
		
			
				[image: cover 6x8.psd]
			

		

	
		
			
				What people are saying about …

				She Makes It Look Easy

				“Oh how subtly sin can tangle its way into lives. A masterfully written story with a warning every woman should read and heed.”

				Lysa TerKeurst, New York Times best-selling author of Made to Crave

				“I sit here with tears in my eyes having just reread the last chapter featuring Marybeth Whalen’s character Justine, and I wonder how many women will read this novel and decide to make different choices because Whalen was brave enough to put into words what so many women deal with in their lives, even if it just plays out in their heads. Although this book definitely brought out the nosy neighbor in me, it also made me seriously examine my own life to determine which character I had more in common with. And sometimes, that’s a hard place to go. I simply loved this novel and think every woman should read it!”

				Shari Braendel, America’s foremost Christian modesty expert and author of Good Girls Don’t Have to Dress Bad

				“Marybeth Whalen knows Southern! She Makes It Look Easy is as lovely and delightful as iced tea and lemon meringue pie, and Ms. Whalen makes it look easy as she dishes up a charming and emotional story.”

				Leanna Ellis, award-winning author of Forsaken

				“Skillfully written, compelling, and honest, Whalen’s heartfelt story takes a revealing look at the price of perfection, the weight of secrets, and the blessing of those who love us just as we are.”

				Lisa Wingate, national best-selling author of Larkspur Cove and Dandelion Summer

				“Who hasn’t had a friend with an enviable life? With her typical Southern charm, Marybeth Whalen has penned a novel about friendship, love, and the power of true happiness.”

				Jenny B. Jones, four-time Carol Award–winning author of Save the Date and the YA series A Charmed Life

				“If you’ve ever wanted to walk in someone else’s shoes—without actually stepping in their messes—you’ll enjoy this novel, which lets you see a situation from two points of view. One is that of ‘perfect’ Justine and the other is of Ariel who is trying to live up to Justine’s standards—and they both find out they are wrong, wrong, wrong. But which one is eternally wrong?”

				Latayne C. Scott, author of Latter-Day Cipher and fiction blogger on NovelMatters.blogspot.com

				“In She Makes It Look Easy, author Marybeth Whalen creates authentic characters that could easily be your neighbors or mine. With each decision, I asked myself what I would do in the face of temptation and disappointment. Mixed with interludes of humor that any mom can relate to, this thought-provoking novel is a must-read!”

				Cindy Thomson, author of Brigid of Ireland and Celtic Wisdom

				“Marybeth Whalen writes with a strong, insightful voice that pulls you into her stories. In this wry, compelling story, she dissects the inner workings of the lives of wives and mothers with engaging characters and fascinating twists. A terrific story!”

				Judy Christie, author of the critically acclaimed Green series, including The Glory of Green

				“In this novel, the author addresses head-on the way we as women compare ourselves, leaving us feeling empty and unfulfilled. Read this engaging novel and you’ll enter a neighborhood of women living lives eerily like your own, from the overworked mom with a life of chaos to the mom who’s created the image of a perfect, yet loveless world. Join Ariel on a journey toward freedom from comparison, inspiring us to live our lives as God has called us and to develop deep friendships with other women.”

				Cara C. Putman, author of Stars in the Night

				“Marybeth Whalen possesses a remarkably keen understanding of the inner workings of a woman’s heart, and in her new and timely novel, She Makes It Look Easy, she takes an unflinching look at the lives of two upper-middle-class women in search of meaning and purpose beyond their seemingly picture-perfect existences. This novel will remind you of what is most important, and it will certainly stir your soul.”

				Beth Webb Hart, best-selling author of TheWedding Machine and Love, Charleston

				“Marybeth Whalen’s She Makes It Look Easy is a riveting story that proves, once again, the grass is never greener.”

				Sharon K. Souza, author of Lying on Sunday and Every Good and Perfect Gift

				“She Makes It Look Easy is poignant and insightful, dramatic and challenging. Whalen details the inner struggle of two ordinary women with grace and wisdom, women who could easily be our friends, our neighbors, our family. This is a great read.”

				Rachel Hauck, award-winning author of Dining with Joy
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				For the real Ariel and the real Erica … 

				Ariel, of course I had to name the character after you. All of my writing somehow involves you … why not this, too? 

				Erica, you have been and will continue to be one of my heroes. Keep getting up and fighting, because I am confident one way or another, you’ll win this battle.
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				You might want to sit down … this is going to take awhile. A mom of six doesn’t see a novel all the way through to publication without a lot of help. 
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				To my family, for supporting me like you do. 
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				She is dancing away from you now

				She was just a wish, she was just a wish.

