not want to keep…
  


  
    and yet
  


  
    and yet
  


  
    sometimes
  


  
    i know
  


  
    there is one thing…
  


  
    unfinished
  


  
    and i cannot move
  


  
    and i want to
  


  
    so much
  


  
    so damn damn damn damn much…
  


  Dr. Bayer steadies herself by dropping Kit’s log and placing both hands on the end of the desk. Kit wrote this? Olivia feels as if she might tumble off the table. Is the poem finished? She picks it up again and reads it slowly, line by line. She realizes that something is hurting Kit that she hasn’t yet shared.


  She wants to be gladdened by everything she has just read. Surely it proves her point. These women need her; they need to reach out and open up their hearts, expose their fears, lean into one another. The journals work. Yes, they do.


  She swings her feet back up onto the table, crossing her legs as if she is sitting next to a campfire, and decides to read the last pages of the logs one more time before she walks back down the hall. There are clues everywhere in the words on the pages she is holding in her hands. Absolutely everywhere.


  While she shuffles through the logs again the women down the hall appear to be at an impasse. It’s a miracle their brain waves haven’t ignited an electrical fire.


  Finally, Kit can’t stand the silence any longer. She stops moving her leg up and down, drops both heels to the floor, claps her hands, and says, “Okay, I’m going to let ’er rip, ladies.” She has absolutely no idea what that means now. Now, when her world is hanging off the side of a cliff and the wind has just picked up considerably. Let ’er rip used to mean “I’m going to let go and you should, too, and I’m thinking what’s going to happen when we do this is magnificent.”


  Let ’er rip used to mean her father had dipped into the Irish whiskey, again, and was urging her mother to take a sip, and someone was about to burst into song. Let ’er rip sometimes meant that one of her brothers had dared one of the others to a backyard fight and someone needed to get Band-Aids and towels. It sometimes meant a party was about to start and they should all run around and make sure their bedrooms were picked up and no one had left his underwear on the bathroom floor.


  When Kit was raising her own baby, let ’er rip meant begin, start, get into it, and also that something significant had happened.


  Once when her daughter, Sarah, had finished a high-school essay that was beyond “knock your socks off” perfect and she had asked Kit to proof it, Kit wasn’t just shocked but honored. And then when she read it, and discovered that her daughter was probably much more emotionally mature than she was, she said, “You let ’er rip on this one sweetheart.”


  Kit can’t remember what the essay was about—something terribly personal and revealing, for sure—but she knows right now that unless she kicks it up a notch and lets ’er rip she’s going to spend the rest of her life regretting her silence.


  This is going to be a personal test for her, and even though she has absolutely no idea what she’s going to say or do next, she’s experiencing a mild state of euphoria because she is speaking first.


  Jane is looking at Kit as if Kit has just asked her out on a date. Let ’er rip? Is this woman the descendant of a tribe of wild apes that escaped from the Brookfield Zoo?


  Leah is smiling slightly. She loves it that Kit is speaking first, and that Kit has a daughter, as she does, and that she wore cowboy boots to class once. She has wanted a pair of cowboy boots for so long she couldn’t even count all the years. Once, when she was a little girl and she put on her brother’s boots and came into the kitchen, her father leapt from his chair, pushed her—actually pushed a little girl!—on her behind, ripped the boots off of her feet, and told her that girls do not wear cowboy boots.


  Leah has wanted a pair ever since. One pair of boots and so much more, but right now how lovely that Kit wants to let ’er rip!


  Grace wants to light a candle, because it isn’t Jane speaking first. How much longer must this humiliation go on? Besides her pounding headache, her foot is throbbing just as much as it did the night Jane shot her with an arrow. She can’t wait to get home and see if her daughter is still living with her. Speak, Kit, please. Speak fast before something terrible happens.


  “Obviously Dr. Bayer wants us to find something in common, something that links us, something we can talk about besides, you know, that other mess that brought us here.” Kit continues talking as if she knows what she’s doing. “You know we all have a lot at stake here, and it’s probably a good idea for us to do what she asks. I, for one, know that those blaze-orange outfits they wear at the county jail would make me look terrible.”


  Kit is hoping that by now someone else would have thought about something else to say or, at the very least, interrupted her. She pauses and keeps letting ’er rip.


  “This shouldn’t be that hard, you know,” she goes on. “We are all women, we have all loved, we have all made mistakes—that’s the most obvious. And it’s also obvious we would all rather be a million other places and not here.”


  “You’ve got that right,” Jane says, laughing. “On my list of Tuesday-night hot spots, this old building in the middle of this part of town is nowhere near the top.”


  Leah is still afraid to speak. If Jane and Kit got into some kind of physical or verbal altercation, she’d put all her money on Kit. Then again, it would depend on weather Jane was wearing her stilettos.


  “Actually, this part of town has a few rough edges but it’s turning around,” Kit says.


  But before she can continue Jane snorts. It’s not a perfect snort, or very loud, but it is a snort.


  “What?” Kit is trying to prepare herself for anything.


  “Real estate–wise, honey, it’s going to be years before this part of the city even comes close to the other areas where there are lofts and condos,” Jane informs her.


  “You mean empty lofts and condos,” Grace reminds her.


  Leah is not thrilled with the direction this conversation is taking, and she’s thinking she may have to jump in as soon as possible. Shouldn’t they be talking about what they have in common?


  “Come on,” Kit half pleads, as if she is reading Leah’s mind. “Can’t we just talk about what we have in common, which may help us get on with the rest of our lives?”


  It’s Leah who rescues them, if only momentarily.


  “I know we all have lots going on in our lives, but being here is a good thing,” Leah begins, looking from one woman to the next. “I, for one, have so much at stake that, to even begin telling you everything would take up three months of sessions. I am begging you all, please, can we at least think about the question at hand?”


  “She’s right,” Kit says, finally making eye contact with Leah. “We’re acting like a bunch of preschoolers.”


  “Don’t mention children, please.” Jane snarls when she says this. “I am sick to death of anything that has to do with children.”


  Grace looks at her sideways in disgust; her detective work shows what kind of woman Jane really is. Kit sees the look and decides to keep talking lest someone cross the line, the dangerous, extremely thin line that must be taunting the living hell out of each one of them.


  Both Kit and Leah see a flame behind Grace’s eyes. What is going on back there? Why isn’t she brushing off Jane’s obviously insecure comments? Where is the beer-drinking pal from last Saturday?


  Not that either of them feels any differently. But, right this moment, both Leah and Kit want to move forward, even if it’s simply to keep the peace for as long as it takes the session to end and for Dr. Bayer to return.


  Before Grace has a chance to say anything, Kit tries to get them back on track. She reminds them that they’re supposed to find things in common and she asks them to think about that.


  Leah asks them if this came up during the first session, before she joined the class.


  “Kind of,” Kit replies.


  Jane leans forward, obviously ready to leave, absolutely put out by the entire discussion, and before anyone can stop her she brings up the children issue again.


  “So I’m the only one who doesn’t have babies. We figured that out already. Lucky for all of you. Hurray for me. We did the stand-up-comedy thing, the dancing thing, the singing thing. I don’t suppose you can do all three or maybe juggle with fire, can you, Leah?”


  Leah turns red and does not move.


  Kit is furious and holds on to the sides of her seat with both hands to keep herself from flying off her chair and tackling Jane.


  Then, without hesitation, Grace stands up, walks over, and slaps Jane across her left cheek.


  Jane is absolutely stunned, and yet she manages to stand up. She puts her left hand over the spot where Grace slapped her.


  Grace is instantly mortified, but she’s also still quite angry. She says nothing, but backs up.


  Then Jane lets her have it.


  “What the hell is wrong with you? Do you realize that I can have you thrown into jail? I know all about you and your little boyfriend who you’re afraid to be seen with in public because he’s black. You are so going to regret this, Grace! How dare you slap me, touch me, even look at me!”


  Grace is now almost as red as Leah. She takes another step back, raises her right hand, jabs a finger at Jane, and starts shouting.


  “Don’t fuck with me, either, you prissy bitch! I know all about your issues with babies and children, and that you’ve done nothing but lie to your husband and doctors and probably everyone else in your life! You are no better than us. In fact, you are just like us, so fuck you too, Jane Castoria! Fuck you!”


  For a moment it looks as if Jane is going to lunge at Grace, but instead she turns, picks up her purse, and walks from the room so fast no one else has a chance to say anything.


  Dr. Bayer hears some commotion down the hall and is just standing up when she sees a flash of color fly past the small window of the closed door.


  She has no idea that the flash is Jane Castoria getting the hell out of the building as fast as she can.
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  Just When You Think


  Jane is still slowly making her way to the ground floor in the antiquated elevator when Dr. Bayer bursts into the room. She is breathing hard and looks first at Grace, then Kit, then Leah. Jane was obviously the flash of color she saw streaking past her window.


  Damn it.


  “Would one of you care to tell me what happened the few minutes I was out of the room?”


  The women do not move. They are all looking at their feet. Grace is as red as a ripe tomato. Leah has her eyes closed, and appears to be praying. Kit is now moving both legs up and down terribly fast, as if they are resting on a vibrator.


  The room is suddenly so quiet that Dr. Bayer wonders if the women are holding their breath. She can actually hear the echo of the elevator grinding as it descends.


  Dr. Bayer doesn’t know it yet but this pause is creating what even some naysayers would call a minor miracle. The women in the room are thinking so fast that all three of them feel as if their heads are going to explode. They’re trying to decide what to say, whom to protect, how much to lie, who should speak, and what will happen when they make this momentous decision.


  Grace knows that if the women tell Dr. Bayer what happened, she will most likely be leaving the building inside a police car. When the realization of what she has just done hits her, Grace’s entire body goes into meltdown mode and she begins shaking. Her headache has expanded to every vein inside her head. It feels as if a tractor is plowing up her brains.


  Maybe her mother has been right all these years and she truly is nothing but a wasteland of humanity. Maybe she really is out of control. Maybe everything bad that has ever happened to her is totally her fault. Maybe Kelli has acted out for the past three years to punish her for being such a bad mother. And maybe, just maybe, what Jane said about Evan is true. And because of all that, because she’s such a failure, Grace tells herself that she does deserve to go to jail to atone for her multitude of sins. Everything is lost.


  Leah is praying that Kit speaks up first. She knows what she wants to say but dares not, knows what kind of pressure Grace must be under to react that way, knows that a mistake can be made so quickly when someone is under stress that sometimes simple forgiveness is the only thing that will make it all better.


  She’s desperately trying not to speak out, not to reach over and grab Grace’s hand, not to look into the eyes of Kit, who has totally surprised her tonight, not to think of what might happen not just to Grace but to all of them if Dr. Bayer discovers the truth.


  Kit is composing herself but first she allows herself a quiet moment of anger, which she knows Dr. Bayer would love: Damn you, Jane, you egotistical bitch; damn you, Grace, for throwing your garbage into the middle of this group; damn you, Leah, for pushing my emotional buttons.


  Isn’t this hard enough without someone totally going ballistic? Isn’t anger what got them to this place to begin with? Are they truly all beyond help and hope? The last hour has been like a prelude to a major battle.


  Kit looks up and sees that Grace looks as if she’s going to say something. And she is. Grace has decided to spill her guts and tell Dr. Bayer everything. It’s time to pay the price.


  But Kit instinctively speaks first. She can’t help herself. And she is absolutely determined to control her own destiny.


  “We had a little disagreement, that’s all,” she lies. “We were talking about anger issues, what makes us mad, you know, and were just starting to get into what we have in common and, well, Jane was smart to leave because she was so darn angry.”


  Leah and Grace go pale.


  Dr. Bayer is no fool. If Kit were acting normal, the “darn” would have been a “damn.” She knows that something else happened, and she would love to know what it was. On the other hand some serious bonding may have taken place. The women are actually looking at each other instead of at the floor. She has three seconds to make the next move.


  “Good for Jane,” Dr. Bayer tells them. “She must have been listening. Sometimes leaving the room is the best answer of all.”


  Half of Grace’s headache disappears like magic.


  Kit stops moving one leg.


  Leah is trying without much luck to hide a smile.


  Did something wonderful just happen or are they simply prolonging the pain?


  Downstairs, the elevator door is sliding open one half a centimeter at a time. Jane is stamping her foot. She can’t wait to get the hell out of the building, away from those women, especially that crazy witch Grace. Jane figures she must have nailed part of Grace’s problems right to the wall.


  Dr. Bayer doesn’t say another word as she hands back three journals, but she notices everything. The women are suddenly more relaxed. Grace seems to have received an instant facelift. Leah is smiling, for the love of God! Kit is sitting up in her chair, not slouching, and she took charge.


  But then there’s Jane. Dr. Bayer decides she must run to catch up with Jane. These three get a pass. She wants to get Jane’s version of the last fifteen minutes and return her log.


  “I liked your writings this week,” she says, startling the women even more. “Honesty is a great sign of progress. Keep it up. You may just get there yet.”


  Then she dismisses them with a smile. If these women are as smart as she thinks they are, they’ll see the smile as her acknowledgment of their cover-up. All three of them are lying.


  Dr. Bayer doesn’t wait to see their reactions. She grabs her files, throws on her coat, and decides to race down the steps to try and catch Jane. Besides, she thinks, smiling even wider, all three of them might end up in the elevator at the same time and have to speak to each other about what just happened. And about what didn’t happen. She would pay a pretty penny right this moment to have a hidden camera in the room and, especially, in the elevator.


  The three women appear startled as Dr. Bayer all but runs out of the room.


  Leah stands up and finally lets go of a soft laugh she’s been holding on to since Kit told a white lie. A lie she feels they all must share.


  “I shouldn’t laugh, I know, but that was something, Kit.”


  Grace gets up next and takes a step toward Kit.


  “Why did you do that?” she asks, trying hard not to reach over and hug Kit.


  “I wanted to beat the shit out of Jane myself,” Kit admits. “She keeps crossing the line. We all know you shouldn’t have slapped her—physical violence, as we all know, is never the right thing to do. It was wrong, but I’m guessing Leah feels the same way I do. I’m kind of glad you did it.”


  “You’re right,” Grace agrees. “There’s no excuse for violence.”


  Kit is feeling a little cocky. The women gather up their own coats and purses and anger logs and start walking to the elevator.


  “So, Grace, do you have a boyfriend or not?”


  Grace turns back into the tomato.


  Then she shrugs, wrinkles up her face, puts her head down, and says, “I don’t know.”


  Leah chuckles as the antique elevator door slides open. When they get inside, the women can smell Jane’s strong perfume. The lingering scent sobers them up.


  Jane, they all think at once.


  “Do you think she’ll say anything?” Leah asks as the door closes.


  “I hope not,” Kit says as they begin to descend. “But she’s definitely a wild card.”


  Grace reaches out to put her hand on Kit. “Thanks,” she says quietly. “I have tons on my mind this week. I’ve actually been doing great. I have a lot to lose if this doesn’t work.”


  “We all do, sister,” Kit says, touching Grace for a brief moment. “As long as we all win, I say we play the game however we want to.”


  “Well,” Leah says, speaking up quickly. “This would be about the limit for me as far as rule-changing and honesty. I feel kind of sorry for Jane.”


  Kit and Grace remain silent as Kit pushes the button while the elevator door is trying to decide if it wants to stay closed or open. If Jane says something they’re all going to be in deep shit, and the chances of Jane spilling the beans seem pretty darn good.


  Downstairs, Dr. Bayer has stepped out of the building and is looking for Jane. It’s cold outside. The kind of Chicago October cold that is like a horrid warning for what is to come in the next few months. Olivia walks down the sidewalk a few feet and looks one way and then the other. Where did Jane go?


  Olivia heard the front door close as she came down the steps. Unless Jane is running, she must be very close. She decides to walk to the end of the building and see if Jane has left her car in the parking lot or down the block a bit. But even with the bright streetlights, the ones that are still working anyway, she doesn’t see her.


  Dr. Bayer turns back the other way and begins walking as fast as possible toward the other side of the building. A cold wind charges up behind her and her coat billows out as if someone is pumping frigid air through the sleeves. She puts the files she has been carrying into her battered brown leather briefcase and wraps the ends of her coat around her as tightly as possible.


  “Chicago sucks,” she says out loud, as if that will change anything, while she tucks her chin into her chest, hoping for a brief moment of warmth.


  The second she lifts up her head, she hears a scream. It ricochets off the Franklin Building and instantly makes her look up and across the street.


  There are no lights across the street. The old wooden poles are there, but it looks as if someone shot out all the bulbs. All that’s left are jagged pieces of glass. It is dark, and it looks absolutely foreboding and dangerous across the street.


  Olivia has been coming to this building for years. She was here when there were still street gangs roaming in this section of town and full-time guards escorted people in and out of the buildings.


  Then she was given a pager, right before cellphones became not just mandatory but totally necessary, so that she would never have to park her car and walk inside the building alone.


  But during the past two years this entire section of the city has started a marvelous resurgence. The old warehouses have been purchased by developers who have turned many of them into town houses and artists’ lofts. The economic downtown that started a few years ago has slowed the construction process, but the past year has been magical for some buildings that were once old factories and warehouses.


  People have been moving back into the city in droves. They’ve given up their second cars and purchased bicycles. They’re walking to the theater and to work and everywhere else within a few-mile radius.


  But even the magic hands of time do not change everything. There have been sporadic incidents of violence and crime: car-jackings, thefts, an occasional random and nonsensical beating.


  Olivia hesitates for a moment, and then she hears another scream. A longer and much louder scream, and everything inside her, every ounce of her being, tells her to move and to move fast.


  The moment Dr. Bayer begins to run across the street, Leah, Kit, and Grace emerge from the building. When they push through the huge front doors, Leah happens to look to the right and she sees Dr. Bayer running across the street at a clip that would qualify her for membership on an Olympic team.


  “Oh, my gosh! Look!” she exclaims, pointing toward the street.


  “It’s Dr. Bayer!” Kit shouts.


  They all freeze, because what they’re seeing makes absolutely no sense and that is when they hear the third scream. And all three of them start to run.


  Dr. Bayer has just made it across the street. Her bag is flying behind her as if it’s the tail of a kite. She wants to stand and listen for more screams, but she also feels as if she must keep going. She is almost certain that the scream is coming from the alley on the far side of the building across the street.


  When she gets to the alley and turns left into it, she sees Jane being dragged by her coat collar and she is fighting like hell. A tall man with a ski mask over his face is pulling at her left arm and clawing at the large leather purse she refuses to give him.


  Olivia’s stomach jumps right into her throat. Sweet Jesus. Does he have a gun? Is Jane hurt? Are there more men?


  Dr. Olivia Bayer does not stop to ask. She starts shouting to let him know that Jane is no longer alone.


  “Stop it! Let her go! Leave her alone!”


  The man is startled, and this gives Jane a chance to jerk her right arm away and whack him in the head with her fist. He instinctively lets go of her arm and puts his hand on his head. Jane is no slouch and, even lying in the filthy alley, she hits him with all the energy she can muster.


  Leah, Kit, and Grace come running into the alley and, without hesitation, Kit sprints as if someone has set her heels on fire and starts screaming.


  The man is befuddled. Where the hell did all these women come from? He has absolutely no idea what to do next and so he does nothing. His entire face is covered in a black ski mask but suddenly his lower jaw appears beneath it, as he stands immobilized.


  But Kit takes care of that for him three seconds before tiny Dr. Bayer is about to throw herself on top of him. That is exactly what Kit does: she screams, and it is a scream that could pierce the eardrums of small babies. Then she throws herself on top of the man, rips off his mask, and starts clawing at his eyes.


  He goes down like a brick, and Jane, who has blood running down her face, a ripped coat, a broken purse, and clumps of hair missing, tries to stagger to her feet.


  “Jane, stay down!” Leah shouts.


  For the first time in probably thirty years, Jane listens. Leah throws herself over Jane while Dr. Bayer starts bashing the man with her briefcase.


  Grace is on the phone with a police dispatcher, and before she can hang up the blaring sound of sirens is echoing off the distant buildings.


  “Don’t move, you son of a bitch!” Kit screams as she holds the man down by his throat. She’s sitting on his chest and has one leg on each side of his head, his neck in a stranglehold, and she’s screaming into his face.


  Dr. Bayer has eased up and is standing breathless next to him, poised to beat the living hell out of him with her briefcase again if he so much as tries to move one toe.


  Grace moves over the man and sits on his feet, which helps to keep him in place. He continues to struggle but he has no idea who he’s dealing with.


  Kit is silently thanking her brothers for this moment. She is thanking them for all the times they pushed her down, taught her how to arm-wrestle, made her carry heavy objects, let her in on the secrets of leverage, showed her exactly where a person’s body was most vulnerable, tender, easily subdued.


  She has pinned this son of a bitch in a way that takes away his ability to use his own considerable strength to throw her off him. Kit has inched down so that she’s on his chest but leaning forward. The man is amazed that this small woman has pinned him so that he can barely lift his shoulders off the ground.


  When Grace sits on his legs, he stops fighting. There is no way in hell he’s going to get up. The chick on his chest would probably gouge out his eyes.


  “Switch places with me,” Grace orders Leah. “One, two, three and move.”


  Leah obeys, and before the man can sense what is happening, Grace is bending over Jane. She drops to her knees, takes off her coat, totally oblivious of the cold, and stuffs it under Jane’s head. She doesn’t say a word, but falls into a routine that has been a part of her life since she graduated from nursing school. Check pulse. Feel for broken bones. Look for the worst cuts. Keep her eyes on Jane’s as much as possible. Engage the patient with constant conversation.


  Jane isn’t moving. She’s plunging into the first wave of shock that begins floating across her so slowly that isn’t aware of it. Her legs stiffen a little, she clenches her hands into fists, she gets very sleepy, her arms start to shake, then her legs, then her head.


  “Jane, the ambulance is coming. Are you okay?”


  “Yes.”


  “Is there something that hurts worse than something else?”


  “No, I’m just so cold all of a sudden. He came out of nowhere while I was walking past this alley and dragged me on the ground. Can you believe that? It’s absolutely filthy back here!”


  Grace smiles and begins rubbing her hands on Jane’s face then over the tops of her hands. She notices that Jane’s legs are trembling. Jane doesn’t seem to be hurt badly, just bruised and shaken, with a few cuts on the side of her face where he must have hit her.


  Hit her.


  Grace shudders as she bends to look into Jane’s eyes. She needs to keep her on this side of the world, away from a deeper form of shock. Grace gently runs her fingers down Jane’s left cheek, the very same spot where she slapped her, and is suddenly overcome by a wave of compassion that takes her breath away.


  Jane must be suffering terribly to act the way she does. Why she never thought of this before, why she lets Jane torch her own anger so deeply, is something she needs to figure out, because her issues are almost as ripe.


  “Jane, I’m so sorry,” she whispers, bending lower so she can speak into Jane’s ear. “I am so sorry.”


  Jane raises her own hand and pushes Grace’s hand off her face. Then she smiles.


  Grace is taken aback.


  “Well, at least now when they see a red mark on my face they’ll think that bastard did it.”


  Before either one of them can say anything else, a squad car followed by an ambulance pulls into the alley and two police officers run toward them with their guns drawn.


  Within moments Kit, Leah, and Dr. Bayer are watching as the man is handcuffed and led away. Grace quickly explains to the paramedics that she is a nurse, and gives them her analysis. Jane is taken into the ambulance, where it is warm, as fast as possible and a second police car arrives.


  All four of the women are now beginning to feel the effects of what has just happened. One of the police officers wants to know if everyone else is okay.


  “You did an amazing job,” a policewoman tells them. “I’ve been trying for months to catch this guy and to do what you just did in fifteen minutes.”


  Dr. Bayer asks if they can finish the discussion at the hospital. “We are freezing and in dire need of something warm to drink.”


  The policewoman gives them an opportunity to simply leave after she takes their names and phone numbers. She says they can come into the station in the morning to fill out reports and then go home immediately.


  Grace, Kit, and Leah look at one another with very wide eyes. No one wants to go back to the police station. No one wants to go home.


  “Can you follow us to the hospital?” Grace asks. “Maybe you can interview us there so we can keep an eye on our friend?”


  The policewoman agrees, instructs them to ride in one car and, when they return, to make certain no one comes alone.


  The three women walk to Kit’s car and follow Dr. Bayer to the hospital. Grace is so relieved that Jane hasn’t been transported to the hospital where she works that she feels as if she may go into shock herself.


  And Olivia, driving ahead of them as fast as she can, wonders if she should check herself into the psychiatric unit. This adventure was definitely not part of her happy plan.
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  Far from the End of the Journey


  Phyllis is pacing in the entryway when she finally hears Olivia’s car door slam, her footsteps on the sidewalk, and then the blessed and glorious sound of her key in the lock. When Olivia opens the door, Phyllis runs past her so fast, heading for the first tree, that she looks like a streak of fur.


  It is after 1 A.M. and Phyllis has been beside herself with worry, and with a very full bladder.


  When she comes back inside, she shakes once, looks up at Olivia with her head tilted as if to say, “Where in the hell have you been?” and then quickly looks away and goes back into the house.


  “I am so sorry, girl,” Olivia says, shutting the door and all but falling into the house herself. “If you only knew where I’ve been and what I’ve been going through you would understand.”


  What Phyllis does understand is that all this waiting, which some silly people think dogs can’t fathom, made her crazy with worry. She even barked once. Olivia has a fairly regular schedule, and the few times that she has been delayed like this she was able to call the woman across the street to come and let Olivia out for a tree break.


  Phyllis decides to play this one to the hilt. She trots into the kitchen and sits in front of the counter where Olivia keeps the dog treats. What she really wants to do is jump up and down and kiss Olivia all over her legs because she’s so happy she’s home. But there’s no sense ruining a chance for a few extra dog treats.


  Olivia doesn’t even set down her briefcase or take off her coat. She reaches into the cabinet with one hand, brings out not one but three treats, and lays them down on the floor one after another.


  Oh, joy of joys! It is the mother lode of treats, and these are the ones that smell like hot dogs!


  “There you go, Phyllis. When I get settled and you hear my story, you will perhaps forgive me.”


  Dr. Bayer is absolutely exhausted. She has already decided to sleep in tomorrow, and has left a message on her secretary’s phone telling her to cancel the morning’s appointments. She throws off her coat, steps out of her shoes, and heads to the bathroom for a very long and very hot shower.


  When she emerges, Phyllis is waiting for her on the bed, mistakenly thinking that Olivia will go directly to sleep.


  “I must have a drink and unwind,” she tells Phyllis, as she slips into her bathrobe. “Can you hang with me a bit, old girl?”


  What is this all about? Phyllis looks out the window as if to say, “My God, it’s the middle of the night! Are you crazy?” But she quickly gets up anyway, saunters into the living room, and when she hears the ice clink she gets excited. Could this possibly be a four-treat night?


  When Olivia sits in her evening chair, the fabric frayed and hopelessly worn from so many nights like this, she wonders if this isn’t all a mistake. This class, and her ideas about what to do with it, may be even more of an adventure and a longer journey than she ever imagined. She is so tired that she may not be able to get up, but then again it wouldn’t be the first time she fell asleep in the chair.


  She has grabbed a box of crackers, a few slices of cheese, and put her whiskey into a tall tumbler, not the smaller glass she usually uses. Dr. Olivia Bayer does not want to have to get up unless it is absolutely necessary.


  The first sip of whiskey is so delicious that Olivia moans. Phyllis jerks her head up and then relaxes when Olivia drops her hand and strokes her up and down her back. “Easy, Phyllis. This tastes like magic. I’m fine, just a little on edge.”


  “On edge” is putting it mildly. Olivia knows Phyllis can feel that she’s lying because of all those treats; it’s the middle of the night, and she’s still a bit jumpy.


  Olivia is still riding on the tail end of an adrenaline rush that started the minute she began running down the alley when she heard Jane scream. She eats a few crackers, washes them down with a lovely, smooth sip of whiskey, and then brings herself back to the moment when she arrived at the hospital.


  The hospital on that side of town was a madhouse. Even with Grace trying to intercede, and the appearance of police officers, the staff took a once-over-lightly look at Jane and proceeded to help the other people who were bleeding from gunshot wounds, car accidents, and a variety of bloody stabbings.


  The second policewoman who arrived at the scene took all of them, including Jane sitting peacefully (praise be to the forces of the universe) in her wheelchair, into a private room and wanted to hear the entire story of what happened in the alley from beginning to end.


  Everything was going very smoothly until the policewoman wanted to know why they were all meeting in the Franklin Building.


  A quick look of panic flashed across everyone’s face, although it was hard to tell what Jane was feeling because, truth be told, her face looked as if someone had used it for a soccer ball. She had welts and bruises, and even though Grace kept telling her to put an ice pack on it, she refused. Consequently, her face was expanding at a rapid rate.


  Finally, Dr. Bayer was the one who told the officer about the anger-management class. Talk about a thrilling pause.


  The woman stopped writing, pulled her glasses down onto the tip of her nose, and looked from one woman to the next. “All righty then,” she said, trying very hard not to smile. “I guess the man who decided to attack Ms. Jane here is one unlucky sucker, isn’t he?”


  “Yes, he is,” Dr. Bayer said without flinching. “My girls did a very fine job of using anger appropriately this evening.”


  Jane, whose lips were about half an inch larger than usual, mumbled, “Does that mean we get an early discharge?”


  Dr. Bayer snorted, which was about in line with everything else that had happened.


  “Jane, Jane, Jane. Nice try, my dear girl, but there are still a few lessons to be learned, don’t you think?”


  Jane looked at her sideways, then at Grace, and then back again at Dr. Bayer.


  Grace took in a breath of air and sucked it so far into her lungs that it was a wonder she didn’t blow out a rib.


  “I suppose you may be correct,” Jane said, lisping through her swollen lips.


  The officer told them that her department had been more than concerned about a rise in crime near the county building for some time. Jane was not the first woman who had been attacked, and the attacks had been escalating.


  “At first it was just a few mild muggings,” the officer said, as if there is such a thing as a mild mugging. “They have been escalating, and we’ve been worried that there might be a rape; the last woman who was attacked told us that the attacker had a gun.”


  All of the women, Dr. Bayer included, were startled by this bit of news. But the officer wasn’t finished.


  “We also think there might be a resurgence of some old gang activity,” she admitted. “We aren’t sure if this guy is working alone; we’ll know more after we interrogate him. That is, if he lives.”


  She was joking, but for a moment they all saw their lives flash before their eyes.


  Because of a shortage of officers, it was suggested that it might be best if they could meet someplace else for a while.


  This is when Dr. Bayer started to fray herself a little bit. She recalls that, up until this moment, she was feeling quite proud not just of herself but of the four women as well. They were pulling together, they were talking, they reacted perfectly, even if she had no clue what had happened to precipitate Jane’s running from the building. She still preferred not to think about that. And she couldn’t have planned a better assignment for them—not that she would ever think up something this crazy.


  Now she would have to find a new meeting space. She would most definitely need to bring them back together before sending them out on their next individual missions. That’s what she was thinking as the officer wrapped up the interrogation, said they might have to answer more questions later, tipped her black-brimmed hat, and left.


  None of the women left until Jane had been examined. Dr. Bayer also took this as a good sign. Jane ended up with some painkillers, a few bandages, and an order to rest for a few days and then to see her doctor for a checkup in a week. Being dragged down a dark alley can sometimes dislodge things like blood clots or create new ones, Grace told her.


  Dr. Bayer drove Jane home. Kit drove Leah, who had called the shelter to explain why she would be late, and Grace made certain everyone was safe in their cars, herself included, before driving home.


  When she dropped Jane off and met her husband, Derrick, a nice-looking guy who must already be up for canonization, she wasn’t invited inside the absolutely gorgeous house they lived in.


  Olivia has been driving past the house for at least ten years and was mesmerized by its last renovation, which must have been orchestrated by Jane and Derrick. And what a huge house for two people!


  Derrick rushed to the car to help Jane inside, but Jane refused his help and slipped out of the car quickly, said good night and thank you to Olivia, and limped into the house.


  Her husband looked as if he might cry. “She’s like that,” he said, shrugging.


  Olivia smiled gently and wondered if he was seeing someone for counseling himself. The poor man looked like Phyllis the first day Olivia picked her up from the animal shelter. A little shy, a little abused, and terribly adorable. Then he lingered by the car and Olivia sensed he wanted to ask her something else.


  “Is there anything else I can do to help, Derrick?”


  “Well, yes. I was just wondering, if it’s okay to ask, how she’s doing? I mean, is the class okay, is there anything else I can be doing to help her?”


  Talk about a series of loaded questions. Olivia would have loved to have thrown him in the car and talked to him for five hours. But rules are rules.


  “I wish I could say more, Derrick, but the class is private and I’m sure you understand about confidentiality,” she shared, certain that he was already upset with himself for asking. “I can say that the class is more about seeking happiness than anything else.”


  He put his head down.


  “Tonight was tough,” she went on, “and Jane was very brave. Be gentle with her. She may or may not want to talk about it and she has my number, which she should feel free to use anytime. Please, if she needs to talk, I would be more than glad to see her before next week.”


  Derrick took the card, slipped it into his pocket, smiled, and said thank you.


  “She probably won’t say a word,” he said. “That’s how she is. She didn’t even call me until she was about to leave the hospital. I was sick with worry, but sometimes she does that—you know, goes out for a drink or something.”


  “I see.”


  Dr. Bayer was seeing plenty. Poor, poor Derrick. How much longer would he be able to hold on? He’d probably been through one nightmare after another. Olivia didn’t see any signs of pets, which often tell a story about people, and she imagined that the inside of the house was as sterile and cold as Jane’s frigid heart. What she didn’t know was why. The one promising note was that Jane seemed warmer and more human after the attack than before. It was either shock or something positive really was happening.


  Well, she thought, waving goodbye as she pulled away from the curb, that is what class is all about, and perhaps next week the women will have spent some time analyzing the evening’s beyond interesting and challenging events.


  “I’m playing a wild guessing game tonight,” Olivia tells Phyllis, who has fallen asleep but is about to wake with another full bladder. “You know why these women are so special and important to me, don’t you?”


  Phyllis moves her tail back and forth twice. She’s so tired that she’s trying to stay asleep and ignore the pressing need to go potty so she doesn’t have to face the cold again.


  There are still four sips left in her glass, and Olivia decides to spread them out a bit. She dares not look at the time, and before she’s tempted to do just that she turns over her cellphone.


  Olivia has never been a religious woman. She was force-fed the doctrines of the Lutheran church as a young child and could never come to grips with the fact that God, if there was such a person, would love one person more than others because of what pew he sat in on Sunday morning.


  This was a belief she learned very quickly not to verbalize more than once around her family, or even her Catholic girlfriends, who were always trying to baptize her when they went swimming so that she would stay out of the evil forces of hell.


  This memory makes Olivia laugh out loud. If all those baptisms were real, she’s got a ticket to heaven. Phyllis stirs a bit, and Olivia puts her hand over her mouth. Now there are three sips left, and she wants to savor every single one of them. Phyllis will undoubtedly have to go out one more time very soon.


  Olivia wonders what happened to all those Catholic-school girlfriends. How many of them have left the church, their husbands, and one or two versions of their early Catholic-schoolgirl lives? Most likely some of them stuck to it and would offer up a year’s worth of novenas if they knew every detail of their old friend Olivia’s life.


