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June:  “Turn the Page,” Bob Seger
HOPE CALDWELL
[ FIRST VERSE ]
There are three main things no one ever tells you about being a pop star, three things you only learn as you go and which sometimes make you wish you’d never picked up a guitar or sat down on a piano bench to begin with.
First:  Once you make it big — and I mean really big — sell out stadiums, play the SuperBowl Halftime Show big — you will never have a moment to yourself ever again.  Your life becomes a parade of people:   managers, publicists, assistant publicists, make-up artists, assistant make-up artists, hair stylists, voice coaches, personal trainers, massage therapists, back-up singers, back-up dancers. 
Morning, noon, night.
There’s a novelty to it at first, a kind of thrill when you realize that you’ve become someone who has an actual entourage.  I didn’t even noticed it had happened to me until about five years ago, when I was backstage in Detroit.  There were two hours to go before a major concert, and the hallways buzzed like an irritated ant hill.  Dancers crammed themselves into costumes, musicians checked and double-checked their instruments, singers pressed fingers in their ears and hummed to themselves with their eyes shut, and stage managers in headsets and carrying clipboards rushed around shouting orders and answering questions.
I froze in the middle of it all.  Shocked.
They were there because of me, I realized.  Because of my music.  Music I had written.  And recorded.  And made famous.  Music that an enormous quantity of people in the English-speaking world, along with quite a few in the non-English-speaking world, had heard at least once.  Music that got played on radio stations and at baseball games, backyard barbecues, birthday parties, grocery stores. 
That night in Detroit, after so many years of toil and failure and frustration, it finally dawned on me that I was living out my girlhood dreams.  In less than one hundred and twenty minutes, I would walk out onto a stage surrounded by a crowd that sounded like an ocean, each wave beating out a single sound, a single syllable — my name.
“Hope Hope Hope Hope Hope…”
And when they saw me, when I stepped into the blinding beam of the spotlight and the ocean became a roiling black silhouette made out of the shapes of tens of thousands of indistinguishable faces, my name would splinter into a cacophony of cheers and shouts and whistles and airhorns, and I would spread my arms wide, like Jesus granting his benediction, and the ocean would carry me away.
But that brings me to the second thing no one ever tells you about being a pop star. 
You can be surrounded by an entourage, you can have your name chanted by a crowd of fifty thousand, you can be as recognizable in Bangkok as you are in Los Angeles, but none of it stops you from feeling more alone than you ever have in your life.
The third thing they don’t tell you is that there’s no going back.
#
Another fancy hotel room, permeated with that familiar, recently steam-cleaned smell.
Knock, knock. 
The door to the adjoining suite squeaked open.  A round face appeared in its crevice. 
“Hey,” Charles said, and the deep rumble of his voice was a comforting, familiar sound in this unfamiliar city.  “You okay in here?  I thought I heard something.”
The television screen lit the room with undulating white light, and for a moment, I was reminded of what the lake looked like back home when the moon was full and the sky was clear.  Silver moonlight bouncing off the black surface of the water, casting everything with a magical glow.
But it was just the TV.
I nodded.  “Yeah.  It’s fine.  You probably just heard the television.”
And as if to underscore the point, Hollywood provided a deep space CGI explosion on the extra-large plasma screen TV hanging on the wall.  I grabbed the remote and thumbed the volume down before the surround sound   system could send the tumbler of bourbon sitting on the glass-top end table next to me rattling again.
“See?” I said to Charles.
His concerned expression softened, and he grinned at the TV set.  “Outer space, huh?  And here I was worried that your stalker had somehow gotten past me into your room.”
Affection surged in my heart for my burly bodyguard.  Charles could be as overprotective as a mother hen sometimes.
“Come watch with me, if you want,” I said, gesturing at a spot on the stiff sofa beside me.  “Aliens invade and the President fakes a diplomatic mission so he can plant a nuke on their ship.”
“I think I saw that one,” Charles said.  He held up a phone through the half-open doorway.  “And I’m on the phone with Margie.”
“Oh,” I said.  Then yelled, “Hey, Margie!  I’ll have him home to you in a week, I promise!”
I heard a faint, tinny laughter coming from Charles’s phone.  It made me smile.  I liked my bodyguard’s wife almost as much as I liked him.  And once Charles had convinced her that I’m only interested in women and we weren’t ever going to have a Whitney Houston, Kevin Costner situation on our hands, she proved herself to be every bit as sweet and big-hearted as her husband.
“Have a good night, Hope,” Charles said, and the door to his part of the hotel room started to close.
“Charles?”
The door opened again and he gazed at me expectantly, waiting.
I hesitated.  What I really wanted was someone to keep me company, to watch this stupid movie and make fun of it with me, but of course I couldn’t ask for that.  Or I could ask for that, I supposed, but I didn’t want to be that pop star.  The obnoxious, spoiled one who thinks that money and fame gives them the right to ask more from the people around them than they really should.
“Would you mind bringing me my guitar?” I said instead.  “The old acoustic one with the stickers all over the case?  I think they left it with some of the other luggage in your room.”
“Sure,” he said.
I muted the television set a few minutes later, sat forward on the sofa with the guitar in my lap.  On screen, the U.S. President was crawling through an air duct on the alien ship, communicating via headset with the Vice President back in Washington.
I strummed a chord, humming.
Just me and my guitar.  It was like that, in the beginning.  Before there were back-up dancers.  Before there was Charles, before there were hotel suites with multiple rooms.  In the beginning it was just me on a makeshift stage in a dingy coffeeshop just off campus, guitar in my lap.
I leaned forward like I was talking into a mic.
“My uncle taught me this song,” I said softly into the pretend microphone.  “He and my aunt, my mom’s sister, they raised me, and my uncle was the one who taught me to play guitar.”  I strummed another chord.  “I don’t know what happens to a person after they die,” I said.  “But Uncle Billy, wherever you are, this one’s for you.”
I started in on the old Bob Seger song as quietly as I could, not wanting to disturb Charles’s conversation with Margie in the other room.
Out there in the spotlight you're a million miles away
Every ounce of energy you try to give away
As the sweat pours out your body like the music that you play
I thought of stadiums as I whispered-sang, stadiums filled with a roiling ocean of silhouettes, each one of them wanting something from me, each one of them hoping I would fill something inside of them that they hadn’t yet filled for themselves.
Later in the evening as you lie awake in bed
With the echoes from the amplifiers ringin’ in your head
You smoke the day's last cigarette, remembering what she said
I thought of the lake, walking distance from Uncle Billy and Aunt Tina’s house, and of dark summer nights lit only by the moon.  I thought of the canoe, and the girl who sat in it, and how she pulled her paddle from the water, and how it thudded when she dropped it onto the canoe’s bottom.
I closed my eyes as I sang, remembering the way the canoe rocked as she leaned forward, cupped my face with gentle hands.
Ah, here I am, on a road again
There I am, up on the stage
Here I go, playing the star again
There I go, turn the page
Tears rolled down my cheeks as I reached the chorus.  I didn’t know who I was crying for, exactly.  For myself?  For Uncle Billy?
For a girl.  A girl in a canoe on a summer’s night in Georgia, cupping my face with gentle hands in the seconds before she kissed me for the first time.
“I love you,” she’d said.
There I go, turn the page
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July:  “32 Flavors,” Ani DiFranco
I tapped on the mic, waited for the crowd to calm down, waited for my breath to come back.  I wiped the sweat from my forehead with the back of my wrist.  My makeup people had gone too heavy for this muggy summer evening, and melting foundation and mascara ran into my eyes.
“We love you, Hope!” someone in the audience shouted, and I laughed — a breathy, staticky sound that echoed back to me through the monitors despite the earplugs I had in.
“I love you, too,” I said, and the audience responded with a mixed wave of laughter and affectionate cooing.  “No, but really.” 
I glanced to the side of the stage, caught one of the prop manager’s eyes and nodded.  He hustled out with my old acoustic guitar, the one whose case was covered in stickers, and handed it to me.  I strummed a couple of cords.
The Nevada women’s music festival was my kind of gig, the kind of show I’d dreamed of playing when I was a kid, the kind of show that my record label wouldn’t usually let me play anymore because the small, grassroots organization couldn’t afford a big-ticket name like mine.  But I’d insisted on this one.  These were my people:  Crunchy hipster granola girls with nose rings and shaved heads, tatted-up women my own age who remembered me from back in the days when I was nothing more than a YouTube channel and a coffee shop player with a handful of hardcore fans. 
Playing this festival felt like getting back to my roots.  Which was why I felt like I could get away with:
“I know you probably came expecting me to play all my big hits.  And I did just give you one of them,” I told the crowd.  A handful of them cheered.  “But you know what nobody ever tells you about winning Grammies?  You get so sick of playing your, like, four biggest songs that sometimes you wish you’d never written them in the first place.”  Laughter.  I strummed the guitar a few more times, almost as a reflex.  “But some of you have probably followed me long enough that you remember me from before I was a pop star.  ’Course, some of you weren’t even born before I was a pop star.”  Some of them cheered, some of them laughed; I laughed with them.  “Back in the day, I didn’t feel like my own songs were good enough to record — ”
“You’re a genius, Hope!” someone shouted.
“Thanks,” I said.  “But you know, the truth is that everyone struggles with feeling good enough, even famous people.”  I chuckled at my own joke, even though the laughter of the audience had mostly trickled away.  I had their attention now; they knew I was trying to say something serious.  “Anyway, back in the day when I was just starting out, I was too scared to play my own stuff, so all I played were cover songs at the little bars and coffee shops in Athens, Georgia, where I was a freshman in college at the time.  And the song I’m about to play for you now, it always made my set list.  I guess it made me feel powerful at a time in my life when I thought I was powerless.”
I played the first few cords of the melody; the band behind me started in on the accompanying percussion.  The women in the audience who recognized what I was about to play, the ones my own age and older,  immediately went wild.
“It’s a song about being yourself,” I said over their cheers, my face almost on top of the microphone.  “A song about doing your own thing and feeling good about it, no matter what anybody else tells you.”
I closed my eyes and started to play, humming along to my guitar.
And the moment my eyes shut and the crowd disappeared, I was back there, playing The Old Coot in Athens, the uneven legs of my chair rocking back and forth as I worked the guitar.  And I looked up, and there she was, the girl from the canoe, the ghost who always haunted my quiet moments.  She sat in the front row, elbows propped on her knees, chin propped on her clasped hands.  She smiled at me, giving me the encouragement she knew I needed.
Squint your eyes and look closer
I’m not between you and your ambition
I am a poster girl with no poster
I am thirty-two flavors and then some
And I’m beyond your peripheral vision
So you might want to turn your head
’Cause some day you are gonna get hungry
And eat most of the words you just said
That night at The Old Coot, Julie didn’t know yet that I was cheating on her.  How could she have even expected it?  We were in love — so, so in love.  She couldn’t have expected it, because I hadn’t expected it.
I needed to tell her.
I couldn’t bear to tell her.
How do you tell your girlfriend — your high school sweetheart who’d held your hand as you both came stumbling out of the closet together — that you’d met someone?  A male someone?  And how did you tell her that, without really meaning to, without really thinking you were going to do it, you’d slept with him, not once but several times? 
How was it possible to love someone and still want to leave them?
I would associate Ani with Julie forever.
And I’ve never tried to give my life meaning
By demeaning you
And I would like to state for the record
I did everything that I could do
Back at the Nevada women’s music festival, my eyes burned with tears when I finished the song to the sound of the audience’s enthusiastic clapping.  They probably couldn’t see me cry from where they were, even the ones who’d pressed their way to the front of the crowd.  My manager had insisted upon a buffer zone between them and the stage, because it was hard for Charles — or anyone else — to protect me up here on this makeshift platform, and I’d been getting death threats from my stalker again.
I sniffed wetly when I finished — and that they’d be able to hear, even if they couldn’t see the tears.  I used the need to hand the acoustic guitar back to the stage manager as an excuse to turn my back to the audience and wipe the moisture off my cheeks.
“Thanks,” I told the audience with a big smile when I turned back around.  “I’m glad you liked it.  That was Ani DiFranco, of course, for those of you who didn’t know.  My idol when I was eighteen years old.  Now — are you ready for something from my new album?”
They went wild.
It was laughable.  If they knew who I really was, beneath the glitz and music awards and magazine covers, if they’d known the way I broke the heart of the only girl I’d ever really loved, they wouldn’t shell out their hard-earned money to see me, to buy my music.  They’d rip me down from their pedestal and throw me into the heap with the rest of their broken idols.
#
I drummed my fingers on my desk as the phone rang.  I’d dialed the number on a whim, and now I realized I didn’t know what I would say if she actually picked up on the other end.
Three rings went by.  I debated whether or not to leave a voicemail.
“Hello?”
“Oh — hi,” I stammered.  “Julie?”
“Yes?”
“It’s Hope.”
There was a long pause.  A very long pause.
“Julie?”
“I’m here,” she said, and even in those two syllables, my ears detected that familiar Southern drawl.  “I just… wasn’t really expecting to hear from you.”
I let out a nervous, high-pitched laugh.  “I can’t imagine why you’re surprised,” I said sarcastically.  “But, uh, how are you?  How’s things?”
Ugh, I sounded like a freaking idiot.  Worldwide music phenomenon reduced to mushy ineptitude by an old flame.  A flame that hadn’t burned for  half a decade.
“Things are… good,” Julie said.  A beat passed.  “Hope, why are you calling me?”
“I, um…”
I stood up from the desk and paced behind it, gazing out the big plate glass window that overlooked the infinity pool in the backyard.  It was good to finally be home, to be in my own study, to be looking at my own backyard.  Given my summer tour schedule, I’d spent so little time at home lately that it didn’t even feel like home. 
I couldn’t explain to myself, let alone to Julie, why I’d been thinking of her so often while I’d been gone.  I supposed that when we’re lonely, our mind always reaches backward to the last time we felt truly loved.
I blew out a breath.  “I know we haven’t talked in a few years,” I finally said.  “But you’ve been on my mind lately and… I don’t know, I just got to missing you.  So I picked up the phone.  Is that alright?”
Seconds passed, enough of them that I pulled the phone away from my ear and glanced at the screen just to make sure that the call hadn’t dropped.
I was about to say, “Jules?  Are you still there?” when she answered.
“Yeah.  It’s alright.  It’s kinda strange, actually, because I was thinking about you just the other day.  Your cousin texted me a link to an interview you’d done.  Entertainment Weekly, I think.”
“Melody texted you?” I asked, surprised.
“Yeah, she did,” said Julie.  “I mean, we text a couple times every week.  Not usually about you,” she added hastily.
“You text every…?”  My surprise had morphed into confusion.  “Why?”
“To confirm appointments, usually.”  Julie paused.  “I started training her and Andrew recently.  She didn’t tell you?”
My cousin, who, because I’d grown up with her, was more like a sister, and her husband, who was like my brother-in-law, were now the personal training clients of my ex-girlfriend.  A barrage of questions came into my mind all at once:  How long had Julie been training them?  Why hadn’t Mel said something?  Had they talked about me?  Why did Melody text her a link to my EW interview?  What had Julie thought about it?
I stumbled through a response that managed to sound like I wasn’t shocked.  “She, uh… I’ve been on tour most of the summer.  We haven’t talked all that much.”
“Oh,” Julie said, but I could tell by her tone that she was as surprised as I was that Mel hadn’t said anything.  “Well… yeah, I’ve been working them out two or three times per week for a little while now.”
“So…” I said, groping to find appropriate small talk when all I really wanted to do was break down and tell her how desperately I missed her.  “Are they losing weight?”
“She said she’s going out to visit you in August,” Julie said.  “You can give me your verdict then, tell me if she should keep paying me.”
God, I’d missed Julie’s voice.  That cool, easy confidence that seemed so effortless for her.  I used to fall asleep to that voice.  To write music to that voice.  To let the sound of that voice wrap around me like a safety net.
I stopped pacing, sat back down at the desk.  Small talk.  I could manage small talk.  I appeared on stage internationally and held small talk conversations with my audiences, didn’t I?  Surely I could manage small talk with someone I’d known since middle school. 
“So who else are you training these days?”
I’m not saying that I’m a saint
I just don’t want to live that way
No, I will never be a saint
But I will always say
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August:  “Bad Romance,” Lady Gaga
I sat down in the pool chair next to Melody, rubbing the sweating plastic bottle of cold water across my forehead before I twisted off the cap.  She sunbathed beside me, overlarge sunglasses hiding most of her face.  Her three kids — Max, aged eleven; Gigi, aged nine; and Thomas, aged six — chased each other in little dog paddling strokes around my infinity pool.