				Fleetwood Mac, “Gypsy”

			

		

	
		
			
				Prologue
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				Ariel

				I saw her years later in the grocery store near my house. I had to look twice to be sure it was her. She had lost weight, a lot of weight. Her collarbones jutted out from the neckline of her shirt like the framework of a building. When she spoke to the young woman accompanying her, her neck muscles pushed against her skin as though they were straining to break free. I thought of all our morning walks together and had to stop myself from approaching to congratulate her. She always did want to be thinner. 

				Her hair wasn’t blonde anymore. It was the exact color of my second son’s hair, a mahogany red that I clearly remembered her exclaiming over as she stood in my kitchen shortly after we met. “I love this hair,” she had said, wrapping a single curl around her finger as my son squirmed and grimaced. “Do you know how much I’d have to pay to get hair this color?” she had said. 

				“But your hair’s a beautiful blonde,” I had offered. My own hair was auburn. I’d always wanted to be blonde.

				She had shrugged, rolled her eyes. “Do you know how much I had to pay for hair this color?” she had said, laughing. And I, as always, had laughed with her. 

				Now, standing at a distance, it took me a moment to determine that the young woman with her was actually her older daughter. It appeared that the weight she had lost, her daughter had found. She slouched along beside her mom, a permanent sulk on her face, wearing skinny jeans that were not made for her figure and a T-shirt that read “I Didn’t Do It.” An unappealing white roll of flesh poked out between the jeans and the shirt. Her hair was no longer the blonde airy curls I remembered from back then, perennially clipped into ponytails with matching ribbons. Instead it was a dishwater blonde I imagined closely matched her mother’s real color, hanging dank and stringy around her acne-spotted face. I closed my eyes to block the longing I felt at the image of her at eight years old, radiating light and happiness. The girl I was looking at was not the same person. Yet she was. 

				I found myself tailing the two of them, watching her just like I used to when she was my neighbor, and I was fascinated—too fascinated—by her. Once, I had wanted to be just like her. Once, I would’ve done anything to be like her. As she pulled microwave popcorn and diet sodas from the shelf, I thought about the time when I knew her. Or, when I thought I knew her. There was still a part of me that wanted to talk to her, to ask the questions I never could get her to answer, just in case I might finally understand what drove her to do what she did. I wondered if I looked into her eyes if I would see a flicker of the person I once knew, or if I would just see blankness. I imagined a gaping absence that was always there, even when I chose not to see it. 

			

		

	
		
			
				Chapter 1
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				Ariel 

				I pulled the photo proofs out of the envelope, fanning them out on the granite countertop in my client’s McMansion with a flourish. I loved how the word client sounded, and I threw it around whenever I could. 

				“I have a meeting with a client.” 

				“My clients are so demanding. They all want their proofs back yesterday.” 

				“This client had some very particular ideas about what she wants.” 

				After years of snapping candids of my own children, I took my photography professional after someone with connections noticed that I was good at catching the little moments of life that most of us walk right by—the furrow of a tiny brow, the contentment of one lone spit bubble on a sleeping baby’s pursed bow of a mouth, even the personality of a flailing, screaming two-year-old. “Someday,” went my pitch, “you’ll appreciate the reality of the photos. Not just the posed smiles but the whole package. The mess and the mess-ups. You’ll look back and see pictures that reflect your life as it really was.” If they wanted Sears Portrait Studio, they were welcome to go to Sears Portrait Studio. But if they wanted art, that’s what I created. Few things pleased me more than seeing a portrait I shot gracing one of my clients’ walls, surrounded by a heavy, impressive mat and frame. I aimed to create pictures that caused others to stop and stare, frozen in the awe of how something so simple could be so beautiful. Sometimes I found myself staring too.

				I leaned over the proofs on the black and gray flecked counter, watching Candace Nelson’s face as she looked at the photos we’d taken just a week before. I suppressed the urge to talk to her about them, to point out my favorites or ask her what she thought. I had learned the value in waiting quietly. It was as true in art as it was in marriage: The compliments meant more when they were unsolicited. 

				She looked up at me, her eyes misty with tears. “You totally got it,” she said, pulling me into a hug. Candace Nelson and I had never met before I came to her house to photograph her children, one of whom was born prematurely and had defied the odds, home just a few days from the hospital. Candace had cried happy tears the whole time I snapped, the rhythmic clicking of my camera at times the only sound in the room. Her older two children, I noticed, had a kind of reverence for the baby. It was in the way they had held him and talked to him and even looked at him. Their reverence had hung in the air around them, an invisible force that transferred through the lens onto paper. 

				“These are just lovely,” Candace went on. “They’re … priceless.” 

				I nodded my assent, honored to have been a part of remembering the early days of her new son’s life. I had been inspired to start my business when I found old 8x10s of my sister shoved into a faded envelope with the words “Your Priceless Memories” stamped in tacky green and gold on the outside. My mother had apparently stuck the envelope in a trunk and forgotten all about it. I unearthed the photos like a time capsule, Ginny in her patchwork dress and me in a pea green turtleneck that clashed with her dress. My hair needed brushing, and neither of us was smiling. So much for priceless. So much for memories. I longed to give my kids—and other families—so much more.