  And maybe some of them would come in handy right now, because Olivia is thinking about miracles. Even as she remains hopeful that the wild adventures of the past evening will induce even more changes, she knows that a miracle might also be needed.


  “Miracles,” she whispers after the second to the last sip. “Maybe it’s not too late to believe in miracles.”


  Olivia is about to take her last sip, wobble to her feet, shuffle out the door with Phyllis, and fall into bed when she is hit by an unmistakable wave of loneliness.


  She sets down her glass, places her hand over her heart, and feels an ache rise up from the center of her stomach that begins creeping toward her eyes.


  Instinctively, she picks up the cellphone and is about to dial when she realizes that the one-hour time difference between Illinois and Florida is meaningless because it’s close to 3 A.M. Olivia realizes more each day how alone and lonely she has become. Wouldn’t it be wonderful to just turn a bit and say out loud to someone what she wants to say now? She sets down the phone, struggles to her feet, and then somehow manages to get on her knees; she buries her face in Phyllis’s fur.


  “Oh, Phyllis,” she sighs, almost in tears. “I need a miracle, too. Maybe a miracle for five is what we should ask for. Maybe I’m just as afraid of change as my Tuesday women.”


  Phyllis is no dummy. She curls around Olivia, who is almost lying on top of her, and dares to lick her face. This is usually a no-no, but Olivia rarely climbs into Phyllis’s dog bed. Something is up. First there was the late arrival, then all those dog treats, and then Olivia didn’t go to sleep but came to sit in her chair. Now she’s on the floor.


  After a few minutes, Olivia gets up and Phyllis hesitates before she joins her at the door.


  “Come on, sweetie,” Olivia says.


  Phyllis can tell by the tone of Olivia’s voice that something else is going on. Even though she has to go to the bathroom really bad again, she walks over to the door, sits down next to Olivia, leans against her left leg, and tips her head three times into Olivia’s knee.


  To Olivia it feels as if Phyllis is giving her a gentle and very sweet nudge. Olivia is also certain that Phyllis can tell when she’s a bit sad.


  And if Phyllis could speak humanlike she’d say, “Change is good, Olivia, especially if we can go back to that place where it’s always warm.”


  Then Olivia pulls open the door and a cold blast of reality hits both of them.
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  An Inch at a Time


  It has been four days since Jane was attacked in the alley just moments after Grace slapped her during class. That also means four days in a row that Grace has worked diligently to keep herself distracted from those two horrific events.


  She was doing pretty well at ignoring her uncontrolled burst of anger, Jane’s bloodied face following the attack, and the swell of emotion that has been riding her like a Wyoming cowboy. Pretty well, that is, until she opened up her email five minutes ago while working in her back bedroom office and discovered an email from Dr. Bayer.


  An email with new instructions for the Tuesday-night gang of five:


  
    
      
        Hello, Ladies,
      

    

  


  
    
      
        I trust you have all settled in following Tuesday’s very wild evening. Jane appears to be doing well even though she reports that her face “still looks like a raw roast that has been run over by a tank.” Thank you for all acting so bravely. I know we are going to have a lot to talk about this week. Instead of a private assignment, I think it’s crucial we come together and talk.
      

    

  


  
    
      
        In keeping with that, let me remind you that before the wild episode in the alley you were supposed to talk about what you have in common. Obviously that didn’t happen, and because of that you now have three assignments for this coming week:
      

    

  


  
    
      
        1. Keep up the journals. They are more crucial than you know.
      

    

  


  
    
      
        2. On a separate piece of paper, write down some things you think you may have in common with the other women in the group. After last week this should be easy.
      

    

  


  
    
      
        3. You must also bring in another list. On that piece of paper please write down what you admire about yourself.
      

    

  


  
    
      
        These are not easy assignments, but I know you are up to the task. Keep an open heart, try not to worry about what anyone else might think, and please be honest. This journey is all about self-discovery or rediscovery, but I know you have already figured that out. Right?
      

    

  


  
    
      
        Now, about the meeting place. This group has already broken so many rules we may as well break another one. Kit has graciously offered to let us meet at her house this week. It was impossible for me to find a safe place in the same area and going back to the Franklin Building is out of the question.
      

    

  


  
    
      
        Kit’s address is 24 South Brickley Street. Kit assures me there will be plenty of street parking. Leah, please see if the van will drop you off and one of us will return you.
      

    

  


  
    
      
        Get to work.
      

    

  


  
    
      
        Sincerely,
      

    

  


  
    
      
        Dr. Bayer
      

    

  


  Grace slaps the side of the computer with her left hand, so that it sounds as if she’s spanking it, and shouts, “Crap!”


  Kelli can hear her from the other side of the house. “You okay, Mom?”


  “I’m just fine,” Grace shouts back.


  A few minutes pass, and then Kelli appears at her door cradling a cup of something steaming.


  “You’ve been in here a couple of hours and I thought you might like some tea,” Kelli says, setting the cup down next to Grace. “This green tea is supposed to be loaded with great stuff. Antioxidants and shit that helps people like you who are always under a lot of stress.”


  Grace is shocked into happiness and smiles, thinking that now she has something to write for the relentless Dr. B. She circles her hands around the cup, feels the warmth moving into her fingers, and fights back tears. To make her feel even happier, Kelli plops down on the old stuffed chair that Grace inherited when her parents downsized and moved into a condo. Her father dropped it off and acted as if he was bringing her a bag of gold, and even though she hates it, Grace can’t bring herself to throw it away.


  Kelli throws her feet over the arm of a chair, puts her hands behind her head, and asks her mother how she’s doing.


  Grace sips her tea, which is the perfect temperature, and wants to savor every second of this unexpected pleasure. When did the tea even get into the house, and how long has Kelli been drinking it? And why hasn’t Grace dared to ask her about the packed suitcase?


  It’s hard for Grace not to be suspicious. In the past, when Kelli has been kind it has usually meant she had bad news, needed money, wanted to go someplace she knows she shouldn’t go, or has just come back from someplace she should not have been. There is, of course, a big chance that Kelli is simply being nice.


  “Thanks for the tea, sweetie. How are you?”


  “Getting slammed with exams before the Thanksgiving break even though it’s weeks away,” Kelli says, sighing. She hesitates a few seconds and then asks, “Mom, Evan? What’s the deal?”


  Grace almost spews her delicious tea all over her computer monitor. This is not what she expected; she’s far from ready to discuss the tender issue of Evan.


  “He’s a nice guy I work with,” she lies.


  “Mom, duh. I’m not stupid. He’s crazy about you and he seems like a really nice guy. I thought you should know it’s no big deal.”


  No big deal? Hot tea? A real conversation? Grace looks at her reflection in the computer screen for a second to make certain she’s really alive.


  “Thanks, honey,” she manages to squeak out, taking off her glasses with one hand and rubbing her eyes. “I’ll keep you posted.”


  Kelli pops up, leans over the desk, and says, “If you need any advice or help with that do not ask me.”


  “Why?”


  “I broke up with my dipshit boyfriend. The one you hate,” she reveals. “How could I be so stupid? He was dating someone else the entire time he kept saying he loved me.”


  “Oh, honey, I’m sorry!” Grace sets down her tea and puts both hands on top of Kelli’s arms.


  Kelli is quiet for a moment, and Grace is trying hard to remember the last time she had such an intimate, lovely, open conversation not just with Kelli but with her other daughter, Megan, as well. A year? Two years? Where has the time gone? Where have I gone?


  Kelli doesn’t move. Grace knows that Kelli has friends who are now her confidantes, and that’s how it should be. Even with the natural progression of life it’s still not easy for a mother to watch her daughters slip into adulthood. Grace now realizes that her big singles night and even the needlepointing were all meant to help her deal with more than just her anger.


  A part of her knows that she’ll also always have Kelli—no one can take that away. And Kelli’s apparently smarter than she is about some things. She’s figured out that Evan has become more than just a co-worker and that perhaps he would like to become even more.


  Grace suddenly feels like a complete fool for wasting so much time, for doubting Kelli, for running in place. Dr. B. is a genius!


  Kelli finally lifts up her head and says, “I’m over it, Mom. Don’t worry about it. It’s his loss.”


  Grace doesn’t want this moment to end. She doesn’t want Kelli to pull her arms away, doesn’t want her to stop talking, doesn’t care how many more questions she gets asked, doesn’t remember what she was doing ten minutes ago.


  “Can I ask you something, Kelli?”


  Kelli shrugs and says sure.


  “Except for pretty much the past five years, have I been a good mother?”


  Before she answers, Kelli starts to laugh. She lifts up one hand and puts it on Grace’s shoulder. Then she bends down so that she can look directly into her mother’s eyes.


  “Mom, you crack me up,” she says, laughing even louder. “Let’s see…except for the menopause crap and bashing in the car and not being able to accept that fact that my only true, loving sister has met a remarkable woman who loves her very much, yeah, you’ve been absolutely fantastic.”


  Grace likes half the answer. Before she can say anything else, Kelli stands up, puts her hands on her hips, and adds, “You know, Grandma has always been such a bitch. I’ve rarely seen her be nice to you, and I’ve always wondered how you turned out so great.”


  Now Grace is totally overcome. What in the world should she say now? She feels as if her heart is dancing right through her skin, and that it may burst from her chest at any moment. Should she push her luck and ask more questions?


  Kelli helps her without even knowing it.


  “Mom, you worry too much. You need to take a breath and let go of whatever it is that makes you do things like swear and hit your computer. And Evan? Mom, get on that. He’s hot.”


  Then Kelli bends over, kisses her mother on top of her head, and backs out of the room laughing. But Grace, emboldened by all the affection, stops her.


  “Kelli, were you going to run away?”


  Kelli turns around, walks back into the room, puts both hands on her mother’s desk, and looks her mother right in the eye.


  “Were you in my room?”


  “I opened the blinds the other day, and when I did I stumbled against a packed suitcase. I wasn’t snooping.”


  Kelli closes her eyes. Grace isn’t breathing.


  “Mom, that suitcase has been there for, like, six months. And, yes, I was going to run away. You can be mean, and now that Megan is gone I’m the one who gets your stuff. You know?”


  Grace nods.


  “Then in health class we talked about menopause and it made me think about you and everything that has happened, and I know I’m not perfect and I’ve contributed to your hot flashes and shit—I mean stuff,” Kelli says, half smiling. “I just forgot to unpack it because I’m a pig, right?”


  Grace nods. “You are my little piggy and I’m sorry, Kelli. Don’t leave me yet. I still have shit—I mean stuff—to yell at you about.”


  Kelli smiles and backs out of the room. Grace feels as if she has just received a reprieve from the firing squad. She is absolutely filled with joy, and it was so easy!


  It takes a while for Grace to catch her breath and she closes her eyes. When she opens them again she sees Dr. Bayer’s assignment glaring at her and she’s now eager to get into it.


  Then Kelli yells from the living room, “I forgot to tell you, Megan called and wants to know if you’ve made a decision about Thanksgiving and to please call. I have no idea what she’s talking about.”


  Grace hears the television go on and she folds her hands and drops her head on top of them as her mind swirls in twelve different directions.


  Not so far away, Leah is standing at the kitchen sink imagining what Kit’s house must be like. In three days she’ll know for sure, but for now, as she waits for her turn to use the bathroom with the shower, and her children are tucked into the bed they share and looking at books, she’s almost giddy with excitement.


  Leah can’t remember the last time she was inside anyone’s home. Even though she tried, she never considered her last tiny four-room apartment a home. Even the room the children shared wasn’t safe no matter what she did or how hard she tried.


  The simple thought of that apartment and what happened there becomes a physical pain that shoots through her entire body. Leah leans into the counter, closes her eyes to chase it away, and tries to focus on Kit and her house.


  Surely it must be painted in lovely muted colors and there will be curtains in the kitchen. Leah imagines a fireplace, a wooden staircase leading to the upstairs bedrooms, furniture that has been worn thin at the edges from Kit’s own family. The kitchen will have a window even larger than the one she’s looking out of, and perhaps Kit will have some candles burning, braided rugs on the floor, the smell of fresh coffee brewing in one of those black-and-silver coffeemakers.


  Maybe Kit’s husband will be there. He will be tall, and for some reason Leah thinks that he’ll be wearing a soft printed flannel shirt and will hold open the door and usher her inside with a warm smile. Then he’ll politely slip out the back door without anyone noticing.


  Someday, Leah thinks, she will have a house and a fireplace, and no matter how old the kids are she’ll get them the sandbox. Maybe if she gets to see a house that is a home and be inside it for a while it will help her, give her even more courage, push her to get through the anger class and allow her to barge into the world the way she has always dreamed of barging into the world.


  She can hear the shower go off in the bathroom, and she walks down the hall to check on Jessie and Aaron. They’re both engrossed in their books, but they look up when she peeks in and wiggle their fingers at her in a half greeting.


  No matter how many times she sees them like this they always take her breath away. And no matter how many times she looks at them she still wonders if she can be enough for them.


  Leah didn’t believe it when Cindy told her that all mothers get tired and want to be alone and worry that they’re not being and doing enough for their children. “We all want to run away sometimes, Leah,” she said. “Motherhood, even under the best circumstances, can be exhausting. Stop being so hard on yourself.”


  Leah has never been alone. She rarely savored a quiet morning without worry, a walk without a time limit, a night even now without a thought of what her life might have been without the children. Even as she moves ahead with her dreams, Leah wonders if Kit and Grace have the same thoughts. There’s no magic blueprint for all of this, and maybe she is too hard on herself.


  And it’s true that in the past few weeks when she focuses on happiness and on moving forward things seem to fall into place. Bowling and something as simple as having her nails done have shown her that she can fit in, that she’s just as normal as anyone else.


  Nothing is as simple as it seems, and self-forgiveness is not an easy chore. Leah has spent so much time thinking about what she doesn’t like about herself that this new assignment for Tuesday night is a big challenge.


  What can she write for Dr. Bayer? What does she like about herself? What could she possibly have in common with three women who have houses, yards, clean clothes, cars, food, makeup, parents, and friends who probably visit during holidays and offer to help when help is needed?


  Feeling sorry for herself gets her absolutely nowhere, which makes Leah laugh out loud. Perhaps that’s the point of the entire operation! Leah rushes back to the kitchen, grabs her towel off the counter, and slips into the bathroom. She quickly strips off her clothes, turns on the water, and then hops in. Leah’s not just grateful for the warmth of the water, fresh soap, and the knowledge that her children are safe but also for the way the water hits her face like soft rain.


  And she decides to sing, something she has not done for a very long time.


  As Leah serenades her housemates, Kit is walking from room to room in the lower half of her house while talking on the phone. She’s deep-breathing as she listens to her daughter, Sarah, explain why she probably won’t be able to get home for Thanksgiving for the second year in a row.


  Kit has the phone in her right hand and is clenching and unclenching her left hand. She is also repeating the words “Be gentle” to herself over and over.


  Start your breaths low. Push the air all the way through your stomach, into your ribs, your throat, and slowly out through your throat. Make it sound as if you are Darth Vader.


  “Of course, of course,” Kit manages to say. “Yes, I can still hear you, but you fade now and then. Keep going. I’m listening. Please.”


  Kit is certain that her daughter can hear her perfectly, because she can hear her perfectly. This is like those old cellphone commercials when people would make believe they couldn’t hear each other when they really could because they were talking to someone they weren’t fond of.


  She so wishes her daughter was calling to give her her flight number, to ask her to put her favorite sheets on the bed, to make lasagna the day after Thanksgiving because she loves it so much.


  Breathe in. Breathe out.


  Kit hates to admit it but there is a crackle that ripples through the phone every few minutes. Her daughter is apparently on some remote Canadian island that’s accessible twice a month by a fifty-year-old boat. The phone connection really is shaky.


  This is not necessarily news that a mother wants to hear. Kit closes her eyes and sees her gorgeous dark-haired daughter standing against a tree with icicles in her hair, dogs howling in the distance, furry boots on her feet, and large rocks in her pockets to keep her from blowing away.


  Sarah was the neighborhood kid who carried a bucket wherever she went so that she could pick up not just rocks but interestingly shaped pinecones, bark that had fallen off trees, and samples of soil from the Fox River.


  Her father finally bought a huge galvanized bucket that he kept right next to the front step so that Sarah could drop her rocks into it every night. Eventually the bucket was replaced by a much larger barrel, and finally Sarah had to pick and choose lest the front yard cave in from the weight.


  When Sarah called, Kit had been sitting at the kitchen table with her fifth cup of coffee, thinking about what she liked about herself. She was thrilled to have a distraction.


  When the phone rang Kit was startled, and relieved. It rang so seldom these days. No brothers or sisters-in-law called. The nieces and nephews must also have been alerted. Job offers? Forget about it. Peter called, but it was mostly to say that he was going to be late. Sarah’s number popping up was like Christmas.


  Simply hearing Sarah’s voice made Kit’s heart somersault as if it was in the Olympics. Even though she was struggling to stay calm, she would have done anything to keep her daughter on the phone.


  “Well, honey, you have to do what you have to do and you are very far away. I understand,” Kit said with her eyes clamped shut. “Your father and I will cook a nice meal and have a toast for you and your exciting job.”


  Sarah asked why they weren’t going over to one of her uncles’ for the holiday.


  “Your dad’s work schedule is a mess, honey,” she lied, talking softly.


  Sarah was onto her. She wanted to know if Kit was okay. Had she been sick? Was something wrong?


  “Absolutely not,” Kit lied, laughing into the phone. “I’m great.”


  But then she realized that she really wasn’t lying. She was doing great. She was going to meet Ronnie for lunch again, and she was starting to write down jokes and thinking about things she hadn’t thought of in a very long time.


  “Sarah…”


  “What, Mom?”


  “It really is okay that you can’t make it home. I want you to experience everything. It’s very important to me that you have your own life. I’m here. Your dad and I are fine. Go. Explore. Have fun. But get your ass home whenever you can! We miss you. But we always miss you.”


  “Oh, Mom! Thanks! That makes it so much easier for me. I love you so much…and oh, I’ve gotta go.”


  The phone went dead and Kit felt as if she could fly. Her daughter was simply living her own life and wanted to know that her mother approved. She couldn’t wait to write this one down for Dr. B.


  Less than half a mile away, Jane is thinking about kicking Grace’s ass in four days. She is also positive that she’s in dire need of a spa treatment that she can’t afford, a ticket to Paris, some facial reconstruction, and an entire new life after that.


  Jane is relieved that Derrick is off with the boys tonight—at least that’s where he says he is—and she’s in the kitchen eyeing a bottle of Spanish wine that seems to be calling her name. She’s also working on all the assignments Dr. B. has given them and she’s terribly conflicted.


  She thinks about being angry at Grace and yet she can see Grace’s point, which sort of astounds her. Nice is not something Jane thinks about very often, so she focuses on Dr. Bayer’s Tuesday-night demands.


  “I may as well be in graduate school with all this homework,” she says, giving in to her wine urge and opening up a Cabernet that has an excellent 93-point rating from Wine Spectator.


  She pours a small sip into her glass, swirls it for a moment so the air will wake up the tannins, takes a sip, and feels as if a silk ribbon is running down the back of her throat.


  “This is fabulous,” she says, reaching for the decanter. Then she pours the wine into the decanter, licks the top of the bottle, and sits down at the kitchen table.


  Jane hasn’t yet decided what she’s going to do about Grace—or Derrick, for that matter. She knows if she says something to Dr. Bayer that Grace will probably end up being tossed from class, tossed into jail, and tossed out of what is left of her little department-store life. This is the hard part. Normally she wouldn’t hesitate to dismiss Grace, especially after the slap. Jane is absolutely giddy with the control she now feels over the situation, but she also feels bad for Grace.


  Grace is a single mom, she obviously works hard, she still has a daughter at home. And she’s kind of nice in a polyester sort of way. She was totally fun at bowling, and she’s a nurse. She must be seriously compassionate. Even if she blew a gasket.


  Normally Jane would do what she has done for so long that she really can’t think any other way. She would first weigh what’s in it for her. But she’s hesitating. What would this all mean for Grace? Is it worth it? If she tells about Grace, Leah and Kit will probably think she’s a pile of dog poop. That would make the rest of the classes hell. And she kind of likes them, too. What’s happened to her? She also loves the power of not telling. Jane can already imagine how Grace will keep her eyes down during class next Tuesday, be extra nice to her, lick her high heels if she asks her to so that she can stay in the class.


  But that makes her feel bad, too. These women are all in the same boat with her, and maybe that’s what Dr. B. has been getting at—that’s why Jane feels so…changed. She wishes Derrick were home. She’d tell him all of this. She would open her heart, and she’d even tell him how she melted when she held that little girl’s hand.


  She smiles, fills her crystal wineglass half full, smells the wine, takes a sip, and decides that she will keep her mouth shut. Why not? She needs to get through the class so that she can jump over the next hurdle, and it’s a hurdle that only she can see. One hurdle that even Dr. B. doesn’t know about.


  Something has been worrying her, though. It’s not that she might fail the class, because she’s confident that if she can control her mouth, be open to these women, and write everything down she can cruise forward to her next challenge.


  Jane is absolutely worried about what Grace said to her before she slapped her. How could she know about anything so personal? Why did she say what she did about doctors and babies and secrets and lies?


  The past few days, as she has been limping around the house, making phone calls to potential clients, visiting her own doctor, and talking with the police, had left her little time to ponder what happened moments before she walked out of the anger class last week.


  She’s not worried about writing in her journal. She’s simply happy to be alive, for one thing. Forget about the arrows and how impatient she has been and how nasty she was in class before Grace slapped her. If only she could have told them that she was worried about losing Derrick!


  She feels as if her insides are swirling. Even though she’s trying to be mean, she also feels…different. She’s not even sure how to describe it—it’s as if she’s gotten softer. She’s even worried about Leah and what will happen to her when the class ends.


  Maybe Dr. B. has cast a spell on all of them, what with these mysterious assignments, but she must think of some things she likes about herself. The wine is so good it’s almost distracting. Jane swirls the wine in her glass and looks into it, hoping a mess of answers will jump out and write themselves onto the paper.


  If she could be outwardly truthful for even one minute, Jane would keep her paper blank. Her professional and personal identity is so tied to her real-estate ventures that she has been floundering for almost three years. Every single one of the days that have filled up those years have taken their toll on her psyche. When that horrid man dragged her down the alley, it pretty much felt like all the other days and nights she has endured during the past few years.


  And the years before them as well. Even when she was at the peak of her career and had a full-time assistant and was turning away clients. Even when she made the pages of the Chicago newspaper and magazine real-estate directories and garnered every top sales award. Even when she was wined and dined by other agents, by all those men whom she could have had with a simple nod of her head. Even when she persuaded Derrick to purchase this house and turn it into a showpiece. Even when she was the belle of the ball at last year’s high-school reunion and every woman and man who had treated her like a dog when she was in high school could barely recognize her.


  But there has always been so much missing from her life. Pieces of light and love and hope that other people seem to have or know how to get.


  And then there was the big secret her family had kept from her all those years. Why? Just why couldn’t they tell her she had been adopted? Why was it such a secret when she had friends who knew from the time they were little girls that they were adopted?


  After one huge sip of wine, Jane starts to write: Great organizer. Determined. Professionally adept. Enjoys a challenge. Knows when it’s time to step it up in anger class.


  Jane chuckles and sets down her pen for a moment. Dr. Bayer should love that last one!


  It’s quiet in the kitchen, and she wonders when Derrick will come home. She never told him but she always felt safer, especially the past few days, when he was in the house even though she’s worried about what he’s up to.


  The real truth is that Jane’s jumpy; even the sound of a car door closing makes her nervous. Yesterday when the doorbell rang she was absolutely terrified for a moment and couldn’t bring herself to open the door. In spite of how upbeat she feels, she has also been emotionally kicked in the teeth by the attack in the alley.


  She’s been telling herself she’ll get over it. It wasn’t as if she had been raped or brutally attacked. And yes, the women from class, Dr. Bayer included, and that insipid Grace, saved her. Those women saved her!


  That is when it hits her. Grace is some kind of nurse. She works at a hospital. Jane doesn’t know which hospital she works at or where she lives, but she did mention while they were waiting at the hospital last week that she’s a supervisor. She even went up to the desk and was allowed to look at Jane’s vital-sign readings when they were in the emergency room.


  “Shit!” Jane says, almost spilling her wine as she jumps up. “Shit, shit, shit!”


  Grace must somehow have read her charts—charts Derrick has never seen, charts and records that are supposed to be confidential, charts that could change the course of her life and ruin everything.


  Absolutely everything.
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  A Roll of the Dice


  Phyllis can’t believe that Olivia took her over to Buffy’s house and then left. Where is dinner? Why doesn’t the house smell like cooking meat? What kind of silly trick is this?


  Olivia and Buffy are barely to the restaurant door when Phyllis, who has been pacing and looking up at the front door, remembers the couch. She slides over on the slate floor and stands as still as if she has been frozen into place and then her limbs go soft just looking.


  She turns to look at the door one more time, and then something springs loose inside her and she takes a standing leap and lands right in the middle of the first cushion.


  It takes Phyllis all of five seconds to turn in a circle, bury her lovely head inside her paws, and forget all about cooking meat and the way Buffy’s hand feels like the kiss of wind on her back.


  Meanwhile, Olivia and Buffy have walked a mere block down the street to a small Italian restaurant. Olivia raced home early, scooped up Phyllis after a quick saunter around the trees, and drove over to have dinner with Buffy. That wasn’t odd, but the reason for dinner wasn’t the usual “let’s get together again” excuse.


  “Buffy, I need to talk,” Livie had said. “I just need to make certain I’m not crazy for what I’m doing with these Tuesday-night women.”


  Buffy, of course, laughed. “This late in the game, sweetie?”


  “You know you’re my psychologist,” Olivia admitted. “I need a session.”


  “Get over here then.”


  Buffy had decided they should eat out. She told Olivia that her social life was pathetic. Work. Phyllis. Talk on the phone to Florida. Work.


  It was impossible for Olivia to disagree, because it was the truth. She’d been pushing it for a while, and maybe a little pasta and red wine instead of whiskey was just what she needed.


  “Do you think Phyllis is on the couch yet?” Buffy asked while the server poured the first glass of Chianti.


  “I think I can hear her snoring from here,” Olivia said, laughing.


  “Okay. Talk to me. Let’s drink this wine, eat some of this bad-for-our-cholesterol bread, and talk before we order. Are they making any progress?”


  “You mean besides whatever happened with Jane and Grace and the guy in the alley and those beautiful things I read that they wrote and the fact that I can sense they have taken huge strides?”


  “Precisely.”


  Olivia has already drained her first glass of wine. It’s not whiskey but right now, even if it’s not yet five o’clock, the wine is just what she needs. Anger management for healthy souls can look just like this.


  “I think it’s hard for anyone to open up in groups, but these missions I’ve sent them on—I know it’s made a huge difference,” Livie shares. “I want them to succeed, and I know how hard this is because I’ve been there.”


  Buffy reaches across the table and puts her hand on Olivia’s.


  “I know, honey.”


  Olivia closes her eyes and shares how excited and worried she is for each one of the women. She calls them by their dot colors—green, red, blue, and black. She knows that anger management is in many ways no different from any other addiction, other forms of non-coping, stress that seem to take control, but in the end it’s all about living—simply living.


  Before she can go on, Buffy starts to laugh softly.


  “What’s so funny?”


  “Remember—I don’t know how many years ago it was—but remember that night when you threw the frying pan across the kitchen in my old house when I told you I might take him back?”


  Olivia laughs, too. “Of course I remember. You told me you could have me arrested, and then I kicked the door, and broke a glass, and picked up the phone and carried it over to you.”


  “You were absolutely pissed at me, weren’t you?”


  “I was so scared you would really do it. I felt helpless.”


  “Exactly.”


  “I thought you’d retired, Dr. Buffy?”


  “How could I retire? You need constant counseling.”


  “See, that’s the part that worries me. When this class is over, they don’t all have a Dr. Buffy.”


  Buffy has had this conversation with Livie many times. She knows that this group of women is special for many reasons, and that Livie has been waiting to try some of her unique therapy ideas for a long time. She also knows that often it’s the tried and true that works.


  She knows, too, that more than one of Livie’s clients have been well served by writing down their feelings and thoughts. And she knows that Olivia is aware that for the women who have no one or nothing else, sometimes writing it down is all it takes.


  “Tell me about these dots,” Buffy says, pouring more wine. “Who do you think is going to make it?”


  Without hesitation, Olivia says she hopes all of them will make it. They have to make it. She wants them to make it.


  Buffy reaches across the table again to steady her friend. “Oh, Livie,” she murmurs.


  “You know this is the hard part for me,” Livie admits. “I want them all to make it. It’s such a crapshoot. I could say oh yes, the black dot for sure will make it, but right this second anything could be happening to any of them. The dice is totally rolling right this second. But I do believe they’ve seen who they are, and that they can’t ever give up, and that love and kindness are always stronger than anything else.”


  “It’s the same with us, and with all those other dots, you know.”


  “I know. I know.”


  “Olivia, you are so good at this. You give them and everyone your all. That’s all you can do.”


  “My work, you know—”


  “It shouldn’t be everything. Don’t you dare say it, or I’m going to get a frying pan from the kitchen and throw it at you.”


  Olivia laughs, and when she tips back her head she lets it all go—it’s her simple way of releasing everything—for the moment anyway—that she is holding inside. She laughs for a long time, and then orders whole-wheat pasta with pesto, and Buffy says she wishes it were Friday so they could order more wine.


  “Honey,” Olivia admonishes her friend, “if I do retire, and I’m not saying it’s going to happen, we’d be drunks in a few weeks.”


  “Oh, what fun!” Buffy says, giggling.


  They aren’t finished talking about the dots. They both get a doggie bag, and when they walk back to Buffy’s house for coffee and dessert Phyllis is caught off guard when she smells the meatball that Buffy saved for her before it even enters the house.


  The door opens, Phyllis jerks awake, smells the food and flips right over and onto the floor.


  She’s absolutely fine, but both Buffy and Olivia are laughing so hard when they see Phyllis act like a gymnast that they both run for the bathroom as if their legs are on fire.
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  Light in the Tunnel


  Kit has been walking through the ground floor of her house for three hours. She’s trying to look at it from a new perspective, as if she is walking in for the first time, and every time she does that she’s appalled.


  How in God’s name did everything get to look so shabby? The long wool carpet in the hallway is frayed so badly that it looks as if someone shredded it on purpose with a weed whacker. Dust is everywhere. In fact, there’s a string of it looped from the living-room drapes, across the ceiling, and it’s perilously close to entangling itself in an old fern that already needs to be resuscitated.


  Kit’s Tuesday-night pals are coming over in less than two hours and she has been trying to camouflage her house, which is in dire need of some tender loving care.


  And, admittedly, she looks like a woman gone mad. She has on her daughter’s old lime-green jogging shorts, which she somehow managed to pull over her hips, a Chicago Bears black-and-orange T-shirt that has the sleeves ripped off, and a baseball hat that used to be white and is now the color of the dust balls under the living-room couch—a not so lovely light brown.


  When she stops in front of the entryway hall mirror and catches a glimpse of herself, Kit is at first startled. Then she starts to laugh.


  “I should answer the door like this tonight,” she says, bending close to the mirror. “Dr. Bayer would probably send me directly to remedial anger class.”


  She stands there a few minutes longer, takes off the hat, pushes back her hair, and knows that for weeks and weeks she has looked as disheveled as her house. Maybe the house is simply a reflection of what she has been for way too long—ratty, more than a little worn, fraying at the edges, in need of a makeover. She feels absolutely liberated to be able to look at herself this way.


  Kit drops the hat, lets her hair fall back into place, and then holds it up so that it looks as if she’s had it all cut off. Then she stands sideways, sucks in her stomach, throws out her breasts, and lifts up her chin.


  Jesus! How did this all happen? Strands of gray hair everywhere. A chin that has grown by half an inch because the skin is sagging as if there were tiny weights tied to it. Wrinkles and lines multiplying by the second. Breasts that used to all but salute without the help of a jogging bra that is made out of industrial strength elastic. A stomach that reminds her of the one she had when she was five months pregnant with her daughter.


  “Kit, you look like your disastrous house,” she tells herself.


  And so what? Last week, or the week before, this might have bothered her, but Kit now sees only possibilities. Her life, the house, everything is an untarnished palette. “Look what I’ve been through. It’s never too late.”


  Kit Ferranti, the Italian fireball who once outran six neighbor boys after she threw mud on them, prides herself on the number of times she has not cried, can outdrink and outswear half the relatives at every family gathering, and who has managed to bury portions of her tender heart under an accumulation of life events, regrets, and misunderstanding—that Kit Ferranti is exhausted from worrying about what has been. She is so ready to dust.


  She turns away from the mirror, plops the baseball hat on backward in that ridiculous way that she absolutely hates on anyone else, and attacks the kitchen floor on her hands and knees for the first time in years. Screw the mop. She’s even going to throw a hand wax on it.


  First she walks to the old CD player—God forbid Peter should break down and get them an iPod—and cranks on a Beach Boys CD that pretty much stays inside the machine 24/7. And she tries to forget all of her worries and woes, and the very reason she is now on the kitchen floor. It’s as if the wax is putting a lovely shine on all the things she has walked back and forth across for years when she should have been sweeping the mess out the damn door.


  By the time Leah, Grace, Jane, and Dr. Bayer are en route, or should be, the house doesn’t look half bad. It’s at least clean, and if no one goes upstairs and sees all the crap Kit has thrown all over the place from the first floor, they might never know what the house usually looks like.


  Kit has found some old Christmas candles, made a pot of coffee, picked up some soft drinks and food to nibble on, and dimmed as many lights as possible.


  She sets the food and drinks on the kitchen table, moves some chairs into a circle around the couch in the living room, puts fresh towels in the downstairs bathroom, and is showered and ready when the doorbell rings a few minutes before 7 P.M.


  Kit is hoping that the first person to arrive will be Dr. Bayer. But it isn’t. When she pulls open the door, smiling, her heart starts to thump, because it’s Jane.


  Jane, looking a bit less battered than she did a week ago and strangely calm. One eye is still shouldering the remains of the attack and is black and blue a good two inches below her lower eyelid. The facial scratches are disappearing, and Jane is wearing a knit hat that she doesn’t want to take off, most likely, Kit decides, because there are some clumps of hair missing.


  Once Kit remembers the attack, how frightened she was and how absolutely terrified Jane surely must have been, and the hours following it at the hospital, when everyone—even Jane—seemed, well, different, she drops her guard.


  “Jane, come in out of the cold. How are you?”


  “A little better, thanks,” Jane replies, moving inside as quickly as possible and looking around just as fast.


  “Good. Come sit down or have something to drink if you’d like,” she says, taking Jane’s coat.


  Jane smiles. She’s being nice. Now Kit really wishes Dr. Bayer was there. Maybe the attack mellowed her, jarred something into place, made her think about whatever issues she has also waxed over. Maybe she’s forgiven Grace. Oh, please forgive Grace!


  While Kit hangs up Jane’s coat in the small closet directly behind the front door, Jane looks around like an interior decorator who has just sneaked into the White House master bathroom. Kit’s house is about what she expected. Worn, older, an inch or two in front of shabby. It also looks warm and inviting and like a real home, where people have lived with love and affection. Jane resists an urge to reach out and touch one of the photographs on the table that must be a family portrait. She doesn’t even have a wedding photograph hanging on her own wall. Jane doesn’t say a word. She takes a cup of coffee and walks into the living room.