I liked watching the kids enjoy themselves.  I’d come to think of the pool as a decoration and had nearly forgotten it was something that one could swim in.  The kids provided a contrasting, harmonic counterpoint to the deafening emptiness that normally occupied my house, and I reveled in their presence.
I glanced over at Mel, trying to determine if she was awake or asleep.  “So,” I ventured, “you look like you’ve lost weight.”
She shifted, tipped her sunglasses up so she could look at me.  “You really think so?  I’ve gone down a dress size, but I don’t feel like it’s noticeable yet.”
“I think it is.  Have you been hitting the gym?”
She flipped the sunglasses back down.  “Kind of.  Andrew and I hired a personal trainer.”
“A personal trainer?” I said, feigning surprise.  I chuckled.  “In Calvin?  I didn’t know there were any trainers so far out in the boondocks.”
Melody hesitated.  She would confess to me any moment now.
“Technically, our trainer lives in Suwannee,” Mel said.  “She makes a special exception for Andrew and me — drives all the way out to our house.”
I gave a low whistle.  “That’s some special exception.  An hour round-trip for her.”
“She’s… like family to us.”
I hadn’t been angry before, but now I started to burn.  Julie was like family to Melody?  But I kept my tone cool and controlled.  “Oh yeah?  Anyone I know?”
Melody took the sunglasses off and sat halfway up.  She studied me for a second before she said, “Promise me you’re not going to flip out.”
“Flip out about what?  The fact that you hired my ex-girlfriend to train you?  Or the fact that you’ve been keeping it from me?”
She didn’t answer right away.  “Hope.  I wasn’t… keeping it from you, exactly.”
“No?”
“No.  I just wanted to tell you in person, when I came out here.”  Mel cocked her head to the side.  “How did you know she was training us?”
“We’ve been… talking again.”
Melody sat up straighter.  “You have been?  Since when?”
“Since a few weeks ago, when I first got home from my tour.”
“Really.”  Mel lifted both eyebrows.  “Huh.  Well, she didn’t say anything to me about it.”
“Now you know how it feels.”  I took a swig of water.  “So why didn’t you tell me?”
Mel glanced at the pool.  “Gigi!  Stop dunking your brother,” she called.  “If he asks you to stop, you stop.”
“Sorr - rrry,” Gigi answered.
To me, Melody said, “I think you know why I didn’t say anything.  I didn’t want to upset you.  Especially not while you were on tour.”
She lowered her sunglasses and laid back down on the recliner as if she was satisfied that the matter was resolved.
But I wasn’t resolved.  “Why would it have upset me to know that Julie was training you?  I’m sure she’s good at what she does.  I mean, you look great, Mel.  Honestly.”
Melody turned her head and studied me from behind her sunglasses for a long moment before speaking.  “You said you’ve been talking with her since you got home?”
“Yeah.  Four or five times, I guess.” 
Six or eight times was more like it.
Once Jules and I had gotten past the initial awkwardness of five years of silence between us, our old patterns had fallen into place with surprising ease.  I called her Tuesday and Thursday afternoons around three, the sleepy, lazy, slow part of the day for me, the end of the work day for her.  We chatted thirty or forty minutes each day, about everything and about nothing.  She told me about her day, her clients, her efforts to open her own gym; I told her about my day, the songs I was working on, the concerts we were planning for later in the summer.
It made me smile to think of her, but I hid the smile by drinking again from my bottle of water.
“So I guess you already know about Karen, then,” Melody said.
Karen?
“Thomas!” Mel shouted suddenly.  “Do not hit your brother.”
I barely heard her.  And when Max stuck out his tongue at his younger brother, it hardly registered.
Karen?
Mel turned back to me.  “That’s why I didn’t want to tell you I’d been working with Julie,” she said.  “The last time you saw Jules with a girl… you kind of lost it for a while.”
I waved a dismissive hand.  “That was five years ago,” I said, as if those days were long gone.  Those jealous, grieving days when seeing Julie with someone else reminded me of everything I’d lost.  Everything I’d broken. 
But who was this Karen?  And why hadn’t Julie said anything about her to me?
Because she knew how you’d react, said a voice in the back of my head.  Because she knows you’ve never been capable of being “just” friends.  Not with her.
Melody gave me a measured, thoughtful gaze.  “Julie didn’t even look at anyone for a long time after you two stopped talking.  Then she met Karen about… I don’t know, four or five years ago.  They got married last year.” 
A high pitched scream came from the pool, and Melody was on her feet in a flash.  “Thomas!  What did I tell you?  Get out of the pool this instant and go to time-out!”
I drank the rest of my water.
I didn’t call Julie the rest of that week.  I told myself it was because Mel and the kids were in town.
But on the Tuesday after Mel left, I didn’t call her, either.  Thursday rolled around, and when Julie called around three o’clock, I let it go to voicemail.
Busy, I texted.  I’ll try you next week.
But next week came, and I didn’t call.
Karen.  Five years ago.  Right about the time Julie had stopped talking to me.
#   
“Here,” I said to the twenty-something girl we’d just hired as my latest personal assistant the week before.  “Have more champagne.” 
We sat in a private corner of a hotel restaurant, the warm colors of mahogany and candlelight wrapping around us.  I tipped more champagne into her flute without waiting for an answer, and she looked up at me with skittish, embarrassed eyes.
Hazel eyes.  Julie had hazel eyes.
The girl’s name was Marissa.  Twenty-three and only her second job out of college.  She’d been a lucky find, highly recommended by a rich friend of mine who knew her rich father.  The day after we hired her, I’d left for my next batch of summer concerts, and I brought Marissa with me.  It was sink or swim for the kid, throwing her into the mix like that so quickly.  But so far she’d been swimming instead of sinking, and I was impressed.  That was why we were having dinner tonight — I was treating her as thanks for work well done.
“You should have the rest,” she said, waving off the champagne bottle.  Her cheeks were already flushed an apple-red from the champagne she’d drunk so far.  “I’ve already had almost half the bottle.”
I smiled.  “And I had the other half.  So we’re even.” 
We sat next to each other in a semicircular booth, and she was close enough that I could feel body heat coming off her in little waves.  I patted her knee, then set my hand between us.  Close enough that the rough fabric of her skirt brushed against my little finger.
“You were telling me a story about your dad,” I said, reminding Marissa of the conversation from before the champagne interrupted us.  “Why don’t you finish?  I want to hear it.”
“I don’t know why you’d be so interested in me,” Marissa said.  “You’re the one who’s had a fascinating life.”
I raised one eyebrow.  “Is that right?  What’s been fascinating about my life?”
She gave me a look that bordered on incredulity.  “Are you kidding?  You’re Hope.  The Hope.”
“I’m not that special.  I worked hard and got lucky.  That’s all.”
She shook her head forcefully.  “No,” she said.  She shook her head some more.  “No, it’s more than that.  You’re so talented.  You know they call you the greatest talent of your generation, don’t you?”
“Some people do,” I said, shrugging off the compliment.  “Some people say I’m nothing more than the latest fad, someone in the right place at the right time with the right sound and the right look.”
“Some people don’t know what they’re talking about,” Marissa said derisively.  She shifted in her seat so she could face me, and with the hand that still sat between us, I felt the bare skin of her thigh rub touch my hand.  “I didn’t tell you this before, because I didn’t want to go all fangirl on you, but… your first album?  That was what made me fall in love with music.  That was why I decided to work in the music industry.”
She probably didn’t realize how many albums I’d put out before I ever signed with a major label.  She was too young to remember the days of CDs, too young to imagine me burning copy after copy from my dusty old desktop computer, cutting out the jewel case album covers by hand.  Too young to imagine me selling — or trying to sell — those albums out of a big plastic crate I carried with me to all of my shows.
Too young.
Too much champagne.
My hand still touched her thigh, barely.
I wondered with detached curiosity what direction this evening would take.  But I had a hunch I already knew the answer to my own question.
We chatted more; we ordered more champagne.  She finished the story about her father, told me another one about her college boyfriend.  She cried a little.  I listened attentively, moved my hand to her thigh — a gesture of comfort.
We changed the topic.  We joked together.  She didn’t need my comfort anymore, but I didn’t take my hand from her thigh.  At one point, she shifted her weight, and the movement pushed my fingertips just beneath the line of her skirt.
Marissa glanced down at the hand on her thigh, glanced back up and met my eye.  She smiled — a shy, girlish thing.
I leaned closer to her.  My head swam with the pleasant buzz of my half of the champagne.  “Can I change the topic and ask you a personal question, Marissa?”
She took a moment to answer.  “Of course.”
“Are you sure?  It’s pretty personal.”  I liked doing this, drawing the moment out, building up the anticipation.
“You can ask me anything,” she said, and it seemed she leaned closer to me, too. 
I lifted my hand off her leg, traced a light circle on her bare skin, just above her knee.  “Have you ever been fucked by a woman before?”
“No.”
“Would you like to be?”
She gazed at me uncertainly.  I might’ve been a little drunk, but I wasn’t so far gone that I didn’t know what she was thinking.  I knew she wanted me.  But she was weighing her decision.  Trying to decide if she should or shouldn’t.
If she said yes, would I regularly demand sexual favors as a condition of her employment?  Was there something undignified about sleeping with me, something that would cheapen her?
Yet it was flattering and thrilling, wasn’t it?  To be propositioned by the best-selling female vocalist since Lady Gaga?  It would be a scandalous story she could tell her straight-laced, straight girlfriends while they whispered questions and gasped at her confession.
Maybe I could make the decision easier for her, take away some of her worries.
“I hired you for your brain, Marissa.  Not your cunt,” I said quietly.  And I meant it.  “That’s not going to change in the morning.  So it’s completely up to you.  I’m only interested in a bit of fun.  For both of us.  Okay?”
Marissa drew in a breath, held it a moment.
I want your drama, the touch of your hand
I want your leather-studded kiss in the sand
I want your love
Love, love, love I want your love
“Okay,” she said.  She let the breath out.  “Okay,” she said again, this time with more conviction.
I led her out of the restaurant and towards the elevators in the lobby, keeping enough respectable distance between us that any unseen paparazzi would only be able to snap a photo of Hope with her latest personal assistant, not her latest fling.
Charles had been sitting a couple of tables away, and as we left, he followed at a discrete distance, disappearing without a word into his own suite once we reached the penthouse.
He understood exactly what was going on.  Marissa wasn’t the first assistant I’d hired who had hazel eyes.
#
It is a dangerous thing to have one’s every whim satisfied.  It transforms a person into something insatiable, something always eating and never full.
We didn’t even make it as far as the bedroom.  We stumbled through the door to my suite and fell, rather than laid, onto the pristine, cream-colored sofa that dominated the anteroom.  I knocked the remote control off the sofa with an irritated swipe of my hand, stripped off Marissa’s shirt and then my own and tossed them without caring where they landed.  One shirt landed on the nearby coffee table, dangling off one corner, the other landed on a plush white-and-grey area rug.  Everything in the suite was white or black or shades of grey, a cold advertisement of luxury that made the walls feel like they were closing in on me. 
Marissa provided just the splash of color I needed.
She pulled me closer to her by the front of my bra, licked the top of my breast as soon as she got close enough.
“I’ve been wanting to do that since the moment I met you,” she said.  She was panting, breathless, like we’d taken the stairs instead of the elevator.  “You’re the first woman I ever fantasized about, ever since I — ”
I kissed her hard to silence her, because I didn’t want to hear about her fantasies of Hope the musician, Hope the pop star.  I had my own fantasies to focus on, one that involved the hazel eyes of a girl long gone, and I didn’t need Marissa to spoil it for me.
I didn’t lay Marissa down onto the sofa just inside the entrance to the room; I shoved her.  And for her part, she didn’t kiss me when I got close enough; she bit me.  She bit my jaw, she bit my neck, she bit any patch of exposed skin she could find.  She was moaning before my lips even made it to her body.
“Jesus God,” she whispered.  “I don’t think I’ve ever felt this turned on before in my life.”
I kissed the space between her breasts, pulled down on the loose blouse and the bra beneath it until her nipples appeared. 
“That’s good,” I said, “because it’s about to get a hell of a lot better.”
I opened my mouth wide, put as much of Marissa’s left breast into it as I could fit, and sucked and licked and sucked and licked.  My right hand moved south, finding its way between her legs, up her skirt, moving there back and forth.
Marissa addressed God, Jesus, and Christ so many times that I thought for a minute we might be at church.
“Can I touch you?”  I pressed my tongue into her ear. 
Marissa shivered beneath me.  “Yes,” she breathed.  “If you don’t touch me I think I’ll die.”
She was already damp at the crotch of her underwear.  I pushed the fabric aside, ran my fingers through her folds.
I moved my lips down her jaw while my fingers slipped inside her.
“I’m going to fuck your brains out,” I told Marissa.
“Please,” she said between gasps.  “Please do.  Please fuck me.”
I’d read somewhere that Lady Gaga said her song “Bad Romance” was about being in love with one’s best friend.  That had happened to me once.  But it was a long time ago, and I’d been wrong to think I could get her back.
I didn’t have a best friend anymore.  Charles, maybe.  But what did it matter?  Money paid for most of what I needed, including Charles.  Fame fed the rest of my needs.
I wrapped an arm beneath Marissa’s shoulders as her head tipped back, open-mouthed.  With my other hand, I pressed inside her as far as I could reach.
I want your love and
I want your revenge
You and me could write a bad romance
I want your love and
All your lovers revenge
You and me could write a bad romance
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September:  “Least Complicated,” Indigo Girls
I sit two stories above the street
It’s awful quiet here since love fell asleep
There’s life down below me though
The kids are walking home from school
“The massage therapist is coming at nine, your trainer will be here by ten, and the makeup artist and the hair people will both be here at twelve,” Marissa said behind me. 
I sat at the desk in my study, fingering the handwritten card I’d just opened, both looking at Marissa’s reflection in the window in front of me and looking through it, staring at the pool.  I missed seeing Melody’s kids there.
“After that, the new camera crew’s going to… Hope?” Marissa said.  “Did you hear me?”
Some long ago when we were taught
That for whatever kind of puzzle you got
“I heard you,” I said.  “Massage at nine, ass-kicking at ten, hair, makeup, and then the video shoot.”
The expression on her face reflected back to me by the glass was that of a prissy cheerleader who’d just finished arguing with her football player boyfriend.  She hugged a clipboard to her chest; ink pens were wedged behind both ears, and for some reason, they made me think of missile launchers.  They were going to fire at any moment, and I would be the target.
Marissa huffed out a sigh.
I rubbed the space between my eyebrows.  “Are you going to stand there being pissy, or are you going to tell me what the problem is?”
She was silent for a moment.
“I don’t get you,” she said.  “One minute you can’t get enough of me.  The next minute you treat me like I’m your… like your…”
“Assistant?” I supplied.  “Seeing as that’s what I hired you for, I don’t see why that would be a problem.”
You just stick the right formula in
A solution for every fool
“That’s all I am to you?  An assistant?”
I turned around.  “Did you think you were something more?”
Marissa glanced over her shoulder, then she took a half-step forward and lowered her voice, despite the fact that we were the only two people in the room.
“With all the time we’ve been spending together… at night,” Marissa said, “I thought that maybe…”  She stopped herself.  Closed her eyes and shook her head.  “I’m not going to chase you.  If you want me, you need to tell me.  Otherwise, I think it’s time that I move on.”
She’d probably read those lines in a self-help book somewhere.  Something like, You are amazing and worthy and people should be chasing you, not the other way around.  That, or one of her friends had told her to give me an ultimatum.
“I never asked you to chase me,” I said calmly.  “I don’t understand why you thought we were anything more than… casual.”
Her eyes welled with tears.
Oh, great, I thought.
“So that’s all I am to you?” she asked, and now she was getting shrill.  “A casual fuck?”
“Marissa…”
“When I held you last night,” she said, “when you cried and told me that you missed your Uncle Billy, that you wish you could be there to watch Melody’s kids grow up… when you fell asleep in my arms… none of that meant anything to you?  It was all casual?”
“It was an emotional release.  One I needed.  And appreciated.” 
I paused.  Marissa was a competent assistant, one I didn’t want to lose.  But I’d let myself go too far with her, given more of myself than I’d intended, and now things had gotten unnecessarily messy. 
I chose my next words carefully.  “I don’t think I’ve ever done or said anything to suggest I want a relationship with you, Marissa.  I’m sorry if you had that impression.”