				Candace held up the price sheet I had handed her with the proofs. “Can I keep this?” she asked. “Talk over the order with my husband?” She giggled like a teenager ogling her prom pictures. “I know he’s going to want them all.” She paused, a somber expression washing over her face. “There was a time when we didn’t think we’d even get to take him home, much less take snapshots.” She pressed her palms onto the counter on either side of the spread of photos. “I can’t thank you enough.” 

				I thought, but did not say, A big fat order would be plenty thanks. 

				My cell phone buzzed in my pocket. I looked down at it briefly but didn’t reach for it. “Oh, you can get it,” Candace said, dismissing me with a wave as she buried her nose back in the photos. 

				“Yes?” I asked hesitantly into the phone, not sure if I wanted to know. I had left David and the boys supposedly packing up our house for our impending move to the home of our dreams. Three more days and we’d be movin’ on up. It didn’t take much for me to break into the theme song from The Jeffersons in those days before the move, the boys clapping their hands over their ears whenever I did. 

				“Uh, honey?” David asked. “A guy just called and said he’s got the moving van you rented ready and they’re about to close? He said one of us needs to come pick it up ASAP.” 

				My heart began to pound in that way it does when I’ve screwed up. I vaguely remembered the conversation from a few days earlier. The man had said if we wanted to go ahead and start packing the van, we’d better get it sooner rather than later. I told him we’d be there by Saturday at noon. I looked at my watch. It was Saturday at 11:45. I backed away a few steps from Candace and smiled as she looked up at me. “Okay,” I said sweetly. “I’ll be there right away. I’m just finishing up here.” 

				David started to argue about how there was no way we’d make it, but I hung up before he could say more. Another lecture from David about organization was the last thing I needed. Candace looked at me again. “Everything okay?” she asked. 

				“Oh sure,” I said, gathering up my things. “We’re moving and there’s just some stuff I need to go take care of. You know how it is.”

				She nodded as the corners of her mouth turned down. “We moved here five years ago,” she said, gesturing to the palatial digs she called home sweet home. “And I never intend to leave. I told people, ‘Write this address down in ink, because we are staying put.’” The corners of her mouth turned up again.

				I offered a polite laugh and began backing toward the door, wondering how I could possibly get to the van on time. I slung my backpack over my shoulder and nodded without really listening as she threw different dates out that we could get together to place the order. “How about I just call you?” I asked. I gave her another hug and backed out the door and across her front porch. I almost backed right down the imposing set of front steps, but Candace reached out and grabbed me. 

				“We don’t want you hurting yourself,” she said, pretending not to be dismayed at my less-than-graceful exit.

				“Just what I need, a broken leg,” I said with a rueful chuckle. I looked away, toward my car parked in her driveway, a minivan with more mileage than I thought possible. “It still runs,” David always said when I complained. 

				“Where did you say you’re moving to?” Candace asked. 

				My eyes shone a bit brighter as I answered. Thanks to my photography business picking up and my husband’s new job, we were moving to an address I could finally be proud of. “Essex Falls,” I told her. It wasn’t as upscale as her neighborhood, but it was nice. 

				“Oh, I love Essex Falls!” she exclaimed. “I’ve got tons of friends there. I’ll tell them all to call you for appointments.” Clearly resigned to my hurry, she waved the folder with the proofs in it for emphasis. If I’d had more time, I would’ve dug into my backpack and given her a stack of business cards. All the business books I read said not to let a chance to market yourself pass by. But the business-book authors didn’t have miffed husbands at home waiting for them to not come through. Once again I wished that David had just let us hire movers instead of doing it all ourselves.

				“That would be fabulous!” I replied. Fabulous was not a word I usually threw around. “Tell your friends I’m already booking for fall. The outdoor leaf shots are to die for.” Another phrase I didn’t typically use. 

				I held on to the wrought-iron railing, descended the steps, said good-bye, and boarded my van. David was waiting for me, and while I might be good at taking pictures, I wasn’t so hot at keeping up with the needs of my home and family. I drove away thinking that after the move, I would buy a new calendar or read a book on time management or … something. I would figure out a way to get on top of things. Especially if Candace Nelson was going to be telling all her friends about me. It sounded like I was going to be busier than ever. 
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				I pulled into the driveway of our home to find the moving van parked there and a little pickup truck idling by the curb. A skinny little man sat in the truck with his hand out the window, smoke curling from a cigarette clamped between his fingers. I wrinkled my nose at the smell. The boys were outside playing in the backyard. “Hey, Mom,” I heard. I blew quick kisses to my sons before ducking into the kitchen. I heard voices coming from the den and followed the sound, stopping just short of the doorway so I could listen without being detected, curious as to what might be said. 