  Before Kit can say anything else or talk with Jane, the doorbell rings again and it’s Leah, and right behind her is Grace. Where the hell is Dr. Bayer? Kit was so busy thinking about what her house looked like and ignoring her inner demons that she never thought about what happened before the attack, when Grace slapped Jane, a number of “fuck yous” were exchanged, and Jane flew out the door. The gentle bowling afternoon is now just a withering mirage.


  Kit’s stomach starts to rise several inches toward her throat and she forces herself to be positive. Maybe last week’s adventures made everyone think the way she had. Maybe even Jane realizes what they all have in common besides their anger. Maybe, even if she got a little carried away with the cookies, drinks, and the floor-wax thing—because this ain’t no bridge club—just maybe they’ll all act like big girls and get through this, herself included.


  She ushers Grace and Kit inside, and it’s obvious that Grace must be thinking along the same lines. It’s late fall in Chicago, but Grace looks as if she just escaped from a sanatorium. She’s so white and pasty-looking that her entire face has disappeared into her white blouse. Is she ill?


  “Welcome,” Kit manages to say, taking coats, and she is about to offer them drinks when Grace leans over and asks if she can speak to Jane alone for a moment.


  “Of course,” Kit whispers. “Go on.”


  Grace is being terribly brave—no wonder she’s pale. Jane looks on edge, but this is a great chance for Grace to say something to her before Dr. Bayer arrives.


  This is it. It’s this class or the end of life as Grace knows it, and apparently she’s not ready to raise a white flag, or so Kit hopes.


  While Grace timidly moves toward Jane, Leah walks into the kitchen and lets the smell of the candles, the warmth rising from the heating vents, the sweet glow of the light above the oven, wrap around her.


  Kit’s house is not exactly how she imagined it, but it’s close enough. It’s warm and lovely and clean, and it looks to Leah as if people have lived and loved here. There are no holes in the walls from fists or windows secured with duct tape. There’s real furniture, and probably food in the refrigerator and the cupboards. For a second, Leah is half glad that they can’t meet in the Franklin Building, just so that she can be in a real kitchen.


  Where is the husband? Leah’s so busy looking around the kitchen and into the hallway next to the living room that she has forgotten to listen to what Grace is saying to Jane.


  Kit is straddling both rooms. She wants to listen, wants to make certain Leah feels comfortable, wants Dr. Bayer to storm into the house and save them all. God forbid they should save themselves.


  But Dr. Bayer is one smart cookie. She is going to be as fashionably late as a clinical psychologist needs to be when dealing with a group of women who deserve a chance to talk and settle in before she arrives.


  Actually, Dr. Bayer is driving so slowly that she’s afraid she’s going to get a ticket. While she’s circling the block for the third time, Grace is standing in front of Jane and saying she is sorry, also for the third time.


  “I snapped, Jane, and I’m sorry and I hope that you’ll give me a second chance,” Grace mumbles with a shaking voice. “Everything is at stake for me here. My job, my family…just everything.”


  Jane is looking up at her and smiling. Grace has no idea what kind of smile it is, and she’s desperately trying not to let her mind go to the place where it wants to go. Jane is probably loving the heck out of this, and Grace is trying very hard to be sincere. But maybe Jane is being sincere. Maybe she understands about the power of forgiveness. Maybe her own personal assignments and what has been happening in class have helped her move on the way Grace has moved on.


  Last night while Grace was working on all the other assignments for tonight’s meeting, and relishing her time with Kelli, she took a few minutes to write down what her life would be like if Jane told Dr. Bayer about the slap and she got kicked out of the class.


  She started writing like crazy before she abandoned the list and started pacing in her office.


  
    
      
        1. Would lose job.
      

    

  


  
    
      
        2. Would lose house.
      

    

  


  
    
      
        3. Would lose Kelli to foster care.
      

    

  


  
    
      
        4. Would lose Megan to what’s-her-name.
      

    

  


  
    
      
        5. Would verify parents’ long-held notions.
      

    

  


  And the list suddenly became endless. Grace added things like would never plant the garden I’ve always wanted; would never get to take the girls to the ocean like I’ve always wanted; would never get to hear Kelli slamming through the house. That’s where the list stopped, because Grace knew that if she kept going she’d still be writing rather than standing here in front of Jane and apologizing like a whipped dog.


  And now Grace wants more than anything in the entire world to spend the rest of her life needlpointing and bowling.


  Jane is still sitting there, and even though she feels bad for Grace it’s difficult for her to forgive her, to let it go and give Grace the peace of mind she obviously needs right now. She wants Grace to feel what she felt when she was slapped. Grace needs to see that Jane is in control, and that whatever secret she thinks she has uncovered about her is nothing compared with the great secret of the slap that Jane now holds in her own hand. Jane wants to hear more, wants to savor the moment, and in order to do that she slowly raises her hand to the exact spot where she was slapped and holds it there.


  Grace is guessing that she’s supposed to be saying something else. But what? Is Jane going to budge? How long is she going to make her stand there? What else can she say? She has to think for a moment, because last week she spoke with such emotion, such anger, such vileness that it takes her a while to remember what she said. She can tell immediately that Jane knows she has finally realized what she has been waiting for.


  “The other things I said, about you being a liar, and babies, or whatever…that, too. I’m sorry,” Grace stammers, feeling helpless.


  Jane looks at Grace and has a brief moment of empathy for her. Nurses work hard, and Grace has been a single mother and she looks as if she’s been dragged behind a truck. But then again, she asked for it; she’s the one who lost control.


  “The slap is one thing,” Jane says slowly, not caring if anyone else hears. “But the other things—well, Grace, we will have to talk about that later.”


  Then Jane pauses as if she were waiting for a phone call that was about to come through, or for someone to bring her a vodka and tonic that she ordered ten minutes ago.


  “Dr. Bayer won’t know, Grace, but we will talk. Yes, we will. And it will just be the two of us. Alone.”


  Kit has heard every word, and a cold shiver moves up her spine. What in God’s name is going on? She can’t even remember what Grace said after the slap. The assault and what followed seemed to erase everything but the slap. And didn’t they all talk like normal women in the hospital emergency room?


  Now what?


  Grace mutters a thank-you, asks Queen Jane if she would like some more coffee, and then walks into the kitchen looking even paler than she did when she arrived.


  Kit squeezes her hand as she walks past and tries to reassure herself that the evening is only going to get better and that Jane has to do what she has to do and Grace has to do what she has to do. But Jane has obviously set up a rather large roadblock. Kit believes that roadblocks, especially ones set up in her own living room, were made for climbing over.


  Leah seems oblivious and pours herself a glass of water, then she walks into the living room and sits down right next to Jane. The two of them start to talk, which is a good sign, and Kit exhales.


  And then, wonder of wonders, the doorbell finally rings again and there is Dr. Bayer, looking as if she just rolled out of bed and forgot that it was Tuesday night. Her coat isn’t buttoned; she’s carrying files in her right hand that could have been tucked inside the briefcase she carries in her left hand, and she doesn’t have on clogs!


  Dr. Bayer is wearing a dark brown pair of UGG boots. Kit is trying desperately not to look at them. Dr. Bayer looks pretty normal, kind of like a sweet, nutty professor, until you get to the boots. The boots make her seem out of proportion, as if she’d grabbed the wrong ones, the bigger ones that belong to someone else, and is now about to fall over.


  The good doctor can see Kit trying hard not to look at the boots, and also trying hard not to laugh. Olivia has moved inside the house so that everyone can see her and her boots. Everyone now wants to laugh.


  “They look ridiculous,” Dr. Bayer agrees, knowing what they’re all thinking. “It took me months before I could wear them the first time. My dog thought I had brought a new puppy into the house. But I have to tell you, I’d attack anyone who took them from me. My feet have never been warmer.”


  Everyone laughs, and then, to their amazement, Dr. Bayer slips off the boots, props them up against the wall as if they are delicate statutes, and pulls a pair of black slippers from her purse.


  “An old family custom and a sign of respect,” she says, and immediately everyone else is ashamed because none of them thought to remove their shoes.


  Dr. Bayer is so real. Kit has a sudden urge to hug her and ask if she wants to spend the night and have popcorn and beer later. She’s been so busy worrying about her own problems that she hasn’t really focused on this kind, gentle woman who has put up with their messes for how many weeks now?


  Grace, Leah, and even Jane are thinking along the same lines. Dr. Bayer surely has had a life of stories they would love to hear. Slightly and way beyond slightly crazy clients. Angry and vicious men and women. She’s old enough to have fought like crazy herself to get to where she is right this moment. There were probably less than a handful of female students in her classes when she went to graduate school. Her postgraduate training? Well, Dr. Bayer looks as if she’s somewhere in her sixties, so that meant the world was still clearly a man’s domain and she probably had to fight like hell to get where she is today.


  But before that—before school and work and patients—who was Olivia Bayer?


  Maybe it’s because the women are all meeting at a house and not in an institutional setting, but they’re suddenly so curious about Dr. Bayer that their feet are twitching. Well, they know she has a dog and that someone who cares about her feet getting cold bought her an ugly but very warm pair of boots. They know she loves cotton and comfortable shoes that many women her age still refuse to stop wearing. They know she can be kind and that she’s very smart, and that none of them can get away with make-believe in this class. And, most important, they know that she has the remote-control device that will either keep them right where they are or set them free so they can have a second chance.


  While Olivia pulls on her slippers and rearranges herself, the four women study her every move. The way she bends low and doesn’t use her back improperly; how she pushes her hair behind her ears and it immediately falls back toward her face; the way she crinkles up her eyes as if she’s thinking, thinking, thinking all the time; the waving arms for balance; and the strong aura of expectation and confidence that surrounds her like a moving escort.


  If Dr. Bayer notices the way Leah, Kit, Grace, and Jane are looking at her, she doesn’t acknowledge it. If she realizes that the women are reaching out, exploring new emotions, embracing the humanity of her, she doesn’t show that, either.


  Instead, she thanks Kit for the use of the house, decides that she will have a cup of coffee even if it is late in the day and the caffeine may keep her up a bit longer, and then settles in on the one chair that is all by itself. It’s a tall, green-backed, wooden-armed antique that a director might use during rehearsal.


  That is how Olivia sees herself this evening. She is a director, and it’s time to dive into the final rehearsal frame of mind. As a therapist she can prod and pull and suggest and offer, but it is the client’s duty to accept and deliver, to move forward or stay in the same place. It is time to simply cut to the chase.


  The women are surprised when Dr. Bayer doesn’t hash over last week’s events. There is no “How is everyone?” or a check on Jane’s physical well-being. She doesn’t tell them again what a wonderful job they did or how remarkable it was that none of them got hurt. No touchy-feely Kumbaya. So much for the popcorn and beer idea. Dr. Olivia Bayer is not sitting in the antique chair from Kit’s long-dead uncle Jerome to knit socks.


  “Let’s get going right away tonight,” she says, matter-of-factly. “Kit, thanks for the house and the drinks. I trust everyone was very busy this week getting on with their lives and completing all the assignments. We have a lot of work to do tonight.”


  The women nod. The spell has been broken.


  “Let’s start out with a general question and then move on from there.”


  There’s no asking this week, just telling. There is, however, uneasy movement by all four of the women, who shift in their seats, put down drinks, clear their throats, and prepare for the question. They are thinking of themselves. Each one of the women could be in the room with just the good doctor.


  “Does anyone have anything they want to share about the assignments, their own lives, anything at all that might be good to talk about?”


  “Good” probably means “happy.” That’s what all four of them are thinking, and although they each have more than a few things to share, it’s taking them a while to start their engines.


  Leah speaks up first. Dr. Bayer is all business, and she wants to get on with business as well.


  “Just little things for me, like worrying about classes I might not be able to get at the university because…well, because I’m in this class, which takes priority,” she says. “But I’m learning to put things in perspective. I’m alive. The kids are doing great. It was actually a pretty wonderful week. And it was because I refused to have it any other way.”


  “Good for you, Leah. Anyone else?” Dr. Bayer has raised her eyebrows and is looking hopeful.


  But Jane, Grace, and Kit can’t get past the classes Leah mentioned. What classes? It’s as if someone threw something shiny in the middle of the room and they can’t take their eyes off it. There is so much they don’t know about Leah, and here she is showing them up with her positive attitude.


  “No one else?”


  “Um, I was terribly busy, which is a good thing for me, I guess,” Grace adds quietly. “Nothing too major. Lots of thinking in the few quiet moments I had about mistakes I’ve made along the way and how I don’t want to go back there anymore. It’s like I’m a new person, almost.”


  Grace takes a quick glimpse at Jane, hoping she gets what the word “almost” is all about.


  “No dwelling back there too long, I hope.” Dr. Bayer says this partly as a question, wishing Grace could be more specific.


  Grace shakes her head, smiles because she doesn’t have to lie, and decides to keep talking—which is almost as stunning to her as it is to everyone else.


  She doesn’t know where the energy comes from to speak, or why she has suddenly decided to open up in a way that she has not opened up in a very long time—and she really doesn’t care. She doesn’t care about Jane’s alleged power over her or what Kit or Leah or even Dr. Bayer will think. Grace speaks for herself in order to empty her well of soot, so that she can see the bottom of her own heart, or close to it.


  “This has been the strangest and most wonderful week, and I’m not sure why,” she admits. “Maybe it’s because the puzzle pieces of this interesting class are all fitting together or because I’m tired of struggling against the ropes of my own life or because I finally realize that I have so damn much to lose.”


  Grace can’t stop herself. She talks about the weight of the world that she has gently shifted off her shoulders, and about assumptions she has made about the people closest to her, including her two daughters, and about how maybe it was necessary for her to go through all of this—even the dreaded incident that brought her to class—so that she could feel again.


  Feel again, as in feel the possibilities and not the bad stuff that leaks into everyone’s life. Feel again, as in opening new doors and closing ones that should have been closed a long time ago. Feel again, as in forgiving herself and others, maybe even her mother, maybe…if she can stretch that far.


  “I’m guessing we all know women like me,” she continues, looking past Dr. Bayer, who does not want Grace to stop talking. “Women who focus on something like a marriage gone bad and then keep hanging on to it as if the rope is something they need to keep breathing. I think it’s all fear, you know—fear of change and of finding new parts of yourself—and that’s not always easy, is it? But I mean really, at some point we all need to shut the hell up and let go of the rope and move forward. I was divorced years ago, and I can’t believe I’m still talking about it.”


  And one more thing, or maybe more than one thing. Grace shares that writing down things that are good is so much better than writing down things that are bad. It forces you to go to a place that is far better than the other place—you know, the place that probably brought them all to this very room to begin with.


  Suddenly Grace isn’t sure she can stop. But she can’t bring up her relationship with her mother, her true feelings for Evan, or her daughter’s sexuality. Enough, Grace! Is there something in the coffee? She forces herself to be quiet, takes a sip of coffee to steady herself, and then dares to make eye contact with Dr. Bayer.


  “Sorry,” she concludes.


  Sorry? Dr. Bayer has to restrain herself from jumping up and kissing Grace. What’s happened? What’s next?


  “Thank you, Grace,” Dr. Bayer says, shifting her weight and deciding to forgo what she thought was going to be a harsh lecture on moving forward. “Some people hate to write their thoughts down, even the good ones, but sometimes it’s a way to help move you in the right direction.”


  Keep at it, she tells them, keep writing and perhaps at the end of class they can talk some more about that process. Dr. Bayer is dying to look at their journals again.


  Grace feels as if she just shed fifty pounds. The other three women are obviously thinking about what Grace has just shared and, hopefully what they haven’t, and to give them time to recover Dr. Bayer decides to do a general review focusing on anger management. She spends a great deal of those twenty minutes re-explaining the way thoughts control feelings and how being in control means that you can also always be in control of your anger and your happiness.


  Dr. Bayer, always the mistress of actions, is watching them all with her ever-knowing eyes. They are listening, but are they listening? Perhaps they’re lost thinking about what Grace said.


  One part of her wants to scoop them all up and set them on her lap and let them know that she cares so much that she doesn’t sleep, has broken her whiskey rule, and has had more than one drink two nights in a row—and that she has great hope for all of them.


  The other half wants to rise up, shake them, and get them all to speak up. Little by little, Olivia. One at a time is better than none at a time. She knows that something happened last week when Jane fled the county building and that eventually—before, during, or after they all head out into the sunset—she will find out what it was.


  Last night Olivia spent two hours going through her class notes. She wants to make certain she hands these women the tools they need to deal with their life issues. She has to do this part of her job. What they do with the tools is supposed to be their business.


  If only it were that simple.


  “Okay, ladies, any questions?” she asks, folding up the notes she used during her lecture.


  Nothing.


  “This is wonderful. We are making progress, then. That’s what this is all about.”


  Olivia stops to take a sip of her coffee. She doesn’t want the damn coffee, but it’s the only way she can focus. She has been told on numerous occasions, by people who care about her very much, that at least eighty percent of her body is made of marshmallows and raspberry jelly. The simple sip of coffee will keep her from running around and kissing everyone. She does like these women—even Jane, who has been behaving appropriately so far but looks as if she’s lost in a very long thought.


  “Now, let’s move on to one of the assignments. We never did get to discuss what you might have in common beyond this class and the activities that brought you here. I’d like to start out with that first and then move on to the things you admire about yourself.”


  It appears as if all four women are swallowing at once.


  “Who would like to go first?”


  Before anyone can say anything, Kit turns to look at Leah, narrows her eyes, and then shifts back to face Dr. Bayer.


  “Can I ask something first?”


  “Certainly.”


  “We never really got to hear Leah’s story and what her dreams were, and maybe it would help us—even though I assume we have all done the assignment—to know more about her life before we move on,” Kit shares with a half shrug that makes her question seem uncertain and almost brave.


  Kit has developed great affection for Leah and so wants to know her and the rest of her life story, even if she’s terrified about sharing hers. Maybe Leah will say no. Maybe not.


  Dr. Bayer leans forward for a moment, as if she is stretching her back, and admits that she briefed Leah when she missed the first class. But, yes, it’s true they never got a chance to hear details of her life that are terribly important.


  Leah is sitting with her ankles crossed, her hands folded in her lap, as if she is about to hear a church sermon.


  “Yes, Leah, would you mind telling everyone your entire story—how you came to be at the shelter, what happened before that?” Dr. Bayer asks almost tenderly, as if she planned this very moment weeks ago.
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  A Life on Hold


  The small kitchen light hanging above Kit’s sink begins to flicker on and off the moment Dr. Bayer asks Leah if she will tell her story. No one notices the soft movement but Leah, who is absolutely mesmerized by the blinking light.


  Before Leah begins speaking, she forces herself to look away from the light. It reminds her of something—a place, a moment, perhaps another window. But she can’t quite remember where the memory begins.


  Dr. Bayer and the other women are quiet. They are all looking at Leah, who turns first to Dr. Bayer. Leah knows Dr. Bayer has heard most of her story from the shelter director. She has also read it in what must now be volumes of court documents. It was Dr. Bayer who gave her the chance to be in this group. It was Dr. Bayer who somehow understood how Leah had gotten from where she was before the shelter to Kit’s living room. It was Dr. Bayer who told her that yes, it is true, sometimes life is truly unfair.


  But Dr. Bayer had never heard the story from Leah’s lips. She deserved to hear it, and hear it all. This chance, this group, was one of the greatest gifts anyone has ever given her. And these other women? It really didn’t matter now, because here she was and she had this chance and she was going to keep it.


  And maybe if she shares her story, her life up to this point it will also be a way for her to bury it and move forward even faster. Leah trusts Dr. Bayer, and a part of her has come to see the other women as fellow travelers, comrades, maybe—just maybe—even friends.


  “Okay,” Leah whispers, turning then to look from one woman to the next before she continues.


  The broken light in the kitchen catches her eye again and she is glad to look at it. It’s as if she is being hypnotized so that she can remember. All Leah has been trying to do is forget, but perhaps this is important, perhaps this is part of the process, perhaps this will help her design a Tuesday-night miracle.


  Her first sentence makes time stand still.


  “I got pregnant in high school the very first time I had sex,” she begins, watching the light, moving only her lips. “He was just a boy. I was barely a young woman, really only a girl.”


  And then Leah’s story unfolds as if the world has stopped and nothing else matters. None of the women move. There is no sound but Leah’s voice, low, sweet, and laced with a kind of sorrow that is electric.


  Leah’s family all but disowned her. They were Christians, after all, who had standards, and premarital sex was not part of the program. It didn’t matter that the sex was not consensual and that the boy was an angry, selfish person who came from a family where things like kindness, love, and respect were nonexistent.


  Seventeen. A high-school senior. Alone.


  There were no choices for a young girl living in rural Illinois who had been raped and who had a family who would not listen, and seemingly did not care, and very quickly orchestrated so many years of her life that Leah is embarrassed to tell them how old she is.


  The boy-man, whom Leah can’t bear to name, was forced to marry her. Leah remembers those days as a kind of blur and recalls feeling as if she were being crushed from the inside out. Her younger brother and sister weren’t allowed to speak to her, her mother packed her one small bag, her father drove her to the courthouse, signed papers because she was underage, and left her there. She would never see him again.


  There is a sigh of disbelief rolling through everyone except Dr. Bayer. In this day and age? Leah surely is under the age of thirty, which means this happened ten or so years ago? How can this be?


  Kit and Jane are especially stunned. Leah is being totally open, sharing intimate details of her life, something neither of them has yet done in class.


  Dr. Bayer senses the shock that must be surging through Kit, Grace, and Jane, and before anyone says anything she simply reaches out, rests her hand on Leah’s for just a moment, as if to say, “Keep going,” and then pulls it away.


  No one else says a word.


  Leah blinks, inhales, and continues to talk while everyone, Dr. Bayer included, remains temporarily paralyzed.


  “I have been trying very hard to forget all of this so I can move forward and so my children can move forward,” Leah explains. “But I suppose it’s healthy to share it. Not that I’m wanting to use what happened to me as an excuse for what I did.”


  This thought springs to her mind and grows larger, and Leah suddenly stops talking. Will these women now think even less of her? Will they discard her because of what they hear and tell her she should have known better? When she tells them all of her secrets, will all be lost?


  “We are not here to judge, Leah,” Dr. Bayer assures her. “We all have stories; even I have a story. Sharing is very brave. Right now, you tell us what you can, what you think you need to say. But I do think your story is something that can help all of us right now.”


  Leah looks surprised. Kit, Grace, and even Jane are still not moving. Surprisingly, it is Jane who speaks.


  “After last week, Leah, I think we should all be able to trust each other,” Jane offers, shocking everyone in the room. “This is important for all of us. Please, tell us the rest of your story.”


  Dr. Bayer knows she is going to remember this night for a long time. She thinks Leah’s story is not just important but also something the other three women need to hear. And Jane? Well, maybe Jane is finally realizing that her life of excess in all arenas, especially her personal behavior, is pretty damn ridiculous.


  All eyes are back to Leah.


  The boy’s father forced him to marry Leah and stayed to make certain everyone did what they were supposed to do. Of course he blamed Leah, who must once have been beautiful before the years of anguish, loss, and yearning set it. Back then she was so young and pretty. How could his son resist?


  Leah recalls the months following the day she was forced into a relationship she never wanted as lonely, hard, and often very cruel.


  It is hard for Leah to say the word husband. A husband is a loving companion, someone you can trust, the better part of your entire life, the one who pulls you up when you fall, causes your heart to constantly exhale with gladness, keeps his warm fingers on the pulse of your life.


  This man was not a husband. He was a mean person who resented as much as she did what they had been forced to do. They moved into an apartment so small that the only place for privacy was a bathroom that was as big as Kit’s front-hall coat closet.


  How did they live? Why didn’t she run? Was there no one to help her? Where was her own mother? Was there absolutely no one to rescue her?


  The women can’t help themselves. They are jumping over one another to ask these questions, and everyone but Dr. Bayer appears so astonished that it looks as if a window is open and a strong wind is blowing their faces into poses of disbelief. Eyebrows are slanted, eyes are wide, mouths gape open, chins grow taut.


  You don’t understand, Leah explains. I lived in a different world.


  “Have you ever been to Dunbar, Illinois? It is a small farming community. It is a place where the men are in charge of everything and where everyone goes to the same church. There is one small factory on the edge of town where they make steel components for machinery. The women knit. It may as well be a cult.”


  The high school one town over, which everyone in the county attended, was Leah’s only island. She was preparing herself for a much larger world and was so close, so very close to leaping into a life she had already designed for herself inside her mind.


  But that baby.


  “This may be hard to understand, because you’re all such strong, successful women, but I felt as if I had to try and it was because of the baby.”


  Kit’s living room is now so quiet that the soft ticking of the old kitchen clock sounds like a moving tank.


  Leah tells them that she finished high school and could have garnered a scholarship to any state school. But she was six months pregnant by then, working at a gas station, and her husband, of course, was working at the local factory.


  And he was rarely home, rarely nice, rarely interested in anything but what an eighteen-year-old should be interested in—drinking, cars, other girls, anything but being a daddy and a husband.


  It sounds like a movie. Leah realizes this and tells everyone that she was sort of living in two places at once. The real place, with a very mild hope of someone flying out of the sky to rescue her from what was on most days a kind of living hell, and the world she had created inside her own mind and heart.


  Leah closes her eyes when she tells them what that world was like. Her face grows soft, her hands relax, and she lets her head drop so that it almost looks as if she’s falling asleep.


  In that world, the one she dreamed about constantly, everything was different. She did not live there with him and she did not have to let his loathsome body slide against hers night after night. She was nowhere near Dunbar or Illinois but in a place filled with warmth, light, and searching minds. She could do and be and go and live how she wanted.


  And she survived where she was by looking through and past all the people. She looked through the people who bought coffee and cigarettes from her at the gas station. She looked through the people who pretended they didn’t know her. She looked through the man who threw his lunchbox on the table every night.


  And she started to look through herself.


  By the time her classmates were literally running off to college, and away from the lives they feared they might fall into if they didn’t hurry and leave, she was about to go into labor.


  That is when a live angel appeared. It was her high-school algebra teacher. A man who had seen some genius in the bright girl in the third row who passed every exam no matter how hard and who shared a very small slice of her anguish because he saw where she could have, should have, must someday go. He came into the gas station and asked Leah if she needed anything, if he could help her, if everything he had heard about her was true.


  Of course it was.


  The angel slipped her his phone number and said there were ways to climb onto dreams and ride them out of town. Leah memorized the number, burned it into the secret half of her world, and then she had a baby girl.


  Kit can’t stand it. She has to say something, even though she’s ashamed that she’s still unable to reveal her deepest secrets. She knows there has to be more to the story, and she can all but guess at what that will be, but she is so angry that she has to say something.


  “Dr. Bayer, I’m sorry, but this kind of thing gets me upset and I just have to say how appalled I am that in this day and age this kind of thing still happens,” Kit doesn’t so much say as spew through her teeth. “If I could write in my anger log right this second, I would be writing all about this. Monsters. Jackasses. Hurtful idiots. This is the stuff we read about when we were in college that happened to other people.”


  Dr. Bayer doesn’t get a chance to say anything, because Leah pulls up her head and jumps right back into the story.


  “Oh, I was going to leave and I had a friend or two who probably would have helped, but the first time the baby moved and I thought about that, about being a mother, and how the baby needed a chance more than I did, there was no leaving.”


  No leaving. But suddenly this third person who needed the tender touch of a mother’s hand. A simple, sweet baby girl who triggered what would turn out to be nine more years of a kind of abuse that Kit and everyone else reads about on page two of the morning newspaper and is followed by severe swearing into coffee cups.


  The husband got angry because what little bit of attention he was getting from Leah was now totally taken away. He hit her the first time when the baby was only two days old.


  The baby was Jessica, or Jessie, and she was a girl and, husband and men be damned, this is when Leah’s secret world began to grow inside her so desperately that she called the algebra teacher. She did not mention the hitting or the lack of food in the house or the times she was forced to have sex before she was allowed to tend to the wailing baby in the next room.


  All she said was help me. Help me get a diploma. The kind man paid for her to enroll at the community college, where she could take courses through the mail. He had everything sent to his house, and then took the lessons to the place where she worked, and Leah studied during her break and on the nights—thankfully so many—when the husband never came home.


  Leah passed every exam and moved so rapidly through some of the courses that the instructors couldn’t keep up with her.


  One day when the teacher came in she asked him why. Why do you help me? He was a married man with three daughters and a wife who worked, and Leah imagined they had the kind of life she dreamed about. The man looked at her and said, “Everyone deserves a chance.”


  So Leah had a plan. It would take two or three years to get an associate’s degree while studying in the dark and sneaking and caring for the baby and working and making certain that he never found out. Because God forbid someone should excel or move beyond him, which is exactly what she planned to do.


  Of course she could have fled in the night. When she talks about this, she looks directly at Kit. She could have packed up the baby and one diaper bag filled with clothes and taken a bus to Kansas. Better yet some tiny city in Oklahoma or Idaho, where no one would think to look for her. But then what? At least they had a place to sleep and the baby had clothes and Leah had her plan.


  And no, Kit, why would he leave? He had a factory job and his buddies and his favorite sports bar and someone to do everything but talk for him. He also had his own father as a role model, and even though she willed him never to come home, to run away, to pack his own bag and leave, she knew that he didn’t have the courage to live his own life.


  Yes, she thought of killing him. Leah drops her head and is ashamed. She is ashamed when she tells them how she wished he would die in his sleep or have a horrible car accident or get his head stuck in one of the machines at work. She thought of hitting him with the shovel, stabbing him with a knife, borrowing a gun from one of the men who came into the gas station.


  “I hated those thoughts, but they came all the time,” she says. “They invaded my dreams when I did sleep and sometimes made me wonder if I was going insane.”


  Leah’s honesty is almost frightening to the other women. Leah is the baby, the quiet, lovely toddler of the class, and she is baring her soul. Kit, Grace, and Jane look down at their own hands, thinking about what they should have shared—and still can—as Leah continues.


  Somehow, Leah explained, because she knew they would want to know, she had managed to avoid sex. Mostly, but not always. The stress of the way she was living began to affect her menstrual cycles, and one night when she couldn’t fight him off, and was too tired to try, they created her son.


  Something strange happened after that—something Dr. Bayer could explain in just a few minutes as control, ego, and something akin to testosterone-driven eminent domain—and the husband became nice. He surely wasn’t loving, but he expected the baby to be a son, and for all those months while she carried Aaron the husband backed off.


  This wasn’t an easy pregnancy, and Leah fell behind in her studies and toward the end stopped altogether. She told herself that she would get back to it as soon as possible, and that ended up being two years. And the next time she started a class it was so much harder.


  They were barely making it financially, and he forced her to let a friend watch the babies so that she could work full-time. And then a few years became a blur.


  Grace and Kit know about that blur. It’s like watching a three-hour movie in five minutes. There is no time for anything but an occasional good cry in the bathroom while sitting on the toilet seat. The days and nights become so endless they bump into each other until everything feels, looks, sounds, and appears the same. It could be morning one minute and late night the next. Dishes never get washed and there seems to be dozens of people eating, drinking, and sleeping in a place where before there were just three.


  Of course, during those hard, long years, women who are mothers sometimes disappear. They are still walking around inside their clothes. There are bones and skin and blood inside the shoes, socks, and pants, but the person who once helped form those items into a woman with a personality and a life beyond what she does for everyone but herself has vanished.


  It’s as if there is a secret airport in Virginia or, better yet, in the middle of Alaska or rural Mississippi, where specific parts of these mothers have gone to hibernate. In one hangar there will be rows of laughter. Two hangars down there will be the sounds of women rolling over and sleeping until they are no longer exhausted. Around the corner, the drive and energy that could propel dozens of women to open businesses, finish graduate school, or complete a marathon is stretched out on long planks that seem to go on forever.


  Those years are a time of great sacrifice, when the babies need everything and if you love them you give them everything and then a little bit more of everything.


  Leah can’t actually remember what happened while both children learned to walk and while she lost that part of herself that had been paving a road to freedom one small brick at a time.


  Her next confession hits all of them like a new slap on the face. Once, she left. She left her babies and she was never going to go back.


  “I’ve never told anyone this part,” she continues, tears forming at the corners of her eyes. “This is so hard for me to admit, but one night I did leave, and I drove and drove and I had no idea where I was going, but I ended up outside the town and when I turned to look all I saw was a blur of lights.”


  Leah pulled over to the side of the road and stopped the car. She thought about what it might be like for her son and daughter to wake up and find her gone. She thought about what he would do and how they would live. And still she lingered.


  “I hate myself for that moment—for lingering, and for thinking I could even do it. I went back and sat on the steps, and when he found me I just said that I couldn’t sleep. How could I even have thought of leaving them? What is wrong with me?”


  No one says a word. Finally, after Leah wipes her eyes, Dr. Bayer says, “It’s okay, Leah, go on. No one is judging you.”


  After that Leah said she grew tired of hoping. But one day the teacher came back and all he did was set down some coursework on the counter, where there were stains from spilled soft drinks, lottery-ticket stubs, and the greasy handprints of toddlers who had wiped their hands across its surface.


  “It’s time,” he whispered. And then Leah looked down and on top of all that crap she saw the beautiful white pages of typing paper that held assignments for sophomore English.


  “I started back with a vengeance,” she says. “The kids were six and four, and in all those years I had never seen my mother or my father. I may as well have been living in France.”


  This makes her laugh. France! Leah tells them that one day, out of the clear blue sky, the husband came home and told her that they were moving closer to the city. He said pack up, we’re moving, and Leah asked him if they could move to France instead.


  “He hit me hard on the face that night,” Leah said, her smile vanishing as fast as it had appeared. “He wanted to remind me who I was, and I couldn’t help it but I started smiling and I couldn’t stop, which infuriated him.”


  His plan, she found out later, was to get her closer to the city so that he could finally disappear. He was worried that his father would stop him, and that’s why he found a new job at a new factory, which in his father’s eyes would be a kind of promotion. He would start the job, save some money, and then maybe take the boy and leave.


  But the money didn’t come so fast and another year went by, and Leah was designing her own plan of escape. She was two classes away from earning the associate’s degree that would get her into a state-school program with an internship. The angel teacher was still helping her and, in fact, had gotten her a new job working part-time at a small bookstore, where it was easy for her to study and soak up even more of the knowledge she craved.


  If she wanted to, Leah could stop now and not share the rest of her story. Grace, Jane, and Kit could finish it for her. In an amazement of predictability, considering where Leah now lives, they could guess what happened next. And they would be absolutely correct.


  The husband found out what Leah had been doing all those years behind his back. Here she was getting smarter and more educated than he was while he busted his hump paying the rent and feeding them and she did nothing but raise a couple of kids he didn’t want anyway and earned a little money so he could make his truck payment.


  The night he set the apartment on fire, both of the children had horrible early fall colds. This was just weeks ago. He came home late, thought they were all sleeping, drugged up with some of that over-the-counter cold medicine he had so thoughtfully brought home. But Leah wasn’t asleep. She was in the bathroom studying, and that threw him into a rage.


  And when he started hitting her it was Leah’s turn to rage. She fought as if her life depended on it—and it did. She struggled and clawed and then crawled into the bedroom, where her son and daughter were sleeping when he started the couch on fire with what she would later learn was charcoal starter fluid.