She opened her mouth to say something.  Then she spun on her room and stormed out of the room, slamming the door to my study behind her.
No doubt she would disappear into one of the bathrooms on this floor and cry it out for a while. 
I sighed.
I needed to stop sleeping with my assistants.  It was a shitty, spoiled pop star kind of thing to do.
I turned back around to my desk, denying the dull ache that anticipated the end of my short-lived relationship with Marissa, and picked up the card I’d been looking at earlier.  It was a corny happy birthday card, funny enough to snort-laugh when you read it the first time, dumb enough to make you shake your head at it the next two times.  The message inscribed inside, scrawled in familiar handwriting, was just as corny:  “Here’s Hope-ing you have a wonderful birthday,” it said.  Below that, without a “Sincerely” or a “Best wishes” or a “Love” was simply:  “Julie.”
I remember the time when I came so close to you
Sent me skipping my class and running from school
Julie and I had gone back to not speaking, not calling.  The brief couple weeks when we’d reconnected in July had been just a fluke, I decided.  Just me being needy and weak and reaching out to the last person who’d loved me for me — for dorky, corny, and sometimes awkward and insecure smartass Hope Caldwell from podunk Calvin, Georgia.  Not Hope the pop icon, the Grammy winner, the gazillionaire.
But if that were true, why had she sent me a birthday card?
And I bought you that ring ’cause I never was cool
What made me think I could start clean slated?
The hardest to learn was the least complicated.
I pulled out a blank sheet of paper from my desk.  I miss you.  I’m sorry I haven’t called, I wrote on it, and I didn’t add “Yours” or “XOXO” or “Love” or even my name.  She would recognize the handwriting. 
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October:  “Comfortably Numb,” Pink Floyd
There’s no better feeling than the feeling that comes after playing a show that you know was kickass awesome.  I practically skipped off the stage, completely breathless after two encores.  I high-fived my dancers, backup singers, and band members.  I could tell from the looks on their faces that they were all as high as I was.
“That was amazing!” one of the dancers called after me as I passed her. 
One of the stage guys handed me a bottle of water. 
“You’re amazing!” I shouted back at her over my shoulder.
I headed to the meet ’n greet area, where the lucky ten fans who’d won the radio station promotion we’d agreed to would be waiting for autographs and selfies and a few sweaty hugs.  I didn’t mind doing it.  I loved my fans.  I loved performing.  In that moment, I loved everything about life and I always would. 
I knew I was slightly manic. 
And I knew that every manic high came with a corresponding depressing low:  After the fans were gone and the dancers had gathered their bags and took off together, there would just be me and my new personal assistant — a gay, very British guy named Nigel — and Charles.  Then even Nigel would go home, and it would just be Charles and me.  Compared to the excitement of the show, the buzzing silence of the limo that took me back to our hotel would be impossibly claustrophobic.
But sadness was for later.  Now was for autographs.
“Hi, y’all!” I said when I got to the meet ’n greet area, my southern accent coming out so strongly that it jarred even my own ears.
A girl of about nine stood with a man I assumed was her father.  She held his hand and pressed against his side with wide eyes.  The rest of them were vying for my attention and saying things like, “Oh my God, I can’t believe we’re really here!  And that’s really her!” but I went straight over to the girl.
“Hey, sweetie,” I said to her, bending down and putting my hand out to shake.  She took it tentatively, and her palm was clammy.  “What’s your name?”
She said something that I couldn’t hear; I looked at the bearded man beside her for help.
“Melanie,” he said.
My smile broadened.  “Melanie?  That reminds me of my cousin Melody.  We call her Mel.  Does anyone ever call you Mel?” 
The girl glanced up at the man, then at me, then smiled.  It was a beautiful smile, the missing-your-front-tooth smile that only little kids have. 
“My daddy sometimes does,” she said.
“Really?” I said.  “How old are — ”
A hand grasped my shoulder, yanked me backwards.  Before I knew what was happening, a man’s face was mere inches from my face. 
“Hope,” he said.  “I’m your biggest fan.  Your biggest.”
His brown eyes were wild; his breath smelled of something sweet and rotten, like fruit gone bad.  A light coating of beard stubble covered his face.  He clasped my upper arms in a tight grip, pulled me forward until my chest crashed against his.
Melanie screamed.  So did several others.
“I love you,” he said into my ear, and the words were hot, moist.  “We belong together.”
My stalker.  The one who’d been writing the letters for months, including the latest round, filled with death threats.
A blur of dark grey and black wedged between us.  Charles.  He pried the man off me.
“Get off her, man.”  Charles shoved the guy backwards. 
Two uniformed security guards appeared out of nowhere, both of them looking panicked as they grappled with the stalker’s flailing arms. 
“I love you!” he shouted, trying desperately to wriggle out of the grip of the guards.  Charles positioned himself between him and me, blocking my view.  “I love you, Hope, I love you!  We’re going to be together!  You’ll see!” 
His voice grew distant as the guards moved him down the hallway.
Charles turned to me.  “You alright?”
I nodded, rattled.  It had all happened so fast; I’d barely had a chance to process what was happening, then it was over. 
I looked down at Melanie.  She was crying.  “Sweetheart…” I said, thinking to comfort her, but stopped when I realized I didn’t know what to say.  I wanted someone to comfort me.
The smell of the man’s breath lingered in my nostrils. 
Nigel appeared at my elbow, touched my arm gently.  “Should I give them all backstage passes for your next show?”
I nodded wordlessly.
“Sorry, everyone,” he said, turning to face the ten lucky fans.  Their faces were as shocked as mine must have been, and they huddled together in small groups.  “We’re going to have to cut it short tonight, I’m sure you understand why.  But if you line up here, I’ll give all of you…”
Charles wrapped a thick arm around my shoulders.  “It’s over,” he said quietly.
“Not really,” I said.  My throat constricted.  “It never ends.  It’s him this month.  Someone else next month.”
“Let’s get you out of here,” he said, and he escorted me to the dressing room, arm around my shoulders the whole time. 
There is no pain you are receding
A distant ship smoke on the horizon
“I’ll be right outside if you need me,” he said when we got there.  “And no one gets in without going through me first.”
Your lips move but I can’t hear what you’re saying
“Thank you.”
He smiled.  “Of course,” he said, and left, closing the door behind him.
When I was a child
I caught a fleeting glimpse
Out of the corner of my eye
I turned to look but it was gone
I cannot put my finger on it now
I sat in front of the mirror for a few minutes, staring at my reflection, at the makeup that had been smudged through the course of the night by sweat and equipment.
I fished around inside one of the vanity’s drawers, found my cell phone.  I opened my messages, typed in Julie’s name.
But what would I say to her?  And how would she respond?  I’d been sending her calls to voicemail for two months.  She’d probably just do the same to me.  And even if she didn’t, it wasn’t fair for me to call.  I set the phone screen-down on the vanity.
The child is grown
The dream is gone
I have become comfortably numb
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Saturday, November 1:  “Fire and Rain,” James Taylor
The energy of the crowd was like an ocean tide, a current I could surf even from my position behind the screen.  The synth and bass began to thrum, and from the cheers of the audience, I knew the video introduction to “Low Brow,” my latest chart-topper, had started.
Butterflies swarmed my stomach.  Five hit albums and two Grammies later, I still got butterflies each time before I stepped onto the stage.
To my left, one of my dancers blew out a breath between pursed lips and wiped sweaty palms down pleather pants.  The dancer on my right had his eyes squeezed tightly closed, his mouth set into a tight line.
The strobe lights started.  The sound of the video introduction began to fade.
Our cue was coming in three, two, one…
And the backside of the thirty-foot video screen in front of us split apart, shuddering for a moment before its two halves rolled outward on their tracks, moving right and left.  Pyrotechnic effects burst with color and sparks.
The spotlight hit us.  The crowd went insane.
We could hear them; we couldn’t see them.  The only thing we could see from our place inside the nuclear-hot beam of white light was the spotlight itself.  It was like staring into the sun.
I cocked my head dramatically to the side, making my purple-silver wig flop.  I was vaguely aware that one of the rivets holding my costume together was digging into my side, just below my breast. 
The rivet in my side would be one of those strange details I remembered later.  But at the time, at the beginning of “Low Brow,” it was just a vague sensation that sat at the edge of consciousness.  Present, but ignorable.
I started to sing.
Flawless.  The first song was flawless.
We didn’t stop.  The dancers didn’t rush backstage to change costumes.  We held our poses for about five seconds, then went straight into the second song, “Fire on Me,” without even slowing down.  Of the number one songs I’d written, it wasn’t actually one of my favorites.  But it was a fan favorite. And that was all that mattered.
You can
You can
You can fire on me, baby
After “Fire on Me,” we slowed down to catch our breath.  The dancers went backstage to get ready for the next group of songs; I stayed behind.    My job was to stall, to give the dancers and the technicians and the stage hands enough time to prepare for our next few songs.
I walked to the front of the stage, lifted my arms in a big Y shape.  The audience hooted and cheered.
“Good evening, Chicago!” I said into the mic.  I waited for them to get quiet enough that I could speak again.  “You know I love your city, right?”  They agreed.  I laughed.  “I’m going to write a song about your city one day.  I’ll call it, ‘New York But Nicer, But Even Shittier Winters.’” 
They thought that was good, funny, the best idea they’d ever heard; they told me through their cheers.
“Speaking of New York, that’s what this next song is about,” I said.  Some of them cheered loudly, knowing what was coming.  Those fans were the real ones — the ones who read or watched every interview I gave, who knew my Wikipedia bio by heart.  But the rest of the crowd hardly reacted; they didn’t know “She Never Sleeps” was about a city and not a person.
My dancers reappeared, each of them wearing mint-green costumes that looked abstract but were actually pieces of a whole.  By the end of the song, they’d be stacked up one on top of the other, cheerleader pyramid style, and the Statue of Liberty would materialize before the audience’s eyes.  They’d love it. 
The dancers positioned themselves, spreading out behind me.  The intro to the song started, the beat tickling  my skin. 
I waited for my cue while the rivet dug into my side again, part pain and part itch.
I lifted one foot, prepared my slow pirouette.  But something wasn’t right.  The pulse of the audience had shifted, the cheers were too shrill.  I began my pirouette anyway.
But then I understood.  The audience wasn’t cheering.  They were screaming.
Things happened at concerts, all sorts of things.  People fell and hurt themselves and had to be carted off.  Fights broke out.  Or people got high or drunk or both and did something stupid.  For the performer, the best idea was usually to ignore whatever the ruckus was and stay focused on the show.  Security would take care of it.  Those of us on stage, we had a job to do for the twenty thousand or so other people who hadn’t passed out or gotten into a brawl.
In this case, the screams were accompanied by popping pyrotechnics.  I assumed a special effect had malfunctioned somewhere.  The sounds of the screams were like the rivet in my side:  I was aware of it, but I wasn’t focused on it.  
But the screams grew louder.  They grew in number. 
I finished my pirouette.  The heavy electronic rhythm picked up, strobes flashing in time with it.  The world blinked in and out of existence — darkness, strobe, darkness, strobe. 
Darkness, and I drew in a breath to sing.  Strobe, and I could see them running.
Darkness.  Strobe, and I saw the expressions on the faces of the audience members closest to the stage.  Expressions of sheer terror.
Darkness.  Strobe, someone running towards me from the side of the stage.  What was happening?  Why was Charles running onto the stage?
Darkness, strobe.  Darkness, strobe.
The sight of my sprinting bodyguard was what made my dancing finally falter.  The other dancers stopped when I did, exchanging bewildered, frightened glances with one another.
A moment before Charles reached me, my thigh caught fire.  That was what it felt like, at least.  Like someone had doused my leg in gasoline and then lit a match.  White-hot heat.  Then slammed the same spot with a baseball bat.  Then poured something warm and wet all over my leg.
I probably would have collapsed, but Charles reached me before I could, throwing his arms around me and tackling me to the stage.
He used one of his Shrek-sized hands to shield the back of my head, the way someone cups the back of an infant’s soft skull to brace and protect it.  I would remember that later.
“Thank God you’re okay,” he said into my ear.  “We’ll get you out of here as soon as it’s safe.”
“Charles?  What’s happening?”
Everything had taken on a dream-like quality, and I sounded like a sleepy child who’d just been unpleasantly woken from a sound sleep.  My leg burned; my head had started to swim. 
“The show’s over,” Charles said.  “There’s a gunman”
“A gunman?”
He lifted himself halfway up from me, looked down at my hot, wet, aching leg.  It throbbed like a second heart, like a strobe light.  But in my dream-like haze, I felt no pain. 
“Oh, God,” Charles said, panicked in a way I’d never heard before.  “You’re hit.” 
He came to his knees, probed my leg in a way that made it hurt worse.    I watched, still bewildered, still trying to process the word gunman, as Charles ripped his belt from its loops.
“I don’t think it hit your femoral artery, but you’re still losing blood too fast.”  He wrapped the belt around my leg and cinched it tight.  “It should slow the bleeding down until I can get you out of — ”
His head exploded into a confetti mashup of color.  Flecks of soft, sharp, and liquid things peppered my face.  Charles slumped sideways, onto my throbbing leg.  The belt around my thigh loosened.
I couldn’t comprehend what I’d just seen.  Or else I didn’t want to.
And so closed my eyes, let the sounds of screaming and yelling and running grow distant. 
Hands seized me, hooking beneath my armpits.  Someone dragged backwards, towards the far end of the stage, the place where I’d emerged from only two songs earlier.
“Hope?” someone said.
Then a different someone:  “She’s lost a lot of blood.  I think she’s gone into shock.”
“Stay with us,” said the first voice.  “Put pressure on it.  Here — I think Charles tried to use his belt to stop the bleeding.  Let’s get it back into place.”
Charles needed my help.  But with what, exactly?  A thought tried to emerge, tried to tell me what had happened to Charles.  But I pushed it away.  I didn’t want to know what had happened.
A nap still sounded good to me.  My eyelids drooped.
“No, you don’t,” another voice said.  A voice with a British accent.  Nigel, then.  “You have to stay awake, darling.”
Hands patted my cheeks.  Not hard enough to be a slap, but hard enough that my eyelids floated open.
“You have to stay awake,” Nigel said again.  “The ambulance is on its way; we’re taking you to hospital.”
“My leg burns,” I said.  “Why does my leg burn?”
“You’ve been shot, sweetheart,” said Nigel.
“That’s good — keep her talking,” someone else said.
“You’ll be fine,” Nigel told me.  “The paramedics will be here any moment.”
“Where’s Charles?” I asked.  The thought tried to emerge again, the quiet whisper in my head that told me I already knew what had happened to Charles; I’d seen what happened with my own eyes.  “I want to talk to Charles.”
Nigel hesitated.  “I don’t know where Charles is.”
He’s lying, said the whisper in my head.  But you know anyway.  You saw it.
I didn’t want to be awake anymore.  I didn’t want to think about Charles.  I closed my eyes.
“Hope?…  Hope!”
#
At first, my addled brain told me that the rhythmic beeping I heard was part of the show.  I wasn’t ready to open my eyes, so I listened to the steady beeps, waiting for my cue.  When my cue came, I would start my pirouette, and…
But none of my songs had this particular beeping sound.  Then memory struck all at once — screams, strobe lights, my leg catching fire, Charles tackling me to the ground.  Charles exploding.
I sucked in a breath as my eyes flew open.
A figure in my peripheral vision stood up. 
“Welcome back.”  The figure was Nigel, standing beside my bed.
“Where am I?  What happened?”
I tried to sit up, found that I had something stuck to my hand, reached down to pull it out.
“No, love, don’t pull on that,” Nigel said, gently blocking my hand.  “That’s your happy juice mainline.”
“Happy juice?”
“They have you on a morphine drip.  It’s the only thing keeping you from screaming in agony right now.”  He glanced down at the needle taped to the back of my hand, then up at something behind me.  “I could use with some of that myself right now,” he said, mostly to himself.
Nigel looked pale and drawn.  He was British, so he always looked pale, but this was paleness of a different sort.  This was the paleness of stress and sleeplessness, like someone with a puke-your-guts-out case of stage fright. 
“Am I in the hospital?” I asked.
“Yes — you don’t remember?  You were conscious for most of the ride over here.”  He raised an eyebrow.  “Then again, they did juice you up pretty well in the ambulance.  So I suppose it’s not surprising… Do you remember your blood infusion?  Going in for surgery?  You were a royal pain in the arse for that whole bit.”