				“Thanks a lot for this. You really saved the day,” I heard David say.

				A gruff voice answered. “Eh, no problem.” The accent was distinctly Northeastern, which stuck out in our North Carolina suburb. I remembered it from the other day on the phone. The man laughed. “I got a wife, kids. I know how crazy it can get.” 

				“Yeah,” David said with a chuckle, using his polite voice, the one he reserved for strangers. “And my wife is … exceptional.” He exhaled loudly. He was being sarcastic.

				The other man laughed, and I could hear him patting David on the back. “We all think that. That’s why we marry ’em.” 

				“Exactly,” David said in a near groan. “She’s this really talented photographer. And now she’s building an incredible business. Which is great, right?” He paused. “I mean … she sees things no one else would notice but walks right by things no one else would miss. Like this. She knows we’re moving in three days, knows she reserved the truck, but … forgets.” 

				I heard the man offer something between a grunt and an affirmation. Why was my husband practically pouring out his heart to the moving-van guy? The answer came to me in an instant: because he couldn’t say it to me. 

				David went on. “The thing is, I took this new job and she’s going to be doing a lot of stuff on her own. Because I’m going to be traveling. I just worry about her.” Another pause. I could almost hear the moving-van guy shifting uncomfortably. “I mean, what if I wasn’t here to bail her out? I’m not always going to be there like she’s used to.” 

				I didn’t stay to hear the man’s answer. Instead I slipped away, heart pounding, back toward the kitchen where I came from. I collected myself and then made a show of opening the door loudly, calling out, “I’m home,” so that he would never know I heard him trash me to a stranger with a Brooklyn accent. The moving-van guy came into the kitchen first and avoided looking me in the eyes as he shook hands with David and slipped out the door. 

				“I see you got the moving van,” I said after the door closed. 

				Did David look guilty? “Yeah, he offered to bring it over. Said he was closed Monday and knew we’d be behind the eight ball if we didn’t get it today.” 

				“Well, I’m glad he saved the day.” I wanted to tell him about the big order I felt certain Candace Nelson was going to place, to somehow justify my gaffe, but I was too thrown off by his secret confessions. Instead I said no more. A few seconds of silence passed between us before David began packing up a kitchen box.

				I turned to look out the large picture window just above the kitchen sink, watching the boys chase each other around, intent on injuring each other in some new way. We had brought each one of them home from the hospital to this house, my arms filled with their little bundled-up selves. A wave of nostalgia rolled over me. I looked over to David, who was concentrating a little too hard on wrapping glasses in hand towels. Now wasn’t the time to share my reflections with him. I looked out the window again and smiled at the boys. It was at this sink that I had once scrubbed my hands with antibacterial soap, scared to death of passing on harmful germs. I remembered feeding the boys strained squash in this small kitchen and making bottles at this kitchen counter. I was not sad to be moving, but I also had to admit what we were leaving behind. 

				The unlikely spring heat radiated off the glass as I pressed my fingers to it. Knowing my housekeeping ability, the fingerprint whorls would still be on the window when we left, a piece of me lingering even as the new owners—a sweet young couple who would someday bring their children home here—unpacked their wedding gifts from the boxes they came wrapped in just as David and I had done years ago. 

				I turned away from the window and poured water for the boys so they didn’t get dehydrated. It was just my luck we were moving as record temperatures were making headlines. I didn’t relish the thought of doing the work ourselves, but I wasn’t going to win that tired argument. My husband valued saving a buck more than making me happy sometimes. David turned and left the room without another word. I heard him open the attic, the creaking hinges loudly pronouncing that our move was under way. 

				Once we were settled into the new home, I planned to create a different kind of life for us, one where I kept up with things better, made better decisions, and disappointed David less. I couldn’t afford to disappoint him. Only negative things could come of that. I sighed deeply and went to see what David thought I should do first. 
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				“Boys. Look over here,” I repeated on our last day in the house. “Please. Just one more time.” My oldest son, Donovan, rolled his eyes. He looked exactly like David when he did that. He looked exactly like David, period: the same thick ebony hair, same green eyes, same self-possessed demeanor. He came out of the womb looking at me with an expression that was so David I laughed out loud. From that moment to this, I marveled at how little of me was in the child. I was just the incubator. 

				Donovan and Dylan, my second son, looked over at me, while Duncan continued playing with the bubble wrap, trying hard to pop the bubbles like his brothers had taught him. He grew frustrated and started to cry. Donovan and Dylan looked back at Duncan, their faces concerned over their baby brother’s tears. I started snapping more shots as they bent their heads toward him, a study in genetics—black, red, and blonde hair all touching. Duncan forgot his tears as Donovan and Dylan began jumping on the bubble wrap, the bubbles popping in rapid-fire stereo. I was grateful we had crated our dog, Lucky, outside or he would’ve joined in by barking. As it was, the noise was so deafening David came running into the room. His shirt was soaked with sweat from moving heavy furniture. He glanced over at me with my camera and shook his head.