  While Leah called 911, he doused the carpeting and set that on fire. Then he tried to get into the bedroom, where she was huddled with the children, and finally, when sirens were rounding the corner, he ran out the door and was caught before his feet hit the sidewalk.


  Leah finishes by dropping her hands on top of each one of her legs and then leaning forward as if she is about to send a team out of the huddle.


  “You know what happened next, because that’s why I’m here. I lost my tempter one night at the shelter and hit my children,” she concludes, dropping her voice in a way that makes everyone know how ashamed she remains. “And don’t say it, please.”


  “Say what?” Grace asks, absolutely shattered by what she has just heard.


  “Don’t say I could have left. Don’t say I was just as much to blame. I was there. I know what was and wasn’t possible. Now I have to run as fast as I can. Now there is absolutely no time to waste.”


  While Jane, Grace, and Kit reassure Leah that they aren’t thinking that or about to say anything except that they’re sorry, Olivia is thinking about the word love. Throughout Leah’s long, revealing, and terribly sad story, the word love was never once mentioned. It is a word that must be as seductive and intoxicating to Leah as Jane’s dwindling wine collection is to her.


  Leah would be so easy to love, and Olivia hopes that will happen someday as soon as Leah can reach in just a bit further and learn to love herself. She’s close. There is a hint of forgiveness glowing behind her eyes, and how Dr. Bayer would love to see the glow radiate everywhere.


  Leah sits back, finally finished, and all the Tuesday-night anger clients look exhausted and emotionally drained.


  Then, before she can continue, something wonderful happens, something that Dr. Bayer will think about for a very long time, something that will make her forget her own buckets of self-doubt.


  The women get up one at a time—first Grace, then Jane, and then Kit—and walk over to hug Leah. They each whisper something in her ear, and it is Jane who holds on to Leah the longest. Dr. Bayer doesn’t get to hear what they share, and that’s a good thing. They all deserve this moment.


  And so does she.
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  Reflections of Change


  No one is moving when what seems like a marathon Tuesday-night meeting finally ends a record-setting three and a half hours after it started.


  Dr. Bayer is startled when she looks at her watch after Kit finishes speaking and realizes it’s closer to eleven o’clock than to ten. The women have even managed to share what they like about themselves. All four of them look as if they have just pulled an all-nighter. Dr. Bayer jubilantly exclaims that they have done fabulous work and if they keep it up she may be able to release them all in four weeks, before Thanksgiving.


  When Dr. Bayer rises, and Kit invites them back to her house for next week’s session—if they are indeed meeting the following week—Jane, embarrassed by her emotional reaction to Leah’s story, jumps up so quickly that everyone is startled.


  Dr. Bayer can tell by the drooping faces and loose limbs that the women have actually tried this evening and are not just physically but emotionally exhausted. She’s not surprised that everyone wants to get the heck out of there and process as soon as possible, herself included.


  But before anyone else can get up, Dr. Bayer stops them all.


  “Wait, girls! You didn’t think you’d get away without a white envelope tonight, did you?”


  Olivia hands each of the women an envelope, decides at the last moment to have them meet again before she announces their graduation projects, and says, “Good luck. See you next week. I can’t wait to see how you handle this assignment. And—”


  “And what?” they all say in unison.


  “We are going to talk about the assignment in class. Out loud. Like big girls.”


  This should be a good one, they all silently agree.


  The other women scurry to rise as Jane grabs her coat, says a quick thank-you, and exits as if she just remembered she forgot to turn off the stove.


  Leah’s story, Dr. Bayer’s discussions on life, and some very genuine conversations about change have obviously affected everyone in interesting ways. As Jane streaks out the door, Dr. Bayer also realizes that everyone deals with emotional issues differently. Jane may simply need to be alone or something struck a very raw nerve.


  Jane pulls into her driveway, clicks the garage door open, and then slowly moves into her designated parking spot. She’s absolutely thrilled that Derrick isn’t home, and doesn’t even bother to worry about where he might be at close to midnight in the middle of the week.


  Exhausted, Jane sits in the car while the heat slowly evaporates. What just happened? Why did she embrace Leah and bother to ask questions? Could the other women see that she was visibly moved by Leah’s story? How did this all happen?


  Before she can try to answer her own questions, Jane remembers the white envelope and quickly rips it open. Oh! Will this class never end?


  The heated leather seats continue to remain warm as Jane pulls down the mirror inside the visor. Maybe if she looks into her own eyes she will see the new woman who just became emotional and actually hugged someone in front of three other people. And why did the moment feel so normal?


  Jane is a woman riddled with so many secrets that she feels as if she’s been juggling her entire life. Was it really so hard to let go a little, Jane? And why is it so damn difficult to be honest? Why can’t she admit that she has lost not just her clients but huge doses of her self-confidence? Why can’t she tell them that she still feels winded all these years later from finding out that she was adopted? Why can’t she even tell those women, or anyone, that she’s adopted and it’s affected her entire life? What about the constant wondering about her birth mother and her plan for a new career and a life that will expand beyond what she has ever dreamed possible? What about Derrick and her inability to open herself to him?


  It occurs to Jane for the first time that perhaps this class is a good thing. Maybe, even if she and the other women in the class aren’t quite on the same rung of the ladder, they really do have more in common than she has allowed herself to believe. Is that even possible? Did Kit sneak something into her coffee?


  Right this moment, Jane is hard-pressed to think of any other women whom she could call and have a cup of coffee or even a glass of her beloved wine with. She wonders if all the so-called friends she had during the past ten-plus years were just hanging around because of the free lunches, spa afternoons when she received a bonus, or because, well, she’s Jane Castoria.


  Maybe this is it. Maybe being nice at the meeting and playing the game by someone else’s rules is going to get her through this blip on her life screen. She surely feels good, even if she overexposed a few portions of what the other women might call her heart by being involved and interested during the meeting. And hugging Leah did feel wonderful.


  “Jane, it’s okay,” she says out loud, still looking into her eyes, which are illuminated by the tiny white lights that surround the visor. “You did good tonight. Really.”


  Jane smiles, shuts the mirror, turns the car off, and walks into the house. It feels so quiet and empty. Compared to Kit’s house with all those photographs on the wall, the candle, that damn flickering light she tried to ignore all evening, and furniture that was more battered than bruised, her house is a glimmering palace. Jane suddenly isn’t sure if that’s good or bad.


  Derrick has left the lights on that run along the bottom edge of all the kitchen cabinets. Where did he go? When Jane looks at her diamond-studded watch and sees that it’s past eleven-thirty she starts to look around for a note. There are no messages from him on her cellphone or on the house answering machine. No note in the usual place.


  This is almost as odd as Jane’s emotional breakthrough. She hasn’t confronted Derrick yet about her suspicion that he’s seeing someone else. Maybe she was wrong. He’s been quiet but that’s nothing new, and this morning he kissed her goodbye before he left. She stands in the quiet kitchen for a few minutes trying to remember if he said anything about where he might be going. Nothing comes to mind, and then her gaze falls on the wine. Jane walks over to the rack and puts her hand on one of the bottles. It’s cold and smooth, and she pulls it out and reads the label.


  There’s no way she can remember where the bottle came from or how long it has been sitting in that lovely horizontal position. It’s a lusty California Zinfandel, and she cradles it for a few minutes, imagining what it would taste like if she opened it up, let it breathe, and then took a sip after she had swirled it in one of her deep-bowled, long-stemmed glasses.


  A car passes in front of the house and she leans into the window to see if it’s Derrick pulling into the driveway, but the lights flicker past. Jane closes her eyes, spins the bottle in her hand, places it back in the rack, leaves the kitchen light on, and walks slowly up the long stairs and toward the dark master bedroom.


  Grace has just pulled into her own driveway after dropping off Leah. She’s beyond weary and still can’t believe everything that happened at Kit’s house. Talk about spontaneous affection! It wasn’t as if the class had turned into a lovefest, but something had happened. Maybe it was those warm and fuzzy UGG boots.


  The tiny one-car garage is so jam-packed with junk that Grace has mostly been parking in the driveway for about three years. Every night when the temperature drops like this, and she has to get out and move something before she can park, she vows to clean out the damn thing and use it as a garage and not as a massive storage bin. The space, like her own head, is probably filled with useless stuff anyway.


  She can see a light in the living room and as she opens the front door—already a little upset because Kelli didn’t lock it—she’s hoping that her daughter has gone to bed. No more emotional stuff tonight, please. Grace needs some time to process what has happened and to sit alone somewhere inside her own house.


  Kelli is not asleep on the couch, where Grace usually finds her if she comes home late. She turns off the light and tiptoes down the hall. She finds Kelli curled on her side with her reading light still on and the book she must have been reading on the floor. First Grace pulls the covers up and tucks the ends under Kelli’s back. Then she bends down to pick up the book Kelli was reading.


  How to Raise Your Mother.


  Her heart stops. It comes to a quick halt, as if it has just hit a brick wall, and then starts up again about fifty times faster than it was beating before she read the book title.


  Oh, Kelli! Grace sets the book back down on the floor, switches off the light, bends down to kiss her daughter’s hair, which looks like a brown waterfall on the white pillowcase, then quietly leaves the room.


  Grace stands outside Kelli’s room for a few moments, and feels as if her emotions have started running over each other. She has so misjudged Kelli and she’s determined to make it up to her. She’s also dying to sneak back into the bedroom and get the book so she can read it herself.


  There is a long mirror at the end of the hall framed in cheap dark wood. Grace intends to walk into the kitchen and make herself a cup of warm milk with vanilla, one lovely childhood memory that always comforts her when she’s feeling exhausted inside and out. But as she begins walking she sees herself growing larger in the mirror and then stops in front of it so she can lean in and look into her eyes.


  There’s enough light coming in through the front window via the porch light she has not turned off so that she can see herself clearly. There are so many red veins running through both eyes that it looks as if she’s coming off some kind of record-breaking drinking or non-sleeping binge. Her eyebrows are thick, and she realizes that it’s been over a month since she has bothered to narrow them into non-frightening arches. The skin under her bushy eyebrows is sagging so much that there is now a canopy protecting her eyes. There are lines and creases everywhere, and Grace isn’t sure if she should laugh or put a bag over her head.


  “This is me,” she says softly. “Take it or leave it, world.”


  Maybe it was because they were at Kit’s house, a warm, cozy home, instead of an institutional building. Maybe it was just time for this to happen and everything Dr. Bayer had been trying to get them to do, think, feel, and say finally rose to the top. Maybe everyone recognized the class as the last chance it was meant to be. Maybe they are all as exhausted as she is right this moment.


  They had found at least a few common denominators beyond their anger. They all seemed to recognize that, with or without children or motherhood, they had shared emotions, dreams, aspirations. They even joked once, after Leah’s story, about pooling their talents of singing, dancing, joke telling, and Leah’s organizational skills to put on some kind of show to raise money for anger awareness or the women’s shelter.


  At first it had been a joke, but then Dr. Bayer started hinting that they still had some pretty difficult tasks to perform for her and that there might be a final test or project. That’s when everyone really stopped joking, because they knew Dr. Bayer wasn’t joking, either.


  Grace closes her eyes for a moment, when she thinks about how she snuck into the file room at the hospital and looked through Jane’s reams of notes, tests, and personal interviews. She knew that Jane looked familiar, and her snotty attitude was like a red flag indicating Jane was hiding something serious.


  Grace hates herself now for crossing a professional line in a way she never thought she could and she has to think of a way not just to forgive herself, but to make it up to Jane. Even as she remains shocked at what she found, at the lies Jane must be carrying around—lies that perhaps add to her own anger, Grace knows she crossed a line herself that should never be crossed.


  But even that is fixable.


  “As Kit would say, Grace, let ’er rip,” she says, opening her eyes to the same woman, but with an ache for even more change wedged inside her heart.


  Grace pushes herself away from the mirror, takes a deep breath, smiles, and has a sudden urge to pick up the phone and call Dr. Bayer to tell her that she’s going to try even harder. And, with that purpose rising inside her like a volcanic eruption, she walks into the kitchen to get her milk.


  Before she makes it to the refrigerator, she stops by the kitchen table and bends down in the darkness. She can’t believe what she’s seeing. Kelli has set a cup and the jar of vanilla on the table, in the spot where Grace always sits. There’s a note:


  
    
      
        Mom,
      

    

  


  
    
      
        You never talk about your Tuesday class. I know where you go and I know it’s hard. I just wanted you to know I love you and I’m sorry for anything I’ve done to make your life harder.
      

    

  


  
    
      
        Kelli
      

    

  


  Grace sits down, because if she doesn’t she knows she will fall to the floor. She picks up the note, kisses it, and within seconds is using it to wipe a flood of sweet tears from her face.


  Then she remembers the unopened envelope, rips it open, reads it, and thinks that this just might be the first day of the rest of her life.


  My God it was a night and a half! Kit is mentally and physically exhausted from the class and the conversation and the dozens of revelations, but she’s unable to get to sleep. She has moved all the furniture back into place and made herself about ten pages of mental notes. Clean the carpet and couch. Take down the damn drapes so more light can come into the living room. Brighten up every room with new paint. Apologize again to Peter for being so moody and treating him as if her problems are his fault.


  Maybe she’ll turn the house into her second project—her first project being herself. Maybe Peter will help her. Maybe her daughter will show up and help, too. Maybe an elephant will fly out of her left ear. Why not? Now that she has this new, and absolutely fascinating, assignment from Dr. B., Kit is even more charged up.


  Kit shuts the dishwasher door and wanders back into the living room to make certain she has picked up everything. She walks past the couch and into the kitchen and decides to sit at the table and have an ice-cold beer. It’s ridiculous, she realizes, because it’s probably twenty degrees outside, but she’s so thirsty she could drink a keg by herself.


  There’s not one damn beer in the fridge when she pulls it open. Normally, this might upset her, what with the unwritten family rule that whoever takes the last of anything has to restock or refill. The toilet paper is always the worst. Kit feels as if she’s the only woman in the entire world who ever puts a new roll on the holder. Everywhere she goes, she does this. Restaurants. Gas stations. Other people’s homes. What is up with that?


  She closes the refrigerator and heads into the garage, where a stash of beer is always kept, and realizes that she’s really, really tired. It’s one of those exhausted-wanna-drop feelings that make you feel woozy, but her head is spinning from the meeting.


  First there was Leah’s story. Kit figured all along that the story must be pretty bad, but she wasn’t prepared for what she heard—the depth of sadness and sacrifice that Leah must have endured, the asinine family demands, and then the mother, of all people, never helping her.


  Kit knows one thing for certain, and that is she would do anything, absolutely anything, for her daughter. As she rummages in the back of the frigid garage looking for the beer, she can’t imagine abandoning her rock-picking daughter. She knows that if anyone messed with Sarah her father would turn into Rambo. What kind of people do those things?


  Kit is no fool, and she knows some people still live in the Dark Ages, and that there are women, maybe even on her block, who are living as if they have been captured and are being held against their will. She knows that change and chance aren’t always easy, because she has been struggling with those things herself.


  And, beyond Leah this past evening, it was as if all of them, herself included, just said to hell with it and did what Dr. Bayer has probably wished they could have done all along. They cooperated and shared and talked openly, and there wasn’t one fight or slap or evil word exchanged. Or was I dreaming? Kit wonders. Am I that tired?


  She locates a twelve-pack, hoists it onto her hip as if it were a baby, and all but runs back into the warm house. She sets it down on the floor in front of the refrigerator, and before she pulls open the door she sees her reflection in its smooth surface. She has one hand on the door handle and suddenly she can’t move. The broken light above the sink is still flickering, and when she leans in it’s as if her own eyes are blinking on and off.


  The stopping and standing still is what pushes her into a realization that is as simple and pure as the first snowfall of winter. Time. These days following her mother’s death have been a gift of time. Time to think and grow and prune off the ends of her life that she has let grow and fester like a tangled root in a flourishing garden. And what has she done?


  Kit looks into her eyes so deeply she thinks she can see the inside of her brain. What is wrong with you? All these days and weeks, and now months, when you have buried the grief over the death of your mother in anger. All these moments when you could have focused on yourself and who you need to be now, for you and for Peter. All this time, so damn much time, when you could have designed a new life plan, thought of this change as a sweet gift, and let go of all the weight you’ve been carrying around your entire life. All the chances you’ve had to finish reading the note. You are such a baby!


  Kit closes her eyes and drops her head against the cold door. She’s suddenly filled with a confused mixture of hope for what she can still do and be, and sadness for what she has given away, what she has been on the verge of losing. The flickering light suddenly stops and decides to give it up, and the kitchen is plunged into total darkness.


  Kit pulls open the refrigerator door, throwing light into the room, places the beer on a shelf, takes one for herself, closes the door, and opens the bottle by using the handle on the door. This makes her smile. The first time she caught her daughter doing the same thing, she yelled at her. Then she started doing it all the time because it was so easy and convenient. Just like time. It’s right there, so use it.


  She closes the door, checks to make sure the other doors are locked and the front porch light is on in case Peter comes home early. Then she walks up the stairs, sits on the top step in the dark, and realizes that her head is also spinning with ideas, plans, and possibilities.


  Tomorrow Kit may start a new everything. “May” being a key word, because she’s also remembering what her oldest brother once told her. Life, he said, is kind of like a case of beer. You have to take it one bottle at a time.
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  It Ain’t Over Until


  Olivia is pacing in the kitchen and Phyllis is having a hell of a time trying to keep up with her. The eat-in kitchen has a small table in the center that Olivia uses for storage more than anything else, but for the past forty-five minutes she’s been using it as the center of her racetrack.


  Phyllis is so confused she’s thinking about barking. What is happening around here? Late nights and extra treats all the time, and Olivia hugging her and whispering right in her ear. She’s gotten down on the floor and all but crawled into the dog bed three times in just the past few days.


  Now it’s this jogging in the kitchen thing. Doesn’t this woman realize how short Phyllis’s legs are? Phyllis would almost rather be outside, where it’s snowing lightly, than running around the table like this. She is absolutely exhausted and totally confused.


  And not unlike Olivia, who has been pondering what to do with the latest bag of befuddlement from her Tuesday-night warriors. Why in the world she didn’t hang up her professional hat in September before she got the bright idea to experiment with these women is now completely beyond her; she’s pacing in her kitchen like a woman who has gone off her manic medicine.


  It’s Saturday afternoon. Usually this is the best day of the week for Olivia and Phyllis. Phyllis gets to go in the car and stick her nose out of the passenger-side window. The smells! The dogs she sees at the stoplights! The tiny pieces of hamburger she gets when they stop for lunch! The long park trail where they walk for at least two hours!


  There has been none of that today, and Phyllis has about had it with Olivia’s endless nervous energy and this horrendous disruption of the normally glorious Saturday schedule.


  Phyllis barks once when Olivia rounds the corner and accidentally knocks over a stack of magazines.


  Olivia is absolutely stunned. Then she stops, which is exactly what Phyllis wanted.


  “What?” Olivia almost shouts.


  What? Stop! Phyllis barks again, immediately setting a new record for the number of barks in one hour.


  Olivia is out of breath and when she looks down at Phyllis, who is absolutely not wagging her tail, but whose mouth is open and whose tongue is dripping because she is so damn hot from running in the kitchen, she realizes what she has been doing.


  “Oh, Phyllis, thank you.” Olivia drops her head so that her chin is touching her chest, lets her arms fall, and closes her eyes so that she can even out her own breathing.


  She needs to get a grip. She desperately needs to slow down. She needs to clear her head and think rationally. She should have retired when she had the chance and addressed her own damn fears about moving, finally acknowledged her love in a public manner, and, once and for all, set herself free.


  Before she drinks two glasses of water, Olivia fills up Phyllis’s water bowl. She wishes she could give Phyllis a beer or something. Good Lord! She’s been running around the table for close to an hour!


  Then Olivia manages to slow down her own pulse by doing a bit of deep breathing. She has got to get herself under control. And if she can get herself together she will maybe even be able to salvage part of her day off.


  Day off! What a joke. The morning started out fine enough, with an entire pot of her favorite French roast coffee, a stack of unread newspapers, cinnamon-raisin toast, and an inside view of the first snow of November.


  Phyllis liked that part of the day. They stayed in bed a long time. Olivia kept on her bathrobe most of the morning and then broke her rule about sharing food and Phyllis got the sweet crunchy crust from the toast. It was going to be a banner day for sure, even if it snowed three inches and the wind continued to howl.


  But just after Olivia dressed, and the snow started to slow so that they could go on their weekend drive and hike, Olivia’s cellphone destroyed the morning silence and everything changed.


  The first call was from Kit, and it was by far the easiest.


  “I’ve been thinking a lot about my life and mistakes and blaming others,” Kit explained, haltingly, as if she wasn’t really certain she should even be calling. “I wish I could go back, erase some of the things I’ve said and done, some of the people I’ve hurt.”


  “We all wish for that, dear,” Olivia responded gently. “The important thing is to move forward and not to make the same mistakes.”


  “I understand that more than ever, thanks to you,” Kit said. “There’s another issue, something I should probably talk through with a professional. Could that be you?”


  One part of Olivia was absolutely elated that Kit had stepped up and realized that she might have deeper issues that needed to be addressed. And in a different time Olivia would surely have loved to take her on in private therapy. Actually, it was a fabulous idea, but Dr. Bayer was trying, or so she thought, to slow down, to make a huge life change herself, and how could she do that and help Kit?


  Olivia all but froze on the phone. Her clinical heart so wanted to work with Kit, who, given her past history and present life situation, was making remarkable progress. It was clear that Kit liked her, trusted her, and was willing to open up even more. That wasn’t an easy thing for anyone to do.


  So now what? Olivia was hoping against hope that she could release these women before Thanksgiving. She was getting better at letting go herself, and sometimes at night, when she dreamed, she was by the ocean, holding hands with her lover while Phyllis romped through the bushes looking for the multitude of bugs, insects, reptiles, and spiders that live in Florida.


  She ended up telling Kit that she would have to check her schedule. Kit was clearly deflated and Olivia was torn.


  Then, swear to God, fifteen minutes later the phone rang again, and this time it was Grace.


  Grace wanted to go to confession, and she was also asking for more help. Dr. Bayer sat with her head in her left hand as Grace talked.


  It seems as if she has breached a huge ethical barrier. She read Jane’s files at the hospital and discovered things about Jane that she clearly had no right to know. Things that revealed the ugly truth about who Jane really is and the lie she’s living.


  “I was angry,” Grace admits. “We had a disagreement that night during class, the night Jane was attacked, and even before that I had gotten into her file. I mean, I have a right to do that because I work there, but it wasn’t right.”


  “And you’re telling me this now because …?”


  Dr. Bayer’s open-ended question was for both their sakes. What in the name of God was she supposed to do about this?


  “I feel bad and I’m trying to clean my slate here and be honest and put some of these things behind me, and frankly, I don’t know what to do,” Grace admitted. “Last week’s class changed me. I see things now that I should have done differently. I’m embarrassed and I need to know if I can stay in the class, if there is anything I should or could do to make this up to Jane.”


  “Does Jane know?”


  “Yes.”


  Dr. Bayer is thinking it’s a miracle Jane hasn’t tried to kill Grace. Maybe this class is more effective than she could ever have imagined.


  “I also have some other issues, as you know,” Grace continued. “My daughter is gay and I’m having a hard time with that.”


  Well, that was news. Sweet hell! Is there any issue, problem, or psychological hang-up these women don’t have?


  “And, of course, there’s Evan.”


  Of course.


  Dr. Bayer thought that if she drove to the airport immediately she might be able to catch a flight out of Chicago for Tampa within the hour.


  Instead, she put everyone on hold. She told Grace, just like she told Kit, that she needed to think and check her schedule and that Grace should continue to stay positive, not say a word about the documents she had read, and continue to work on everything else having to do with the Tuesday-night class. Dr. Bayer told Grace that she needed to process everything and that it had been a good thing, a good step forward, for her to pick up the phone and call.


  Then she started running around the table.


  Years ago, when her own life was spinning out of control, and until she tied it down and moved forward, Olivia calmed herself by writing down the pros and cons of every decision. She would take a lovely, fresh, lined notebook and spend a few minutes writing down her wild thoughts. Then she would organize them so that there was a question at the top of the page and then a plus or minus column.


  Later, she would learn that this was called force-field analysis, and as a problem-solving tool it has never let her down. If this were any other group, she’d also get on the phone and call her supervisor. She can just imagine what that conversation would be like. A kind of hilarious revelation of partial failure.


  But what’s the worst thing that could happen? She would get fired for being experimental? Lose her pension? Be blackballed from the annual clinical-psychology conference? Lose face with her fellow colleagues and all the clients who might hear about what a mess she had made of this wild women’s anger group?


  Hardly, she told herself, almost believing it. She could recite worse actions and activities by people in her field without blinking. Sleeping with clients. Stealing from clients. Using clients to gain professionally or personally. Sharing information without observing proper protocols.


  Well, the list could actually be endless, Olivia realized, feeling better for a moment. She has always believed that good intentions outweigh botched-up actions. She examines her own heart on such a regular basis that she would feel absolutely fine if she had to have her head or intentions dissected by her boss or anyone else in her profession.


  And there has always been this narrow passageway inside of her work and business world that allows for some transgressions. Clients who need a place to sleep for a few nights. Clients who need fifty bucks for a bus ticket. Clients who need you to mail a package to the children they’re no longer allowed to see.


  Olivia has friends who do not hesitate to tell her about the mistakes she has made in her personal life. In fact, three of them are so upset with her right now because she didn’t retire at the end of summer that they sent her email messages to let her know they’re already drinking her holiday whiskey!


  The thought of what she should have done, where she could be right this second, awakens an ache that shoots through the back of her head and travels down both arms. She could do without any of these recent problems—these brassy, demanding, angry women, the flipping snowstorm, and the three inches of white stuff that now needs to be shoveled off the front steps and the sidewalk.


  But wishing be damned. Dr. Olivia Bayer is not the kind of woman who wallows too long. Phyllis and Buffy would never let her get away with it, and Olivia knows that she would feel like a hypocrite and be totally unable to look Leah, Kit, Grace, and Jane in the eye next Tuesday.


  Tuesday. Three days away. And now these decisions to make on top of everything else the women have yet to do.


  Olivia lets Phyllis outside for a few moments, then, apologizing for the delay in their Saturday drive, hands off a treat to appease her patient dog and settles in at the kitchen table.


  Phyllis is happy for a moment about the treat, but she was expecting to get in the car. If Olivia thinks she’s starting to forget about routines just because the bones in her legs are stiff, well, she had better think again.


  Barking is absolutely out of the question. Phyllis can tell that Olivia is into something. She’s sitting at the table, of all places, and not in her big chair. For a few seconds Phyllis looks at the soft bed next to the chair. Then she looks at the floor under the table. Then she looks back at the bed.


  Finally she raises her head and sees Olivia rubbing the back of her neck, and the decision is made. She curls under the table and rests her paws on top of Olivia’s feet. After the crazy morning, Phyllis senses that she had better stay close to Olivia. She lets out a huge sigh and snuggles around the black socks Olivia has on. Maybe if she takes a little nap things will change.


  Olivia loves it when Phyllis helps keep her feet warm, although she suspects that Phyllis is using her feet for warmth, too. Phyllis must think she has gone off the deep end. Maybe she has, but in her mind there’s still time to swim to shore.


  Before she even starts to write, she realizes that part of her decision is really a no-brainer. There are plenty of great people who can work with Kit. Kit is smart and apparently more eager than ever to move forward. If she can control herself, Olivia believes that she could see Kit for an initial session and then hand her off to someone she knows.


  If is a crucial word here, and instead of leaping into her force-field analysis Olivia writes the word if down on the first sheet of paper. Then she starts drawing circles around it over and over again. Dr. Bayer may as well be running around the table.


  She knows what she needs to do is draw a line under the word. This is where she stops. This is as far as you go, Dr. Bayer. This is also where Kit stops and moves in a new direction.


  Olivia realizes that she has already made the decision. Six months ago, she would not have hesitated when someone like Kit called and asked her for private counseling. She would have scheduled her quickly and she’d already be at the park by now, walking through the snow with a very frisky Phyllis.


  Victory! She sees her lost hesitation as one of the most powerful signs that she is ready to move on and to entangle herself in some new activities. Kit will be fine. Olivia’s already thinking that Dr. Pierce, a lively young woman who recently joined the staff and has a private practice, would be perfect for Kit. She doesn’t take crapola from anyone, and Kit will be hard-pressed to get away with anything.


  Remember, she reminds herself, this is about anger management. Kit’s other issues may be tied into that but you’re dealing with the anger. Kit is close to being where she needs to be in the class, but there are still some miles to hike. This class does have a final exam, and Olivia knows that she still has her work cut out for her.


  She is suddenly so relieved that the pain in her neck and arms disappears and she feels like whistling. She bends down and rubs Phyllis behind the ears for a few minutes while she celebrates. Then she writes “Refer Kit to Dr. Pierce” under the word if. Then it’s time to figure out what to do with Grace.


  Now, there’s a woman with a gaggle of issues. The boyfriend. The daughter. The inappropriate behavior at work. In some ways Grace surprises Dr. Bayer, and that’s not really an easy thing to do. You’d think that as a nurse, someone who is exposed to every imaginable lifestyle, tons of tragedies, and a working environment that requires a mess of flexibility, Grace wouldn’t be bothered by much of anything.


  For the love of God, it seems as if every other man and woman these days is gay or a lesbian. It’s not like it was when Olivia was growing up and men and women who were gay had to live a lie lest they be stoned on the street corner. There is an amazement of programs and support groups, not to mention the increasingly open hearts of mothers and fathers everywhere.


  The boyfriend doesn’t make sense, either. He seemed absolutely caring, but if Grace’s first marriage was a mess that might explain her reluctance to become involved with him. Surely it can’t be because he’s a man of color.


  Olivia wonders for a few moments how someone like Grace was raised. Beyond Kit, who just lost her mother, she really doesn’t know much about any of the women’s parents. But it’s been her experience that parental expectations, no matter how old a person is, can carry the weight of the world.


  She has seen perfectly healthy and successful men and women turn into sobbing babies when they talk about how they were raised and how they feel as if they’ve never been able to measure up. On a personal level, Olivia could write a book about her own family. But she prefers not to give them the time of day, one single thought, or the satisfaction of knowing that she even considered such an idea.


  There’s no way to know what prompted Grace to read Jane’s files, which brings her to yet another thought. What in the world could be in those files that made Grace sit up and take notice?


  Olivia can only wonder. Jane totally surprised her last Tuesday. She was kind and courteous and, unless she was lying, she was also very sincere. Olivia knows she could drive herself crazy wondering about the files Grace read at the hospital. Perhaps it’s best to let it go. If Jane doesn’t bring it up, report Grace to hospital authorities, or attack Grace during or out of class, maybe the entire issue will simply evaporate.


  Dr. Bayer has always thought there was something secretive about Jane. She is surely the wild card in the Tuesday-night group. She’s aggressive, has an attitude that reeks of ego and superiority, and usually a speck of dust sets her off. There’s also something familiar about her. Olivia has been driving herself crazy trying to remember if she’s met her somewhere before, but she’s been unable to track where that might have been.


  After the last class, where Jane seemed genuine, was a good listener, and behaved appropriately, it seemed as if her inner weight had also shifted. When she dashed out of Kit’s house, Olivia was certain it was because she had been truly affected by Leah’s story, by the openness and sharing that followed, by the simple joy of sharing what was inside her own heart.


  Self-deceit is a painful load to carry. Olivia knows this all too well and has struggled with certain aspects of it her entire life—even now, as she lingers in her Chicago world. Jane has obviously been bathing in self-deceit. Her marriage is in trouble, her professional life is a shambles, she’s carrying around some kind of medical secret, and until the last meeting she’s been unable to see the commonality of her emotions.


  If anyone needs private counseling it’s Jane, but some people can never go there. Some people take years to walk five inches.


  And Grace was amazing when she opened her heart before Leah spoke. Sharing so deeply like that, with true sincerity, means that Grace is actually galloping into the sunset already.


  Olivia has the pen in her hand and she hasn’t written down one word. She’s staring at the piece of paper and looks away and notices that it’s stopped snowing. That’s some kind of good sign. The roads will be cleared off soon and Saturday life in the suburbs will begin surging forward.


  Forward.


  Olivia writes that word down and then sets her pen on the table. This is absolutely no time to stop, look, and listen. After the energy and risk she has already put into this anger group, she knows that she’d be letting these women and herself down if she backed off now.


  She decides to let Grace’s confession ride. She’s not under any legal obligation to notify anyone. Technically, Grace is a client and Olivia doesn’t have to reveal anything to anyone. Jane hasn’t filed any kind of objection. All of the women left Tuesday’s meeting as if they had been shocked into normalcy. As far as Olivia’s own supervisor is concerned, all he really needs to know is who passed the class and not how they passed the class.


  Olivia feels a tiny weight slipping off her shoulders. She can also refer Grace to Dr. Pierce, who needs the clients. Could it really be this simple and easy? Could she have made her life this light all these past years by not holding on so tightly, not just to her clients but to everything?


  Psychologist, heal thyself. Olivia stifles a chuckle when that phrase wanders through her mind. She knows so many screwed-up counselors, therapists, and shrinks that they could all fill up an entire hospital psychiatric unit.


  When Olivia stands up rather abruptly, Phyllis jerks awake, forgetting for a few moments that she is lying under the table. What’s going on? Where are we? Is it time to eat? Olivia’s feet are missing, and Phyllis stands up, shakes off her dream, and walks out from under the table.


  “I believe it’s time to get on with things, dear girl,” Olivia announces, moving for the leash that signals all things joyful.


  Some people say dogs smile. Olivia knows for certain that Phyllis smiles. She’s smiling right now, the corners of her mouth turned up so that her front teeth are barely visible. She’s also hopping around from one foot to the other with such excitement that Olivia hopes she doesn’t dribble before she can get on her coat, hat, and driving gloves.


  Olivia is determined to get back part of her day. She’s also determined to advance, to keep her eye on the southern horizon, her heart forward, even as her stomach swirls in anticipation of what is to come.


  The Tuesday-night babes aren’t going to like what’s coming up very soon on the class agenda. It’s a true test, a final exam, and if they can make it through that, maybe all of them, Olivia included, will be home free.


  And sometime this afternoon they should be working on the next assignment. The mere thought of it makes Olivia giggle as if she were a schoolgirl.
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  The Fourth Assignment


  
    
      
        Dear Grace, Kit, Jane, and Leah,
      

    

  


  
    
      
        I think it’s now more than obvious that I have been trying to get you to draw a new picture of your lives. Each one of you is an artist—the designer of your own happiness. I want to see what that looks like, and I know you do, too. So here we go.
      

    

  


  
    
      
        On Saturday morning a courier will be dropping off a package. There will be several sheets of paper—because you know it’s always okay to change your mind and your direction—paints, brushes, pens, and even some crayons.
      

    

  


  
    
      
        You can use your fingers, for all I care, and draw stick people. Have fun! Grace, I know you don’t work Saturday, so I’d like you all to clear the decks in early afternoon and spend some quality time working on this.
      

    

  


  
    
      
        See, even though you will be alone, you really won’t be. But I think you know that now, too.
      

    

  


  
    
      
        You know how to find me if you need me.
      