I thought back.  I didn’t remember any of it.  “The last thing I remember was someone dragging me off the stage.”
Nigel nodded.  “That was Javier.”
One of my dancers.  The one who’d been on my right when everything got chaotic.
“Tell me what happened,” I said.
“What happened is that this great nation of yours is fabulous when it comes to music and completely bollocks when it comes to stopping certain people from shooting all the other people,” he said.
“There was a gunman,” I said.  The words left my lips numb and stomach queasy.
Nigel nodded.
“How many people got hurt?”
“We don’t know yet.”  He hesitated.  “There’s a lot of people throwing a lot of numbers around right now, but the truth is that no one really knows.”
“And Charles… Charles was…”  I swallowed, found that my throat was desert-dry.  “Charles was shot, wasn’t he?”
Nigel pressed his lips together tightly.  Then he nodded.
“Did he… is he alright?”
Nigel’s eyes danced away from mine.  “I’m afraid I don’t know, darling.”
He’s still lying, the same voice I’d heard inside me before whispered.  No one wants to tell you the truth.  Charles is gone.
I tried to sit up again, found that the effort made my head swim and the needle bite into the back of my hand.
“Easy there,” Nigel said, bending to help me.  “Try to stay relaxed.”
“I can’t,” I said, even though the morphine in my bloodstream said otherwise.  I could still feel my leg throbbing beneath the painkillers, but the IV in my hand made it a distant concern.  I was in a world in which everything was muffled by cotton balls.  But I didn’t want the soft haziness of cotton.  I wanted to hear that Charles was alright.  That his head hadn’t been blown off in front of me because he was trying to save me.
For a moment, it all just seemed so maddeningly ridiculous.  So pointless.    So incomprehensible that someone would want to bring a gun to a concert in the first place, let alone fire it, let alone put a bullet into the head of the kindest, sweetest, most loyal soul I had ever known.
“No,” I said out-loud.  Then I screamed it:  “No!”
“Hope.  It’s going to be alright.  Take a deep breath, sweetie.”
“Fuck you, it is not going to be alright!” I shouted.  I reached for the needle in my hand.  The cotton balls could all go to hell. 
I didn’t want morphine.  I wanted to feel everything — every burning sensation, every stitch in my leg, every sorrow over losing the man who, over the past three or four years, had become the closest thing I had to a real friend.
“Hope — Hope, darling, stop — you can’t — don’t do that… Oh, bloody hell, woman.”
I clawed at the IV line, Nigel trying to stop me the whole time.  He managed to hold me still and jab the call button at the same time.  When a nurse didn’t appear instantaneously, he kept one hand on me and stretched  a leg back to nudge open the half-closed door to my room with his foot.  Nigel yelled for help. 
I flailed weakly even as a stout-looking black nurse hustled into the room.  She took one look at me, one look at Nigel, and the next thing I knew, there was a syringe in her hand.
“I don’t want it!” I shouted at her.  “I don’t want any of it!  Take it away!”
“Just relax, Miss Caldwell,” she said. 
Her tone was anything but soothing and gentle.  It was the tone of a nurse who’d had enough for one night, who’d used up her last bit of patience hours earlier.
“I don’t want it!” I yelled again.
“This is going to help you settle down,” she said.  To Nigel, she added, “Hold her arms.  I don’t want her ripping out the IV line before I get it in.”
Nigel nodded and followed her instructions, pinning my hands to the mattress while I sputtered out a string of obscenities.
And then suddenly — cotton balls.
But more than cotton balls this time, deeper than that.  It was a sinking sensation, a feeling that everything had suddenly gotten thicker, heavier.  I was looking at the room from down a long tunnel.  I didn’t shout anymore.  I didn’t need to.  I liked this tunnel.  I would curl up here and rest.
A tune occurred to me.  I tried to hum it, but I wasn’t sure if any sound came out or not.  It didn’t matter.  I could sing it in my head, because I knew all the words by heart.  It had been another one of Uncle Billy’s favorites.
I’ve seen fire and I’ve seen rain
I’ve seen sunny days that I thought would never end
I’ve seen lonely times when I could not find a friend, but I always thought that I’d see you again.
Charles.  I would never see him again.
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Mid-November:  “Tears in Heaven,” Eric Clapton
Would you know my name
If I saw you in heaven?
Their names played on a loop to the beat of primitive drums, both in my dreams and out of them:
Angela Wright
Bobby Hart
Taylor Redding
LaKeisha Harding
Gregory Wu
“Congratulations,” said my perky physical therapist.  “I don’t think you need the crutches anymore.”
“Great.”  The word curdled with sarcasm.  “But not needing crutches isn’t the same as performing.  How much longer until I can get back on tour?”
The PT’s perkiness faltered.  “You have to understand the amount of damage your leg took, the complications you’re still dealing with.”
Eduardo Gomez
Quincy Holloway
Sam Holloway
“The soft tissue inside your thigh was basically obliterated.  If it had hit your bone — ”
“I know, I know,” I said impatiently.  The doctors had already emphasized how lucky I’d been plenty of times.  “If the bullet had struck an inch higher, it would’ve shattered the femur.  And probably would’ve severed the femoral artery at the same time, and I would’ve died right there on the stage.  I’m lucky.”
Lucky.  The two syllables were ashes in my mouth.
The PT gave me a long, appraising look, clearly trying to convey something that she wouldn’t say out-loud. 
I knew that look.  It was judgment.
“You are lucky,” she said, and all the false perkiness was gone.  “A lot of people didn’t make it that night.”
Did she think I needed to be reminded, or did she think I needed more guilt than I already carried?  All she could see when she looked at me was a spoiled pop star.  She didn’t know about the drum beat of names that played in my head morning, noon, night.
Regina Slota
Bohdana Niezgoda
Leah Buglewicz
“Are we done for today?” I asked, no longer attempting to mask my irritation.  “I have some studio work I want to get to.”
“Yes.”  There was no mistaking it:  She’d gone from perky to cold. 
“You can arrange our next appointment with Nigel on your way out,” I said.
She gave me a curt nod, gathered her accoutrements of resistance bands and towels and therapy balls and left.  I limped to the desk that overlooked the infinity pool and fell into the office chair.  The pool below was still; a few stray leaves floated listlessly on its surface.
Would it be the same
If I saw you in heaven?
I picked up the guitar beside the desk, strummed a few cords while I tuned it.  I’d lied about getting to studio work.  I hadn’t played a full song since the night of the Chicago concert.  But the fingers on my guitar strings took me to an Eric Clapton song anyway.
I must be strong and carry on
’Cause I know I don’t belong here in heaven.
Caleb Torres
Charles Hennessy
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Thanksgiving Eve:  “Alice’s Restaurant,” Arlo Guthrie
Melody opened the door and stood there in frozen, slack-jawed shock for at least five solid seconds before I lifted the grocery sack in my hand.
“So, uh… I brought wine,” I said.  “And loaded baked potatoes.  It’s kind of a strange combination, but…”
She squealed in delight and pressed both hands to her mouth while she did a happy dance on the welcome mat.  Then Melody threw her arms around me and squeezed me into her rather ample chest.  “You didn’t tell me you were coming!”
“I know, I… hey, watch the potatoes.  I wanted to surprise you.”
“It worked — you surprised me!”  Mel drew back from the hug but kept her hands on my arms as if I might try to run off if she didn’t hold on.  She looked me up and down.  “You look good.  How are you feeling?  Wait — how did you get here?”
“Well,” I said slowly, “there are these things called ‘airplanes,’ and these other things called ‘rental cars’ — ”
Melody slapped my shoulder playfully.  “You’re such a smartass.”  She took the grocery bag out of my hand.  “Come on in.  The kids are going to be so excited to see you.”
#
Melody’s house was spacious, and I’m not bragging, but it was all thanks to me.  When I first made it big, the first thing I did was to make sure Mel, Aunt Tina, and Uncle Billy were taken care of.  For life.  Sudden wealth was still exciting back then; overnight, I became everyone’s fairy godmother.  In Melody’s case, I quietly bought up the land and the old mobile home she and Andrew were renting and built them a spacious, two-story house in its place, complete with a bedroom that I told her would be mine for when I visited. 
I dropped the backpack just inside the door of “my” bedroom; Andrew followed me up the stairs with the carry-on roller bag.
He set it down next to my backpack, then put his hands on bony hips and turned a toothy grin in my direction.  “Got anything else you need help with?”
“No,” I said.  “Thanks.”
He glanced at the backpack and the carry-on.  “You didn’t bring much.”
“I’m not staying long.”
He cocked his head to the side, handlebar mustache twitching.
Andrew was a good enough man, I supposed.  He and Mel had been together since shortly after Mel graduated high school, and as far as I knew, he’d always treated her right.  But I had never much cared for him; I always thought Mel could’ve done better than the gangly, dull man with the ridiculous mustache and awkward, toothy grin.
“How long you plannin’ to stay?” he asked.
“I’ll probably head back to L.A. next week sometime,” I said. 
I’d bought a one-way ticket — not because I planned on staying but because I wanted to have some flexibility about when I flew back.  No one needed me in Los Angeles for a while; even there, the holidays slowed everything down.  And this year, of all years, I’d decided I didn’t want to be alone in my too-big mansion for Thanksgiving.  Not that I didn’t have people to spend Thanksgiving with, but I needed home.  I needed family.  I needed the scent of wet pine needles and the sounds of Southern accents, I needed two-lane asphalt highways where the paint marking the shoulders had worn off.  I would go back to Los Angeles once the South had eased that feeling of homesickness.
“Mel’s thrilled you’re here,” Andrew said.  “We all are.  So stay a while.  Through Christmas, maybe.  You know we’d love to have you.”
“I can’t stay that long,” I said.
“Sure you can.  You’re not — ”  He hesitated.  “You’re not on tour right now.”
I guess that was his polite way of reminding me that I couldn’t perform, given the state of my leg.
“I would, but…”  I searched for an excuse.  “I started recording a new album recently.  And I’m technically still doing physical therapy a couple times a week.  So I have to get back to L.A. to keep working on my leg.”
The mustache wriggled back up his face as he flashed that ugly, toothy grin.  “So find a physical therapist here.  You know Mel would be over the moon if you stayed.  Heck, why not stay through New Year’s?”
We went back and forth on the subject for a few more minutes, with Andrew unwilling to let it go, continuing to press me to stay in Georgia and rehabilitate there.  Since arguing didn’t get me anywhere, I finally gave him a “we’ll see” that managed to shut him up. 
But even though I got Andrew to stop hounding me about it, the subject came back up again after dinner, when Melody asked how long I’d be staying.
“Just through the weekend,” I answered.  “Maybe a day or two longer, if it’s okay.”
“Of course it’s okay,” Melody said, reaching across the table to squeeze my hand.  “Stay as long as you can.”
“I told her she should just stay through New Year’s,” Andrew put in.
Not again.  I almost rolled my eyes but managed to repress it.
“I’m not staying past Tuesday,” I said firmly.
“Find a physical therapist here,” Andrew said.  “Stay until your leg heals.”
“Let your family take care of you,” Mel said.
I withdrew my hand from hers.  I was about to reiterate that I’d be leaving early the next week, but my niece interrupted me.
“How long will it take your leg to heal, Aunt Hope?” asked Gigi. 
I hesitated.  “A while.  A few months, at least.”
“Can you dance anymore?” Max asked.  “I saw a story on the news, and they said you — ”
Melody shot him a deadly look.  “Hush.”
Max looked from me to his mother.  “Why?”
“I already told y’all not to listen to anything the news has to say about your aunt,” Melody said.
“But why?” Gigi asked.  “Can you dance, Aunt Hope?”
A lump formed in my throat.  I might never be able to dance again.  I knew that.  But I couldn’t say it out-loud.
“All y’all go put your dishes in the sink,” Mel said abruptly.
“But I didn’t even say anything!” Thomas protested.
“Now,” said Mel.
The kids grumbled but obeyed, depositing their dishes in the kitchen sink and turning towards the living room.
Andrew stared down at his lap, picking at a fingernail.  Mel avoided my gaze.
I sighed.  “Max, Gigi, Thomas, c’mere,” I said, stopping Max with my hand as he led his siblings past the dining room table.
They stopped in a row and stared at me with puppy-dog eyes.
“The bullet that hit my leg was a really big one,” I started.  I took a breath.  “You know the armor that soldiers wear?”  Max nodded; the other two looked befuddled.  “Well, the bullet that hit me is designed to go through armor like that even from a long ways away.”  Five hundred yards away, I thought, remembering what the doctors had told me.  Three thousand feet per second.  “The bullet was so big and so hot and moving so fast when it hit me that it sent a…”  I stopped.  They probably wouldn’t know what a shockwave was.  “You know how when you drop a rock in the lake, it makes all the water around it turn into little waves?”
The kids nodded.
“That’s what the bullet did inside my leg — it sent out waves that hurt everything in my leg.”
“Hope,” Mel said softly.  “Gigi already has nightmares a couple times a week about what happened.”
I turned to face my cousin, wanting to tell her about the nightmares I had almost every night, but I didn’t.  I just nodded.
“The point is,” I said, “it’s going to take my leg a long time to get better.  So I can walk now, but I can’t — ”  My voice cracked.  I swallowed and got myself under control.  “It’s going to be a while before I can dance again.”
The three kids didn’t say anything.  Then Gigi flung herself at me, wrapping her arms around me.
“Stay, Aunt Hope,” she said.  “Stay til you get better.”
I hugged her back.  I couldn’t say anything. 
Thomas decided hugging seemed like a good idea, so he piled on.  Then Max did.
“I’ll think about staying, okay?” I said past the lump in my throat.
These kids.  They were my kryptonite.
#
Two glasses of wine and dishes scrubbed clean and dried later, Andrew announced, “It’s a good thing you came for Thanksgiving, Hope.  The kids and I have been working on something special just for you.  We were going to show you over FaceTime, but since you’re here in person…”
I raised an eyebrow.
“Go get comfortable on the couch,” Andrew said.  “We’ll be ready in a couple minutes.  Max, go get my guitar.”
The fact that Andrew could play guitar competently was one of his few redeeming qualities.  But I guessed a boy who didn’t play guitar would never have earned Uncle Billy’s approval.
Max nodded and scurried up the stairs, taking them two at a time. 
A few minutes later, the kids settled in on the floor, and Andrew sat in the chair behind them, guitar across his lap.  He tuned it, then started in on the opening cords I knew all too well.
“Now it all started two Thanksgivings ago — two years ago on Thanksgiving,” Andrew started in his best Arlo Guthrie impersonation, “when my friend and I went up to visit Alice at the restaurant…”
My eyes misted as I laughed and looked at Melody.  Her eyes were misty, too.  “Alice’s Restaurant” had been Uncle Billy’s holiday favorite, something we’d sing together as a family each and every Thanksgiving. 
I was so busy reminiscing that I lost track of the song until the kids broke into a jumbled harmony with the chorus:
You can get anything you want at Alice’s Restaurant
You can get anything you want… at Alice’s Restaurant
Walk right in, it’s around the back
Just a couple miles from the railroad track
You can get anything you want at Alice’s Restaurant.
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Thanksgiving Day
I swatted Max’s hand as he reached for the tray of pumpkin pie-flavored cookies cooling next to the oven. 
“No you don’t,” I said.  “That’s for later.”
He smirked and shrunk away from the counter.
I hummed “Alice’s Restaurant” to myself and went back to work on the green bean casserole.  My leg was bothering me a lot today, probably the after-effects of traveling across the country, so I stood with almost all my weight on my right foot.
“Thank God you built me a house with two ovens,” Melody said as she pulled out pies from the smaller oven.
“You wouldn’t need them both if you’d do some of the preparation beforehand,” I admonished.
When Aunt Tina was in charge of Thanksgiving, the cooking started weeks before.  The house filled up with the smells of baking casseroles, pies, cobblers, and cornbread for days before the actual event.
Melody, on the other hand, did all her cooking the day of.
“I’m not Mom,” Melody said, as if she’d read my mind.  “She was always more organized than me.  You take after her.  I take after Daddy.”
We both fell silent after that, probably because we each realized that this would be our second Thanksgiving without Uncle Billy. 
Uncle Billy wasn’t much of a cook.  He’d try to help Aunt Tina, but inevitably he’d get chased out for chopping something wrong or sampling too much pie.  Once she’d shooed him from the kitchen, he’d grab his guitar and sit out on the front porch, nursing coffee and picking at different songs for an hour or two before he got too bored or too cold and came back inside. 