				“I see you’re getting a lot of packing done here.” He and some friends were taking down the beds and loading them in our rented van piece by piece. His lips were pressed into a thin, patient smile.

				I held up the camera. “Just taking some shots of the boys playing in the box. It was too cute,” I said. “I thought I’d send it out with our moving announcement. You know, write something like ‘We’re all packed up and ready to go.’” 

				He crossed his arms across his chest. “You know I love your photos, but I really need your help.” 

				I smiled at him. “Let me just finish first.” 

				He laughed in spite of himself, never one to curtail my photography hobby. “Boys,” he said, turning his attention to them. None of them looked at him. “No more jumping on that bubble wrap. You just about gave me a heart attack.” 

				Duncan, age four, looked at him wide-eyed. “What’s a heart attack?” 

				“Ask your mother,” he said as he began to walk away. “Apparently she’s got all the time in the world.” 

				I was about to make a crack about how we should’ve hired a mover when I heard the front door open and went to see who it was instead. Arguing any further about the moving situation wasn’t going to get us anywhere except into a fight. I rounded the corner to see Kristy, my across-the-street neighbor, standing there with a mopey look on her face. I smiled at her and held out my arms. “It’s not that far,” I said. 

				She walked into my embrace. “I’ve always hated good-byes,” she said. We hugged for a minute, and I tried hard to feel the same amount of sadness she did. I think the person getting left behind always feels worse than the person doing the leaving. 

				“Just remember,” I said into her hair. “I’ll be twenty minutes away. And always just a phone call.” 

				She pulled her head back to look me in the eyes. “But who will I go to when I can’t get Kailey to stop crying? Who will I come ask for random stuff I need to borrow? Who will I complain to when Josh is being a jerk?”

				I shook my head. I didn’t have an easy answer for her. “I’m not leaving town, just the neighborhood.” 

				She sniffed and looked away. “I just don’t know if I can do this without you.” She seemed more emotional than normal. I didn’t know how to react to her tears. 

				I took her hand and squeezed lightly. “You can,” I said, willing my voice to sound reassuring and comforting. The truth was I knew Kristy depended on me a lot. I had even talked to David about how responsible for her I had come to feel. 

				“She’s going to eventually figure this all out for herself,” he had said. “Maybe moving away is ultimately good for her.” As I hugged Kristy, I let myself believe that. I had come to care deeply for her, but my gorgeous new house had more pull.

				The boys climbed out of the box and started wandering in the direction of where David and his friends were dismantling furniture. My eyes darted after them and back to Kristy looking mournful. “I hate to do this, but I’ve—”

				“I know, I know,” she said, waving me away. “Go do what you need to do. I knew you’d be busy, but I just had to come say good-bye one last time.” She paused, and I could hear the boys’ excited shouts and demands to “help” the men. I expected to hear David yell my name at any moment. “I just …,” she went on, “I just wanted to thank you. You’ve been such a great friend, and you’ve inspired me to be a good mom to Kailey and a good wife to Josh.” 

				I didn’t feel deserving of such effusive praise—especially considering how being a good wife and mom was hardly my territory—but I stepped into her open arms and let the sounds of my boys and the noises of moving day fall away. If I could have, I would’ve snapped a photo of the two of us in that moment. And on the back of the photo I would’ve scribbled down the words Kristy said to me so I could go back and read them whenever I needed to. Somebody thought I had it together. That was something to hold on to. 

			

		

	
		
			
				Chapter 2
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				Justine

				The ringing phone was, frankly, a relief. I had dropped off the girls at day camp, their matching pink quilted bags (even the monograms were the same: CAM) packed with the required labeled towel, the required one-piece bathing suit, and the required nutritious lunch with the required extra bottle of water, labeled of course. I had dropped off the dry cleaning, set out the chicken to thaw, and mixed up a batch of cookies to bake when the girls got home later. I had returned the library books at the library down the street, stopped by the church to pick up some casserole containers I said I would take, and juiced the overripe lemons that really weren’t fit for anything else but lemonade, Cameron’s favorite. I had folded the laundry and swished out the toilets and dust mopped our hardwood floors because it was a Tuesday and those were the chores I did on Tuesday. I had done everything but exercise, and had the phone not rung when it did, well, it was the only thing left. 

				I answered sweetly, like I was excited to hear from the person on the other end just like my mother taught me. It is funny how much you will still do just because your mother told you to. I wondered what I told the girls that they would carry stalwartly into adulthood, my voice resounding in their heads even when they wanted to silence it. 