    

  


  
    
      
        And bring your masterpieces to class. We won’t laugh (will we girls?). But I can’t wait to see the designs of your heart.
      

    

  


  
    
      
        Sincerely,
      

    

  


  
    
      
        Dr. B.
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  Courage to Be Real


  It is thirty-five degrees outside when Kit’s furnace blows. She’s in the car driving home from the grocery store when the ancient, never replaced, antiquated machine grinds to a halt with one small click. Tucked away in the narrow basement, the metal giant dies so quickly that the small bits of heat it managed to produce during the past hour while Kit was shopping are sucked away in minutes.


  When Kit pushes into the kitchen through the garage door, she knows immediately that something is wrong. It’s warmer in the frigging garage than it is inside the house.


  “Shit,” she swears, dropping the bags in the middle of the kitchen and rushing to the basement. She tries the manual on-off switch, then the circuit breaker, then she kicks the big piece of rusted metal twice with her cowboy boots. The furnace is so dead she can’t get a whimper out of it.


  While the meat thaws on the kitchen floor, and the ice cream in the bag next to it tries to hold its own, Kit calls Peter. It’s after 5 P.M. and it’s Tuesday night. In two hours, three life artists and one Wizard of Oz psychologist are due in her living room.


  “This is a winter dream for the furnace repairman, who has been begging us to get the piece-of-junk furnace replaced for the past five years,” Peter all but sobs into the phone. “They wait for people like us to call so they can go holiday shopping.”


  “Is this my fault?”


  Peter laughs. “No, honey. This is one of many things that happen in life that is not your fault. I’ll take care of it and call you right back.”


  “Shit!” she says again. “Tonight’s meeting. Now what?”


  “Don’t worry, Kit. That’s my job.”


  She quickly puts away the groceries and locates a wool hat lying on the kitchen table. It’s amazing how fast the house is getting cold.


  Peter calls back in fifteen minutes with the good news and the bad news. The good news is that the furnace guy is more than happy to install the five-thousand-dollar furnace they should have put in three years ago. He’s got one in stock and he can start in about two hours.


  Two hours? Kit figures every plant in the house will be dead and the water pipes frozen by then.


  “We’ll have to put it on the charge card,” she tells him. “I don’t know what’s left in the checking account.”


  Peter tells her to stop worrying. They don’t have a choice, and apparently Kit has totally forgotten that she’s going to get a rather nice chunk of money from her parents’ estate. He sucks in a breath and informs her that her oldest brother called him to tell him about the estate settlement. They went ahead without her or Peter.


  Peter pauses and waits for an explosion.


  “Kit?” he says after a few seconds. “Did you hear me?”


  Kit is stunned, and it’s not because of the money. She’s not angry that her brother called Peter and not her. To hell with them and their men’s club. She’s a little angry that the damn furnace blew tonight, but it’s their fault for procrastinating. And the money? Holy bananas! She never even thought about it.


  “I’m here, honey. Just trying to soak it all in.”


  Now Peter is the one who is surprised. He should have made her go to anger class ten years ago. What is happening? He instructs her to set up space heaters in the bathrooms to keep the pipes warm and then warns her that the installation will take hours.


  Kit swings into action and decides to put on long underwear, her old wool cross-country ski pants, a down vest, and earmuffs under the wool hat. She cranks on the oven, opens the door, and then calls Dr. Bayer.


  Dr. Bayer doesn’t seem flustered by the cold house. What Kit doesn’t know is that the dead furnace is just one more reason Olivia realizes she should have gotten out of a four-seasons state a long time ago. She tells Kit to hang tight while she makes a couple of fast calls.


  While she waits, Kit reheats a leftover cup of morning coffee and decides to take a look at the picture she drew last Saturday. It’s hilarious, but she loves it. In spite of its childlike quality, Kit can’t wait to show it off and see what the others have drawn. In the meantime, there she is standing in the kitchen dressed like an Eskimo, about to toss five grand into a furnace, still jobless, still ignored by her brothers, hours away from a court-ordered anger-management class, and all she can do is laugh!


  Kit is rubbing her hands together when Dr. Bayer calls back and tells her that they’re going to meet at Leah’s shelter.


  “What?” she asks, as if she hasn’t heard the location properly.


  “The shelter, down the street from you, where you picked up Leah a few weeks ago,” Dr. Bayer says again, certain that Kit heard her the first time. “They have a nice, large living room and it’s close for everyone. Is there anything I can do to help you with the furnace mess?”


  Kit says thank you, but no, and she can feel her mood slip south a bit. The women’s shelter? Well, she thinks, walking from the kitchen to make certain the space heaters they always keep handy for moments just like this do not start the towels or the walls or the toilet paper on fire, the new location should make the evening very interesting. Who knows what will happen?


  By the time she sets out to walk the few blocks to the shelter, the furnace guys have backed their huge truck into the driveway, given her the, “I told you so” speech, and started ripping the furnace out of its dead bed.


  Leah is waiting for her at the door and quickly ushers her in, because Kit looks like a piece of frozen fish.


  “You must be freezing,” Leah says, pulling her by the arm and through the entryway. “I’m sorry about your furnace.”


  Leah, who has no home, one bag of clothes, two children, and a will to thrive, is sorry because Kit’s furnace conked out. This puts things in perspective in such a way that Kit feels as if someone has just driven a nail though her collarbone. She thinks Leah is amazing.


  She smiles a thank-you and follows Leah into the living room, which is actually quite large and, thank heavens, warm. Kit is surprised to see that Dr. Bayer is already there, as are Grace, Jane, and four other women. What is going on?


  Dr. Bayer is beyond shrewd. When Kit called her, she immediately knew what to do. The women don’t know it yet but they’re going to be required to do forty hours of community service after she releases them. She’s going to use this meeting as a way to encourage them to do something for the shelter, but she also wants Grace, Jane, and Kit to hear the stories of the women who are currently living with Leah.


  Dr. Bayer was almost glad when Kit called to tell her about the furnace. She had been trying to come up with a clever way to let them know about the sixth assignment—sixth because the fifth was already planned. Wait until she had to break that news to them!


  One thing at a time, Olivia!


  When she explains about the community service and what she hopes to accomplish this evening, everyone but Leah remains immobile. Dr. Bayer can only imagine what the other three women must be thinking. But no one gives away any inner feelings. Leah, who is taking notes, stops writing and says that community service makes sense.


  Jane finally uncrosses her legs, and Dr. Bayer notes that she’s dressed conservatively for a change. Low-heeled black boots, dark slacks, and a simple dark blue sweater. Is it possible that she really has had a transformation? “Think positive,” she tells herself as she shuffles papers.


  Somehow she needs to talk with Grace and Kit alone before the evening ends to see if they received her emails with Dr. Pierce’s information. She has promised them one session if they want it, although she encouraged both of them to move forward without her. Her own progress during the past three days makes her heart skip a beat.


  Now, how to begin? Dr. Bayer looks around the room at the eight faces—four women from her class, and four of Leah’s roommates—and sees a world of struggle, hurt, and loss. She could almost recite the stories of Leah’s housemates without hearing them say a word. She knows their lives and stories all too well.


  “First of all, these four women volunteered to talk to you, show you their rooms, answer any questions you might have because they understand where you are and why you’re here,” she explains, trying hard to make certain none of the women is intimidated. “We use only first names under this roof and, believe me, the women who live here want to be as discreet as possible. They understand confidentiality.”


  Dr. Bayer has already explained about the secret location of the house, and she couldn’t imagine that meeting there would be a risk for any of the women. The director had agreed, thinking that the women in the shelter might also have much to gain by telling their stories.


  And what stories they were.


  Dr. Bayer watches Grace, Kit, and Jane as the first woman begins to talk. She assumes Leah has already heard the stories from the other women and she’s hoping that the power of the night for Leah will be in realizing that she isn’t alone in any aspect of her life.


  Grace and Kit are looking intently at the first speaker, and Dr. Bayer thinks they look interested and open. Jane, however, is so expressionless that Dr. Bayer is a bit worried. But she also knows that visiting a shelter, and coming face-to-face with the reality of domestic violence like this, isn’t an easy task.


  If Jane and the others can hold on through this session, and they understand the importance of the assignment she will soon reveal, they will all be as free as birds—well, minus the forty hours, and what she hopes will be a life of continued soul-searching, liberation, and good behavior.


  There’s always a chance that Jane has listened to her husband and gone for some outside counseling. Maybe that’s why she looks so serene. Dr. Bayer decides to believe the story she has just made up, and she finally turns to listen to the woman who is sitting across from her, elbows resting on her thighs, while she talks about how she was raped by her grandfather when she was eleven.


  She is speaking almost as if she were having an out-of-body experience. The physical and sexual abuse continued for years, until she married a man who treated her only slightly better. Twenty years later, she was still walking with her head down, still being abused, still thinking that was just the way life is.


  “You get numb,” she says. “No matter what other people say to you about how wrong it is, you’re so embarrassed, so frightened, so worried about what might happen, that you stay. I stayed and stayed.”


  The woman says that at first she stayed to protect her children—both boys, thank heavens. Then things were better for a short while, but when she began to gain a little weight the verbal abuse started, and pretty soon he was smacking her all the time.


  “One night he came home and he kicked the dog so hard that blood came out of its nose,” she recalled, talking softer, with her head lowered. “I loved that sweet dog. I knew that if I stayed I was going to be next. I lied the next morning and said I would be late from work because I had a meeting. But I went to my doctor’s office because I had seen a pamphlet about domestic violence. I’ve been here for six weeks.”


  The next woman’s story wasn’t as textbook violent. The woman reveals right away that she is a professional, and she looks as if she could be a professor, a corporate vice president, or an attorney. The abuse from her husband, all of it physical, had erupted like sudden gunfire after five years of a fairly reasonable and normal—whatever that means—marriage.


  Her husband had become so suddenly vicious that she thought he might have a brain tumor. Three weeks ago he held her at gunpoint, told her he never loved her, he’d been seeing someone else for four years, and if she didn’t leave him he would kill her.


  “I’m staying here until he’s sentenced, and then I’m selling everything and starting my own business,” she says. “There was absolutely no doubt in my mind that he would have killed me.”


  The next woman had been shot. Twice. She’d also been stabbed with a kitchen knife, nearly strangled, and then pushed out of a moving car.


  “When the violence is going on, it’s almost as if it isn’t even happening,” she explains without hesitation. “I kept telling myself that if I could survive just one more day it would all stop. Then I would tell myself that it really wasn’t so bad to be battered like that while the pot roast burned and the neighbors played football in the backyard.”


  Her son finally held a gun on his own father while she dialed 911 with a bloody hand. The best thing that happened, she finishes with a smile, is that her husband threatened her in front of the police officers, stupidly recited a litany of his past attacks, and then bit one of the officers on the arm as they were dragging him out of the house.


  “I’m safe here,” she says. “I can’t go back to that house, and I’m learning how to live with respect for myself and with the dignity that was taken away from me one day at a time all those years.”


  Dr. Bayer has watched as even Leah’s eyes have gotten bigger with each story. Perhaps she didn’t know all these details, perhaps she is also remembering how she lived all those years, perhaps she is simply expressing disbelief that none of these women took out a hidden gun and blew their men’s special body parts into Canada.


  The last woman to speak is clearly the oldest. She must be close to Olivia’s age or maybe younger. Abuse surely ages people. It drags down the skin of their faces, causes eyelids to droop, hair to turn gray years sooner than it normally would, diseases that might otherwise bypass a woman under stress.


  She starts out by saying that she has been married for forty-three years. Even Dr. Bayer turns to look at her. Sweet Mother of God.


  “You all look astonished,” she says, almost laughing, knowing what kind of reaction she would get to her story. “I had to wait for my mother to die before I could run away. She finally had a heart attack last month. I took care of the funeral, asked my brother Ronald if I could see him for a moment in front of the funeral home, and I had him drive me right to the front door of the police station.”


  This woman had kept her own form of the women’s journals. She had taken photographs of her scratches and bruises. She had written down pages filled with the verbal assaults she had endured and noted the time of day when she had been abused, the weather, what her husband was wearing, what she was wearing, and what she had been wearing that had been ripped off her body. She had somehow managed to get her three now grown children through those bad years and into their own safe worlds by taking the brunt of everything her husband had to offer.


  Kit can’t help herself. One of the jokes she has always wanted to use in her stand-up comedy routine is the one about the ninety-year-old man and the ninety-year-old woman who get divorced. When a neighbor asked them why, they both said they were waiting for the children to die.


  “Why did you wait so long?” Kit blurts out.


  “Because I loved my mother so very much.”


  “I don’t understand.”


  “He said if I left him, if I told anyone, that he would kill my mother. She’s the only person in the whole world who ever loved me. My children don’t even love me, because they think I’m useless because I should have left him. They don’t know what he would have done. He had it all planned. He would have done it. I know that with all certainty.”


  This woman looks as if she bakes bread every Tuesday, sings in the church choir, and bounces grandchildren on her knees.


  Dr. Bayer has to admit that even she is blown away by this last story. She shouldn’t be. She has heard just about every imaginable and unimaginable sad life tale in the world. It’s a wonder she has been able to tuck them safely into a make-believe suitcase she has placed alongside her own heart, lest she let such great sorrow and loss invade her own soul and take over her life.


  But it’s not as if she forgets. It’s impossible for a woman of compassion to forget how cruel and inhumane the world can sometimes be. Impossible to erase all the weeping men and women from your memory. Impossible to forget how haunting a sad pair of eyes can be. Equally impossible to think that anyone with even half a heart doesn’t sometimes need to extinguish her own anger at the sight of others being treated so cruelly.


  There is a quiet shift in energy that floats through the living room of the shelter. It’s as if an invisible force has settled around each one of the women. Sadness? Sorrow? A deep sense of loss? Olivia feels it, a soft pressure around her chest, and imagines that the other women, all swimming inside their own minds, feel it as well.


  These women all have important stories and Dr. Bayer is hoping that what Jane, Kit, Grace, and Leah just heard will lodge inside them, give them something to think about when they’re feeling sad and sorry for themselves, show them a side of life that is, unfortunately, alive and thriving. There is no accounting for the numbers of sad, angry souls all over the world.


  “Thank you for sharing your stories with us,” Dr. Bayer finally says, hoping that no one has been completely overwhelmed. “Does anyone have questions?”


  The silence is almost frightening. Where to start? How to ask a question without offense? Who will be brave enough to go first?


  It is Jane. Wonder of wonders yet again. Jane? Dr. Bayer buckles up and waits.


  Jane uncrosses her feet, looks from one woman to another, and then asks, “What did you do with your anger?”


  Dr. Bayer knows she could begin weeping with joy if she let herself fall into that place of glorious success. She could not have asked a more perfect question herself.


  “Fear is a horrible thing, and in my case fear ate up my anger for a while,” the first woman who spoke remarks. “I’m also a spiritual woman. I pray. I forgive and now I’m desperately trying to move forward, and that means forgiving myself as well.”


  The second woman who spoke, the professional woman, looks sideways at the woman who just spoke as if a nesting bird just flew out of her ear.


  “Well, that’s her story,” she says, turning to face Jane. “I’m pissed. Pissed as hell, and it’s a good thing I’m in here because I might drive to the jail right now with a bulldozer and take him out.”


  Instead, she continues, she’s learning how to channel her anger into the biggest success story of her life. She’s got a plan, plenty of support, and she has also started lifting weights.


  “Every single time I deadlift, I make believe I’m dropping the weights on his face.”


  Even Dr. Bayer can’t stifle a laugh when the brassy woman says that.


  But Jane isn’t laughing. She looks confused.


  The other two women talk about time and how building a support network and moving forward so as not to waste another second helps them deal with their own anger issues. It’s not easy, they both admit. Some days are better than others and it’s hard to let go, to move on, to forgive yourself for what you could have done.


  They also talk about control and how they feel that they now have it but so few people do. Like you, the professional woman admonishes—you can control what happens from this moment forward. Do not let another person, or your anger, control you ever again.


  Now Jane sits up, and looks almost disgusted. Kit, Grace, and Leah have been nodding their heads in agreement. When the women finish talking, Dr. Bayer wants to know if anyone in her class would like a tour before she dismisses the residents, so that they can talk about a few more things.


  “Listen,” Jane finally says, as if she hasn’t heard what Olivia just said. “This is all just so damn hard for me to believe. I mean, it’s not the Dark Ages—you all could have left at any time. And I know that this happens, because there are about three stories a day about domestic violence in the newspaper. But I just can’t understand it.”


  “What don’t you understand, Jane?” Dr. Bayer asks.


  Jane hesitates, and then boldly says, “How could they be so weak?”


  The four women who spoke look a bit shocked, as does Leah. Dr. Bayer pauses herself. She looks into the questioning eyes of those five battered women and then back at Jane. Something is always up with Jane, and Dr. Bayer has no idea what it is today. She seemed almost reserved and demure when class started. Maybe Jane is simply one of the few people who stymie Dr. Bayer and her usually straight way of analyzing people via their physical behaviors.


  Dr. Bayer has a moment when she is almost split in half. She is, of course, a clinical psychologist, but she is also a woman. And if anyone knows why these women acted the way they did it is Olivia Bayer.


  While everyone waits, she looks at Jane, who is obviously totally serious about her question and is probably being absolutely honest when she says that she can’t comprehend what these women have been through. Then Dr. Bayer, who is not known to shy away from anything difficult or controversial, to say the least, decides this is a “what the hell” kind of moment.


  A moment when she can risk a little something, when she can possibly make a significant difference, when she can walk back to that place that got her right where she is today.


  “Okay then, Jane, and everyone else,” she begins, in order not to single out Jane, who does a damn good job of that herself. “Let me answer that question by asking one.”


  The dramatic pause that follows could drop a five-star general. Even the director of the shelter, who has stepped into the room, is waiting for the answer with bated breath.


  “Do I look like the kind of woman who was a victim of domestic violence?”


  The director smiles, because she knows what Jane will assume, and Jane says, “Absolutely not.”


  “Well, I was. It was a very long time ago. My then husband broke my leg and held my baby upside down out of a second-story window. After that I still stayed. It took me a very long time to leave, and when I did I went to a shelter just like this with my daughter.”


  No one has taken a breath.


  Dauntless, Jane still wants the question answered. She is not moved by Dr. Bayer’s revelation. She is on some kind of personal mission. “I get that it can happen to anyone, but the weakness. I can’t wrap myself around that.”


  Before Dr. Bayer can respond, it is Grace who speaks up. Grace who turns slowly, so that she can look directly at Jane, and answer the question.


  “Weakness is a hard thing for some of us, Jane,” she says, so gently and softly it is as if she is speaking to someone who must focus on every word in order to hear. “Some of us were taught to be strong in order to survive, in order to escape, but not everyone developed those instincts early, like I’m guessing you and I did.”


  She stops for a moment to take in a breath, to perhaps choose the correct words, and then she tells Jane that weakness isn’t always a bad thing if it keeps you alive long enough so that you can escape.


  “Sometimes it’s just ourselves we need to escape from,” she adds. “Sometimes the weakest people look like the strongest because they’re afraid to change.”


  Dr. Bayer will later realize that it was an absolute miracle that Jane didn’t get up, beat Grace into a pulp, or throw a large object around the room. But what did happen next is the stuff of legends, and not quite what she had envisioned for what she hoped would be one of the final Tuesday-night anger classes.


  Everyone grows silent. Then Jane agrees and admits that she has been weak, especially recently, and afraid. “I’m afraid of some things right now and that makes me feel weak, and I can’t stand it,” she says. “But another part of me is also filled with hope and possibility. It’s confusing.”


  “It’s part of your personal process,” Dr. Bayer tells Jane. “We all go through that—and it’s a good thing, really. Change is not easy, but it is necessary.”


  Jane was obviously thinking about everything that had just been said. She simply looked at Dr. Bayer and nodded.


  Dr. Bayer thought this was now an excellent time to move through the shelter and take a look at the kitchen, which needs new pots and pans, the walls that need new paint, the floors that need new carpeting, and the bathrooms that all need complete makeovers from stools to sinks. Then she would get to look at the women’s new life portraits.


  The women who live at the shelter happily huddle in the kitchen for the ice cream and cookies that Dr. Bayer has brought for them as a thank-you. Everyone else, including Leah, walks back to the living room, where Dr. Bayer asks if anyone has questions before they finish up with the drawings.


  There is a reasonable quiet. Then Leah smiles, as if she had been keeping a huge secret, and announces that not only has she been given a part-time position at the university bookstore but she’ll be starting classes there as a junior. She still has to pass this class, get situated financially, finish some personal counseling, and prepare herself for court, when her soon-to-be ex-husband will be sentenced for attempted murder.


  “I’m realizing this is a lifelong process,” she says. “I still have some hills to climb, but I see some sun up there.”


  Kit is staring at Jane as if she has just remembered that they went to the same high school. Dr. Bayer notices and is about to ask them to bring out their latest assignments. Then, in what seems like seconds, two remarkable, and terribly unbelievable things happen. First Kit turns to Jane and says that she has finally figured out why she looks so familiar.


  “I remember reading an interview about you in Chicago Magazine. And weren’t there some billboards on Lakeview Drive with your photo on them?”


  Jane immediately starts to choke. She stands up, bent over at the waist, and coughs loudly into her cupped hands.


  “Are you okay?” everyone asks at once.


  “Water,” Jane mouths.


  Leah gets water; Jane clears her throat, and what she says next, three seconds before she runs out the door, is absolutely not what anyone expected.


  “My husband left me,” she shouts, slamming the empty glass on the table, and leaving so quickly that it’s as if she had evaporated before their very eyes.


  Dr. Bayer, Leah, Grace, and Kit let their mouths drop open so far that it’s a wonder they’re able to walk without tripping on their lower lips.
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  Working on a Chain Gang


  It’s almost 9 P.M. and two days after the anger-class explosion, that night already having been dubbed “the second day the earth stood still” by Grace and Kit, who have started communicating via email, when Grace picks up the phone and hesitates before calling her older daughter.


  Kelli is who-knows-where when Grace sits at the kitchen table sipping the decaffeinated tea she has become addicted to, cradling her cellphone in her left hand. She is envisioning Megan slumped over the small desk in the one-bedroom off-campus apartment she shares with her girlfriend, near the University of Wisconsin–Madison. Megan is in graduate school. She’s a straight-A student. She’s on a full scholarship and has a research grant and a part-time job. She’s sweet and kind and very beautiful, and she happens to be a lesbian.


  Why has that word been so hard for Grace to say? She is so embarrassed by her behavior as a mother that she’s focusing like crazy on not breaking down when she makes this very important phone call. A phone call that has been a very long time coming. And, thanks to Kit, who has shared some of her own mother-daughter angst, Grace has finally summoned the courage to take a step forward.


  Megan is so thrilled to be getting a call from her mother that she picks up the phone on the first ring.


  “Mom!”


  “Hi, honey. How are you?”


  “Great. I’m storming through this semester and work is great. Well, you know, everything is great.”


  Grace takes a breath and asks a question she should have asked months ago.


  “How’s Jenny?”


  Megan can feel her heart move into her throat. “She’s fine, Mom, just great. Thanks for asking.”


  “I hope you’re both planning to come for Thanksgiving. I have absolutely no idea what’s happening with dinner yet, but you know us—we’ll buy a dead bird, throw some pie in the oven, drink some really shitty champagne, and watch movies.


  “Does Jenny by any chance know how to cook?” Grace asks this with her own voice quivering.


  Megan laughs in that throw-back-your-head kind of way that has always brought Grace to her knees.


  “Well, Mom, I’ve gained ten pounds in six weeks!”


  “Thank God! This family needs a cook.”


  After she hangs up, Grace wipes her eyes on a paper towel, refills her cup, and does one thing she knows for certain is absolutely necessary. She forgives herself. She knows that she should have been an accepting, loving, open mother from the get-go but, well, she never imagined that her high-school-prom-court, cheerleading daughter would fall in love with a woman.


  Why this has been so hard for her to deal with suddenly doesn’t seem to matter to Grace anymore. The only thing that matters is the phone call, how absolutely wonderful it was, and how she feels unstoppable now that such an important part of her life is back right where it belongs.


  She has even decided to let them sleep together. If she can’t keep Kelli from climbing out of bedroom windows, there is no way in hell she’s going to keep her twenty-one-year-old daughter from sleeping with the person she loves. Who knows? Maybe Jenny’s father has a construction business and he can come put in a new bathroom for all the women coming and going.


  Grace knows there’s one other person she should invite to dinner, but she’s still thinking of herself as a dating toddler. As soon as she can leap into the grade-school level, she’ll tackle Evan. The thought of Evan, his absolutely gorgeous dark bedroom eyes staring at her during their afternoon meeting, makes her a little weak not just in the knees but all over.


  She feels as if she’s waking up after hibernating and actually confessed to Kit—only by email, because she’s not quite ready to speak about some things out loud—that she’s started having wild dreams about him. Even remembering the email she sent makes her blush.


  Grace isn’t foolish enough to think that everything is going to be perfect, but listening to the women at the shelter has helped her realize that she has more than a wonderful life.


  Enough! She gets up, flips the calendar hanging on the refrigerator from October to November, and wonders where in the heck an entire month has gone. Thanksgiving is in three weeks! She swivels to look around and is suddenly energized by the thought of doing something to the living room. Jenny will think they live in the slums if she walks in and sees the house this way.


  Maybe she’ll ask Kelli to help her paint the living room and hall walls. She could go to Kohl’s and get a few new rugs, towels—nothing expensive—and it might look as if an interior decorator was here. Megan would faint.


  A second thought arises, and makes her gasp. A condo! Farther into the city. No roofs to shingle, driveways to shovel, grass to cut. A stove that works. Maybe even a tiny view of Lake Michigan. A café down the street. Bookstores on every corner. New people to meet who will see the woman she is now.


  Grace hasn’t thought much about next year, when Kelli will graduate, go off to school, and she will be alone. There has barely been time to breathe, and to tackle these class assignments, let alone think about the next phase of her life. It’s a phase she can at least begin to imagine.


  She decides to head to her office and her computer; she’ll ask Kit what it’s like to be an empty nester. Their lives are different, but not that different. It’s been hilarious and fun to get to know Kit beyond class. Dr. Bayer didn’t say they couldn’t be friends, and after last Tuesday’s class—well, who the heck else could she gossip with about what in the world is happening with Jane?


  As Grace turns on her desktop computer, Leah is finishing up a meeting with the shelter’s director. They’re going over her records, updating everything, from Leah’s frame of mind to her school status, and looking over reports from her children’s teachers.


  Leah can’t get enough of the shelter’s kitchen, and the director laughed when Leah asked if they could sit in the kitchen to have their meeting. There’s an old chopping block near the industrial-size sink, where Leah does dishes, and she loves the old wood, the deep knife marks, the stories it might tell if it could speak.


  The director is awed by the reserves of strength Leah has unearthed in the past few weeks. She has worked hard to maintain a level of constant care, concern, love, and stability for her children while balancing her anger-class responsibilities, school applications and interviews, and her duties as part of the shelter family.


  She doesn’t want to worry about Leah, but she worries anyway; it’s part of her job, and she knows that some women in the shelter move too fast to try and make up for lost time without thinking things through. Some women fail miserably when they leave the shelter. They slip back into patterns of personal neglect, hurtful relationships, comfortable but totally unhealthy habits, and when they fall the second time sometimes they never get up.


  “Are you sure you’re not moving too quickly?” the director asks, shifting the papers aside so that she and Leah can have a heart-to-heart.


  “Oh, I so wish I could go faster!”


  “It’s a lot, you know,” the director admonishes. “It’s my job to be certain your steps are balanced, you are always safe—and that means your heart and everything else.”


  Leah has rarely thought of her own heart outside the connection she has with her two children. But now, sitting in the warm kitchen, feeling safe and cared for, she realizes how much affection she has developed, not just for this woman and the other women at the shelter but for everyone in the Tuesday-night class as well.


  “I haven’t really thought about it much, but I think my heart is growing,” Leah says. “When I came here, I steeled myself. I was certain that I’d never let anyone even try to be affectionate toward me. And, I have to admit, when I first started anger class I felt, well, inferior, as if those women would rather hit me with their cars and shoes and wine bottles than talk to me.”


  “And now?”


  “Is it weird to say I look forward to going to class and seeing them?”


  The director laughs lightly and says no, that’s what happens when people open up and share parts of themselves. It’s also what happens when someone embraces change and that change is witnessed, applauded, and respected.


  Leah can’t help mentioning that she’s sad about Jane and her husband. She confidentially told the director about everything that happened at the last session, and she admits that she’s worried about Jane.


  The director reassures her that Dr. Bayer will handle Jane, and that the best thing she can do now is send her some positive energy and continue to move forward herself.


  “Do you think she’ll be okay?”


  “That’s up to Jane.”


  The director’s phone rings then, and she mouths that it’s Dr. Bayer. It’s a quick call, as Dr. Bayer doesn’t want to bother anyone but needs Leah to know that she must check her emails because she has sent some instructions for next week’s meeting.


  The two women talk for another thirty minutes, outline what Leah must still accomplish before she can find a place to live, and what her children will also need.


  While Leah washes the cups she and the director have just used, Dr. Bayer is trying for the second day in a row to get in touch with Jane. She has left a series of phone messages, emailed her, and is now starting to worry that Jane will slip into that horrid place of self-destructive anger that has been her cradle for most likely her entire life.


  Jane has received each and every one of the messages and can’t believe Dr. Bayer is so damn worried about her. In a gesture of politeness, she finally decides to text her—hoping the doctor has figured out how to use that part of her cellphone—and lets her know that she’s fine, got the messages, and yes, she will check her damn emails, not to worry.


  The truth is, Jane is devastated. She should have stayed in class and answered Kit’s questions. It’s clear to her that those women, even Grace, care about her. But she was absolutely crushed by Derrick.


  At least Derrick’s missing body is temporary. She’s certain of it. She’s certain of it because it’s impossible for her to imagine what in God’s name she would do if he did leave her permanently. It’s true that their life, in and out of the bedroom, has been about as lovely as a severe case of the latest version of the flu virus. She knows she’s been an ass, but it’s also true that she has a lot to worry about and sometimes, well, sometimes even if you’re in anger class it’s hard to stay on track.


  Derrick left her a note. A note! The lousy coward! He said he needed time to think. He said he understood that her anger wasn’t something that hatched the day she beat up the broker and that it wouldn’t evaporate overnight but—and the but was a pretty large conjuction—he wasn’t sure he could handle it anymore. He said the arrow-in-the-foot night pushed him over the edge. But did he mention whom he was seeing for lunch? Why he was lying to his assistant?


  Handle it? What’s so hard about a nice, clean house and the little woman waiting for him, and hasn’t she been trying? Hasn’t she been going to the damn class and cutting back on the wine and trying to think positive and apologizing over and over because she can’t give him the child he so desperately wants?


  She has been changing, and loving her new self. Why can’t he see who she is?


  Jane has been walking back and forth from the exquisitely decorated living room into the kitchen as if it’s a racetrack. She has barely eaten during the past two days, and she really has been trying not to drink the wine from her dwindling collection or the pricey vodka she has stashed in the freezer.


  She hasn’t left the house since last Tuesday night, when she raced from the women’s shelter, absolutely fuming about Kit saying she looks familiar, and because she told them about Derrick. As if she hasn’t shared enough.


  And where is Derrick? He was kind enough to let her know that there was money in the checking account. He told her he would be in touch after he had some time to think, which he also suggested might be a good thing for her to do. Jane is absolutely not the kind of woman, no matter how angry, to show up where he works.


  Truth be told, Jane doesn’t know what to do. She wants to scream. She wants to drink one bottle of wine after another. She wants to get into her car and drive around until she finds Derrick. She wants to tell Kit to mind her own fucking business. She wants all the pieces of her life to fit back together the way they did before everything became shattered. She wants to open the door and fall into Derrick’s arms and ask for forgiveness.


  Jane stops in the middle of the living room as if she has hit a brick wall. She absolutely aches. Even her heart aches, and she has never thought of a heart as actually aching before. At first she thinks that it’s because she’s so hungry and thirsty. How long has it been since she even showered?


  She walks into the powder room off the kitchen and bends over the sink to look at herself. Her makeup is caked on her eyes as if a three-year-old applied it. Mascara has run down both cheeks. It looks as if she has aged five years in the past few days. Her hair is a tangled mess and somehow, in the past forty-eight hours, she managed to lose one of her earrings. Oh, Jane!


  She decides to shower and put on fresh clothes. That will help. That will make her feel better for sure, and she runs up the steps and into the long walk-in closet that leads to the bathroom, where she notices that Derrick hasn’t taken just a few suits out of the closet but almost all of them.


  Jane stops as if she has been frozen in place. Then she pulls out the cedar-lined drawers and sees that all Derrick’s socks and underwear are gone. Every single piece has been taken. There are no flashy boxers that he loves to wear, no dark socks for work, no white ankle socks for the gym. Two shirts are left hanging in the closet, all the sweaters are gone; even his favorite bathrobe, the old green cotton one—“Soft and still talkin’ to me,” as he loved to say—that he once threatened to wear to work have all disappeared.


  Oh, Derrick!


  Jane never makes it into the shower. She sits down in the middle of the closet after grabbing the two shirts that were left hanging like lonely soldiers guarding all that empty space. She curls on her side and wraps the shirts around her face. There is a hint of Derrick’s cologne, musky and rich, on one of the shirts, and when she smells his scent her heart is whipped into a frenzy that brings tears to her eyes.


  While Jane is sobbing into her husband’s shirt sleeve, Kit is desperately trying to get up off the floor, where she has been doing a series of downward dogs as instructed by a yoga video she found under her daughter’s abandoned twin bed.


  She was trying to recapture the ignored house inch by inch and had been vacuuming the tiny rug in her daughter’s room when the tape all but leapt into her hand.


  Relaxation. Control. The simplicity of the your inner thoughts.


  Who writes this shit, she thinks, bending, and then rising with a laugh, because even that simple movement made her feel as if she were about to spring a leak. Tight hamstrings, tight leg muscles, tight hips, tight everything. When was the last time something physical beyond hauling out the garbage happened around here?


  Peter works out all the time. The fire-department rules have gotten intense since three overweight firefighters lost their jobs. Those porkers couldn’t have saved a baby from a burning house, let alone a woman or a man who weighed more than a poodle.


  Kit knows she is small enough to have squeezed through the thin rules all these years but she also knows that doesn’t mean she’s in shape. She dropped the vacuum cleaner right where she was standing and walked down the hall to her bedroom.


  Before Kit popped the video into the DVD player, she thought about the television being in the master bedroom. Every magazine article she has ever read about reviving a marriage, every smart woman she knows, every romance expert, has said, “Get the damn television out of the bedroom.” Kit now thinks maybe there is something to that advice.


  It’s so easy to switch on the TV instead of your libido. It’s so easy to lie in bed like a zombie wrapped in the same blue-flowered flannel sheets you’ve been using every winter for the past seven years. It’s so easy to think about your husband’s great thighs, and the way he touches you in the curve of your hip, and then puts his lips right there as if you’ve just handed him a road map. But not so easy to get to the remote control when the show is just getting to the good part.