I probably learned to play at least three or four new songs out on the front porch with Uncle Billy every Thanksgiving that way. And once I was in college and writing my own music, I used our Thanksgiving “porch sessions” to try out my new material on him.   
“What if you tried an A chord there instead?” he would suggest, and we would sit there together, tinkering with my songs until Aunt Tina called us in to eat. 
He wasn’t the kind of uncle who told me everything I did was amazing.  He was a tough audience to please.  But he made my music better.
“I like that,” he’d say with a satisfied nod, and that’s how I knew the song was finally finished.  I finalized almost every song on my first album that way, sitting with Uncle Billy on the front porch, playing them over and over again until I got that final, definitive nod.
Coming back to the present, I asked Melody, “What’s your mama gonna say when she sees you didn’t cook a single thing ahead of time?”
I cringed when I heard myself:  I’d been back in Georgia for less than forty-eight hours and already the accent I’d tried so hard to get rid of was back in full force.
Melody shrugged.  “She’ll do the same thing she does every year.  She’ll fuss and hobble around the kitchen, point out everything I’m doing wrong, then complain that her back hurts and go sit down with Andrew to watch football.”
We both laughed.
“What time will she be here?”
Melody glanced at the clock above the stove.  “She’s all the way in Austell.  So… probably an hour yet.  Enough time to get that turkey cooking before she gets here.”
“It’s strange, thinking of Aunt Tina in one of those assisted living places,” I said.  “Strange to think of her admitting she needs assistance at all.”
Melody raised an eyebrow.  “At least we know where you get it from.  The whole not admitting you need help thing.”
I didn’t respond.
“Have you thought any more about what we talked about last night?” she asked.  “About staying here until you finish recovering?”
I looked down at my leg.  “I’m probably as recovered as I’ll ever be.”  A lump formed in my throat.  “My days of dancing on stage — or for a music video — they’re over, Mel.”
Melody picked up the dish towel and snapped it in my direction.  “You stop that.  You’re going to be back to twerking across a stage in no time.  I know you.  Nothing stops you.”
“A bullet might.”  I paused.  “Fourteen dead fans and one dead bodyguard.  That might, too.”
She didn’t say anything for a second.  Softly, she said, “You know it isn’t your fault, right?”
“Most days I do.”
“And the other days?”
“And the other days… I couldn’t go to my bodyguard’s funeral.  Charles.  Don’t know if I told you that.  His wife — his widow, Margie…  Those two loved each other so much.  He used to call her every single night when we were on the road, didn’t matter what time zone we were in or how exhausted he was.  He’d call her, and they’d talk for at least an hour.  When it came to Margie, Charles was just a big ol’ teddy bear.”  I gazed at Melody’s feet so that she couldn’t see the tears forming in my eyes.  “I couldn’t see Margie.  I just couldn’t.  So I sent flowers.  Like a chickenshit.  Paid for the whole funeral but I didn’t show up.”  I gave a sardonic laugh and looked back up.  “That’s what you do when you’re rich.  You make yourself feel better by throwing money at the things you don’t want to face.”
“You’re not a chickenshit,” Melody said.  “You’ve always been the most fearless person I ever met.”
I shook my head.  “I’m the opposite of fearless.  Everything I’ve done, I did it out of fear.  I was scared of being stuck in Georgia the rest of my life, so I moved as far away as I could.  I was scared of spending the rest of my life selling CDs out of the trunk of my car, so I changed up my style and sold out to a big label.” 
And I’m scared of having my heart broken again, I added to myself, which is why none of my relationships last more than a few weeks.
“So stop feeling sorry for yourself and use fear, then,” said Mel.  “Be scared of letting some whack job with an assault rifle dictate what the rest of your life is going to be like, and do something about it.”
“You think I’m not doing anything?” I said defensively.
“I think you…”  Melody paused, gazed up at the ceiling as if the right words might be up there.  “I love you, and I want you to be here, and I want you to stay here.  I really do.  But I want you to stay because you’re fighting.  Not because I’m hiding.”
I crossed my arms against my chest.  “Hiding?  I thought you just said I was fearless?”
“You can stay here because you’re fighting or because you’re hiding,” Mel said.  She tapped the side of her head.  “They look the same on the outside, but there’s a difference up here.”
A timer went off, and Mel slipped on a mitt and opened the oven, pulling out a sweet potato casserole and setting it on a cooling rack on the counter she’d been leaning against.
Her phone buzzed with a text.  She glanced at it quickly, put her phone upside down on the counter.  Probably just Andrew, texting to say he was headed back from Austell with Aunt Tina.
“By the way, I invited someone to Thanksgiving dinner,” Melody said, her back to me.  “Someone you haven’t seen in a while.  If Andrew and I can’t straighten you out, I’m sure they will.”
I frowned.  “Who?”
Her voice was sing-song when she said, “You’ll see.” 
The doorbell rang.
“Would you mind getting it?” Mel asked.  “My hands are…”  She turned around, holding up hands covered in vegetable flecks and gravy smudges.
“Yeah, sure,” I said, and limped towards the front door.
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Monday, November 3 (two and a half weeks
earlier):  “I Will Buy You a New Life,” Everclear
JULIE ARON
[ SECOND VERSE ]
National Public Radio cranked up along with the engine, and I turned it down reflexively as I checked the rearview and backed out of the driveway.
“…thirteen confirmed dead,” said the familiar baritone male voice I associated with Morning Edition, “with at least three more listed in critical condition.”
Great.  Another mass shooting.  Just the news I wanted to hear to start my week.
“Concert goers said that at first they assumed the gunshots were a part of the show’s pyrotechnics,” said a female reporter.
“We heard this rhythmic ‘pop, pop, pop,’” a man said.  “But we just kind of tuned it out, because — ”
I flipped from NPR to Pandora.  “Tuning it out” sounded like exactly what I needed to do.  I’d fought with Karen again the night before and had a full day of back-to-back-to-back clients; I didn’t want to begin the morning with depressing news.
I had Pandora set to ’90s Alternative.  The lead singer from Everclear started to croon almost immediately.
Here is the money that I owe you
Yes so you can pay the bills
I will give you more
When I get paid again
I ground my teeth and hit the skip button.  From bad news to a bad song that reminded me too much of the fight Karen and I had over money the night before.  I’d thought Karen was on board with my plan to save up for the gym I wanted to open, the gym that had been my dream for years, but then her parents invited us to Tybee Island for Christmas, and all of the sudden it was, “You aren’t really going to open a gym, are you?  That’s not going to work around here,” and “You’ve never been good at business,” and “What if you went back to school, became a real physical therapist?” 
But I knew it wasn’t about my capacity to run a business.  It was about her wanting to use what we’d managed to save to splurge on Tybee.  About her proving to her parents that we could keep up with their lifestyle.
I thought we’d resolved it.  We weren’t going to Tybee Island; we’d stay local, celebrate Christmas with our friends.  But last night Karen picked and picked and picked until she finally succeeded in drawing me into the fight over Tybee Island.
We need to stick to the plan, I’d said.
It’s your plan, not mine, she’d answered.
I thought you supported me, I’d said.
I do support you, but I don’t think you’re being realistic, she’d said.
You thought it was realistic before we your parents invited us to Tybee Island, I’d said.
Pandora picked a Cranberries song for me and I turned the volume up, singing along in an attempt to drown out the memory of last night’s fight.
But it didn’t work.  The fight kept replaying itself in my head for the rest of the day, same as that damn Everclear song.
I hate those people who love to tell you
Money is the root of all that kills
They have never been poor
They have never had the joy of a welfare Christmas
I knew all the words even though I didn’t like it.  “Welfare Christmas” I thought when I finished up with my first client.  “Welfare Christmas” I thought as I drove to the second. 
They have never had the joy of a welfare Christmas
“You and your so-called plan,” Karen had groused.  “Saving for something that will probably never even happen.”
“Then go to Tybee Island without me.  I’m sure we could afford that,” I’d said, proud of myself for not retaliating at her for invalidating my dream.  “I’ll stay here, take care of the dogs.”
I thought it was a reasonable suggestion.  A compromise.  I had no idea it was going to be the opening volley to World War III.
“Why do you have to be so stubborn?” Karen demanded.  She slammed the dish she was washing down in the sink so hard that Wilson and Spalding, our two huskies, lifted their heads in alarm.  “When you were a physical therapist assistant, you made more money and worked fewer hours.  Now we can’t even go anywhere together for Christmas!”
“Karen, I — ”
“With the amount of money you’re about to pour into that stupid gym idea, you could go back to school and become a real physical therapist.”
“I told you before.  I don’t want to be a — ”
“You don’t want to be an adult.  That’s what you don’t want to be.”  She snatched a dish towel off the counter and dried her hands with such force that I was surprised she didn’t take her skin off along with the suds.
I counted to five slowly in my head.  Concentrated on my breath instead of the sharp retort I wanted to throw at her.  It was one of the corny anger management techniques our couples’ counselor had taught me.
“Karen,” I said, as calmly as I could.  “I’m not going to have this discussion with you again.”
“No, you’d much rather take what little savings we have and flush it down the toilet than discuss it.  Wouldn’t you?”
One.  Two.  Let out a breath.  Three.  Fou —
I snatched my keys off the pile of mail sitting on the kitchen table.  “I’m leaving,” I said.  “You don’t want to be reasonable and I still need to go to the grocery store.”
“Whatever you say,” she snarked, crossing her arms against her chest.
Karen is wrong, I told myself.  I have a good client base already.  There isn’t a lot of competition out here.  I can make a gym work.  I can make it work, and eventually…
They have never been poor
They have never had the joy of a welfare Christmas
looped in my head over and over again for the rest of the day.  I was still humming the song as I pulled into Mel and Andrew’s driveway: 
I will buy you a new car
Perfect shiny and new
I will buy you that big house
Way up in the west hills
I will buy you a new life
Yes I will
Melody opened the front door before I ever made it up the porch stairs.  She looked me up and down.
“Are you alright?  I’m sorry I didn’t call you,” she said.  “I would’ve, but we’ve been so busy since it happened.”
I dropped my gym bag full of gear on her welcome mat.  Mondays were my busiest days — clients from six in the morning until six at night, with barely enough time for lunch in between.  It was unlikely that I would get my own workout in today, but I consoled myself with the thought that schlepping all the equipment I needed from client to client had to count for something. 
Functional weight training, I thought wryly.
“Why would I not be alright?” I asked, confused.  Had Karen told Mel about our fight?  But no.  Karen and Melody weren’t friends.
“You didn’t hear?” she said.  “About the shooting on Saturday night?”
Shooting on Saturday night…
I flashed back to the tail end of the story I’d heard on NPR that morning, before my first client.
“The concert shooting?” I said.  “I think I heard something about it on the radio.  Why?”
“Oh.  You don’t know.”  Melody’s face changed.
“Know what?”
“Jules… that was Hope’s concert.  She was shot.”
A wave of vertigo struck me, and for a brief instant, I thought I was going to be sick.  The world spun; I reached out for something to grab onto but found only air.
Mel put a steadying hand on my shoulder.  “She’s alright.  But she almost bled to death before they could get her to the hospital.  And the doctors say she would have, too, if the bullet had hit the artery in her leg.”
I needed to sit down.  I still thought I might throw up.
“I stopped calling her,” I said faintly.  I wasn’t sure if I was talking to myself, Melody, or someone else.  “We were talking again for a few weeks.  And then she found out about Karen…”
“I know,” Mel said.  “That was my fault.”
“…and she stopped calling after that.  And I tried to call her, but she didn’t call me back and…  I stopped calling her.”  I looked up at Mel.  “The femoral artery,” I said.  “That’s the big one in the leg.  Right up against our thigh bone.”
Melody squeezed my shoulder.
“The last conversation we’d had was about how all the squats and lunges her trainer was having her do.”  I let out a shallow laugh that sounded more like a gasp for air.  “That could’ve been the last conversation I ever had with her.  About stupid squats and lunges.  I stopped calling her.”
“It’s not all your fault.  Hope’s stubborn.  And you didn’t know what was going to happen,” Mel said.  “Come in and sit down.  I’ll get you a glass of water or something.”
Sitting down sounded like a good idea.  My legs felt shaky; my head felt light.  If I didn’t sit down soon, I’d probably fall down.
#
Dinner with Karen that night was a quiet affair, the absence of conversation underscored by the scraping of utensils against plates.  There was nothing comfortable about the silence that hung between us.  But for once, my dinnertime preoccupation had less to do with the constant fights I’d been having with Karen and more to do with what had happened to Hope.  I needed to call her, to reach out to her, but she probably had a million people bothering her right now.  Would hearing from her ex-girlfriend, ex-best friend make things more stressful for her?  Adding stress to her life was the last thing I wanted to do, but on the other hand, I —
Karen interrupted my thoughts with uncanny timing.  “I assume you heard about what happened to Hope?  I saw them interviewing people on the news today.”
Her tone was wary. 
The topic of Hope had always made Karen uncomfortable and insecure, despite the five-and-a-half years I’d spent trying to convince her that Hope and I were ancient history.  But at least when it came to Hope, I could understand why Karen was so uneasy.  If her ex was an internationally renowned, one-name pop star, I’d probably be insecure, too.
I nodded, patting my mouth with a napkin as I looked up.  “Melody told me about what happened when I went over to train her and Andrew this evening.  Terrible.”
“Did you call her?  Hope, I mean?”
I shook my head and looked back down at my food.  “No.” 
Karen and I had been together for almost six years — almost exactly the same time Hope’s music got really big and the two of us stopped talking.  I’d cried on Karen’s shoulder more than once about what Hope had put me through during college and in the years immediately after — cheating on me, breaking up with me, getting back together, cheating on me again.  Then the music career.  The way her career took precedence over everything, the way she was never home. 
The way we decided it was finally over, yet somehow always found ourselves falling into bed together each time she came home to see her family.
It was Mel, ironically, who’d finally told me to stop letting Hope break my heart.  Hope loved me, that much was true, but she wasn’t going to change any time soon.
“You’re the kind of person who wants to settle down, get married, go to your high school reunion every year,” Mel told me.  “Hope — God love her — she’s never going to do that.  Or maybe she will one day, but not now.  She’s not in a place where she can commit to what she’s going to have for breakfast the next day, let alone a relationship.”
Mel was right.  I wanted Hope to be someone she wasn’t.  And it was hurting both of us.  So I made a choice.  I stopped talking to her altogether.  It was the only way I could do it — I knew the moment I picked up one of her phone calls, the moment she told me she loved me and missed me and could she see me the next time she was home? we would fall into the same old heart-breaking patterns all over again.
I met Karen almost immediately after that.  It was like God or the Universe or Destiny or whatever was waiting for me to finally admit it wasn’t going to work with Hope.
Why did I even pick up the phone when Hope’s name popped up on my caller ID a few months ago?  I should have known better than to pick up.  I should have known everything with her immediately gets complicated.
And I should’ve told Karen that we’d been talking again.  I had planned to tell her, I really was, but then Hope stopped answering my calls, so I let it go.  There was no need to make Karen freak out over nothing.  And it had been nothing, right?  Just two old friends getting back in touch with each other.  Nothing.
So why did it feel like those phone calls were… something?
Across the table, I could feel Karen studying me.  I concentrated on my food and tried to put Hope out of my mind.
“How was work?” I asked without looking up.
“Good.  Busy, but good.”  There was a pause.  “Are you sure you’re okay about this whole Hope thing?”
Of course I’m not okay, I thought.  “Yeah,” I said.  “I’m fine.”
“I heard her bodyguard died trying to save her,” Karen said.
Mel hadn’t told me that, and the news came like a punch in the gut.  I knew how much Charles had meant to Hope.
“I hadn’t heard that,” I said evenly.
“My coworker told me the shooter had been stalking Hope for months,” Karen continued.  “Sending her death threats and stuff.  Even showed up backstage at one of her concerts over the summer and had to be hauled off by security staff.”  She shook her head.  “It’s bizarre that they even let him into the concert in the first place.”
“Yeah.  Bizarre.”
All I wanted to do was be at Hope’s side.  The thought was like a fishhook in my gut, and I could feel Hope reeling me in from her hospital bed in Chicago. 
She needs me.

Under the table, I clenched a fist until my nails bit half-moons into my palm, as if somehow the gesture would relieve the pressure on my heart.
“I had a busy day, too,” I said lightly in an attempt to change the subject.  “Picked up a new client, so on Mondays now I’m seeing eight people.”