				“Justine?” the caller said. “It’s Liza.”

				“Yes, Liza, good to hear from you. I know you’re probably calling because you need my column.” Liza was the editor of our neighborhood newsletter. I wrote a column on organizational tips that I’d been told was the most popular feature, which warmed my heart.

				“Well, yes, I do need your column for the summer edition, but it’s not due till next week. I never worry about you turning things in on time. I wish I could say that about all my writers. But I actually called about something different.” She paused, and in that moment—that gap between when she drew a breath and when she started to speak—I knew that what she was about to say was not good. In fact, it sounds dramatic, but I knew that what she was going to say was going to change everything. “Rumor has it that someone else auditioned for your part in the Patriotic Pageant up at the church. And she’s good.”

				Liza did not say, “She’s better than you,” but, of course, that’s what I heard.

				I had just been at the church, yet no one said a word about it to me. Surely Liza had been given some misinformation. My mind scanned backward over my quick trip into the church kitchen to get the disposable casserole containers we used to bring meals to people in need. I oversaw the church’s Helping Hands ministry, coordinating meals for people who were sick or had lost a family member or had a baby. Had I seen anyone associated with the choir as I darted in and out, intent on accomplishing my task? And if I had, would they have said anything, or would they have avoided me altogether? 

				“I really hate to hear that, Liza.” I fumbled for the right words to say, words that didn’t sound too pitiful or too hopeless. Just because someone else dared to audition for a part that I sang every year—that everyone knew was mine—well, that didn’t mean she would get the part.

				Liza read my mind. “Now, I don’t think that this means anything, but I did want to warn you, just so you could be mentally prepared.” She clucked her tongue sympathetically. “I mean, I’d want to know if I were you.” 

				“Well, yes, yes, of course,” I said, even as my mind scanned through the women in the church who might possibly try to take my part from me. I always sang the closing solo as the church overflowed with every child from the children’s program, waving little flags. It was the high point of the whole service. Everyone cried as I filled that entire sanctuary with my voice, feeling about as good as I thought possible as I sang “God Bless America.” When it was over, I always got a standing ovation. People spent the rest of the year telling me how touched they were by my singing and those little children all blending together in one spectacular display. There was rarely a dry eye in the house. One thing I knew: There would be many disappointed people if someone else sang that part. It had become part of people’s Fourth of July tradition. I could think of no one who would attempt such a thing. Not even Geraldine Cleavis, who sang the solo in the Christmas program every year. Christmas, it was understood, was her turf. Fourth of July was mine. 

				“Do you know who it was?” I asked Liza. “Who auditioned?” 

				“Well, that’s the funny thing. It’s some new woman, new to the church. I mean, it would have to be someone new. Someone who doesn’t know who you are. I mean, you’re the next Dorothy Rea.” 

				Being compared to Dorothy Rea was the ultimate compliment in our church. Too old to do much of anything now, Dorothy walked slowly into every event to a standing ovation. There was a new wing and a women’s event named after her. She was once the leader of everything at the church and the epitome of a godly woman. Everyone in our church wanted to be the Dorothy Rea of our generation. Liza had paid me quite a compliment and I stammered out my thanks. I had always secretly hoped that was how people saw me. 

				Liza went on talking while I reassured myself that my part was sewn up and no newcomer could take it from me. “You don’t think it’s the people who bought Laura’s house, do you?” Liza asked. “Wouldn’t that be so weird?” She almost sounded happy as she asked, as though the irony was delicious and she wanted to enjoy the flavor, roll it around on her tongue. 

				I strode over to the window and pushed the plantation shutters back to look at the empty house that sat exactly behind mine. There was no sign of life there yet. The house had that soulless quality that overtakes all empty houses. I noticed a lone plant, grown spindly and dry from lack of care, on the empty deck. “No, no, it couldn’t be her. No one’s moved in over there yet.” 

				I had already decided not to like whoever moved in, even though Laura assured me it was a nice family. No one could take my best friend’s place. In fact, as soon as Liza and I hung up, I was going to call her. We hadn’t talked in a week. She was busy getting her new life set up in Chicago, trying to fit in with a bunch of Yankees, and I was here, still avoiding looking at her house because it was too painful to see the shell of a place I had once spent half my time in. I kept the shutters closed along the back of the house and hoped Mark didn’t complain. He never did. Mark wasn’t one to complain about much. 

				“Well, I’ll let you get back to whatever it was you were doing before I interrupted you,” Liza said. “I don’t know how you do all you do with those little girls and your work at the church and the school and the neighborhood. Whoever does move in is going to be very lucky to have you for a neighbor.” 