  Before Kit turned on the television, she spun around to look at the bed. She thought about Peter in a way she hadn’t thought about him in a very long time. He was gentle and never yelled. He stood by her when she got into trouble. He was a fantastic father, even if he never understood their daughter’s adolescent mood swings. He always walked away when Kit started one of her periodic, and apparently quite regular, verbal outbursts. He always backed her up when she talked about what assholes her brothers were and how much she tried to please her father but never could.


  All these years, she thought, he has loved me.


  And I have been selfish. Absolutely selfish.


  This realization soared though Kit as if someone had launched a Frisbee from inside her left leg. She could actually feel something rotating through her until whatever in the hell it was reached her heart, which began to pound wildly. Then it pushed through her throat and moved into her head until she could feel the sting of tears behind her eyes.


  Oh, Peter!


  That is when Kit pushed in the tape and focused on the yoga and breathing and forgiving herself and hoping against hope that it wasn’t too late and that she could make it up to Peter and then their daughter, and maybe, just maybe, one by one, her brothers. And that jewelry box? Kit can’t go there yet. She just can’t. Maybe one brother every year, surely not all at once, and surely not one brother at all, because this has been a long time coming. A lifetime. But for now the closet must stay closed.


  When the tape ended, she was dripping wet and absolutely astonished. She was also amazingly relaxed after exerting so much physical energy, and her heart was still keeping pace with her breathing—slow and easy. Go figure!


  Now, by the time Kit manages to struggle to her feet, having obtained a new level of bliss in her usually chaotic emotional underworld, she has also given birth to so many new ideas she feels as if her feet may not touch the ground.


  First she takes the yoga video from the DVD player, kisses it, and sets it on the dresser next to the television. Then she unplugs the TV, somehow manages to lift it, and slowly carries it downstairs and into the kitchen, where she sets it on the table.


  It’s an old television, but it works, and maybe she’ll lug it to the car and take it over to the women’s shelter. There are other things to do first. The DVD player goes next. Then she takes all the bedding off the bed, throws everything in the washer, and decides, as she turns on the washing machine, that she’s going to give away all the bedding too.


  When she finishes, Kit heads back downstairs, where she sits at the kitchen table, sipping a huge glass of water, and writes out a list of everything she’s going to buy to turn the master bedroom into a love shack.


  She laughs out loud as she begins writing. Turning Kit Ferranti into a love machine isn’t going to be as easy as buying new sheets, candles, a CD player, and whatever else she can think of on the way to the store.


  Before she leaves, Kit decides to check her email. She’s been having some absolutely lively and wonderful exchanges with Grace, who told her last night that she also remembers seeing the billboards with Jane’s face plastered all over them.


  While her laptop cranks up, Dr. Bayer is struggling to compose an email that must be sent to all four of her Tuesday-night women as soon as possible.


  Her throat feels as if it’s been exposed to a major dust storm. Why this is so hard is beyond her—except deep down Dr. Bayer knows why it’s so hard. It’s because she doesn’t want any of these women to fail. It’s because this could be the last rung of her professional ladder. It’s because she’s been experimenting and she has to prove herself or…or, well, what?


  Dr. Bayer shakes her head and tries to dislodge all her doubts. It’s now or never, Olivia.


  
    
      
        Dear Kit, Grace, Jane, and Leah,
      

    

  


  
    
      
        First of all, I want you all to know how proud I am of your progress. Our last session was a small taste of a miracle for me, and I am hoping you feel the same way. I am also hoping that when you finish reading this email you will not drive over here and do bodily harm to me. That would cause you to fail the class.
      

    

  


  
    
      
        We have two class sessions left, if everything goes well. The final class, the week before Thanksgiving, will be a wrap-up, a graduation party of sorts, and one last chance to make sure everything is going okay in your lives.
      

    

  


  
    
      
        But that leaves next week.
      

    

  


  
    
      
        Prepare yourselves.
      

    

  


  
    
      
        Next week you will be spending the night in jail. It’s not a jail that is still in use but the old county jail that has been renovated over on Harley Avenue. There are six cells. There is a bathroom in each cell. You will be allowed to bring something to drink. No food is allowed. You must bring your journals.
      

    

  


  
    
      
        When we first started this journey, we talked about what you all have to lose if you do not pass this class, if you continued to live your life always on the brink of anger, if you couldn’t see that life is a fabulous gift—almost a game, like the wild hunt for yourselves I have been sending you on.
      

    

  


  
    
      
        I’d love to be able to send you to a spa, away from all the distractions of life, but I hope you know by now that those distractions are fuel that can propel you to so many new places. You have all come very close to losing everything. My hope is that you will think of this next adventure as time to meditate and grow. This could be one of the most important events of your life. Bring those drawings—I want you to look at them all night long.
      

    

  


  
    
      
        You know how to reach me if you have any questions. I suggest that everyone get a ride—parking is horrid on that street—and I will bring everyone home in the morning. Leah, I will pick you up at 6:45 p.m. next Tuesday evening.
      

    

  


  
    
      
        Everyone else, please arrive at 7 p.m. The address is 34 S. Harley Avenue. I will be waiting by the door.
      

    

  


  
    
      
        Sincerely,
      

    

  


  
    
      
        Dr. Bayer
      

    

  


  Olivia hits the send button, stands up, and waits for her phone to ring.


  The emails are delivered and read within the hour by everyone but Jane. Jane is sleeping in the walk-in closet, covered by two hand-stitched dress shirts she once gave to her husband for his birthday.


  It will be two days before she turns on her computer. And even then Dr. Bayer doesn’t receive one call or email message from any of the members of her Tuesday-night class.


  She takes this as a good sign, and she can’t wait to take them down the last stretch of this very interesting road.
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  Sunday Night Serenades


  Phyllis is so angry she’s thinking of going to bed early. She knows it’s the end of the week, and usually about this time of the day she can smell meat cooking. There’s a big red pot on the counter, and Olivia puts meat in there right after they get up in the morning.


  The first time this happened, Phyllis was beyond excited. The piece of meat was huge! She sat in front of the counter as if she were watching a movie and waited, and waited, and waited. She later learned that when the meat goes in that pot it takes a long time to come out of it.


  During the past several years, Phyllis has figured out how to get a piece of the meat that goes in the red thing. She absolutely never begs. Phyllis learned this the hard way. Once she even tried to stand on her skinny and very short hind legs, the way she had seen the dogs at the park jump around, but she just fell right over with a very large thud. She made the horrid mistake of barking once and she ended up locked—locked, mind you—in the bedroom.


  Finally she decided to be calm about the whole thing. Phyllis would simply lie under the table when Olivia started to eat and this is when she learned how to smile. What actually happened is that she was trying so hard not to bark, because the smell of the meat was driving her insane, it was forcing her jaws to twitch.


  Olivia noticed. Alleluia!


  “Oh, Phyllis, look at you!” Olivia exclaimed with her voice shimmering in that sweet way that made Phyllis realize she was about to hit the jackpot.


  It was beef that night. Phyllis can remember it as if it were yesterday, but today is a total bust. She knew she was in trouble when the doorbell rang and Olivia came back into the kitchen with a brown bag filled with little white cartons.


  This was not just unusual; it was totally unacceptable. Phyllis watches for a few minutes while Olivia unpacks the bag. Whatever is in there isn’t something Phyllis can wrap her saliva glands around. Thoroughly disgusted and disappointed, Phyllis finally plops down on her bed next to Olivia’s chair.


  “What’s a matter, girl? Don’t you like Chinese food?” Olivia says, laughing. “Don’t worry. I ordered a little pork. If you stop pouting, you may get a piece.”


  Phyllis totally ignores Olivia, who then ignores Phyllis. Olivia fills a plate, heats up some water for her tea, and then walks over to her chair.


  This, Phyllis knows, is also almost unheard-of around their house. Olivia almost always eats at the table. Something is going on again.


  “Well, girl, Sunday dinner tonight isn’t what it usually is,” Olivia explains. “I’m tired. Really, really tired.”


  During the past few months, the nights have seemed longer. Even with Phyllis jumping like a wild bean when she greets her every evening, the house has never felt this empty, quiet, and huge.


  Olivia has never been one to forgo sleep, but her co-workers have noticed that she looks exhausted most mornings when she comes into the office. She hasn’t been sleeping well, and when she does sleep it’s as if her brain got plugged into a running movie. She knows there are dozens of worlds inside her lively mind, but must they all collide and dance at once? Every night? She has stumbled toward the coffeemaker every morning this entire week, and Thursday morning she went back to bed for an hour and was almost late for her first appointment.


  Olivia dips into her vegetable fried rice—which she knows isn’t the best thing to eat if you don’t go to the gym five days a week—and watches the bare tree outside the living-room window dance in the November wind. Most people would turn on the television for company, but Olivia usually prefers the silence.


  She loves the way her house talks to her. There’s always been loose roof shingles that flap against the eaves when it’s windy. The black cable that is filled with telephone, Internet, and television wires dances haphazardly against the house if there is the slightest breeze. The old refrigerator, which is about to perish, hums constantly, and has some great competition from the furnace.


  She loves the sound of Phyllis’s toenails clicking on the floor, and the gentle rattle of every window when a large truck rolls past. When the next-door neighbors moved and took the old sailboat that was parked in the backyard, she missed the clanging of the rope on its center mast every time there was even the slightest breeze.


  But sometimes familiarity isn’t enough. Olivia knows that she has been inching toward a huge life change for a very long time, and she has worked hard to address her own fears. New city, new house, new terrain. And all that time spread out when she could…could what? Start golfing? Join a card club? Get one of those bikes with fat tires to ride on the beach?


  Well, maybe, she tells herself, wondering what the fortune cookie will say when she bites into it and pulls out the white piece of paper with a lively prediction written on it. Recently she read a story about a mess of lottery winners who discovered they had all picked their winning numbers from the same batch of fortune cookies.


  Why not? Why not anything? Why not jump into change like she has suggested to her hundreds of clients? Why not sell the house to Susan from work; she’s been waiting for it for five years? Why not get three new bathing suits and get the hell out of here?


  The pork and noodles Olivia starts to eat next are very spicy. She finds the two biggest pieces of meat, rolls them in her napkin to get the spices off, and then drops them quickly in front of Phyllis.


  Phyllis smells the meat before it hits the floor. Where did this come from? Those little boxes? Is this a trick? She scoots forward to smell the meat and looks suspiciously at Olivia, who is eating away up there. It sure smells like meat. She licks one piece and her taste buds start dancing.


  The pork is gone so fast that Phyllis is already trying to remember if she ate it. She dares not fall asleep now. Who knows what could drop out of the sky next.


  “Not bad, huh,” Olivia says, bending down to look at Phyllis.


  Phyllis cranks on a smile so fast her nose starts to twitch, and just like that another piece of meat appears.


  But then Olivia says, “That’s it, sister. You won’t be able to fit into your bathing suit if I keep cheating with you like this.”


  Phyllis remains hopeful and stays in attention mode as Olivia finishes eating and the wind shifts so that the trees are now bending east.


  Olivia can’t stop thinking about Leah, Grace, Kit, and Jane for more than five minutes, it seems. Is it because they may be members of her final anger class or maybe even her final clients? Is it because she can feel herself leaning into change, thinking about things she hasn’t thought about for a white, finally falling into a person in a place she has kept waiting a very long time?


  That makes more sense to Olivia right this moment than it ever has. She can understand why some people slide along for years. You’d think giving up bad habits or a lifestyle that leaves something to be desired would be easy, but not so. Olivia could continue to sit in her old chair, work another five years, and her life would be the way it has been. Busy, successful, fine, mostly full. But it wouldn’t make her rise with great joy every morning. It wouldn’t give her the laughter she has been missing, the presence of love every moment, the warm embrace only a secure and loving relationship can provide.


  She’s pretty certain Kit understands this part of life. Her husband must also be a saint. Kit’s got fire in her eyes, even when she’s sad. Kit must be loved greatly, and Olivia is certain it’s a love Kit may have taken for granted.


  Anger does that. It’s like a blind, unstoppable force once you let it take over your thoughts and give it rein to control your actions. Olivia knows all about that, and she still can’t believe she told the women about her own past. She hasn’t spoken about that in ages.


  Maybe Olivia’s letting go of everything, too. Speaking about her past seemed to ignite something in all the women. Perhaps it made her more believable. She knows that she dresses like an old grandmother, but there’s a lot going on behind the cotton.


  Phyllis is getting weak from holding her head up. Where’s the meat? Is that it? A couple of stinking pieces of pork?


  She lets out a bit of air and drops her head onto the pillow. Then she turns sideways about an inch at a time, so she doesn’t have to look at Olivia when she opens her eyes. The only thing she has to hope for now is a dog treat after she goes outside, and maybe the rest of the food she normally gets that sometimes has a hint of old gravy laced inside the brown nuggets.


  Life is something. That’s one thing Olivia knows for certain as she gets up and walks back into the kitchen.


  Phyllis doesn’t budge. That will teach Olivia to eat most of the pork herself.


  When the plate is washed off, and all the leftovers are safely stored in the refrigerator, Olivia asks Phyllis if she needs to go outside and puts on her jacket, because she already knows the answer.


  Whatever. Phyllis gets up and not so much trots as slowly lumbers out the door. Olivia thinks people who believe dogs don’t have a personality are the ones without personalities. Phyllis should have her own television show.


  While she waits for Phyllis to ever so slowly pick out the perfect spot, Olivia watches the family next door toss a football around the front yard. They are laughing and obviously pretending they’re members of the Chicago Bears. When they pile into a heap—mother, father, two sons, a couple of neighbor kids, and two giggling girls from down the street—Olivia feels a stabbing pain in her chest.


  It’s not a heart-attack kind of pain but a blaze of emotion that grips her unexpectedly and leaves her breathless.


  “Come on, Phyllis,” she commands, in a voice that is broken and almost inaudible.


  But Phyllis hears and she hurries.


  They scurry inside, where Olivia stands in her jacket, feeling that same swell of loneliness that has been riding her more and more every day. In one way, she realizes the feeling is a good thing and it validates the direction her life will be taking very soon. But it also hurts. The sadness of a recognized emotion is a gift for sure, but when Olivia opens her eyes she is still alone.


  She’s about to bend down and wrap her arms around Phyllis, who makes all things bearable, and who takes away a good portion of her loneliness all the time, when her phone rings.


  “Well, there you go.” She almost laughs as she walks into the kitchen to answer the call.


  It’s Jane’s husband, Derrick, and he’s all but screaming into the phone.


  “Listen to me, Derrick,” she orders. “I am coming over there. It will take me less than ten minutes. You must keep her calm. Then, in exactly ten minutes, you must call the police.”


  Phyllis is now sitting at full attention. The air has suddenly turned serious.


  “I will tell her, Derrick. That’s why I want you to wait until I’m at the house before you call. It will take the police a few minutes to get there. I’m leaving right now.”


  Olivia is gone so quickly that Phyllis is turning in circles. What in the world is going on?


  The car is pulling out of the driveway and Phyllis is tempted to bark, but what good will that do? Finally she walks over to Olivia’s chair, looks up at it, wishes Olivia were still sitting in it, and then plops down on her bed to wait.


  Fifteen minutes later, Phyllis discovers a rather large piece of meat that Olivia must have placed on the bed when she wasn’t looking. Phyllis, of course, eats it.


  But it doesn’t taste the same. Nothing tastes the same without Olivia.
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  Reckless Fury of the Scorned


  Jane’s house is totally dark when Olivia pulls into the driveway. The short drive seemed like an eternity, and Olivia’s heart and head are absolutely spinning. When she swings her legs out of the car and begins walking to the front door, Olivia wonders if the electricity has been knocked out.


  There are many things a professional woman like Dr. Olivia Bayer can and does prepare herself for. She’s been wise enough during her career to expect the unexpected. And if she ever stopped long enough to think about it she could write a book, or a long essay at the very least, about some of the characters she has encountered.


  There was the guy who never took off his cowboy hat because he had some kind of strange idea about aliens invading his brain if he didn’t keep his head covered. One woman had a trash problem and spent hours and hours walking the streets picking up garbage people had thrown out of their car windows. That wasn’t necessarily bad but then she took it all home, sorted it, and kept everything in tiny cardboard boxes.


  Beyond the strange and complex, what Olivia tended to remember was the men and women who finally figured out something as simple as forgiveness, love, or letting go. There was nothing she liked better than to see that light of realization begin glowing in someone’s eyes as they surrendered to whatever emotion they had been avoiding. And Dr. Bayer never gave up on anyone. All the Janes of the world always had a chance, and potential.


  As she approaches the dark walkway leading to Jane’s front door, Olivia is struck by the notion that this class and these women have set some new records for her, even this late in the game. She’s not certain what she’s going to see when she steps into the house, but she’s already positive that nothing like this has ever happened to her before.


  Derrick has been watching for her, and when he opens the door, and she takes one look at his face, the great Dr. Bayer can’t stifle a very audible cry.


  “Oh, Derrick!” she moans. “Are you okay?”


  “I’ll be okay. I may need a stitch or two. It’s Jane I’m worried about.”


  Derrick has a bloody nose, and it looks as if he’s been battered with something large and heavy.


  Olivia takes one more step into the house and is absolutely astounded at what she sees. The kitchen off to her right is a shambles. Broken wine bottles litter the floor. What’s left of the huge glass wine rack is hanging by two exposed metal rods from the ceiling. The large wooden table looks as if it’s been set on fire and then doused with water that was sprayed right from the faucet.


  It appears as if Jane used a baseball bat not just on Derrick but also on the entire house. Olivia turns to look into the living room and sees that the only piece of furniture left standing is a long leather couch that must have taken the blows without harm.


  “Where is she?”


  “Upstairs, lying in the closet.”


  “Take me to her and then wait down here for the police. They know me. Tell them I’m up there and that we’ll be right down.”


  “She must have smashed the electrical box or something,” he explains, leading her up the unlit stairs. “I’m afraid to look through the rest of the house, but we have no power right now.”


  Jane really is lying on the closet floor. She’s dressed in a pair of jeans and a turtleneck sweater; her hair looks almost as perfect as it always does. She’s lying on her side, and it looks as if she’s rolled up some shirts to use as a pillow. You’d never guess by her serene pose that she has just completed a rampage. The closet is half empty. Dr. Bayer correctly guesses that Derrick has removed most of his clothes from the house.


  “Jane, it’s Dr. Bayer. I’m going to sit down next to you for a few moments.”


  Jane doesn’t move or acknowledge Olivia’s presence. Her eyes are closed, but Olivia knows she isn’t sleeping.


  “What happened, Jane?”


  “I fell apart.”


  “Can you tell me why?”


  Dr. Bayer isn’t certain what will happen next or if Jane will even talk to her. But she has to try. The police won’t wait forever, and she must prepare Jane for the inevitable.


  Jane suddenly sits up. She crosses her legs, leans back on her elbows, and lets her head drop back for a moment. Dr. Bayer is sitting directly in front of her. Even in the dark closet there is enough light filtering in from the bedroom windows so that Dr. Bayer can see Jane’s face.


  “I’m in a lot of trouble, aren’t I?”


  “Yes, you are.”


  “Am I going to jail?”


  “That’s what we need to talk about. First tell me what happened, Jane? What made you this angry?”


  “It was the billboards. And then Derrick left me.”


  “The billboards?” Dr. Bayer has absolutely no idea what Jane is talking about.


  Jane, who is more coherent than one might expect of someone who has just assaulted her husband and done thousands of dollars’ worth of damage to her own home, tells Dr. Bayer everything.


  Jane said she could handle anger class, the loss of her job, her overbearing parents, her mounting drinking problem, Grace’s discovery of her well-guarded infertility, which she has always kept from Derrick, and her husband’s departure. What finally threw her over the edge was the billboards. The billboards that were the signs of her great success, her ability to succeed, the nose-rubbing for her parents, who never wanted her to go into that kind of business.


  Dr. Bayer is tempted to stop Jane at this point. Everyone in the Chicago area knows the real-estate market has dipped. Olivia wonders if she has totally underestimated the size of Jane’s ego. It must be much larger than the billboard itself.


  Dr. Bayer decides to let Jane talk. She will fill in the blanks later. She rotates her legs so she is sitting cross-legged, like Jane.


  Jane’s descent into the deepest pit of her anger started when she discovered that she had been adopted. That’s not such a bad thing, but as a young woman, before she married, Jane discovered that she had a hereditary condition that would prevent her from having children.


  That’s when she became obsessed not only with wondering why this part of her was so imperfect but also with lying to Derrick. Derrick wanted children and she knew that, but she couldn’t bring herself to tell him about her condition. She thought that he would walk away, see her as flawed, and never marry her.


  Jane kept her medical records private. Derrick never knew about her past history—the infertility sessions at the hospital, the fact that she had known all these years that she could never have a baby. She let him go through his own round of testing, and she switched doctors when it was her turn to get tested, so that her past was essentially erased. And all those records Grace saw at the hospital? Those were from the doctors and all the procedures she had before Derrick, when she was in her early twenties and the doctors were experimenting with her fertility.


  The truth is that Jane was relieved she couldn’t have children. She thought because her birth mother didn’t want her that she would be a horrible mother herself. She was frightened.


  Dr. Bayer reaches out to touch Jane. Jane must have buried this pain so deep inside that she had no idea who she was or what she might become.


  “Oh, Jane,” Dr. Bayer says. “You should have come to me. I would have helped you.”


  Jane looks up into Dr. Bayer’s eyes and shrugs. She looks totally exhausted and defeated.


  “I have absolutely no idea how to be a human being,” she admits. “I’ve ruined everything.”


  “Tell me about the billboards,” Dr. Bayer says. “What was it about this that made you step over the line again?”


  “It felt like I was being mocked and that everyone knew I had fallen from the billboards and onto a single sheet of paper,” Jane admitted. “I so need to be on a billboard. I do.”


  Dr. Bayer wants to slap her own head. Jane’s problems are much, much deeper than the anger itself. And the billboard? Something else must have happened.


  Jane is quiet again. She’s staring at the empty hangers.


  “Jane, there must be something else besides Kit mentioning the billboards and Derrick leaving? Can you tell me?”


  Jane imagines everyone will find out anyway. What difference does it make now? The whole world will know she’s nothing but a loser, a fake, everything her parents probably feared she would become the day they adopted her.


  “I sent out a mess of fake résumés to try and get a banking job,” she admits, not really caring what Dr. Bayer thinks. “I had to do something. I thought if I could get into banking, because I have so much experience with housing loans, I could get back at them for what happened to me when the markets collapsed.”


  The résumés, Jane explains, were her last hope. But this afternoon when the phone started ringing with questions from the human-resources people about her references and experience Jane realized that she was in over her head. She had been stupid. And Derrick was leaving her! She loved him, she really did, but it was too late now.


  Too late for Jane.


  Then Jane did what she always did when something turned in a direction that displeased her. She got angry.


  “It was almost as if I was having an out-of-body experience,” she recalls. “I was calm at first. I walked into the garage and found one of Derrick’s baseball bats, and the minute I walked back into the house it was as if a switch inside me had been turned on.”


  “I saw what you did, Jane.”


  “I would have kept going, but Derrick showed up to talk to me and I went after him.”


  “I noticed that also.”


  And one other thing.


  “There’s more?”


  “I thought Derrick was having an affair. I thought he was lying to me, and all the time he was seeing someone, a counselor, because he was so unhappy. I made him so damn unhappy.”


  Dr. Bayer can hear the front door opening and then the muffled sound of voices in the entryway. The police have arrived. It’s now time to do the hard part.


  “Jane, remember when anger class started and I said that it was a chance and that if something else happened, another violent act, you would have to pay the price?” Dr. Bayer explains, gently, making certain that Jane looks into her eyes.


  “I remember. That made me angry, too,” Jane admits, almost smiling.


  “I need to know if you think you might be a danger to yourself or to anyone else,” Dr. Bayer says.


  “Didn’t you get a close look at Derrick?”


  “Does that mean you would do it again?”


  Jane drops her head, lets the air out of her lungs, and remains quiet. She is afraid to speak, to move, to be totally honest.


  Dr. Bayer gives her a moment and then reaches over to lift up her chin, so that she’s looking into her eyes again.


  “Do you want me to help you, Jane?”


  Jane’s entire life balances like a rock about to go over a cliff. It’s quiet in the closet, and she’d love to curl up against Dr. Bayer and sleep for three weeks. She’s suddenly seized by a wave of such exhaustion that she’s afraid she won’t be able to speak, move her hands, blink an eyelid.


  Where have all the days and nights and chances gone? Was there ever a moment when she could have imagined this desperate position? Is there a correct answer for the question she has just been asked? Why couldn’t she hang on to those wonderful moments she had while doing Dr. Bayer’s assignments?


  Jane sags forward and Dr. Bayer can feel the weight of her body, the weight of what she has done, the weight of what surely she must now know lies ahead. She brings both hands to Jane’s face, cups it softly, and pulls up her head again.


  Once, Dr. Bayer looked like this. Once she was a forgotten, miserable, lost soul who could have taken the fall over the cliff just as easily as the step back. But Jane has to want to take that step. Dr. Bayer knows that some people have to fall hard before they can get up and accept the fact that they must learn a new way of walking. And how she wishes that were not true.


  How she wishes that she could wave a wand and save every dark soul, every heart that aches, every lost and longing person she meets! How she wishes Jane had not destroyed the house, half of her husband’s face, and the glorious chance she had to dissect her anger, take the little pieces and throw them into the wind, and then take off in a new direction! How she wishes she were not sitting cross-legged on the floor of an empty closet with a woman who has to make the hardest decision of her life!


  While Jane debates something that is not debatable, Olivia has a moment to wonder why she didn’t see this coming. Maybe she did see it coming and she ignored it because she was so damn desperate for a total happy ending. Maybe she forgot that even with a class of four, the odds against every single woman accepting her penance, forgiving herself, and moving on was slim to none. Maybe she was so eager to go out with a total victory that she didn’t bother to think about anything else.


  Jane was certainly up and down but she was trying sometimes or maybe doing a really good job of faking it. Maybe if there had been one more red flag, something else—anything—Jane would be in the kitchen now reconciling with Derrick.


  The list of maybes makes Olivia realize exactly how tired she is at this moment. The reality, no matter what was and wasn’t ignored, is that two grown women are now sitting on the floor of a closet. The bigger reality is what Dr. Bayer will now have to do.


  “Jane, you must answer the question and the sooner the better. The police are here. They won’t wait much longer before they come up.”


  Jane nods as if she already knew that. She has already guessed that she will be going to either a padded cell or an unpadded cell.


  “I can’t do it myself,” she admits. “I need help. Right this moment I can’t think of a single thing I’ve done that hasn’t hurt someone. And I’m so tired, Dr. Bayer. I am so tired.”


  Dr. Bayer gets up slowly and holds out her hands to help Jane to her feet. She’s amazed that her knees aren’t screaming at her, but relieved when Jane takes her hands. She tugs Jane to her feet.


  Then she explains what is about to happen, even though she’s not certain Jane is following her or even listening. They will walk downstairs. Jane will surrender to the police. Dr. Bayer will order that she be taken to the locked hospital psychiatric unit and placed on a suicide watch. Dr. Bayer will then write up a report for the attending physician and Jane will be sedated, sleep for a very long time, and begin inpatient treatment for as long as it takes.


  Jane doesn’t say a word as they turn and start to walk out of the closet and through the bedroom. She finally pauses before they leave the bedroom.


  “Will I have to go to jail?”


  “Only if Derrick presses charges.”


  “What about what happened before?”


  “You are being voluntarily committed to the hospital, and that means you are asking for help,” she explains, gently placing her hand on Jane’s arm. “If things go well for you, the judge will most likely overlook this and he will listen to what I have to say. But, Jane—”


  Dr. Bayer stops before she finishes. Jane must realize how absolutely crucial what she is going to say next is. She squeezes Jane’s arm, and Jane looks startled.


  “But what?” Jane finally asks.


  “Jane, you have to try. What you did here tonight will forever change your life. That doesn’t mean things won’t get better. The but is the trying, and trying sincerely. You won’t fool anyone now.”


  Jane says “Okay” so softly that Dr. Bayer makes her repeat it. Then, as she gets up, Jane picks up a crinkled piece of paper that has been sitting near her left hand.


  “Can I bring this?” she asks.


  “What is it, dear?”


  Jane slowly unfolds the paper and turns it around so that Dr. Bayer can look at it. It takes Olivia only a second to realize that she’s looking at Jane’s fourth assignment. It’s a beautifully drawn watercolor of a man and woman holding hands and walking toward a lake filled with swans.


  “Jane, it’s lovely! You did this?”


  Jane nods.


  “Is this what you want?”


  Jane nods again.


  “Then think about this, think about what you want and know that anything is possible. Never give up, Jane. This picture will become real, and I’ll make certain they let you keep it.”


  Jane smiles, throws her arms quickly around Olivia’s shoulders, and whispers “Thank you” and then she turns and heads down the steps. At the bottom of the stairs, Jane pulls away and walks up to Derrick, who flinches but quickly recovers.


  “I’m sorry,” she mutters, without meeting his eyes, and then she hurries toward the two police officers.


  One of the officers takes Jane to the waiting car while the other talks quietly with Dr. Bayer for a few moments. She signs the commitment papers and, after the last officer leaves, explains everything to Derrick, who is heartsick.


  “Jane will need you, Derrick, but you must also take care of yourself,” she explains, as they stand in the dark, two lonely soldiers surveying a tragic scene. “She has a lot of work to do. It’s not just the anger that has wrapped itself around her. You need to keep talking to someone, too. Be kind to your own heart.”


  As she walks to her car, Olivia knows it is going to take more than a few minutes to process what has happened this evening. Eventually she will examine every movement, every word she said, every possible outcome. But first she needs to take care of herself. That is always the best advice.


  Driving home, Olivia wishes she could call ahead and have Phyllis mix her an extra-large Jameson. She’d also love it if Phyllis could turn on the porch light, draw her a hot bath, and let herself out to go to the bathroom.


  An hour later, showered, wearing her navy bathrobe, drink in hand, and with Phyllis properly taken care of—treats and all—Olivia dims the kitchen light and scoops up the fortune cookie she never got a chance to eat before she ran out the door.


  She smiles and all but falls into her chair. Phyllis doesn’t even bother to look up until she hears the cookie crumble. Olivia breaks the cookie in half and slides out the tiny white piece of paper with her fortune written on it.


  “This could be it, Phyllis,” she says with a laugh. “We may have to buy a lottery ticket tomorrow.”


  Never miss a chance to love.


  Olivia places the fortune in her left hand, closes it, and then brings her hand to her heart, smiling as if she really has won the lottery.


  Then, after a very long sip of whiskey, she picks up the phone to share her good fortune with someone in Florida who has been waiting all evening for her to call.
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  Tie a Yellow Ribbon


  Tuesday starts out like an early winter gift. The sky is blazing blue, temperatures in Chicagoland rise to a blessed fifty degrees, and the spirits of the land seem to rise along with the temperatures. People are honking not because they are upset but because they think they have been magically transported to heaven.


  Nirvana lasts a mere half day. By midafternoon, the skies have opened up and half the city is searching for Noah. By a quarter to seven, when Leah, Grace, and Kit are leaving for their date at the old jail, the temperature drops so suddenly it’s a given that the rain will soon turn into snow.


  Dr. Bayer is smart enough to take a taxi. The forecast calls for three to four inches of the white stuff, and she knows shoveling out a car in the morning will be about as appealing as a sharp stick in her right eye. Phyllis is happily settled at a friend’s house for the evening sleepover, and Olivia has dressed in her prison garb—a classy dark blue cotton (of course) jogging suit, her white Adidas walking shoes, and a white silk turtleneck that feels like soft wind against her skin.


  The ten-minute ride to pick up Leah gives Olivia a chance to mentally prepare for what will happen next. Most of her work is done, and it’s now up to the remaining three class members to pull themselves up by the bra straps and get through the night with as much introspection as possible.


  She’s carrying a small tote bag with water, some snacks that the other women are not allowed to have, a notebook in case she gets a brilliant idea during the night, and a novel she has only been able to look at and not yet read.


  Dr. Bayer loves spending the night at the old jail. She has done so only twice before, when associates were having in-service meetings about recidivism. And she has always wanted to do what she is doing with a group, or with special clients. It’s obviously not by-the-book, but the old building is absolutely beautiful, even if the housing units are cells, and there’s something magical about being isolated.


  She actually sleeps down the hall from where the women sleep, and she won’t be able to hear them if they talk to one another. It’s important that they know this. If one of them called to her she could hear that, but she doesn’t listen on purpose. A lot of what should happen during the night will hopefully be simple, open exchanges from one woman to another. It’s amazing what happens when people are alone and yet can still share. Olivia swears it’s one of the best places for thinking in the world.


  The room where Dr. Bayer sleeps is very tiny, actually smaller than the cells where the women stay. Years ago, a closet was converted into an overnight room and Olivia has claimed it as her own. She has a single metal bed, a side table with a lamp, and a small window that allows her to look out into the street. She sleeps in a sleeping bag that she left the last time she spent the night. It’s rolled up on the edge of the bed, with her head pointed toward the back wall so that she can see the night sky.


  What she loves most about the room is the simplicity and the quiet. There’s something seductive about losing all the trappings of everyday life and knowing that, for a short period of time, she must simply listen and be still.


  She knows that some people have never been able to understand the life of cloistered nuns and their monastic brothers. But Olivia gets it. She has a dear friend, a former mathematics professor at the University of Chicago, who entered the convent when she was fifty. Most of her friends thought she had gone crazy, but the lure of silent offerings, the pace of solitary routines, the spiritual joy of a life of constant prayer was more than understandable to Olivia.


  Hasn’t she been living nun-like herself? Olivia smiles at the thought of all of that changing as the taxi pulls up in front of the women’s shelter, and Leah walks quickly down the sidewalk, rain spattering everywhere, and gets into the cab.


  Leah has never been inside a cab and sits at the edge of the seat as if she has just waltzed into the Magic Kingdom.


  “Never?” Dr. Bayer knows she shouldn’t be surprised by this news, but she is.


  “Never,” Leah reassures her. “Who would have thought I’d be having fun on the way to jail?”


  Both women are laughing as they get out of the cab and run through a series of puddles toward the old jail. Kit and Grace are waiting for them under a huge red-white-and blue golf umbrella; Dr. Bayer swipes her entrance card at the metal door and they follow her into the building.


  They shake like wet dogs, shrugging shoulders, pushing back hair, kicking legs, and then they stand in a circle and, without saying anything, wonder why Jane is missing.


  The women are in a small entryway and are trying to look down the hall to see their accommodations.


  “Before we get inside, I must tell you that Jane will not be with us tonight,” Dr. Bayer explains. “She had a setback and she’s no longer part of the class.”


  The women’s eyes grow about an inch in diameter.


  “Come on, Dr. Bayer!” Kit exclaims. “You can’t say she had a setback and not tell us what happened.”


  Dr. Bayer hesitates. There is a certain level of confidentiality involved, but she knows if she doesn’t offer an explanation the women will fret all night. And, of course, this group is unlike any group she has every encountered. She knows they all care a great deal about one another.


  And yet they must also know that life is always one challenge after another.


  What she tells them is that Jane had a violent episode that was triggered by something very personal. She tells them Jane is in the hospital, and that she is safe and is being taken care of by professionals.


  This news, of course, unleashes an avalanche of questions that Dr. Bayer answers as politely as possible.