“That’s good,” Karen said.  But she didn’t sound particularly enthusiastic.  And in her next question, I heard the beginnings of a fresh argument.  “How much money is that, with eight clients in a day?”
Here is the money that I owe you
Yes so you can pay the bills
I will give you more
When I get paid again
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Mid-November:  Kid Cudi, “Pursuit of Happiness”
“How was physical therapy today?” I asked.  I glanced at the navigation on my phone, put my left turn signal on.
“Not bad,” Hope said, her voice filling the car.  But even through the tinny Bluetooth I could detect her discouragement.  “She said I don’t have to use crutches anymore.”
“That’s progress,” I said brightly.  “Make sure you keep doing whatever exercises she gave you to do.  Don’t skip a day.”
“Aye, aye, Captain.”
I made my left turn.  “What’s wrong?  You sound more like someone who’s been told they’ll never walk again than someone who just got off her crutches.”
“I didn’t say anything was wrong,” she said.
“You didn’t have to.”
There was a pause.  “You know me too well.” 
I waited in silence.  It took another few seconds for Hope to answer my question. 
“I can’t stop thinking of them,” she said at last.  “All the people who died at my concert.  Their names get stuck in my head on a loop.  Like getting a song stuck in your head… and the dreams…” 
“You’re not blaming yourself again, are you?”
“I’m not.  Or at least, intellectually, I know it wasn’t my fault.  But it feels like it was my fault, you know?”  She paused.  “Especially Charles.”
“It wasn’t your fault.  And you didn’t kill Charles.  That man did.”
“But Charles was — ”
“Was doing what anyone who loved you would have done,” I finished for her.  “I would’ve rushed onto that stage to get you, too.  And if the situation had been reversed, you would’ve done it for him.  Or for me.”
There was a long silence on the other end.
“So the inevitable result of love is death,” said Hope.
“That’s definitely not what I said.”
“It just seems so pointless, Jules.”
My brow furrowed.  I didn’t like what I was hearing.  “What seems pointless?”
“Right now, everything seems pointless.  Music seems pointless.  Physical therapy seems pointless,” she said.  “But dying at a concert… that seems especially pointless.  People’s deaths should mean something.  If they get shot, it should be because they were fighting for something important.    Something they believed in.  Not because they went to a stupid, meaningless pop music concert.”
I wanted to argue her out of her funk, but I knew it wasn’t what she needed right now.  She just needed someone to listen.  So I bit my tongue, waited for her to say more.
“I feel like I used them all,” Hope said.  “I used them to make money and be famous, and they paid me with their lives.  That’s what’s pointless.”
“Hope… ”
“Money is pointless,” she said, not letting me interject.  “Being famous is pointless.  I don’t even have any real friends anymore.  Thirteen people died because I thought getting rich and famous would make me happy.” 
I searched for the right thing to say.
“Have you thought about seeing anyone?” I asked.  “A grief counselor?”
“I don’t need a grief counselor,” she said.
A beat passed.  “Are you sure about that?”
“I don’t need a grief counselor,” she said again, more sharply this time.
“But you don’t sound like you’re very happy.”
“Maybe not, but you know what?  I don’t think I’ve been happy in years.  Not really.  The shooting just made everything worse.  Just reminded me of how hollow my life has become.”  She sighed heavily.  “Now I can’t even pretend like I’m doing this for a good reason.”
I parked my car in my client’s driveway and turned off the engine.
Be careful with what you say next, I told myself.
“I think you should come home for a while.”  I paused, giving her a chance to digest my words.  “Stay with Mel until you feel better.”
“No.  I can’t be around her and the kids like this.”
“Then come stay with me and Karen,” I said.
Stupid.  I regretted it the instant it came out of my mouth.
“I don’t want to meet your girlfriend.”
“So stay with me because you want to meet Wilson and Spalding,” I said, trying to turn it into a joke.  “They’re good dogs.”
“I can’t stay with you,” Hope said.  “You know I can’t.  And I don’t want to meet anyone.”
She wasn’t talking about the dogs, of course. 
“Yeah,” I said, surrendering.  “I get it.”
Without needing to discuss it, we both knew that Hope and Karen in the same room as each other would lead to absolutely nothing good. 
“It’s eleven,” I said.  “I’m sorry, but I have to go see my client now.”
“Alright,” Hope said.  The word was heavy with disappointment.  “Will you call me when you’re finished?  Please?”
“Of course I will.”
And I did call her as soon as I got back in the car, but she didn’t pick up.  I left her a message and put Pandora on instead, switching from my 90s alternative station to one of my hip hop stations.  Kid Cudi’s “Pursuit of Happiness” came on.  The lyrics made me think about Hope.  Hope and the nightmares that pursued her each night.
Tell me what you know about dreamin' (dreamin')
You ain't really know bout nothin' (nothin')
Tell me what you know about the night terrors every night
5 A-M cold sweats, waking up to the sky
Tell me what you know about dreams (dreams)
Tell me what you know about night terrors nothin'
You don't really care about the trials of tomorrow,
Rather lay awake in the bed full of sorrow
I'm on the pursuit of happiness and I know
Everything that's shine ain't always gonna be gold (hey)
I'll be fine once I get it, I'll be good
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Thanksgiving Eve
It was late on the night before Thanksgiving when I got the text from Melody.  I was lying on the couch, Spalding draped between my knees and a bowl of popcorn balanced on my stomach.  When the phone buzzed, I reached carefully towards the coffee table where it rested, trying hard not to spill the popcorn or startle the dog.
I know this is late notice, but what are you and
Karen doing for Thanksgiving tomorrow?  Are
you in town?
I am, I wrote back.
Karen went to Augusta to spend the
weekend with her mom, dad, and brother.
Come to our house tomorrow, Mel texted back immediately.
The pressure worked.  She came home.
My heart flip-flopped.  Mel didn’t need to say who “she” was; we’d both been working on Hope for weeks to get her to come to Calvin for Thanksgiving.  The latest I’d heard was that Hope was going to a “Friendsgiving” that her personal assistant was putting on.  I liked Nigel; I’d gotten to know him in the weeks since the shooting, but he wasn’t family.  And I didn’t care how many times Hope argued that Los Angeles was home; it wasn’t.  Calvin was.
We’re trying to convince her to stay longer.
I could use your help.
What time do you want me there?
And should I bring a side?
Karen wasn’t going to be happy that I was spending Thanksgiving Day with Hope and her family.  But I would deal with that later.
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Thanksgiving Day:  “Thanksgiving Theme,” Vince Guaraldi Trio
Hope’s eyes went wide with shock when she saw me standing on the porch.
“Hi,” I said.  I held up my paper Whole Foods bag.  “I brought some… uh…”  I peered inside the bag.  “I think it’s wild rice and edamame.”
Her face split into a grin and she snorted out a laugh.  “Edamame?  You brought edamame for Thanksgiving?”
I felt a blush creep into my cheeks.  “I figured Mel would have all the traditional stuff covered,”  I said.  “Plus I, uh, kinda picked it up at the last minute yesterday night before they closed.  It was all they had left.”
“You’re ridiculous,” she said.
“I know.”
Our eyes met; I instantly felt the familiar old electricity crackle between us.  How was it possible for that spark to still be there? — after growing apart, after five years of silence, after we’d both moved on to other people?
Yet it was undeniable.  Talking to her over the phone was one thing.  Seeing her in person?  The connection, the attraction, the bond:  It was all still there.  It was like we’d made a fire together, and it burned us up, but it left one small ember behind.  And that ember had been waiting for only the smallest encouragement to reignite. 
Karen, I reminded myself.  I dropped my eyes away from hers, into the depths of my Whole Foods bag. 
“I should probably heat this up,” I mumbled.
“Is it actually supposed to be served hot?” Hope asked.
I looked back up, but Hope avoided my eyes.  Did that mean she’d felt it, too?  Probably.  That one gaze we’d shared had held a whole tsunami of history, emotion, and possibility.
“It’s, uh…”  I coughed.  Cleared my throat.  “Maybe you’re right, actually.  I think it’s supposed to be served cold.”
She smirked.  “I’m always right.”  She stepped out of the doorway, giving me room to enter.  “Come on.  Let’s find a dish for it.”
I followed Hope into the kitchen, observing her gait and the way she favored her left side.  I almost asked about the leg, the exercises her PT was having her do, but I stopped myself.  It was too soon to bring it up.  Too soon to tell her about the scheme Mel and I had hatched about having me take over her physical therapy and rehab so that she could stay in Calvin longer.
One thing at a time.  First we had to convince her to stay.
#
Once the table had been cleared, the leftovers had been put away, and all the dishes were done, Andrew took Aunt Tina back to the assisted living facility and Mel, Hope, and I settled in on the screened-in back porch with our drinks.  Inside, the three kids all settled down to watch “A Charlie Brown Thanksgiving;” I could hear the familiar jazzy piano music and cartoon voices through the window that overlooked the porch.
Melody lit a large scented candle on the glass table in the center of the porch, filling the air with a sweet, cloying smell of fake cinnamon.
“Another Thanksgiving.  Here and gone,” she said as she dropped into a chair across from us.  “Next thing you know, it’ll be New Year’s.”
Hope and I sat on opposite ends of a wicker porch sofa, about as far away from each other as we could sit while still being on the same piece of furniture.  And as if the distance wasn’t enough, Hope had taken all the throw pillows from her side of the sofa and piled them in the center, like a barrier.  A dam between us, holding back a potential flood of… what, exactly?  Love?  Lust?  Or simply nostalgia — a futile reaching for something that could no longer be?
“I still can’t get used to seeing Aunt Tina here without Uncle Billy,” Hope said wistfully.
I nodded.  Ever since the shooting, I’d found myself wishing Uncle Billy was still alive.  If anyone could’ve helped Hope get out of the dark space she was in, it would have been him.
We sipped our drinks in relaxed silence; I listened to the Charlie Brown special in the background.
“Come on, Charlie Brown,” I heard Lucy say.  “I’ll hold the ball and you kick it.”
“Hold it?  Ha!” said Charlie Brown.  “You’ll pull it away and I’ll land flat on my back and kill myself.”
“But Charlie Brown, it’s Thanksgiving,” Lucy said.
“What’s that got to do with anything?”
I glanced at Hope out of the corner of my eye.  I wondered if she was listening, too, or if she was lost in thought about Uncle Billy.
Mel’s phone rang.  “Oh — it’s Andrew’s mom,” she said.  “I should probably talk to her.  Hi, Regina,” she said brightly into the phone.  “Yes, we had a wonderful Thanksgiving.  What about you?”
Hope and I sat, politely quiet, while Mel traded Thanksgiving-themed small talk with her mother-in-law.
Hope started to fidget after a minute.  She was never one to sit patiently and simply wait. 
“Do you want to go for a walk?” she asked after another minute went by.  “Regina can be a talker.”
I hesitated at first, thinking about the limp I’d been watching all night.  But on the other hand, the more she moved, the better.  That was a general rule of thumb all personal trainers lived by.
I set my drink down.  “Sure.  Where should we walk to?”
She shrugged.  “Let’s just pick a direction and go.”
#
Our feet guided us out the long gravel drive that led to Melody’s and down the quiet residential street beyond.  Street lamps chased away enough darkness to make a walk still possible.
The wind picked up, freezing my ears to the side of my head.  I shoved my hands deep into my jean pockets.
Neither of us said anything at first.  Then we both started to speak at the same time.
“How’s it going with — ”
“Are you glad you — ”
I smiled.  “You first.”
“How’s it going with… what’s her name again?  Karen?”
I knew Hope remembered her name.  I wondered why she pretended she didn’t.  Maybe not knowing it would make it seem like she didn’t care.
“Well, you know,” I said after a moment’s hesitation.  “We’re like any couple.  We suffer through our conflicts sometimes.”
She gave a half-laugh.  “That’s not a good sign.  I ask you how things are and the first thing you bring up is money?”
I shrugged.  “We’ve been fighting about money lately.  But a lot of couples do, right?”
“What’s the fight over?”
I sighed.  Part of me didn’t want to get into it.  Another part of me desperately wanted someone I could talk to about it.  The two parts warred for a few seconds, then I drew in a breath and told Hope everything — the gym I wanted to open, the business model I’d calculated, the entrepreneur workshops I’d gone to, and the way Karen thought it was all a waste of time and money — she just thought I should take the money we’d saved to go back to school and become a physical therapist.
“But you don’t want to do that,” said Hope.  “Why not?”
I shook my head, thinking back to my years in the physical therapy field.  “I’m tired of working with people who are sick or injured.  I just feel like if I can get to folks before they hurt themselves — help them get in shape before they get to the point where they need surgery or they do something to their bodies they can’t fix — I could do more good in the long run.  It’s so…”  I let my gaze wander into the dark shadows of the pine trees that lined the road, searching for the right words.  “I can’t even tell you what it feels like to help someone get their body back.  It’s like giving them back a piece of their lives that they thought was lost to them.  I love helping people lose weight, or get in shape for the first time, or just start to feel good again.  It’s like… if you help them change that little piece of their lives, everything else starts to fall into place.  They feel differently about themselves.  They start to like themselves again.  They get their confidence back.  And I guess you get some of that with physical therapy, but mostly it’s like I see older people and the people who never managed to get in shape in the first place.  You know?”
I looked over at Hope, aware that I’d just gone on something of a rant.  She was watching me with a slight smile on her face.
“What?” I said.
“Nothing.” 
I glanced down, embarrassed.  “I was rambling, wasn’t I?”
“You’re a good person, Jules,” Hope touched my arm lightly, and even through my jacket I could feel that ember flaring to life.  “You always have been.  A much better person than me.”
“Don’t say that.”
“Why shouldn’t I?  It’s true.”  She smiled.  But something about her expression and her voice was tinged with bitterness.  “The whole time I’ve been out there selling records and trying to see how famous I could get, you’ve been here, just quietly helping people.  It’s very… you.”
“You help people.  Music helps people.”
She laughed.  “I wasn’t making music to help people.  I was making it because I wanted people to say ‘Hope’ the way they say ‘Madonna’ or ‘Lady Gaga.’  It was about me.  I was serving me.  You were busy serving everyone else.”
I hesitated a moment, worried that what I was about to say might upset her, or imply that I agreed with her harsh self-judgment.  “Have you thought about… about what you could do to make a difference, after what happened?  The gun control movement could use as much star power behind it as it can get.”
Hope made a face.  “I thought about doing a tribute album, donating the proceeds to a victim’s fund.  But I don’t know.  It seems so… predictable.  A star makes a tribute album or concert, donates some money, and then the world moves on without any real change taking place.”  She gestured at her left leg, at the way she limped slightly as she walked.  “Besides, right now I don’t feel like I’m any use to anyone.”
“Then let me help you,” I said, sensing an opportunity.  “Stay with Mel a while.  I’ll come over every day and work with you to rehab your leg.  Give me six to eight weeks, I’ll have you as good as new.”
She let out a breath and ran a hand through her hair, trying but failing to straighten the blonde curls that hung above her shoulders.  She’d always fought a losing battle to control that hair.
Those thick, naturally golden-blonde spirals.  How many times had I run my fingers through them, toyed with a curl?  In high school, out on the lake by her aunt and uncle’s house.  In college, after one of her shows at The Old Coot. 
Or five and a half years ago.  The last time I’d convinced her to stay in Calvin longer than she’d intended.
I shook my head, as if the gesture would dislodge the memories.
“You, too, huh?” she said.
“Me, too, what?”  My stomach flip-flopped.  Did she mean she also couldn’t get the memories of us out of her head?
“You’re in on the conspiracy to keep me in Calvin?  As if rural Georgia is going to be a better place for me to recover than Los Angeles?”
Oh.  Only that.
“We’re not ‘rural,’” I said in mock offense.  “We have a Publix now.  And a Walgreens.”  I paused.  “And we’re your family.”
“I’ve made my own family in L.A.”
“Your blood is here,” I countered.
“Blood.”  Hope practically spat the word from her mouth.  “I’ve seen all the blood I ever want to see.  Being around family won’t stop me from seeing it, either.”
I reached an arm out, stopping her.  “Then don’t stay because it’s home,” I said.  “Don’t stay because your family’s here.  Stay because I’m here.”  I hesitated, realizing what I’d just said.  The way it sounded wasn’t how I’d meant it.  “I can help you.  I’m good at what I do.”
“You’re wasting your time,” Hope said.  She gave me a slight smile.  “I already decided.”