				I thanked Liza and said good-bye. I dialed Laura’s number and hoped I’d catch her at a good time. Lately she’d been too busy to talk. We’d promised that the distance wasn’t going to cause a chasm in our friendship, but I was starting to doubt it. Yet she was the only person I felt I could be even halfway honest with. I wanted to tell Laura about the person who was after my part, about how things were bad for Mark at work and that he was getting on my nerves with his down-in-the-mouth attitude. Before we hung up, Liza had told me she’d pray for me. I told her I could always use prayers. But if someone else got my part, I was going to need a lot more than prayers. I was going to need a restraining order. 
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				A week later, I had the table set beautifully and the food all finished at precisely the same time—one of the signs of an accomplished cook, if you asked me. I stepped back and inhaled deeply. A perfect summer meal sat waiting. But Mark was late and the food was cooling. “Girls, dinner,” I called. “Cameron. Caroline.” 

				I heard a flurry of motion upstairs as they flung down whatever it was they were playing with and came down the stairs. Caroline, my younger daughter, twirled and jetéed down the stairs. Cameron pretended she was riding a horse. “Can I take horseback this year, Mom? Can I please?” she asked as soon as she trotted into the room. “Jillian’s taking horseback, and she said I totally should too.” At eight, she was already talking like a teenager.

				A thought skittered across my mind: If things kept going the way they had been, we wouldn’t be able to keep paying for ballet, much less add horseback. Financial problems used to be something that happened to other people. “We’ll see,” I said to Cameron. I pointed her toward the table. “Did you wash your hands?” I asked before she could land in the seat. She beamed at me and nodded. 

				I took my place at the table and commenced with serving their plates. Caroline looked toward Mark’s empty place. “Where’s Daddy? Why aren’t we waiting on him?” she asked. 

				I didn’t look over at her, just kept dishing out the grilled chicken, the twice-baked potatoes, and the salad, with the homemade yeast rolls. It was too bad I wasn’t hungry. I cut up Caroline’s meat and started in on Cameron’s before she protested that she could do it herself, so I gave it back. 

				“Mommy? Where’s Daddy?” Caroline asked again, accepting her plate complete with bite-size pieces of chicken courtesy of me. “We should wait for him.” She looked down at her plate. “I don’t like salad.” 

				“Eat three bites,” I responded automatically. She had to know by this time I would respond that way, that I always told her to eat three bites. Sometimes I felt that motherhood was nothing more than automatic pilot, repeating the same words over and over like a robot. No one said anything while we ate our food. Hours of work that disappeared in ten minutes, fifteen if you threw in some family conversation. Lately I wondered why I tried so hard. 

				We heard the sound of the garage door going up and a car pulling in. The girls’ eyes widened, and their forks clattered to the plates as they bolted for the door, calling, “Daddy! Daddy!” I stayed at the table, focusing on the centerpiece I had created the week before: sand and shells in a hurricane vase, two open clam shells with white votives tucked inside on either side of the vase. I had forgotten to light the candles. 

				“Hi,” Mark said. 

				I looked up at him, remembering my mother’s advice to always greet my husband like a conquering hero when he returned home from work, to stand, to hug, to smile. I stood and went to the cupboard to retrieve a lighter. “Hi,” I said. I forced myself to go over to him, to wrap my arms around him like a robot. All these years and I was still hoping the love would come with the action. 

				The girls took their seats, and Mark laid down his briefcase and suit jacket just inside the doorway where it didn’t belong. Later I would have to move it. He took his seat at the table as I lit the votives and smiled. Our eyes locked, and my smile disappeared like a flame being extinguished. Every day I said I would do better, would fake it to the point that he believed it, that I believed it. And every day by the time he came in the door, I just didn’t have the energy to play pretend. We both looked down at our plates. The food had become cold, but I didn’t offer to heat his up. He didn’t say a word about it, but for some reason I wanted him to.

				Cameron had opened the kitchen shutters that afternoon when she was coloring, and I could see Laura’s house from where I sat. A man was on the deck fiddling with the umbrella on a dilapidated table that had seen better days. The man was handsome—good build, a strong jaw, a thick shock of black hair. I wondered if his eyes were brown or green or blue. A little boy with red hair ran up and down the stairs while the man worked. He stopped working to speak to the boy. A woman came out the door that led from the den to the deck. I looked away before my mind could register what she looked like. 

				“So, Caroline, tell Daddy that story about what Ellie did at camp today,” I said. I looked over at Mark. “Ellie is the Stewart girl,” I explained. He nodded and put on his interested face as he turned to listen to Caroline animatedly tell the long and involved story I’d already listened to that day. My mind wandered back to my conversation with Laura. I’d finally gotten to talk to her after a week of trying. I felt a momentary pang for what had floated through the phone lines as I told her about my troubles. 

				“I feel like you left me,” I said before we had hung up.

				She sighed, as though my admission exhausted her. “You know I wouldn’t have left you …,” she said, “if I didn’t have to.” 