  No, Jane is not allowed to have visitors. Yes, this means she did not pass the class. No, because of the circumstances Jane may not necessarily be sentenced to spend time in jail. Yes, that decision will be made by the judge, but if she does well chances are the sentence will be suspended. Physically, with a heavy emphasis on the word physically, Jane is fine. Yes, she will tell Jane they are thinking of her and she will let them know when Jane is allowed to, or wants to, have visitors.


  “Do not let this disrupt your experience tonight,” she advises. “Use this evening as a gift of time to think about what could be, what can be, what will make you happy. I can guarantee you that if you do that this night will be a gift that keeps appearing in your lives over and over again.”


  “Is this the same jail where they take the high-school kids who are borderline and have gotten into trouble?” Grace asks.


  “Yes. At-risk students are often made to spend the night here after they tour the real jail, or the state prison, and it’s amazing what happens when they’re released in the morning. Recidivism is knocked below twenty percent.”


  “Well,” Kit says, with a slight swagger, “I, for one, am hoping we end up at seventy-five percent. That’s my personal goal. How about you two?”


  “Absolutely,” Leah agrees.


  Grace nods. Her jaw is set tight and, like Kit and Leah, she is a bit unnerved by what happened to Jane.


  Dr. Bayer walks them through the entrance and around a corner where there is a huge set of metal doors. No one is saying anything. The entire building looks like a creepy movie set. Metal scrapes against metal as the huge doors swing open and Dr. Bayer ushers them inside and then follows.


  She props open the door and explains that she will be spending the night in a room down the hall. She tells them that she won’t be able to hear them speaking but if they call for her she will surely hear that.


  During the past week, the three women have barely thought of anything but this moment. What will it feel like when the doors close, what will they do, what will they share, what will rise to the top and spill out as they spend all those hours locked inside a small space.


  Now the wondering is about to end as Dr. Bayer steps in front of them.


  “When we started this class in September, I told you that it was going to be important to focus on what is ahead of you and not what is behind you. I know you will never forget what brought you here, but you have paid the price and now you have this lovely evening to think about who you have become, where you want to go—all the possibilities that are open to you.”


  This is not what Leah, Kit, and Grace expected and they feel so empowered by what Dr. Bayer is saying that they can’t wait to get into their cells.


  “When I close the door, I want you to do whatever you want to do or are compelled to do after you put things in perspective,” Dr. Bayer continues. “Write in your journals. You may talk. You may sleep. You may cry or do whatever you need to do, but mostly I’m urging you to let your mind dance with possibilities. Any questions?”


  No one says a word.


  Leah steps into the first cell, Grace the second, and Kit the third. The cells are all on the same side. The women can’t see one another, and that’s exactly what Dr. Bayer wants.


  When she closes Kit’s door and turns to leave, she asks them one more time if they are okay, or have any questions. “I’m right down the hall and I’ll check on you in a few hours,” she adds.


  Then she’s gone and all three women are standing in front of their cells, holding on to the bars, and looking into the dark, empty cells across from them.


  It will be two hours before Olivia hears the first murmur of voices coming down the hall. She smiles when she notices. She knew these three wouldn’t be able to keep quiet, and she’s glad for that because she also knows that there is strength in numbers.


  So many clients think they can go it alone, and often it’s the sweet colliding of the wounded that speeds recovery. Everyone in the world feels alone, feels as if she is the only person ever to have ridden out perilous emotions that have chained her to a place of great sadness. Olivia is beside herself, wondering what the conversations will be like during the next ten hours.


  Leah, surprisingly, is the one who speaks first. She has been lying on her bed writing furiously in her anger log for two solid hours. Her hand is starting to cramp up and she hasn’t heard a peep from the other two women.


  “Does anyone want to talk for a while?” she shouts, not realizing that Kit and Grace will be able to hear her if she talks normally.


  “I’ve been dying to go to the bathroom and I’m afraid you’ll all hear me,” Kit says. “Can you talk with Grace for a while so I can go potty?”


  Grace starts laughing so hard that Olivia can hear the echo roll down the hall.


  “That’s exactly what I’m talking about,” Kit says, glaring at the old metal stool in the corner. “One night of public peeing is going to be enough to reform me, I’m telling you that right now.”


  Leah lets out a howl that follows Grace’s laugh down the hall.


  Dr. Bayer can’t believe it. These women are laughing! Well, she should have guessed this would happen. She gets up and wanders down the hall and stops at the entrance to the cells.


  “Is everyone okay in here?” she asks, without looking.


  “Kit’s going potty,” Grace announces.


  “Good Lord,” Dr. Bayer says. “And that’s funny?”


  “We thought so,” Leah admits. “I think it’s just a way to get us talking. We’ve been quiet since we got in here.”


  “Okay,” Dr. Bayer says, shaking her head and stifling a laugh herself as she walks back to her room.


  “I’m done,” Kit announces, which sets off another wave of laughter.


  There is a pause when, without knowing it, all three women are standing and looking at the tiny window close to the ceiling in the cells across from them. All three of them say “It’s snowing!” at once, and the mood shifts from the tension-breaking laughter to something more somber and reflective.


  “I love soft snow falling like this,” Kit admits. “When we were kids we would go crazy and run outside. My mom had to literally drag us back into the house.”


  “Do you miss your mom, Kit?” Leah asks this so quietly, and with such emotion in her voice, that Kit pauses before she answers.


  She knows that Leah hasn’t seen or heard from her mother in a very long time, and as the pain of missing her mother settles around her own heart she can’t imagine what it would have been like all these years not to have her mother in her life.


  Her mother. The jewelry box. The letter she still hasn’t read. Can she tell them? Can she finally say it our loud? Kit could never understand why her wonderful mother ended up with such a traditional, strong-willed, dominant man. Her mother was usually a gentle, sweet woman, who pretty much went along with whatever her husband wanted, even if what he wanted wasn’t always the right thing to do.


  Before her mother died, she tried to get Kit to realize that from the day they married she had her husband wrapped around not just one but all of her fingers.


  Standing in the jail like this, Kit can actually focus on what her mother told her, those long and absolutely heart-wrenching talks they had during all those hours when Kit was nursing her mother before she died.


  “You remember what you want to remember, sweetheart,” her mother told her. “You were the apple of your father’s eye. Your brothers were hard on you because they were jealous.”


  Was that true? Were her long-held feelings that drove her anger like imaginary friends who really didn’t exist?


  “I miss her so much most days it’s a wonder I can breathe, Leah,” Kit finally admits. “I like to think I appreciated her and was a good daughter before she got ill, too, but these past few months with Dr. Bayer have made me wonder if half my life hasn’t been filled with self-deception.”


  “I doubt that,” Grace says.


  “I’m so excited about moving forward, though, and it’s going to look so different! She’s right about moving forward. I’ve been thinking a lot about that, about holding on to the wrong things, about being happy…just being happy.”


  Kit hesitates. Her quivering voice was giving her away.


  “You okay over there?” Grace asks.


  “Oh sure,” Kit lies. “I’m not sad or anything—I’m just, well, I guess I’m emotional.”


  “I think it’s important to be realistic, too.” Leah sounds as if she’s a million miles away. “I mean, I have a good day and then I hope I can hang on and make them all good days.”


  “Forgiveness is a tough thing, it seems,” Grace adds. “I have to say, though, the more I do it the better I feel. I invited my daughter and her girlfriend for Thanksgiving dinner.”


  “That’s nice,” Kit says.


  “My daughter’s girlfriend, as in the L Word kind of girlfriend.”


  “You mean lesbian?” Leah asks, having absolutely no clue about the infamous television series called The L Word.


  “Yep.”


  “Good for you!” Kit says.


  “Now all I have to do is figure out what to do with the guy at work who has been trying to ask me out since forever, the daughter’s ex-boyfriend who hates me, probably half the neighbors, everyone at work, and three-fourths of the population of Chicago,” Grace continues, laughing again. “I figure by the time I’m pushing sixty I should have reconciled with everyone.”


  There’s more laughter until Leah asks them if they think she should try to contact her mother.


  Both Kit and Grace have to think a moment. They decide that this is no time not to be honest.


  “I’d be pissed,” Kit says loudly. “She abandoned you.”


  “I agree,” Grace adds. “Maybe you should wait a while. Get on your feet. Then see what your heart says.”


  “I’ve been thinking that maybe she was afraid. There has to be something I don’t know about her life, and what if she needs me?”


  Oh, Leah!


  All three of them would give anything to be able to look at one another. Kit would love to put her arms around Leah, who must have been pining for her mother since the day she left home. Even in her darkest days with her daughters, Grace can’t imagine ever distancing herself, not seeing them, not lunging for the phone if she thinks they might be calling her.


  What happened to Leah seems unforgivable to them, even as they realize that Leah must know now more than ever about the heavy pull of a mother’s love. Did Leah’s mother try? Is she even still alive? What in God’s name could she say to Leah after all these years? Could she even look her in the eye?


  “Leah, if it were me I would just wait,” Grace tells her, turning her head as if she can actually see Leah. “I know it’s been a heartache for you but get on your feet, get the diploma you want, learn how to make all those days good days. Then see how you feel.”


  Leah is quiet. Grace and Kit are probably right, but she hasn’t stopped thinking of her mother all these years. It’s so very odd that every memory of her is sweet and lovely. Leah knows that’s because she chooses to remember her that way. Maybe that’s how she should leave it. Maybe they’re right. If only she could stop thinking about her.


  The wind is picking up outside, and all three of them can see the snow coming down in sheets. It’s absolutely beautiful the way a tiny window can function as a picture frame. There must be streetlights swaying close to the building that occasionally illuminate the windows, so that it looks as if someone is shining a light on them.


  The quiet is something they all concentrate on when they’re not talking. There isn’t even the rumble of what they imagine is a grand old oil-burning furnace pumping in the basement. The building is so solid that there are no creaking sounds. There’s traffic coming and going, the wind brushing against the small windows, and they can hear one another breathing.


  Surely it would not be like this if they were here under different circumstances. The cells would be full. There would be constant noise. Arguing. Talking. People coming and going. It would be hell, or close to it.


  They also imagine who has been in the cell before them. The building probably dates back to the early 1920s and developers must be drooling to get their hands on it and sell the high ceilings, oak floors, solid structure, and its storied history. There’s even a chance that Al Capone spent more than one night here.


  The beds are against the back wall in all three cells, which are identical. There’s a toilet at what any sane person would use as the foot of the bed, and it’s screened from the cell across from it by a huge metal sink. The thick brown walls are cracked at the top and appear to be solid concrete.


  Leah places her ear against the wall to her right, thinking that perhaps voices were trapped inside the last time the place was painted.


  “Who do you two think stayed in these cells?” she asks, keeping her ear to the wall.


  Both Kit and Grace reach out to touch one of the walls. They are cold, and whatever traces of life were left have long since been painted over, scrubbed off, erased.


  “It’s a county and not a federal facility, but it could have been everyone from murderers and rapists to other women like us, who got angry and went nuts.” This from Kit, who is more worried at this moment about her own history.


  “I think they stopped using this back in the sixties,” Grace says. “I suppose they filled it up with Vietnam and civil-rights protesters before that. It’s Chicago. It could have been mobsters, gangsters, you name it.”


  Leah is thinking about all the women before them who never got a chance. In many ways, she knows it was easier to get away with violence thirty, forty, or fifty years ago. Husbands and wives smacked their children all the time. Teachers smacked children. Women are still second-class citizens in areas like the small town where she grew up. There are generations of damaged men and women who were, and are, in many ways no different from the three of them.


  She tells the women that sometimes she feels the burden of all the sorrow and sadness that has gone before her, trapped in the hearts of so many other women, so that it feels as if her heart is going to burst.


  Kit and Grace are speechless. Their faces are pressed so tightly against the bars that it will take hours for the imprint to fade.


  Sometimes when she sleeps, Leah tells them, she feels as if she were moving through clouds and going back in time and watching other women who had it worse. Some of them didn’t survive. Some tried to leave. Some of them left their children behind. Some of them got angry later, when it was too late and there was nothing left.


  They run so fast, Leah says, and sometimes they fall and she can see them flying through the air in blue and white dresses, long skirts, bonnets, clothes worn so thin that when they pass by she can see right through them. The women are hollow. There is nothing there.


  “I know I’m dreaming about myself. I know it, but all those women before us, sometimes it overwhelms me.”


  Grace and Kit know the women Leah are talking about. Grandmothers, great-aunts, great-great-aunts, and women everywhere—generations of women who never bothered to get angry because they had no choice. Women who were beaten and used and worked so that they could get up and do it all over again. Amelia Earharts who weren’t allowed to fly. Pearl Bucks who weren’t allowed to write. Marie Curies who weren’t allowed in the lab. Indira Gandhis who weren’t allowed to lead. Ella Fitzgeralds who weren’t allowed to sing. Babe Didrikson Zahariases who weren’t allowed to run.


  This is when all three of the women grasp how lucky they are to be right where they are at this moment.


  They have struggled but tried, and they have attended class and have spent time thinking. They have shadowed Dr. Bayer’s rules and played the game, but this moment, heads on steel bars, hands on concrete walls, locked into rooms formerly inhabited by career criminals and so many drug dealers they once housed eight to a cell, they truly understand the chance they have been given.


  And the chance so many others never had.


  “The other thing,” Leah finally says, “is that my dreams have been changing. I suppose because I’m changing and I see the possibilities of life and happiness now in ways that make me want to get there, you know, every day.”


  The women stand in their newfound revelations, unmoving, unspeaking for such a long time that Dr. Bayer worries. Surely they haven’t fallen asleep.


  The jail is so quiet the women can hear Dr. Bayer’s tennis shoes when her feet hit the floor and she begins walking toward them. Her footsteps sound like the pitter-patter of a small child.


  “Is everything okay in there?” she asks, approaching the women’s cells.


  “Yes,” Grace answers.


  “You sure?”


  “I can’t see anyone, but we had a long talk and we’ve been thinking like you told us to.”


  “Can I please hear from voice number two and voice number three?”


  “I’m fine,” Kit says.


  “Me, too,” Leah adds in a very loud whisper.


  Dr. Bayer is onto them. They’ve been thinking, and they sound a bit emotional. Well, well, well. This is excellent!


  “All good, then. Talk among yourselves. Or think among yourselves. I will see you in the morning.”


  Before she turns to leave, Kit blurts out, “Are there any ghosts in here?”


  Dr. Bayer chuckles to herself. “Do you really want to know the answer to that before I turn off the hall light?”


  “Oh, my God!” Grace blurts. “I bet there’s been murders and stuff inside the jail.”


  Leah is laughing, and Kit does a fake scream.


  Dr. Bayer flips off the main lights and a small floor light goes on immediately that instantly turning the cells into a kind of Halloween-night blackness that is a bit disconcerting until their eyes get used to it.


  “Shit!” Kit says, still clinging to the bars. “What was I thinking?”


  “Just don’t get angry,” Leah advises, setting off another wave of laughter that confounds Dr. Bayer yet again.


  Eventually all three of them tire of standing and experiment with talking to one another while lying on their bunks. Not only can they still communicate; the horizontal view of the cell gives them a new perspective.


  They talk about love, lust, children, dreams, yearnings, and the parallel lives of angry women. It stops snowing, and they keep talking. Traffic totally evaporates, and they keep talking. The darkest part of the night arrives, and they keep talking.


  Maybe the concrete walls make them bolder. Maybe the way they have now grasped their second chance makes them all new women. Maybe being in jail opens their hearts wider. They talk so long that their voices grow weak, and then they talk some more and share new ideas that astound each one of them as the words come out of their mouths.


  Not so many hours before daylight, the women remember to get out the pictures they drew for the fourth assignment. There’s no way to pass them to one another, so they take turns describing what they’ve drawn.


  Kit has used the acceptable stickmen to depict her and her husband sitting on a new back deck with glasses in their hands. In the sky their daughter is leaning out of a biplane, and waving as she flies past. She used crayons, all bright colors, and there are unopened gift-wrapped boxes everywhere.


  “I started doing this and realized that I could keep drawing forever,” Kit said, holding up her drawing through the bars so that maybe one of the others can see part of it, which they can’t. “That’s when I put in all the unopened presents—you know, gifts of life that are being worked on but aren’t quite ready to be opened.”


  Grace used pencils to make her drawing and said that if she had more time, like a year, she’d do hers in needlepoint. She is waving to the world from the top floor of an apartment building near downtown Chicago. There’s a man holding open the door below her, and a long line of visitors coming in to see her, and they’re all holding something bright and shiny—balloons, flowers, gifts. In the background there’s a tiny slice of Lake Michigan, a sign on the building that says CONGRATS! NURSE-MOTHER-FRIEND-OF-THE-YEAR, and all the important people in her life are coming to her housewarming party.


  “You can’t see, but I’m also very thin, I’m holding a champagne glass and three plane tickets to take my daughters to the ocean.” Grace giggles as she looks at her picture. “The reason I’m laughing is because now I believe, with all my heart, that the drawing can become a reality. I’m going to make every damn thing in this drawing become real.”


  Leah and Kit holler, “You go, girl!”


  Leah says she’s pretty certain she’s not going to be a grade-school art teacher. “I feel the same as both of you,” she begins. “Once I sat down and started focusing on all my dreams, what my life can be like now, it was as if the world had exploded and all the pieces fell into my hands.”


  So that’s what she drew. Her hands, with perfectly sculpted fingernails, holding everything—her smiling children, a diploma, a beautiful house, airplane tickets, bicycles, rainbows, a dog. And there were words sprinkled all over the paper, too: Happiness. Freedom. Choices. Gentleness.


  “Everything that is important to me,” Leah says. “Pretty much I want it all!”


  In the morning, when Dr. Bayer’s alarm goes off at 6:45, she freshens up, calls a cab, and then walks down the hall. She is absolutely amazed that all three of the women are sound asleep. She can’t remember anyone ever being asleep when she came to release them. It would be just her luck that they would’ve have died in their sleep.


  But they jump from bed, absolutely alive, eager to use a private restroom, and even more eager to embrace one another.


  When it’s time to leave, Dr. Bayer quietly escorts the three women through the long, narrow halls and to the back of the old jail. She isn’t saying anything, but she turns off lights and locks doors behind them as they come to the back of the building. Soon they’re in a tiny vestibule that looks totally different from the rest of the building.


  The marble floor in the elegant room is covered with a beautiful wool rug. There’s an ornate but gorgeous brass light hanging from the ceiling. On one wall there is a long oak table that must have been part of the original furniture. The walls are painted a muted shade of blue. It’s as if the women have stepped into another world.


  “What is this room?” Kit asks, running her hand gently across the top of the table.


  “I’m going to tell you,” Dr. Bayer says, smiling.


  The women stand absolutely still. The room feels sacred, almost like a church.


  “Everyone turn around and look above the door you will be walking out of very soon,” Olivia instructs.


  The women turn in unison. Painted above the door in bold black letters are the words THE LONG JOURNEY ROOM.


  The women turn back and circle Dr. Bayer as she tells them about the sign.


  “When the jail was built, there was a very wise commander who was way ahead of his time,” she begins. “He felt that jails and prisons should not be warehouses, and that everyone deserved a second chance. His goal was to make certain that once a prisoner left the jail he never came back.”


  Dr. Bayer said that the commander had this vestibule built and decorated as a way of showing the men and women leaving that they were moving from one part of their life’s journey to the next. Each person who left was given money from a special fund to live for a month, nice clothes, a box of food, and handed a small card.


  “Those original cards are now worth a fortune,” she continues. “They were found in the pockets of bankers, doctors, teachers, shop workers—men and women who passed through this same room and who made it and never came back.”


  Dr. Bayer reaches under the table and takes out a stack of small cards. She hands one to each of the women and stands quietly while they read the cards.


  
    
      
        “I have passed through the doors of The Long Journey Room and what happens now is up to me. Journeys are never easy, but they are what we make of them. I will try. That is my promise to myself this day as I walk though the doors and begin anew.”
      

    

  


  Olivia advises the women to keep the card close, maybe in a wallet, to remind them not of what is behind them but of what is ahead, what they can hold in their hands all the time: bright, bold possibilities.


  Before they leave, Dr. Bayer surprises them by taking their journals and telling them to watch for an email about next week’s final meeting.


  And when they turn to push through the door Olivia slips one of The Long Journey Room cards into her pocket and follows them into the morning sunlight.
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  Go Forth and Be Angry No More


  Kit feels as if she’s in high school and has just been elected homecoming queen. She’s so excited that she has gone to the bathroom three times in the last hour. It’s their final Tuesday-meeting night and she’s hosting it one last time. She volunteered even before Dr. Bayer had a chance to email any of them about the final class. The only thing Dr. Bayer cared about was whether Kit had a backyard grill or fire pit.


  Considering everything else that’s happened during the past few months, that odd request barely registered on Kit’s radar screen. Maybe Dr. Bayer was going to cook them some kind of victory dinner.


  During the past week, Kit worked like a dog. When she realized how much money she was getting from her parents’ estate (who knew?), she told Peter she was hiring some painters and spending a wad of money to do some work on the first floor.


  Peter was so thrilled about the new love nest she had created in the bedroom, not to mention the woman who had apparently invaded his wife’s body, that he dared not say no.


  By the time Tuesday had rolled around the living room, kitchen, and entryway had been transformed. The bathroom would have to wait a bit, but Kit felt almost as good as half of her house looked.


  The walls were all several shades of blue, which totally lightened and modernized the house. There was a new couch, a lovely new glass coffee table, and all the drapes had been yanked down and replaced with wooden shades that let in a ton of light. Several of the old pieces of furniture had been relegated to the basement, and Kit didn’t miss them at all.


  She had discovered how quickly you can get work done and purchase things like a new refrigerator and a kitchen table when you pay cash. Kit went crazy buying throw rugs at Pier 1, and the morning she cut up all the old kitchen towels to use for rags was such a glorious purge that she almost fainted with joy.


  It was a wonder she had any time to sleep, and with barely thirty minutes to spare before the last class was due to start she surveyed her masterpiece with more than a hint of pride.


  “Thanks, Mom and Dad,” she said, looking toward the ceiling. “I’m going to put the rest of the money to good use also.”


  When Dr. Bayer, Leah, and Grace arrive, they all go slack-jawed in the hallway. They walk through the kitchen and into the living room, and are afraid to sit on the new couch.


  “Sit,” Kit orders. “Someone has to spill the first cup of coffee on the damn thing.”


  “What have you done?” Grace is bedazzled. “Can you do a makeover for my house, too?”


  “I got some money from my parents’ estate and I thought as long as I was having a makeover I might as well give one to the house, too,” Kit explains, hands on hips, beaming. “And the best thing is that I’ve been so busy I haven’t had a chance to be angry!”


  “Bravo, dear,” Dr. Bayer says, applauding.


  Once Dr. Bayer gets them all to sit, coffee cups are filled, and apparently the class has begun. The three class members sit in anticipation as if they are at the corner library waiting for story hour.


  Dr. Bayer has a hard time not smiling when she looks at them. Grace looks as if she is losing weight, Leah somehow appears younger, and Kit has an exuberance that could roll over a small truck.


  Reading their journals this past week, since she confiscated them at the jail, has been an exercise of complete satisfaction for her. Strangely, she wasn’t tired like she usually is when she returns from one of those overnight jailhouse sleepovers. She picked up Phyllis, who acted as if she had been at a doggy spa and was too relaxed to greet her. It was actually her way of saying, “How dare you leave me like this!” By the time they got home, Phyllis was snuggled against her thigh in the car.


  Olivia made the mistake of starting to read the journals when she should have been in the shower and preparing for work. She sat down on the side of the bed, with Phyllis twisted between her legs, and time evaporated.


  It was obvious that her alternate therapy had made a difference. Leah, Grace, and Kit gradually opened up about everything. While many of the revelations were predictable, because, after all, Olivia was a trained clinician, it was still an astonishing journey to digest. And there were many surprises.


  Grace had long-held angst about her parents’ expectations. Throw that on top of her gay daughter, her divorce, and her assumed failure as a mother, and she had been making love to a pile of confusion for a very long time.


  Leah was such a loving, sweet young woman, but she had been waylaid by forces that were much larger and stronger than she was. Dr. Bayer had a hard time herself not wanting to go kick the living hell out of all the people who had harmed her. Leah’s self-esteem was growing, and she was definitely charging forward. She so desperately wanted to hear from her mother, and who could blame her? And perhaps some of Leah’s work-yet-to-do was to examine how that had come to be.


  Kit was wrapped in a tangled mess of family vines that she finally realized she had planted herself. No doubt there was enough testosterone in her familial home to choke a horse, and probably some of her angst that had turned into anger was justified, but Kit now understood how important it was for her to live her life her way—always. There was an entire section of Kit’s log that had been erased over and over. Would she be able to talk about that at the last meeting?


  The newest entries in the logs were an amazement of humor, warmth, and the breakthrough Olivia had hoped for that would help them all on their journey. A journey that was far from over. Dr. Bayer got lost in the women’s writing and was dragged back to the real world only when her phone rang and it was the office asking if she was coming in for the day.


  Now looking at the three women and remembering what she had read gave Dr. Bayer a sense of pride and accomplishment. It’s true that Jane had failed the class, but she hadn’t yet failed life and that was something. Yes, it was something. And for now, at least, Dr. Bayer had three success stories on her hands.


  She tells the women that Jane is doing well at the hospital and wants her to say hi to all of them.


  “Did you see her?” Kit asks.


  “Yes. I’ve been to see her, but she’s under the care of someone else.”


  “Can’t you tell us more?” Grace begs. “Is her husband sticking around?”


  All three of the women are leaning forward. They look like owls checking to see if it’s night or day.


  “Her husband has moved back into the house and they’re talking,” she says. “I can’t speak about their marriage. I don’t know. That’s something Jane will have to share with you.”


  “Is she going to make it? I mean, you know, will she get out of the hospital and get through all of this?”


  Who knows? That would be the correct answer, but these three women are filled with such hope and they obviously care for Jane. And Dr. Bayer knows that hope is a good thing. That’s what brought her and these three spitfires to this point.


  “Yes, I think so. I really think so. She’s trying and, as the three of you know, once you start trying and cut the chains you put on your own ankles things seem to turn around.”


  “You are onto us.” Kit says this with a half smile.


  “And you must have read the journals,” Grace adds, also smiling.


  “You never fooled me,” Dr. Bayer admits. “Leah gets a gold star because she was the most honest from the beginning. You two? Shame.”


  Leah turns and sticks out her tongue at Kit and Grace while Dr. Bayer shakes her head.


  It’s time to be serious, time to talk about what’s next, what’s still up in the air, what they must continue to do.


  Dr. Bayer explains that she will be signing all of their court papers, and that once they complete forty hours of community service their arrest records will disappear. But she knows that the temptation to be angry will never quite disappear.


  There will be a moment, she tells them, in a day, a week, a month, when something will happen, someone will say something and their anger will rise as if it were being pulled by an unseen force. They will be tempted to take a step back. Remembered behaviors from the past will kick in and they will have to consciously make a decision about how to act, what to do with the anger, where to put it, how to control it.


  And it won’t be easy.


  Anger is such a useful and important emotion, she continues. It can fuel change and strength and make you behave in ways that are absolutely wonderful.


  But, she adds, you need anger tools.


  She asks them to tell her what they will do the next time they get angry. And she’s very anxious to see how quickly they respond.


  Without hesitation, Kit announces that she has discovered yoga and, of course, interior decorating. She’s been using one of her daughter’s videos, and she’s going to start classes at the community center next week.


  “I’ve already used the breathing several times,” she tells Dr. Bayer. “I’ll be damned if it doesn’t work!”


  Grace has taken up walking and has rediscovered her needlpoint addiction. She’s also getting up early every morning to go to the gym, and Evan has volunteered to show her the ropes. She says that when she feels an anger pang she closes her eyes and makes believe she’s walking. She also loves writing down her feelings, and she’s going to keep at it.


  Leah has been very quiet.


  “No one has really talked about this very much, but I’m just going to say it because it works for me and it’s what got me here, I think,” she begins. “I pray. I’m not sure quite who I’m praying to yet—some kind of God, who I’m also trying to forgive—but I’ve been meeting with the chaplain and it’s changed me.”


  You could bounce a quarter off all the teeth Dr. Bayer is showing as she smiles.


  “Well,” she sputters. “I have to be honest now and tell you that’s better than I expected. Those are all absolutely wonderful ways of dealing with anger.”


  Dare she tell them what a gift this moment is for her? Dare she tell them what is happening with her own life, that they were an experiment of sorts, and that a seventy-five-percent success rate is pretty darn good?


  There is something about these women, this Tuesday-night class, that some people really would call a miracle. Changed lives, new friends, serious moments of introspection, and that absolutely fabulous embrace of the second chance. If a miracle is an extraordinary event, then Dr. Olivia Bayer has just witnessed one.


  But she lets the moment pass and reaches into the large tote she brought in with her and pulls out three lunch-size brown paper bags. The women look mystified and Dr. Bayer loves that.


  She tells them that she spent a great deal of time going through the anger logs, which they already know, but the last time she read them she selected a mess of their angry words.


  Dr. Bayer explains how she wrote those words on pieces of paper and put them inside a bag for each one of them.


  The women look at her as if she has just fallen and hit her head. Words in a bag?


  Obviously, Dr. Bayer decides, seeing the pinched faces in front of her, she’d better explain this a little better.


  “Well, let’s use Kit as an example,” she says. “We know that her log would have contained the words brothers, pissed, wine, and bottle. Right, Kit?”


  “You’ve got me nailed,” Kit answers. “But…”


  Dr. Bayer is quiet. She knows Kit wants to share something.


  “There’s something else. I can’t believe I’m going to be brave enough to tell you, but we’ve been thought a lot together and Peter and I talked about it and I’m already seeing Dr. Pierce about this.”


  Kit drops her head, pauses, and then tells them that Mark, the brother she attacked, molested her when she was a little girl. It happened more than once, and when Kit told her mother she made her promise never to say another word. Her mother talked to Mark, but no one else ever knew, not even her father. Even though the attacks stopped, Kit never forgave her mother.


  “As much as I’ve loved her and needed her I’ve hated her just as much,” Kit says. “I finally had the courage, with Peter’s help, to open a letter she wrote to me before she died. It explains a lot, but I need to deal with that issue now. And I know it has a lot to do with my anger.”


  Of course! This explains so many things about Kit, and Dr. Bayer is impressed with her courage, with her sharing now, with the level of trust she has invested in all of them.


  “Remember that what we share is scared, and just for us,” she reminds them. “It’s fine to talk generally about things, but be careful. Kit is sharing something very personal.”


  Leah and Grace assure her that they understand.


  “I wrote those words down on little pieces of paper along with many, many other words that Kit had at the beginning of her journal,” Dr. Bayer tells them. “And I did the same thing for Leah and Grace. Does that make sense now?”


  They shake their heads.


  “Now Kit is going to take us into her backyard for a rendezvous at the barbecue grill. Then we’re going to burn all those old nasty words from three women who have changed, who have grown and are learning to embrace so many new things. And, as much as you might think I did a lot of work, it was you. I did send you down the yellow brick road alone—think about this—and you found your way. Bravo!”


  The women are elated. They think the burning is a fabulous idea, and they jump up before Dr. Bayer can say another word. Everyone grabs a coat and follows Kit through the kitchen, out the door that leads to the garage, through the garage, and out into the backyard.


  The wind is whipping the way it seems to do eighty-five percent of the time in this part of the state. It isn’t the greatest day to have a barbecue.


  When they parade into the backyard, and circle the rusty grill as if it were a holy shrine, Dr. Bayer freezes the moment in her mind. How absolutely hilarious and wonderful it is to be doing this! Her ankles are numb, the grill smells like dead fish, and there isn’t anywhere else in the world she would rather be at this moment.


  She looks up and sees Leah, Grace, and Kit standing in a circle and thinks that this is probably one of the best ideas she has ever had. Yes, it’s symbolic, but who cares? It’s the end and the beginning. Sometimes the funky ideas from the old days work the best. She fumbles in her coat pocket for the lighter she brought along and asks the women if they’re ready to burn the words.


  The women are surprisingly quiet. She is hoping they are thinking of their new selves—the women she sees, bright and eager and ready to fly.


  Dr. Bayer hopes so. As the women nod, and she torches each of the bags, and they stand and watch them burn, and she sees each of them break into a wide grin, Dr. Bayer smiles too.


  The thin bags burn very quickly and the fire from each bag mingles until the entire rusted grill is ablaze. Within minutes, tiny ashes are dancing in the wind and the bags, words and all, have disappeared.


  “Just like that,” Leah whispers, her eyes fixed on the grill.


  Grace and Kit look at her and smile, and then all three women look at Dr. Bayer.


  “My legs are frozen,” she mutters, and everyone laughs and runs back through the garage and into the house.


  Back inside, they refresh their coffees and Kit sets out snacks and says that she wishes they could have wine instead. Leah confesses that she’d even like a bowling-alley beer, and Dr. Bayer says she also wishes they could drink something stiffer.


  “She’s human!” Grace shouts, throwing her hand to her chest.


  “Quite, Grace,” Dr. Bayer responds, not missing a beat. “I’d tell you my life story, and drink you under the table, if only graduation class was finished and I was off duty.”


  “Let’s hurry then,” Grace pipes up.


  “I wish,” Dr. Bayer responds. “Rules, you know. Let’s sit back down and then when I leave class will be over, and you can do whatever you want as long as you don’t do it angrily.”


  When they’re back in the living room sipping coffee and tea, Dr. Bayer digs down into her magic bag for something else. The women almost look afraid, but when Dr. Bayer hauls out three packages wrapped with blue tissue paper they relax.


  “No more burnings or jail time,” she tells them.


  She hands a package to each woman and says, “Open them.”


  A mechanical pencil and a notebook slip out of each package and the women look up and ask a question without saying a word.


  “It’s to help you write a new story,” Dr. Bayer explains. “Everything that happens, every thought you have, is your creation. The eraser is just in case you change your mind. That’s what life is like, but I’m here to tell you that you had better erase fast or I’ll be after you!”


  Before anyone can say anything, Dr. Bayer, who always worries that she might get emotional at the conclusion of a class, congratulates the women and quickly says she must know what they have planned for their community service. She tells them they will be getting forms in the mail and someone from the county will be making certain they fulfill that part of their obligations.


  “This is it with you, then?” Leah asks, almost in disbelief.


  “Yes, Leah. That should make you happy. You made it. This far. But there’s more, so much more to come.” Dr. Bayer was hoping no one would do this.


  Thank God Kit and Grace aren’t saying a word. They will probably be downing shots in ten minutes.


  “It’s been wonderful to go through this with someone so caring,” Leah says quietly. “This sounds ridiculous, but meeting everyone in the group almost makes me glad I made such a horrid mistake.”


  Everyone but Leah laughs, and she finally knows they aren’t laughing at her. She smiles and tells them that she’s already volunteering at the campus branch of the Ellington County Literacy Foundation. She’s working with a group of below-average readers to improve their skills. Some are campus employees and some are students.


  Dr. Bayer looks at Kit. Kit turns to look at Grace, and they both start giggling.


  Dr. Bayer wants to say, “Now what?” but she decides to hang on to her professionalism as long as possible.


  “Did we miss something?” she asks.


  “Grace and I are going to work with the women’s shelter,” Kit explains. “We didn’t want Leah to know. We already met with the director. We have some fund-raising ideas, and our first project is going to be a huge rummage sale the day after Thanksgiving, which is next week.”