I exhaled a frustrated breath.  It formed an amorphous cloud between Hope and me.  “Please, Hope.  We’re worried about you.  Even before the shooting, you were… drifting in a direction that didn’t seem good.”  I took a chance saying something that I knew would upset her.  “Mel told me about the assistant before Nigel.  Marissa.  Mel says it’s becoming a habit.  That you haven’t had anything longer than a one night stand in years.”
Anger flashed in Hope’s eyes.  “And what business is that of yours, Julie?”
“It’s just… I care about you.”
“Really?  You care so much that you stopped talking to me for five years?”  Her eyes narrowed.  “One day you just stopped calling, stopped answering when I called you.  Was it even you?  Did Karen make you stop talking to me?”
I couldn’t think of a way to respond.  There were too many ways to answer.  No, Karen didn’t have anything to do with it.  Mel was the one who’d finally convinced me.  But I couldn’t tell Hope that.  And anyway, once I met Karen, she was so instantly jealous of Hope that I couldn’t have changed my mind and started talking to my best friend and first love again even if I’d wanted to.  Well, I could have, but Karen would have probably walked out on me if I had.
“It was…”
“It was,” Hope said definitively.  “It was her.  And you didn’t even have the decency to tell me you had started seeing someone.”
“It doesn’t matter why we stopped talking, Hope,” I said at last.  “We’re talking now, aren’t we?  That’s what matters.”
“Except that I had to find out about Karen from Mel,” she said.
“I was going to tell you.  I just had to think of a way to say it.”
“I don’t care who you’re with,” Hope said.  “I just don’t know why you had to hide it from me.” 
Anger masked the hurt, but I knew her too well to miss it.  She would be hurt even more if she knew that it was Mel, not Karen, who’d finally convinced me to cut off communication with her.  I just hadn’t intended our silence to last for five years — that part had definitely been about Karen.
“I wasn’t ‘hiding’ Karen from you,” I finally said, even though of course I had been hiding her.  “You and I just… we have a complicated history.  That’s all.”
“I’m cold,” Hope said.  “Let’s go back to the house.”  She turned on her heel and began limping back in the direction of Melody’s.  I sighed and followed her.
“I really wish you’d consider staying,” I said from a few steps behind her, my eyes back on her awkward gait.  She was making the pain worse that way and probably didn’t even realize it.  “Let me help you with your physical therapy, seriously.”
“I told you,” Hope said without turning around.  “I already decided.”
“Alright,” I said.  I let my other arguments about why I didn’t think Los Angeles was any good for her die on my tongue.  Once Hope Caldwell made up her mind about something, there was no dissuading her. 
I put my head down and marched along the empty road, glad that we were heading back now that the damp, late-November chill had settled in for the night.  I didn’t realize Hope had stopped walking ahead of me until I ran into her back.
“Oh — sorry.”
“You didn’t ask what I decided,” she said.
“What?”
“I told you I already decided about staying in Calvin versus going back to L.A.  But you didn’t ask what I decided.”
I straightened.  “So… what did you decide?” I asked carefully.
“Despite the fact that Andrew is obnoxious and I hate his mustache,” Hope said, “and the fact that Aunt Tina has gotten remarkably cranky in her old age, and the fact that my best friend hid the fact that she’s been in a relationship for the past five years and conspired with my cousin to keep me trapped in this podunk town, last night I decided to stay.”
My face split into a grin.  “Really?  You still think of me as your best friend?  And you’re staying?”
“Yes.  And yes.”  She poked me in the ribs.  “But I’m paying you the same thing I would pay my physical therapist back home.”
“Hope, no, I can’t take — ”
“You can and you will take my money.  Or I’m retracting my promise to stay.”
I smiled.  “We can talk about it.”
“No, you stubborn woman,” she said forcefully.  “There is nothing to talk about.”
“You’re calling me stubborn?  Isn’t that the pot calling the kettle black?”
“You didn’t talk to me for five years and you hid your relationship from me.  I’ll call you any damn thing I want.”
We bantered all the way back to Melody’s house.  It was the happiest I’d been during an argument in a very long time.
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Early December, Part 1:  “Scar Tissue,” Red Hot Chili Peppers
“Three more,” I told Hope after I adjusted the resistance band around her ankle.
She glared at me as if I’d said something to offend her.
“Come on,” I said.  “Just three more and you’re done.”
“I hate you.”
I laughed.  Laughter had come easily to me over the past couple weeks.  “No, you don’t hate me.  Now let’s see those three reps.”
She grunted and did a single rep, hanging onto the porch pillar for dear life while she abducted her left leg outward.
“Breathe out,” I reminded her.
She clenched her teeth together.  “No, I really do hate you,” she said, but she breathed out anyway.
“One to go.”
“I don’t think I can.”
“I know you can,” I said.
“You know shit.”
“Okay, fine.  I know shit.  But do one more anyway.”
Hope rolled her eyes at me like a teenager.  “Fine.”  She completed the final rep.
I bent down, undid the resistance band.  “That’s it.  Let’s stretch you out.”
Hope hobbled inside, her limp more pronounced than I’d seen it in a few days.  The gunshot wound itself had healed fairly well, but she’d been left with complex regional pain syndrome, or CRPS, a chronic pain issue due to nerve damage from the bullet.  Even if she regained all the strength in her leg, she wouldn’t be able to go on tour or perform on stage again until the pain diminished.
She laid down on Mel’s couch.
“How’s the pain been?” I asked.
“Bad.”
“Bad like what?  On a scale of one to ten?”
“Somewhere between eleven and thirteen,” she said.
“Okay,” I said, trying not to let my concern show through.  If I stopped believing in her rehabilitation process, she would stop believing, too.  And that was the last thing she needed.
We’d been working together every day since Thanksgiving, and I had already resigned myself to the idea that some of the pain Hope had might be permanent.  I could help her strengthen her leg, reeducate her nervous system, get her to regain the muscle that had atrophied from disuse after the immediate aftermath of the gunshot, but the more I researched what happened when a bullet from a high-velocity rifle struck a body part, the more I doubted that she would ever feel one hundred percent again.
I hadn’t told her that yet, but I suspected she already knew.
I knelt down beside the couch, reached for the bad leg.  It was swollen again, I noted, which didn’t surprise me.  My first instinct was to ice it, but CRPS often came with temperature sensitivity, and the ice might only make the pain worse.
As gently as I could, I started to massage her thigh, starting high, just below her hip, and working my way down.  She sucked in a sharp breath when I got close to the place she’d been shot.
“I’m sorry,” I said, easing up.  That was another problem with CRPS — even light touch could trigger pain. 
“Not your fault,” she replied through clenched teeth.
Hope had on a loose dress with spandex shorts underneath.  As I lifted her leg a little higher, the dress fell back, revealing two thick white scars on either side of her leg.  One entrance wound.  One exit wound.  Given the size of the scars on the outside of her leg, I could only imagine what the bullet had done inside it.
I’d read everything I could find about what high velocity bullets did to a person’s body.  I read about the overlarge cavity such a bullet made inside the flesh, the way the force of impact rippled outward to affect all the nearby tissues, the way the sudden absence of tissue created a vacuum effect that sucked in everything from debris to blood vessels.  The more I read, the more I realized that it was a miracle Hope’s femur hadn’t shattered, or that none of the major arteries in the thigh had been nicked by the passing bullet.
And what the bullet did to Hope’s leg was likely nothing compared to what it had done to her heart.
My sweet friend.  All she had ever wanted was to belong somewhere, an abandoned child who needed to know she was loved.  And it took a brush with death to figure out that there wasn’t a stage or an audience big enough to erase the scars inside her heart.
The thought choked me up.  I sniffed.
“Are you alright?” she asked.
I glanced over, realized she’d been watching me.
“Yeah,” I said.
“What’s wrong?”
I shook my head, working the muscles of my jaw to keep the tears at bay.
“Jules.”  Her tone was part amusement, part concern.  “I’ve known you since the fourth grade.  I can tell when you’re upset about something.”
I forced a smile.  “I guess that’s true.”
“So tell me what you’re upset about.”
I lowered her leg back to the couch, placed a pillow beneath her knee.  I ran the tip of my index finger lightly across the scar on her thigh.  “I guess I just got to thinking about…” 
But I didn’t want to tell her the truth, that I was crying for her.  For her loss of Charles, of twelve of her fans, possibly of her career.  And most of all, I didn’t want her to know I was crying for the loss of the dream that had sustained her since childhood — that she would be loved one day, so loved that whole stadiums would chant her name, and she would love them back.
I couldn’t meet her eyes. 
“I just got to thinking about how close I came to losing you,” I said at last.
“Aww, Jules,” she said.  She sat up with a wince, put her hand on mine, trapping my fingers against the scar halfway up the side of her thigh.
Still I couldn’t look at her, for fear that I would begin to cry in earnest.  So I looked down at her hand on my hand, my hand on her thigh.
“Why did you forgive me?” she said after a moment.
I chuckled.  “Which time?”
“All the times, really,” she said wryly.  “But I meant college.  After we had broken up for good.  I didn’t think you’d ever forgive me after how I hurt you, I didn’t think we’d ever be friends again.  But you did forgive me.  And we were friends again… for a while.”
Until you stopped talking to me for five years was left unsaid.
I thought back to our college years, remembering Hope’s tearful confession that I was right, she’d been cheating on me.  I remembered how we both cried, how I’d screamed at her, how I’d wanted to break something, how she’d begged me not to leave her, and how I agreed I wouldn’t. 
But then came the second time she admitted cheating on me.  That memory was much more painful.
I’d left her that time.  I’d left and I’d sworn we would never date again.  And we hadn’t. 
Yet somewhere along the way, I forgave her.  Melody had always said, “Hope is hopeless.”  And it was true.  Hope had the talent, the natural charisma, the natural beauty that drew people to her like a flame draws a moth.  But something about the scars she carried inside also made her reckless, self-destructive, impulsive. 
It took months for me to realize that Hope had never intended to hurt me.  Hell, she probably hadn’t even intended to cheat on me.  She’d done it not out of malice but because of she simply didn’t always understand herself.
“I forgave you because… I know you never meant to hurt me,” I said.
Her face contorted with pain.  For a moment I thought it was her leg.  I tried to take my hand away, but she pushed down, keeping it there.
“I didn’t want to hurt you,” she said.  “You are the last person on Earth I would ever want to hurt.  But I know I did anyway.  I regret it all the time, you know.  Even after all these years, I…”
I gave her fingers a gentle squeeze as she trailed off.  “It’s in the past.  Almost fifteen years ago.  If you can believe that.”
She laughed.  “Not quite fifteen years.  We were twenty when we broke up for good.  We’re thirty-three now.  Don’t add more years than we have to.”
“Twenty when we broke up, yeah, but — ”
I stopped abruptly.  It probably wouldn’t be a good idea to finish my sentence, which was going to be “But twenty-eight the last time we slept together.  Then five years of silence.”
It didn’t seem to matter that I hadn’t finished my sentence.  Hope seemed to know what I was going to say.  She laced her fingers with mine, gazed at me.  And the electricity was instantly back, just like it was when she opened Mel’s front door and found me standing there on the porch.  But this time, my hand was already in hers, and she didn’t look away.
As if of its own accord, the hand that wasn’t laced with hers made its way to her face.  I brushed a thumb across her cheek.  Her skin was warm, flushed almost.
Like a moth to a flame.  My palm cupped the side of her face.
“Julie,” she said, barely above a whisper.  “I need you.”
“I know,” I whispered back.  “That’s why I’m here.  Right here.”
She turned her face, kissed the heel of my palm.  “I never deserved you,” she said.  “I still don’t.”
I didn’t answer with words.  I leaned forward, letting my lips meet hers.  The electricity was no longer in the air between us; now it coursed into me, flowing from her body into mine, from my body into hers.  We made a complete circuit, energy joining us together.
The kiss deepened, grew more intense, and the heat that had seemed to radiate from her cheeks earlier now seemed to come from her mouth, her fingertips, the hollow of her neck.  My lips moved from her mouth to her jaw, her neck, her collarbone.  Her chest.  She squeezed my other hand, the one she still held, tightly.  Fingernails dug into the back of my hand.
“I never stopped needing you,” she whispered.  “I think I always will.”
I kissed her again, and Hope tugged my other hand up, guiding it under her dress, onto the smooth spandex of her shorts.  I could feel the heat, there, too; I could feel the way the crotch of the spandex was growing moist.  I cupped her there; she pressed my hand in place.
“Hey, Julie?  Have you seen — oh, Jesus.”
My head snapped up.  Melody stood there in embarrassed horror at the foot of the stairs a few feet away, one hand still on the bannister.
I sat up straight, wiped the corner of my mouth with the back of my wrist.  Hope pushed her dress down hastily.
“Never mind,” Mel said.  She spun back around and headed up the stairs.
Shit.  What just happened?
Vertigo seized me for a moment, as if I was drunk.  But then the cold facts of reality snapped into place:  I couldn’t do this.  I couldn’t do this, and I needed to leave.  Right.  Now.
I wasn’t a cheater.  All the times with Hope before, when we’d been broken up but still fooled around, neither of us had been in a relationship.
I couldn’t do this to Karen.  I couldn’t and I wouldn’t.  I stood up.
“I’m sorry,” I said without looking at Hope.  I didn’t know to whom I was apologizing.  Hope, maybe?  Karen?  Myself?  Maybe all three.  I wiped a hand down my face.  If I looked down, I would see her.  I would see her face.  I would see the vulnerability and the want in her eyes, and I —
“I’m sorry,” I said again.  “I should… I should go.  I’m gonna go.”
I picked up the resistance bands from the floor, avoiding the eyes that I knew were following me.
“Julie?” she called from the couch, but my hand was already on the door.
I couldn’t stop.  I couldn’t slow down.  If I did, my resolve would evaporate, and I would touch her in all the ways I wanted to touch her.  In all the ways I was convinced only I knew how to touch her.
I jogged down the porch steps, practically leapt into my car.  Pandora started playing automatically — and too loud.
Scar tissue that I wish you saw
Sarcastic mister know-it-all
Close your eyes and I’ll kiss you ’cause 
With the birds I’ll share
Red Hot Chili Peppers.  Hope and I had been in high school when the Californication album came out, and we’d hated “Scar Tissue” despite the radio airtime it got.
We couldn’t figure out the chorus for the life of us.  Hope insisted it was “With a bird’s eye view;” I argued it was either “With the burden shed” or “With the burden shared.” 
That was what Hope and I had together:  scar tissue and a shared burden.  A burden of history that we never seemed to be able to outrun.  I shut the radio off.
With the birds I’ll share this lonely viewin’
With the birds I’ll share this lonely viewin’
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Early December, Part 2:  “Long December,” Counting Crows
I owe Karen the truth.
That was what I thought when she came home that day, tired from a long day at work, complaining that her lower back was bothering her again, asking me with a pouty face that I used to find cute if I would massage her shoulders and neck.
“…so then Ray was like, ‘The contract with India?  We canceled the contract with India.  We hired them three weeks ago and all they manage to produce was a spreadsheet,’” Karen said while I stood behind her and rubbed her shoulders.  Massaging Karen juxtaposed with an image of massaging Hope’s injured thigh a few hours earlier.
I owe Karen the truth.
“So I said, ‘Well, it would’ve been nice if someone would’ve bothered to tell me that the India contract had been canceled.’  I arranged my whole week around that conference call!”  She sighed.  I dug my thumbs into the space between her shoulder blades and her spine.  “Ow!  Too hard.”
“Sorry.”
A beat passed.
“You’re awfully quiet today,” she commented.  “Hard day?”
I should tell her.
“No.  Uneventful,” I said.  No.  I can’t tell her.  It will only hurt her, and it’s not going to happen again, anyway.
“Did you see your pop star?” Karen asked, adding a healthy dollop of sarcasm to her question.
“Yes, but I wish you wouldn’t call her that,” I said.  “She’s not a pop star to me.  She’s just Hope.”
“Wasn’t that the title of her last album — Hope?  I always find that so self-aggrandizing, when musicians name albums after themselves.”
A few silent seconds passed.
“You think I’m being too hard on her, don’t you?” Karen asked.  “You always defend her.  You always — ”
“I accidentally kissed her today, during the therapy session.” 
The words tumbled out of my mouth before I could stop them, before I could think through the consequences.  At least it was out in the open.
Karen stiffened beneath my hands.  “You what?”
“I kissed her.  I don’t know what happened.  I’m so sorry.”  I spoke in a rush now, my confession taking on a momentum all its own.  “We had just finished her therapy session, and I was massaging her thigh around the bullet scar, and we started talking about the past, and — I don’t know why it happened.  Our eyes met… and we kissed.”