				“I feel like everything’s changed since you left,” I said. “I need you to be right where you were.”

				“No one ever stays right where you need them to be,” Laura said. 

				My eyes flickered back to her house. The people were gone, but signs of life were there. Outdoor furniture, though ugly, now filled the deck. The dead plant had been removed, replaced by a fern. I always thought that a house without a family was like a body without a soul. Would it be better for Laura’s house to be filled rather than empty? Would I rather hold vigil over a soulless house, some kind of memorial to a lost friendship? Caroline finished her story, and I turned to Mark. 

				“So, I heard from the church,” I said. I had to tell him, and it would be easier since I’d told Laura earlier. 

				He looked at me, his eyebrows raised. “And?” He still had his interested face on.

				I looked down at my plate, moved around my untouched food. “They gave the part to that other person.” I hadn’t even bothered to learn her name. What did her identity matter? 

				I felt his hand on my shoulder. He squeezed gently. “I’m sorry,” he said. 

				I sat that way for a long time, letting him massage my shoulder, willing his touch to break through the steel I felt sheathed in. When it didn’t work, I stood up and went to the sink with my plate, washing the uneaten food down the garbage disposal and watching it disappear. 
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				In my dream I heard a dog barking. I looked from room to room in our house for the dog but couldn’t find it. I racked my brain to remember when we had gotten a dog, wondering how the girls had talked me into it. I had never wanted the mess, the hair, the added responsibility. Even in the dream I was questioning myself, wondering what emotionally weak moment had ushered a dog into my home. I opened the door to my bedroom to discover the dog sitting in my bed, his mouth stretched into what could only be described as a grin. 

				Before my eyes he changed into a lion and roared, a sound that woke me with a start, looking around to discover that I had fallen asleep in the middle of the day on my living-room couch. I lay there blinking and looking around for a moment, trying to remember what I was doing before I had fallen asleep. I came home from dropping off the girls at day camp. I was going to mix up some bread dough and do my exercise DVD. Fatigue had settled over me so powerfully I had staggered to the couch to lie down, the last thing I remembered. 

				Then I heard a dog barking just like in my dream and sat up. Was I going crazy? Was I sick? I wasn’t the type to sleep during the day. Nor was I the type to hear things. I stood and went toward the direction of the barking. It was coming from the garage. I opened the door to the garage and peered into the darkness. I sighed with relief when I saw that the garage door was closed—that I hadn’t forgotten to close it. I was about to go back inside when I heard the jingle of a dog collar and the clicks of dog toenails hitting the cement floor. Before I could close the door, a big black Lab stepped into the light from the doorway looking awfully happy to see me. I stooped down, and he walked slowly toward me, stretching and shaking out his four legs as he did. He had no collar on but looked well fed. Someone in our neighborhood—some irresponsible pet owner—had lost their dog, and he had somehow gotten into my garage. 

				Because I couldn’t think of what else to do, I swung the door open and invited my guest in. Laura had a dog, a blonde cocker spaniel she had named Mopsy. Mopsy had been a guest at my house so many times I started keeping little dog biscuits for her. I was glad I hadn’t had the heart to throw them out yet. I motioned for the dog to follow me into the kitchen where I kept them. He did, his eyes looking at me with trust and warmth. Maybe I’d been wrong telling the girls no about a dog. Maybe I needed the companionship. I imagined calling Laura to tell her that, in her absence, I’d decided to get a dog. And not just any dog, but a big black Lab. “So let me get this straight,” I imagined her saying, “I’ve been replaced by a canine.” I smiled at the image as I opened the canister and threw two biscuits toward the dog. He caught them in midair and swallowed them without chewing, that doggy smile on his face. Then he ambled over and sat at my feet, pushing his head into my knees. 

				I bent down and scratched his ears, soft as peach fuzz, wondering what to do. He looked up at me, opened his mouth, and panted. “Oh, boy, you must be thirsty,” I said, and he kept staring at me like I was on the right track. I put water in a bowl and set it before him, then took a seat at the kitchen table to watch him drink it. Without the frenzy of getting ready for the Patriotic Pageant at church, I had less to keep me busy. I needed a purpose to distract me from the two losses I had just stomached. It felt like emotional indigestion. 

				The dog finished the water and came to rest by my feet, his big body splayed out on the cool kitchen floor. For a moment I let myself think about Laura really being gone, about my part really being sung by another woman. I thought about how last year I had sung in the pageant with Laura in the audience, never realizing that just one year later she’d be gone and so would my part. A single tear slipped down my face and I let it fall into the dog’s fur. He didn’t even look up as I slunk down on the floor beside him and wrapped my arms around his big furry body—not even caring that he smelled like he’d spent the morning trapped in my garage. I buried my face in his neck and let a few more tears fall, grateful I wasn’t alone. 
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