  Leah is speechless.


  “That’s a wonderful idea,” Dr. Bayer says.


  Grace explains that Black Friday is the biggest shopping day of the year and, what with the economy still dragging its heels, they decided to play on that and have a huge benefit sale. She said they’d already filled up half a garage with everything from the furniture Kit didn’t want to discarded clothes from her daughter and their friends.


  Kit tells them that the fire department has joined forces with them and the event is going to be held at her husband’s station.


  “We figured people would love that because the kids can sit in the fire trucks and it’s going to be fun,” Kit says. “Grace’s hospital is on board, and by this time tomorrow there will be flyers all over the city. We expect to be mobbed!”


  “Are you serious?” Leah says, smiling.


  “Totally serious,” Grace says. “And, Dr. Bayer, you absolutely have to come by. Can you, please?”


  Olivia is totally taken aback. How can she say no to such a great idea?


  “Absolutely,” she says.


  “Fabulous!” Kit exclaims.


  Dr. Bayer wishes they were drinking the wine Kit wanted. What just happened? Is there no end to the surprises these women are able to create?


  Then there’s a spontaneous group hug, sprinkled with tears, and Dr. Olivia Bayer thinks she may just be in the middle of the grandest retirement party in the world.
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  Gobble Gobble


  The second Olivia opens her front door, Phyllis can smell turkey. It’s Thanksgiving afternoon, and the entire world smells like slow-roasting hens. Phyllis starts drooling and could almost faint with happiness. Are they going someplace to eat meat?


  Olivia has her head down. Phyllis jets past her and circles the trees so fast she almost forgets to go to the bathroom. It’s absurdly bright and gorgeous outside. This holiday offers a sparkling late-fall afternoon where the leaves are still swirling, the world is topped with a solid blue sky, and there’s not a single reason to be unhappy.


  Unless you’re supposed to go to your cousin Bill’s house for Thanksgiving dinner. Cousin Bill, who attacks the world through his conservative and very loud mouth in such a way as to obliterate every other person or thought. Cousin Bill, who lives two hours away, expects Olivia to bring all the drinks—at least a case!—and is actually such an old-school redneck that he often calls his wife “the little woman” and smacks her on the rear end about every five seconds.


  Bill is also Olivia’s closest living male relative. He has helped her numerous times when she needed heavy lifting or advice that had something to do with machinery or engines. His kids adore him, his wife appears perfectly happy, but on this holiday afternoon Olivia isn’t certain she can take him.


  Or maybe it’s her.


  Phyllis has circled the trees and taken care of her business in record time. She’s standing in front of Olivia, wagging her tail so fast that it’s almost become invisible. The holiday smells are driving her insane. She’ll eat anything! Potatoes! Corn! Gravy! Pie! Please!


  “Honey, I don’t want to go to Cousin Bill’s,” Olivia whispers to Phyllis. “Is that bad?”


  Phyllis just keeps wagging.


  The truth is that Olivia had tons of Thanksgiving invitations. Friends, her sister in Ohio, people from work—even Kit and Grace wanted to know if she had a place to go. Does she look that lonely? Ever since her daughter took off for a remote fishing village in Alaska, holidays have never been the same.


  Of course, the best invitation came from Florida, and she’s already been on the phone with that lovely person for an hour hashing over her choices for the day and admitting that the Florida sunshine sounds absolutely lovely, even when the Chicago skies are blue.


  Phyllis is stunned when they go back inside and Olivia shuts out the smells. Are they not getting into the car?


  Olivia crosses the fingers on her left hand, just as she did when she was a little girl and about to tell a white lie. She dials Bill and tells him that she doesn’t feel well, apologizes, and promises to call soon.


  Phyllis is sitting at her feet, looking as if she’s about to cry. Something is going on, and she’s hoping it has nothing bad to do with the food she’s been dreaming about.


  It’s impossible not to laugh at her, which is what Olivia does as she dials the restaurant several streets over and orders a full Thanksgiving take-out meal. She’s suddenly feeling like a very happy hermit.


  Olivia decides to leave Phyllis at home and hop in the car to get dinner. Phyllis almost jumps out the window when she hears Olivia drive away. Heartsick, she throws herself against the front door and decides to stay there for as long as it takes.


  The restaurant is absolutely packed. Don’t people cook anymore? Just before she’s about to go back home and walk to the restaurant because there is no parking, someone pulls out and Olivia slides her car into the tiny space.


  Getting out of the car is tricky because the spaces are so small but she manages to open the door and then as she is sliding out she can hear her car door graze the car next to hers. Unfortunately, the man who owns the car hears it also.


  Olivia is bending over to make certain there are no marks when someone behind her yells, “Who the hell do you think you are, lady?”


  “I’m so sorry. It’s so close here and I bumped your door. It looks fine, though.”


  “You’re paying for this,” he yells, stepping closer. “I’m calling the police!”


  The man is clearly angry. Angry! Is there no getting away from it? Can a woman not even get a turkey dinner without having someone flip out?


  “Sir,” Olivia says, trying to reason. “Come look. Nothing happened.”


  The man is large enough to tower over her, and he’s standing so that her door is blocked and she can’t move.


  Is this a test from the universe? Is she supposed to be a clinical psychologist now or get a gun out of her purse and shoot this dumb-ass man in the foot? Should she get some chairs and start a holiday session in the parking lot?


  Olivia really wants to slap him upside the head. Really. Really. Really. She has one hand on the door and the other hand desperately wants to rise when a woman, most likely his wife, yells, “Jack, for God’s sake, shut the hell up!”


  Jack turns white. Then he spins around.


  “I told you not to have three drinks at dinner,” the woman bellows. “Get in the car and be quiet. The door is fine.”


  Long after they’ve driven off, Olivia stands at the back end of her car as if waiting for a bus to pick her up. It’s always going to be like this. If she stays here, if she keeps herself inside this life, there are going to be angry people everywhere, more groups, clients up the wazoo—and Dr. Olivia Bayer is always going to want to fix them.


  Every single time.


  When Olivia gets back home, Phyllis is dead asleep. She lets out a little bark when Olivia pushes open the door and catches her on the rear end.


  “What are you doing, silly dog?”


  Before Phyllis can shake her head to wake herself up, she smells the food. Holy cow! She starts to jump up and down, and she looks so absolutely ridiculous Olivia can’t stop laughing.


  “Phyllis, honey, get a grip!”


  Phyllis can’t get a grip. She’s so happy that she sidesteps while Olivia puts down the food, gets a festive plate from the cabinet, sets the table, and makes herself a holiday drink before she uncovers the food or bothers to take off her jacket.


  Phyllis stands guard while Olivia takes a sip; she soon realizes that if she doesn’t give Phyllis something the poor dog might have a heart attack.


  She lifts up the cover of the dinner tray, snips off a small piece of turkey, and lets Phyllis take it out of her hand.


  “It’s a holiday, sister,” she says. “Don’t get used to this kind of service.”


  Then Olivia picks up her drink and walks over to look out the front window. She absentmindedly puts her hand in her coat pocket and finds the Long Journey Room card that she slipped into it the night she was at the jail.


  And she smiles as she realizes that she’s looking south and so wishing at this moment that she had already left the room.


  


  49


  
    [image: ]
  


  Reality Is a Piece of Cake


  It’s eight in the morning the day after Thanksgiving, and Kit has already set up the tables at the fire station, filled them with clothes and an assortment of treasures, and made a huge pot of coffee which she has plugged into the outside outlet, when Grace backs her car up the sidewalk and jumps out the door.


  “Sorry I’m late,” she yells as three other women get out of the car and follow her. “I totally forgot how hard it is to live with a mess of women and one bathroom.”


  It looks like a small parade as the trunk is popped open, boxes are pulled from everywhere, and all four women march toward Kit.


  “This is my daughter Kelli, my daughter Megan, and—” Grace has stopped in midsentence and appears to be searching for a word. “Well, I suppose Jenny is my daughter-in-law. Is that right?”


  Megan starts to laugh. “I guess you could say that,” she says, setting down her box of treasures. “We’re not that big on the whole gay-marriage thing considering divorce statistics. No offense, Mom, but you can still call Jenny your daughter-in-law. That’s sweet.”


  “Well, my marriage did bring me you and your sister, so that’s one good thing,” Grace decides. Then she stops again, as if she wants to change her mind. “Most days it’s a good thing.”


  “Oh, Mom!” Kelli shouts. “That’s not nice!”


  “It might not be nice, but it’s true.”


  “Girls!” Kit finally says, clapping her hands as she laughs. “No fighting! Dr. Bayer might show up and revoke our diplomas.”


  Kit is determined to have the rummage sale of the century. She quickly orders Grace’s girls to go post signs on every corner for four blocks. She hands Grace stickers to put prices on what she has just brought, and she stops in mid-stride when Grace asks her how Thanksgiving dinner turned out.


  “It was quiet,” Kit says, lowering her head but still smiling. “My daughter didn’t make it. It was just Peter and me, but we spent a lot of time talking and we—I’ll tell you later, but I think our lives are headed in a new and very interesting direction.”


  “What’s that supposed to mean?”


  “Later! How was your Thanksgiving?”


  Before she has a chance to answer, another car pulls up and a tall, handsome man gets out and waves to Grace.


  “Evan?” Kit asks.


  Grace’s smile could light up a large cave. “I invited him to dinner yesterday. Was that brave or what? He wants to help out today. I’m tired of saying no.”


  “Good for you, Grace,” Kit says as Evan takes boxes out of his car and walks toward them.


  “Evan, Kit. Kit, Evan.”


  Evan is delightful, and clearly smitten with Grace. Kit decides that she would have loved to have been a silent observer during dinner. Good for Grace! She’s finally embraced her daughter and her daughter’s life, and taken a step toward her own happiness. And she hasn’t been struck by lightning.


  Kit ponders her own accomplishments as Evan and Grace unpack boxes and commence giggling as they bump into each other and make-believe-argue over prices for everything they need to put stickers on.


  She’s happy for Grace and her daughters, but seeing them together also makes her own heart ache. Kit understands that it’s impossible for her daughter to share every holiday with her, but her absence at last night’s terribly lonely dinner has left an ache that she can’t seem to erase. Peter, with all his wonderfulness, has tried to tell her she has always been a great mom.


  “I’m not going to lie to you about mistakes either one of us made, Kit,” he said, gently holding her hands. “No parent is perfect. Our daughter loves both of us. It hasn’t been easy for me to let her go, either.”


  How did Peter get so wise? Kit so wanted to believe him, and even as she knew she was moving forward she still wanted a chance to ask Sarah to forgive her, to tell her daughter that she was sorry for anything that she had said or done when she had been angry. Peter totally supported her decision to seek counseling and to take more time off to focus on herself before she went back to work, which wasn’t even necessary now, considering the inheritance from her parents.


  And then, while Peter ravaged her pumpkin pie, something shifted inside Kit. It was a small idea that had grown larger each day until she blurted out her thoughts. Peter, unfazed, totally agreed, and then they talked for hours while the gravy got cold, the turkey cooled, and their new plans made them absolutely three steps beyond happy. Now Kit has to sit on her own tongue. She wants to tell everyone. But not yet. Not until the sale is in full swing.


  And where is Peter? Damn it! He jumped up before she could even finish her coffee, grabbed his coat, and said he would meet her at the fire station. She needs him to open the doors so they can have access to the restrooms and bring out the rest of the items for the sale. She thought he was coming straight to the firehouse, but his car isn’t in the lot behind the garage. Men!


  Kit is growling when a mess of cars park one after another on the street and a herd of women who look like stalkers start swarming toward the tables.


  “Hey!” Kit shouts, as Grace rushes forward. “The sale doesn’t start for another hour! We aren’t even set up yet!”


  Grace senses danger. The women act as if they haven’t even heard Kit. They’re pushing around the tables and fondling dishes and old jeans as if they own the entire block.


  “Excuse me,” Grace says. “We would really appreciate it if you would please come back when we’re ready.”


  A tiny woman carrying a huge red shopping bag finally looks up. “We do this all the time, honey,” she says, as if that is supposed to make everything okay. “Just don’t mind us.”


  Don’t mind us? Kit and Grace exchange glances, and it’s clear that they’re are both an inch away from grabbing all the marauders by the neck and throwing them off the street. Grace closes her eyes and imagines what would happen next if Jane were there. She almost misses Jane’s smart mouth and sassy attitude.


  This could go either way, and Grace is wondering if it isn’t some kind of test. Did Dr. Bayer send these women over here to rile them up? Are these shopping-bag bruisers even worth it? If these women roam the city with their rummage-sale swagger, maybe it’s because they have nothing else to do. And wouldn’t a brawl at a domestic-violence fund-raiser be one of the most ridiculous things that could happen? Grace actually snorts, thinking about what that might look like.


  Before she can say or do anything Kit steps it up. “Go ahead and look, ladies,” she says, surrendering. “We’re here to sell. Grace, do you think Evan can be our banker? He’s an accountant, isn’t he?”


  Evan is already on it. He’s got a change box and is setting up a small table close to the sidewalk.


  “My mother is the rummage-sale queen of the world,” he shares. “I think I was in my twenties before I even knew you could go to a store and buy things that were new.”


  Kit and Grace exchange another glace. Kit winks, Grace melts another inch, and then it’s as if someone turned on a spigot of activity. The van from the shelter arrives and Leah, her kids, and three other women get out with more boxes. Grace’s girls come back and persuade the firefighters to open the big doors and bring out not one but two fire trucks.


  There is still no Peter, but Kit simply doesn’t have time to worry about where in the world he went on his secret morning errand. He took the day off so he could pose in his uniform with parents and kids who will surely be flocking to the station very soon.


  Just before the actual starting time for the sale, at 9 A.M., when everything looks about as lovely and organized as it’s going to get, the fire-station supervisor taps Kit on the shoulder.


  “I’m afraid that you’re going to have to move everything back another three feet,” he announces. “We need more clearance in case we have to use the trucks for a fire.”


  “And you waited until now to tell me?” Kit is fuming.


  “We were having a meeting. I’m sorry. Can you move everything as fast as possible?”


  Kit pauses and looks up. Is this whole day going to be one big test? Grace appears next to her and looks up also. Then Leah.


  This is the moment that Dr. Bayer and Phyllis come strolling up the sidewalk. Phyllis is on a leash and dying to get over to the tires on the fire truck. Olivia can’t help herself. She starts laughing so loudly that all three of the women stare at her.


  “Are you looking for something?” she asks them.


  “No,” Kit explains. “We’re pausing to take a breath.”


  Dr. Bayer looks up and sees nothing but a lovely slice of blue sky.


  “I love this technique. What a great idea!”


  Now everyone starts to laugh. Kit explains that they must quickly move everything after spending the past hour setting it all up.


  “Well, that’s not a big deal, is it?” Olivia asks. “Look at all these hands.”


  And, just like that, Phyllis gets to play with Leah’s two children and the four women move everything so quickly that the supervisor is astonished when he comes back out with three firefighters to help them and the work is already done.


  They turn on their heels to go back inside before Kit can ask if anyone knows what has happened to Peter. Kit does not have time to worry, though, because people are starting to paw through the tables. Grace is motioning to her to come over and help.


  Dr. Bayer shoos Kit away and says she’ll hang out by the fire truck until Peter arrives. She’s absolutely delighted to stand back and let everyone else run around.


  Phyllis, of course, is mad with happiness. She’s chasing balls, and being petted every three seconds, and the smells around the firehouse are so luscious that she’s forgotten about her old hips.


  Olivia is surprised at how much fun it is to simply watch people and observe them not as a psychologist but as an innocent bystander.


  Leah, Kit, and Grace are having fun, and they probably don’t even know it. Kit is holding up shirts for a woman who wants to see if they will fit her daughter, who is about Kit’s size; Leah is explaining to a man how to work a playpen toy; and Grace is moving her hands in circles while another man haggles about the price of three old hammers.


  So this is what happens in the real world the day after Thanksgiving. How lovely! Lovely until three little boys come up to Olivia and ask if they can get on the fire truck.


  “Oh, dear.” Olivia has no idea what to do now. “Can you wait a moment and I’ll go find out?”


  Three heads go up and down and the boys stand in awe by the back of the truck as Olivia tries to find someone to help her. Before she can take more than a few steps a man, dressed in full firefighter’s gear, rubber boots and all, runs to the truck.


  “I’m Peter,” he tells Olivia. “Kit’s husband. I had to go get someone. I’ll handle the fire truck. I bet you’re Dr. Bayer. Turn around and watch Kit for a second.”


  Kit looks hilarious. She now has on a wild Hawaiian shirt someone donated for the sale and an old cowboy hat, and a young woman is walking toward her very slowly, waiting, it appears, for Kit to notice her.


  Then Kit looks up and screams.


  “Sarah!”


  “Hi, Mom. I tried so hard to get here yesterday but the boat never showed up. Daddy and I wanted to surprise you. Happy Thanksgiving.”


  Sarah is in Kit’s arms within seconds and there are tears everywhere, including on Olivia’s face.


  “How lovely, Peter!”


  “I know,” he said, beaming. “It was so hard to keep this a secret because, well, you know, Kit is always wanting to have her fingers in everything. She needs this visit, and Sarah needs it, too. Did Kit tell you the other news?”


  “No. I’m afraid to ask.”


  “Can you keep a secret?” Peter asks, hoisting a little boy onto the back of the truck.


  “It’s what I do for a living, and I’m pretty good at it.”


  Peter laughs. “It’s a wonder Kit and the girls didn’t put you under.”


  “They almost did. Talk about a journey and a half.”


  “Well, from my perspective it’s working. My old Kit’s coming back. I can’t tell you how hard she’s trying.”


  “That’s good news, Peter. It helps to have someone love you.”


  “Ah, shucks,” he says shrugging. “It’s really pretty easy to love her.”


  Olivia can clearly see what a kind man he is. Lucky Kit. And lucky Grace, too. Evan can’t take his eyes off her, and those have to be her daughters and the girlfriend. The daughters look exactly like their mother.


  Peter stands guard near the boys, and Olivia can’t help herself. She’s dying to know the secret.


  “The secret?” she says, leaning in close to him.


  “We’re going to ask Leah and her kids to move in with us,” Peter says in a whisper. “We have the room, Kit can help with the kids, and she really wants to do this. Sarah knows, and she’s thrilled.”


  “Oh, Peter! How absolutely wonderful!”


  Olivia almost staggers. She’s feeling so emotional that she’s beginning to wonder if she hasn’t thrown herself back into menopause. All these changes, these women, the last class. Even Jane’s failure is probably a good thing. Jane might not see it that way, but she has issues that run much, much deeper than uncontrolled anger.


  “We’re going to ask her later today,” he explains.


  “Oh, that reminds me…” Olivia gives Peter a quick squeeze on the arm and walks over to where Leah, Grace, and Kit are now talking, while Sarah carries some purchases to the car for an elderly woman.


  “What a wonderful sale,” she tells them. “I can’t stay, but I wanted you to know I’m having some lunch delivered here for you all at noon.”


  “How sweet!” Grace says. “No shopping?”


  Olivia hesitates. Should she tell them? Emotion rules today.


  “I never told you this, but our Tuesday-night group is the last group for me,” Olivia finally reveals. “I’m retiring on Monday. I want to lighten my own load, so no shopping. It’s time for me to slip into my own long journey.”


  The three women are absolutely thrilled, and proceed to hug Olivia as Phyllis limps to her side and falls into an exhausted heap at her feet.


  “I’ve put off many things, just like you all have,” she admits. “I’m moving to Florida to be with someone who has waited for me a very long time.”


  For a change, all three women are speechless. There are quick hugs, and then someone wants to buy the old power mower and two broken lamps.


  When Olivia scoops up Phyllis and begins walking home, she wishes she had already packed and given everything else to the shelter sale.


  “Soon,” she whispers into the warm neck of an exhausted Phyllis as she rounds the corner. “It’s time.”
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  The Green Dot


  It’s silly, Kit realizes, to keep tiptoeing up the steps to quietly pull open Sarah’s bedroom door and watch her sleep. Sarah is leaving in the morning and one part of Kit wants to stop time, chain Sarah to her bed, and never let her go. The other part, the fairly new part, turns away from the steps, smiles, and walks back into the kitchen.


  The light above the sink is still flickering and Kit’s gotten so used to it that she’s decided to let it be. The counter is littered with dishes from the huge dinner—Sarah’s favorite, vegetable lasagna—and half the glasses in the house. Peter was even able to sneak home for an hour and share a meal with them.


  There are wine bottles lined up by the back door, too, and seeing them there, as if they are guarding the exit, makes Kit chuckle. It was a wine bottle that started everything that is now happening. Or so she thinks.


  Kit looks at the dishes and says, “To hell with it.” She grabs a glass out of the cupboard, locates the one bottle she and Sarah didn’t finish, pours herself a glass, and sits at the table.


  “What is it?” she says out loud. “All these feelings.”


  Kit is happy, exhausted, and excited. She glances over at Sarah’s packed bags and remembers her daughter’s animated face when she talked about her work, the old cabin where she lives, the sweetness of the morning air so far from the city.


  “She’s so happy. My daughter is happy.”


  The house sounds the way it always does: It’s quiet. The new furnace has made a big difference, but soon, very soon there will be new noises everywhere. Leah and her son and daughter will be moving in, and there will be all kinds of delicious new sounds. More changes and more challenges.


  “There are still a few things to do,” Kit whispers to herself. She’s not thinking about the bunk beds she needs to set up or the pantry she needs to stock. She’s thinking about her private counseling sessions, and yet she feels as if she is unstoppable, powerful, totally in control.


  She drops her head in her hands and feels a wave of euphoria wash over her, as if she has just fallen into the neighbor’s swimming pool in mid-July.


  Kit pushes away from the table, walks back to the sink, pulls open the requisite kitchen junk drawer, and fishes around until she finds the notebook Dr. Bayer gave her.


  Back at the table, she pushes her glass to the side, opens the book, and begins to write:


  
    
      
        Sarah leaves in the morning and I feel a swell of sadness for already missing her, but I am so absolutely happy that she is happy I could burst! There is so much to do, so many things I want to try. I feel as if I am just beginning—again.
      

    

  


  Kit takes a sip of wine, smiles, and thinks about the journey ahead. There are miles to go, so many miles and so many chances. She puts down the wine and the pencil, walks to the back window, and knows exactly where she’s going to help Peter put up the new swing set.
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  The Red Dot


  The night nurse really does keep trying. Jane knows she’s probably working this crappy shift because she’s in grad school to get some kind of social-work or counseling degree. Even the people who come in and clean seem to be doing therapy.


  Tonight it was a little chitchat when the nurse came in to give her the last dosage of meds for the day. Meds! Something for depression, something for sleep, something for anxiety, something for…whatever. It was all blending together. One pill after another. One day after another.


  To think that not so many weeks ago she was parading down Michigan Avenue, shopping, and drinking wine at a lovely café. That might not happen for a while.


  At first Jane thought about trying to escape. She would simply put on the clothes that are hanging in her closet, act like a visitor or doctor or an office worker, and walk out the door when someone else was getting buzzed into the locked unit. She’d go far away, start over, forget about everyone and everything.


  She started telling herself many things. Derrick would probably be thrilled. Her parents, who keep trying to come and see her, would never have to worry about her career or what kind of car she drove. Everyone she has ever insulted, put herself above, made fun of—they’d all be dancing for joy.


  Jane’s doctor has been frank and sometimes brutal. No one has ever talked to her the way he does. Jane had no idea she treated people so poorly. Dr. Bayer was apparently trying to tell her that in anger class, but well, Jane admitted to the new doctor that she was too angry to accept the suggestions.


  Three days ago, she finally told the doctor that she was scared. Scared of everything. Of losing Derrick. Losing her professional identity. Letting her parents down. Understanding why she was adopted. The list got pretty long, and when she stopped talking the doctor smiled.


  Everything is so damn hard. Waking up. Sleeping. Talking. Eating. The sessions. Group therapy, which is absolutely the worst. All those people staring at you, telling secrets, wanting to know more.


  Now Derrick has moved back into the house. This has given her great hope because, more than anything, she knows he is most important. Swans mate for life. Derrick is her swan.


  Jane closes her door. At least she has a private room and her own bathroom. That’s one good thing. She turns off the lights and walks over to the window. The parking lot is illuminated with soft, dim lights, and there’s fresh snow again. For some reason, Jane misses the snow—touching it, feeling her skin immediately start to freeze, being able to open her mouth to catch snowflakes on her tongue the way she did when she was a little girl.


  Something so simple. So lovely.


  Jane doesn’t realize that she has started to cry. She has pressed her face against the cold window so that she can close her eyes and imagine the feeling of snow.


  The feeling of life.
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  The Blue Dot


  For the love of God! Is there a reason why no one in the entire hospital can make a decision without her? Grace has just gone from one end of the hospital to the other because the nurse in the neonatal unit wanted a second opinion.


  Grace is thinking that she should get paid more. Maybe as soon as the hospital can afford toilet paper in every bathroom she’ll be paid a consulting fee for helping everyone else do their jobs. Maybe a wild bird will also fly out of her left ear in three seconds.


  “My feet are killing me,” she whines as she slips back into her office. “Evan and his damn tennis shoes.”


  Evan has bought her new running shoes, and she has actually started to work up to a fast walk. But she’s still having trouble finding the right socks. Obviously the ones she wore this morning were too thin. She’s got a fresh blister, but her blood pressure is slowly dipping south.


  Grace has already stayed at work an extra two hours to try and catch up on the paperwork. It’s like leaving a mess of rabbits alone. She swears that the piles get bigger even though she locks her door and the other supervisors swear that they don’t touch her desk.


  Before she can even get through the door, she hears her personal cellphone buzzing on her desk. Her motherly instincts always kick in when her phone rings or buzzes or doesn’t, depending on what’s happening with Kelli. Megan’s been nothing but good news and happiness lately. Her “Love you, Mom” text messages are like constant dessert. Kelli’s text messages are just as nice.


  This message is from Evan. Lucky Evan, who gets to work forty hours and then go home. Why didn’t she go into accounting? This thought makes her laugh out loud. Accounting? What, and miss all the drama?


  Late dinner? The text is from Evan.


  Swamped.


  Oh, get over yourself.


  Before she answers, Grace realizes how absolutely perfect this man has been for her. She’s dating! The mere thought makes her giddy.


  I’m waiting. Evan is a bit impatient.


  Grace starts to press some keys on her phone, and then she looks up. The reports. The piles of charts. Three old coffee cups and the core of the apple she had for lunch are almost laughing at her.


  To hell with work and writing. Grace needs a decent meal and a nice guy like Evan to tell her when she’s being cranky. She erases what she started writing and begins again.


  Meet me at Sal’s in thirty.


  Grace gets up quickly, turns off the lights, and makes believe she doesn’t hear the phone on her desk ringing when she heads for the steps to the first floor and not the elevator.
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  The Black Dot


  The last thing in the world Leah needs before she moves in with Kit and Peter is a son who is starting to get a smart mouth, even if that’s totally normal behavior at his age. Twice in the past week she has had to take Aaron into their bedroom alone and talk to him about inappropriate name-calling. Where is this coming from?


  Maybe it’s just him. After all, he’s eight going on eighteen. And kids will be kids. And mothers must somehow figure it all out.


  Leah hates to discipline her children. And she hates that she hates it, because it’s such a big part of motherhood.


  “One thing after another,” she says, sighing, as she closes the door to the bedroom, where her son will now be writing down how he feels for the next fifteen minutes.


  Leah has taken her journal writing and turned it into a useful tool for her own children. When something like this happens, she can’t really give them a time-out in their bedroom. They love their bedroom. She has discovered that writing down their feelings is just as effective for them as it has been for her.


  Not that she has much time for writing down thoughts. They’re moving soon. School starts for her in January, and there’s the new part-time job at the university bookstore. Compared with everything else that Leah has been through, all of this is definitely a piece of cake.


  The one thing she does miss is a place to be alone. There is none. While her son contemplates his sins, Leah slips out the side door and stands in the cold with her back to the door. It’s absolutely freezing, with snow everywhere, but the cold is like a much-needed slap in the face.


  Lately, Leah has been dreaming about falling in love. She’s been dreaming about having her own apartment and then their own house and a job teaching third grade when she graduates. Everything seems possible right now except the love part.


  “Who will love me?” she wonders out loud. The clear sky, even in the city, is alive with stars. And Leah suddenly realizes that she said who will love me, not who could love someone like me. It’s possible—yes, it is.


  No one is ever going to mess with her again.


  And, yes, someone will love her.


  The second Leah stomps back into the house, she sees Jessie waiting for her. She looks absolutely ashen.


  “What is it, honey?”


  “Mom, can I get a training bra?” Jessie stammers.


  And Leah can’t help but laugh sweetly as she takes her next challenge in her arms, whispers, “Of course, sweetheart,” and plunges forward.
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  The Last Tuesday Night Miracle


  The doorbell rings at such an inappropriate moment that Olivia is tempted to ignore it. Then she thinks about what’s going on in her life and decides to grab her inexcusable, absolutely tattered navy bathrobe off the floor and run to the door.


  The jog to the door is fraught with roadblocks. There are boxes stacked from floor to ceiling all of the way through the bedroom, and into the kitchen. Who knew that thirty-plus years of stuff, even with the purging, would amount to this much junk?


  The UPS man doesn’t bat an eye when Olivia pulls open the door. The stories he could tell about how people answer a door would knock over a dozen intelligent and well-traveled adults. An attractive woman in a ratty bathrobe is nothing.


  The past four weeks have been such a blur that Olivia isn’t sure if she’s coming or going, but she’s determined to make it to Florida by Christmas, if not before.


  Phyllis is so absolutely confused that she hasn’t even bothered to get off the floor. The only thing left in the living room, besides the boxes, is her dog bed. Phyllis is afraid that if she gets up someone will take the bed, like everything else.


  The beige chair is gone, the kitchen is empty, this morning Olivia’s bed disappeared, and Phyllis has given up wondering who’s going to come through the door next.


  Olivia closes the door, shuffles back into the living room, and sits on the floor with a brown package in her hand. Phyllis would love to laugh at her. That will teach you to get rid of the chair!


  Who could be sending her a package? Olivia fishes in the pocket of the trusty bathrobe and happily discovers one of her many broken reading glasses, sets them crookedly on her nose, and reminds herself for the thousandth time to someday get a new pair. Then she rips off the brown wrapping, and this at least makes Phyllis raise her head. Maybe there’s food in the box.


  There’s a familiar-looking white envelope taped under the wrapping, and Olivia begins to chuckle as she opens it. It’s from her Tuesday-night class:


  
    
      
        Dear Our Beloved Dr. B.,
      

    

  


  
    
      
        We thought it was time for us to give you an assignment! We are all doing well. Leah has settled in nicely at Kit’s house. Grace is busy with Evan, and if she gets any thinner she’ll disappear. You were right about it not always being easy, but once you step out of The Long Journey Room there is no going back. Enjoy your own journey, Dr. Bayer. We hope this helps!
      

    

  


  
    
      
        With Much Gratitude,
      

    

  


  
    
      
        Leah, Kit, and Grace
      

    

  


  “What could this possibly be?”


  They’ve made her a Driving to Florida Long Journey Room Survival Kit. The women have included books on tape for the drive south, dog treats, a book about relaxation techniques for people who have recently retired, a blank journal, car snacks, a huge bottle of suntan lotion, and something that takes Olivia a good five minutes to figure out.


  “Look, Phyllis,” she says, holding up two tiny pieces of cloth. “It’s a doggy bathing suit for the beach.”


  Olivia tries to hold the bathing suit so that Phyllis will jump into it. It’s ridiculous. Phyllis looks at Olivia as if she has gone mad. First the furniture disappears and now this!


  When Olivia doubles over with laughter, so that her face is almost touching the floor, Phyllis decides that something wonderful must be going on. She loves it when Olivia laughs, and she’s done it quite a lot lately.


  Phyllis slowly creeps off her bed, one paw at a time, until she’s lying right next to Olivia.


  “I won’t make you wear the bathing suit, girl, don’t worry,” Olivia says, snuggling into Phyllis’s soft fur.


  Then something else happens. Olivia rises suddenly, with no complaining about her knees, claps her hands together, and all but dances in place.


  “Phyllis, let’s leave today!” she shouts. “The house is packed, the car is ready, and we can put in a few good hours. It’s time. My work here is done. We need to hit the road, right old girl?”


  Phyllis doesn’t know why, but she barks, and jumps up and down just like Olivia.


  It doesn’t take long for Olivia to dress, throw the dog bed into the car, and take one last spin around the house.


  Before they turn off the lights and tuck the key under the doormat, Olivia rolls her old bathrobe into a ball and throws it into the last standing garbage can. Then, while Phyllis parades through the yard, selecting the perfect tree for the last time, Olivia digs into her purse, finds a black ink pen, reaches as high as she can near the front door, and writes the initials LJR in tiny letters.


  “Every house should have its own Long Journey Room,” she explains to Phyllis, who is still very busy at the tree.


  By sunset, Olivia and Phyllis have crossed into Indiana and Olivia is amazed that her hip has not bothered her once since she began driving. Twirling the gold ring on her left hand, she exits the interstate and begins looking for a room for the night. The parking lots of every hotel are surprisingly full.


  “It looks bleak in this town,” Olivia reports to Phyllis, who has been in ecstasy for hours, with her nose poking out of the tiny crack in the window. “We’d better keep going.”


  Then, trying not to worry, as she steers the car back onto the interstate and darkness floods the highway behind her, Olivia suddenly realizes that it’s Tuesday night and a miracle could be just around the corner.


  


  [image: ]

  

  Author’s Note


  There isn’t a person alive who hasn’t wrestled with the sometimes-overwhelming emotion of anger. And like it or not, society has drawn an invisible line around the world that defines what is and isn’t acceptable. If we cross that line we must pay the price. We have all had our toes right there, wiggling close to the edge of an emotional chasm. One small movement over that line can change everything.


  What happens when four seemingly normal women ignore the line? Women who struggle with their lives and loves. Women who sometimes feel lost and alone. Women who ride their anger an inch too far and must now face society and themselves in ways they never imagined possible.


  Women who are just like me and you.


  There are moments pressed into my own memory when I hovered on that line and almost stepped into the same world as my Tuesday-night women: my own sassy teenagers, the lies from a lover, the cesspool of months and months of angry moments during my own divorce, the unspeakable explosion of rage from others that came close to infecting me too, the witnessed injustice from a helpless position, and always the anger surrounding my own failings as a human being.


  In this world of righteous and not-so-righteous demands, it’s easy to make excuses for an outburst, a moment of dismantled poise, an action that, in a moment, will become absolutely senseless.


  Anger still slips inside of me, and yet I know it is an important emotion that often takes me to places that I never dreamed possible. To deal with it, sometimes I get up and leave wherever I am. Sometimes I ride my bike and throw my anger to the wind. Sometimes I simply sit and cry. And I have learned to laugh at myself.


  Tuesday Night Miracles offers a real-life lesson about anger and the management of this emotional necessity. It’s a story that is as important as any that I have ever written, and it’s a gift to women everywhere who think that their own angry mistakes mean they can never move forward.


  We can all change and learn, and we are in this wonderful mess of life—together.


  And yes—there’s a Long Journey Room waiting for you.
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