Karen spun around.  Time seemed to stand still as her wide blue eyes pierced me with an emotion I interpreted as something between shock, hurt, and pure fury.
Her eyes look like chips off a glacier, I thought.  Like ice daggers.
“Massaging her thigh,” Karen repeated flatly.
Then one hand flashed out, and before I knew what was happening, she slapped me across the face as hard as she could.  My head rocked to the side.
I lifted my hand to my face automatically, covering where it hurt.
I’d cupped Hope’s face with this same hand only a couple hours earlier.
“I knew this was going to happen,” Karen snarled.  “I knew it.  I knew sooner or later that woman would destroy us.”
“We’re not ‘destroyed.’  It was a single kiss,” I protested weakly.  “Nothing else happened.”
She jabbed an accusatory finger at me.  “You never stopped loving her.”
“Karen,” I said, trying to reason with her.  “I haven’t been with Hope in a long time.”
“You’ve never loved me the way you loved her,” she said as if I hadn’t heard.  “You’ve never even looked at me the way you look at her.”
“The way I look at…”  My brow furrowed.  “How do you know how I look at her?  You’ve never even met her.”
My cheek still hurt.  I didn’t know whether I should feel guilty for kissing Hope or angry at Karen for hitting me.  Or maybe both.
“I’ve seen,” Karen said, shaking her head back and forth.  The cold blue eyes took on a wild sheen to them.  She looked a little unhinged.  “I’ve seen the way your face changes when you see a photo of her.  I’ve seen what you look like when you see her on TV.  I’ve seen.”
“You’re being paranoid.”
“Being paranoid?”  She snorted.  “Julie, you just told me you kissed the woman, and I’m the one being paranoid?”
“It was a kiss.  A single kiss.”  Shame dropped my eyes to the floor.  I knew it was more than a kiss — or it would have been, if Melody hadn’t walked down the stairs at that moment.  “Yeah, we have a history, okay?  And she’s struggling right now.  And I don’t know… I guess I wanted to make her feel better and I just — I got confused for a second.”
“Oh my God,” Karen said.  She covered her face with both hands, laughed as if there was a private joke I hadn’t heard, shook her head again.  “You got confused?” she said when she took her hands away.  Her cheeks were wet with tears.  “You got ‘confused’, Julie?  That’s your excuse?”
“I… I’ll give her some space, Kare,” I said, not attempting to answer her rhetorical question.  “I’ll tell her I need the rest of the week off from physical therapy.  Alright?”
“A week off, of course.  That’ll fix everything,” Karen said, throwing her hands in the air.  She began pacing through our living room, snatching things from surfaces as she went.  A magazine sitting on an end table.  A pile of junk mail next to the door.  The e-reader I’d left on the couch the night before.
I knew what she was doing.  Karen cleaned when she was stressed.  The times our home had been the cleanest had coincided with our ugliest fights.  When we’d fought at the beginning of November about our Christmas plans and the gym I’d wanted to open, the house had been spotless for nearly two weeks.
“Karen…” 
I stepped around the coffee table and reached out, trying to close the distance between us, but she bustled away in the other direction, arms full of odds and ends that she’d decided to relocate or throw away.
“Karen, please,” I said as she moved from the living room to the dining room.  I trailed a few steps behind.  “What do you want me to do?  I told you about it.  I could’ve kept it a secret.  But I didn’t.  I told you because I respect you and I love you and you deserved to know.  And it’s not going to happen again.  Alright?  It’s not going to happen again.”
Without looking at me, she dumped her bounty of mail and magazines and electronics on the dining room table and began sorting everything into piles. 
“You don’t know yourself,” she said without looking up.  She shook her head back and forth while she talked.  “You don’t see yourself.  You’re never going to let her go.  I’ve been thinking about leaving you for months anyway and this just — ”
My head snapped back as if she’d slapped me a second time. 
“Wait.  What?  You’ve been — what do you mean you’ve been thinking about leaving me for months?”
She put her palms flat on the dining room table, leaned her weight forward as if the table was the only thing holding her up.  “I’ve said it before.  I want to be with an adult, Julie.  Not an overgrown, gullible, head-in-the-clouds teenager who still chases cockamamie schemes instead of a real career.”
“So it’s about my gym?” I asked, incredulous.
“Your gym.”  She rifled through the mail that she’d dumped onto the dining room table, produced a ripped-open envelope.  She waved it at me, brandishing it like a weapon.  “Have you bothered to look at the credit card bill?  I added it up — over a thousand dollars on gym equipment.  Not to mention we’re still paying off the two thousand dollars you spent on that ridiculous ‘entrepreneur’ seminar.”
“It wasn’t ridiculous,” I said, hurt.  “You supported me going to that.  You told me that if I was going to go into business, it was worth educating myself.  Now you’re taking it back?”
“Now I’m thinking you spent two thousand dollars on a seminar, and for what?  Where’s this gym you’ve been talking about for the past three years?”
“It takes time to — ”
“No wonder we can’t afford to go to Tybee Island for Christmas,” she said, talking over me.  “Everything we earn goes to Julie’s make-believe gym!’”
“Make-believe?  I’ve been building my clientele, establishing a name for — ”
“And now, to top it all off, the girl you’ve been in love with since you were fifteen years old shows back up in town, and after five years with me, you’re making out with her.”  Karen threw the credit card bill onto the table.
“We didn’t make out,” I said, even though guilt burned in my gut.  “We kissed.  That was all.”
Karen didn’t reply.  She wrapped her arms around her stomach protectively and dropped her gaze to the piles she’d created on the dining room table.  The blue ice daggers of her eyes seemed to melt a little.
“Five years,” she said softly.  “I’ve put five years of my life into you.”
I crossed the room, taking her into my arms and kissing her temple, then her forehead, then the tip of her nose.  She dropped her face onto my shoulder, sobbed quietly.
“I’m sorry, Kare,” I said.  “I’ll go over there right now.  I’ll tell Hope I can’t work with her anymore, okay?  She’ll understand.”  I squeezed her to me.
Five years, I thought to myself.  Five years since I told myself I would forget Hope Caldwell once and for all.  I needed to stick to my promise.
#
One hour later, my tires crunched against the gravel drive at Melody’s house.  I had driven here in silence, without Pandora, without anything but my own conflicted heart to sing to me.
Andrew and the kids had decked the house out for the holidays.  Multicolored Christmas lights spiraled around the porch railings, outlined the roof.  In the yard, an inflated glowing Santa Claus and his reindeer rocked gently in the night breeze.  It had gotten noticeably colder in the past week; the weatherman had even floated the possibility of snow flurries for the weekend.  Snow was unusual in Georgia for this time of year; the possibility of flurries in early December suggested it might be an especially cold winter.
Frost crackled under my boots as I made my to the porch.  A light came on as I neared and the door opened, the promise of warmth spilling out from inside in the form of yellow light.
Good, I thought, Hope saw me coming.  She would come out here to talk, and she would say she understood, and we would find a way to get past this.  A way to be normal friends.  Adults, to use Karen’s word.
But it wasn’t Hope who greeted me at the front door; it was Melody.  And her face was troubled. 
“She left,” Mel said.  “Packed up her things as soon as you went home today, said she needed to get back to Los Angeles, that she and some producer person had made arrangements to start recording again.”
I opened my mouth to speak, but nothing came out.
“I’m sorry,” Melody said.  “I wish I hadn’t come down the stairs when I did.”
I found my voice.  “It’s not your fault.  I shouldn’t have… we shouldn’t have…”
Mel put a hand on my forearm.  Her hand was warm from being inside.
“Maybe I shouldn’t say this,” she said.  “I like Karen.  And I know you love her.  But despite everything — the shooting, her injury, her depression — Hope’s happier now, with you around, than I’ve seen her in a lot of years.”
I let out a long breath.  “You were the one who told me to cut things off with her, back when.”
Mel nodded.  “I know I did.  What I didn’t know was that neither of you would be entirely… I don’t know, ‘whole,’ without the other.”
Was that true?  Was I incomplete without Hope? 
My brain rejected the idea.  My heart sang out that Melody was right.
“Go to her,” Mel said.  “Tell her you still love her.  That you never stopped loving her.  She’s waiting for you to say it.  I think she’s been waiting for years.”
“I can’t,” I said.  My throat was suddenly dry.  “I can’t because it’s not true.  I love Karen.  And I haven’t been in love with Hope for years.  What happened the other of day… it shouldn’t have happened.  It was impulsive.”  My eyes wandered down the porch, like I might find an explanation for what had happened with Hope amongst the spiraled Christmas lights.  “And it was only a single kiss.”
Mel made a face — amusement or disdain, I couldn’t tell.  “Do you really expect me to believe the same thing you told Karen?”
“How do you know that’s what I told Karen?  Did she call you?”
Melody just rolled her eyes.
“I need to get home,” I said.  “Karen will be waiting for me.”  I turned to leave.
“You’re too loyal for your own good sometimes, you know that?” Mel said to my back. 
“I love Karen,” I said without turning around.
“I know you do,” Mel said, her tone softening.  “But it’s not the same as with Hope.  And it’s never going to be.”
That’s not what I need to hear right now, I thought, but I didn’t say it out-loud.  “I guess I’ll see you and Andrew on Tuesday for our training session,” I said over my shoulder, and I trotted down the rest of the stairs before Mel could say anything else.
#
But I didn’t go home right away.
I drove around the sleepy tangle of streets that made up the edge of Mel’s neighborhood, listening to music, then wandered further into the quaint center of downtown Calvin.  The city had decorated all the lampposts with Christmas wreaths and tinsel candy canes.  Christmas.  It was only three weeks away. 
I still had Pandora tuned to my ’90s Alternative station.  The Counting Crows, and Adam Duritz crooned out mournfully 
A long December and there’s reason to believe
Maybe this year will be better than the last
I let out a short, bitter laugh.  Yes, it had been a long December so far, and we were only one week into it. 
I can’t remember the last thing that you said as you were leavin’
Now the days go by so fast.
And it’s one more day up in the canyons
And it’s one more night in Hollywood
If you think that I could be forgiven I wish you would
Forgiveness.  Whose forgiveness did I need the most?  Karen’s?  Hope’s? 
I pulled the car over beneath a tinsel-covered lamppost, let out a heavy sigh while the Crows sang their “na-nuh-na-na” bridge. 
My own forgiveness.  That was whose forgiveness I really needed.
I turned the radio up further, leaned my head back on the headrest and sang along with Adam Duritz.  His sorrow became mine, mine became his.
I guess the winter makes you laugh a little slower,
Makes you talk a little lower about the things you could not show her
And it’s been a long December and there’s reason to believe
Maybe this year will be better than the last
I can’t remember all the times I tried to tell myself
To hold on to these moments as they pass
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Early December, Part 3:  “Back to Black,” Amy Winehouse
HOPE CALDWELL
[ BRIDGE ]
You went back to what you knew
So far removed from all that we went through
And I tread a troubled track
My odds are stacked
I’ll go back to black
It took until Chicago before anyone recognized me.  It probably wouldn’t have happened at all if I’d stuck to the hoity-toity airline lounge like I normally did, where I would’ve had relative privacy or at least be surrounded by people who could generally be counted on for politely ignoring the presence of a pop star.
But it was snowing in Chicago, my flight was delayed, and I stood next to the plate glass window that overlooked the tarmac with my nose to the window, watching the snow drift down in lazy swirls below. 
I didn’t even notice the college-aged boy who’d come up behind me until he tapped me on my shoulder.
I started, spinning around.  He stood there with floppy brown hair and an equally floppy grin. 
Be gracious, I told myself.  I pulled out my AirPods just as Amy Winehouse sang
We only said goodbye with words
I died a hundred times
“Uh, hi,” said the boy.  “You’re Hope, aren’t you?”
I smiled weakly and nodded.  It was the best response I could manage.
“I knew it!”  He punched a fist into his palm and glanced over his shoulder.  I followed his gaze and saw three more college-aged guys standing a few yards off, watching us.  The boy nodded vigorously, waved them over.
Great.
I kept the smile pinned to my cheeks.
The other three boys ambled over cautiously, like I was a safari animal they’d found who might spook and run off. 
Run.  I laughed silently at my private joke.  Clearly these boys weren’t acquainted with my recent past; running was something I’d probably never do again.  Unless you counted running away from home — a bad habit that even a mass shooting couldn’t break me of
“Do you mind if we, uh, is it okay if we get some selfies with you?” asked the floppy-haired one.
“Of course,” I said.  “But could you do me a favor?  Don’t post me on social media for a couple more hours?  Otherwise… I just kind of don’t want to get mobbed at the airport, if you don’t mind.”
“Oh,” said the boy in surprise.  Unlike me, he’d never had to take into consideration what a single social media post could bring into his life.  “Yeah — sure, of course, of course.”
I spent the next five or six minutes posing with different arrangements of the boys while they traded phones and took photos and selfies.  The whole affair was starting to attract the attention of other curious onlookers.  I wasn’t in an emotional place where I could handle any more attention with proper public figure grace.
So I said, “Boys, I really have to go,” after photo number seven thousand and one.
“Is your flight boarding?” Floppy Hair asked, looking around in confusion.
“No,” I said.  “It’s delayed, like everyone else’s.  But I’m going to head to the airline lounge to rest.”
“Oh,” said one of his friends, a guy who looked like he was Indian or Pakistani.  “Ohhhhhhh,” the guy said again, as if he’d just discovered some key fact he’d missed before.  “You have to rest because of your leg?  Does it still hurt from being shot?”
That’s one of the strangest things about being famous.  People think that they have some sort of intimate knowledge of your life, along with permission to ask deeply personal questions, just because they read a few blog posts or news articles about you.  These young men didn’t even look like my music was their style.  Yet they thought they should have the same kind of access to my life that my family did. 
I forced a smile.  “My leg is coming along.  But all the tramping around airports today is definitely taking its toll.”
It was more than that.  Complex regional pain syndrome was often triggered by emotions.  The kiss I’d shared with Julie, rather than the travel, was probably what made my leg ache so badly today. 
It felt like a second heart down there, throbbing out its sorrow.
“We’ll carry your bags,” said an eager third friend.  He reached for my carry-on.
“No, no,” I said, scooting the bag out of his way.  “It has wheels.  I can take it.”
Eager Friend looked disappointed.
“Is it hard being back here?” asked Floppy Hair.  “In Chicago?  This is the city where the shooting happened, right?  At Wrigley Field,” he added, as if he was answering his own question.
Angela Wright
Bobby Hart
Taylor Redding
LaKeisha Harding
Gregory Wu
The drumbeat of names came on their own accord.  They’d gone away for a while, in Calvin.  Now they were back 
This time I couldn’t force a smile.
“Yes,” I finally managed.  “It’s very hard being here.”
Awkward silence.
“I’m sorry,” said Floppy Hair.  “I didn’t mean to… I mean…”
“It’s okay,” I said.  “It’s just… it’s been a lot to absorb.”
“Please let us help you with your bags,” said the one who’d been silent up to that point.  He gestured for my carry-on.  “Please,” he repeated.
“Alright,” I said.  “But only as far as the lounge.  Then you guys have to give me some space, okay?”
They all nodded like synchronized cartoon characters, and I found my smile again.  I thanked them and gave them all hugs the way a well-behaved pop star should when we got to the airline lounge, then disappeared inside gratefully.  Soon enough, I found a leather armchair facing a window to sink into, put my AirPods back in, and got back to the business of watching it snow.
You go back to her and I go back to
Black, black, black, black
Black, black, black
I go back to
I go back to
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Tuesday, December 20:  “Last Christmas,” Wham!
JULIE ARON
[ THIRD VERSE ]
The first sign that something was wrong when I arrived home was the absence of Christmas music.  Karen had kept her Christmas playlist on repeat for almost two solid weeks, blasting it so loudly from the living room that Wham!’s “Last Christmas” had practically given me an aneurysm more than once when I walked through the front door.
Last Christmas, I gave you my heart
But the very next day you gave it away
This year, to save me from tears
I’ll give it to someone special
But now as I stepped into the house and dropped my keys in the bowl next to the door, I didn’t hear anything.  Not “Last Christmas,” not Mariah Carey’s “All I Want for Christmas is You,” not even Justin Bieber’s version of “Drummer Boy.”
The next sign that something was wrong was the way Wilson and Spalding danced up to me.  Anxiety filled their big blue husky eyes.
“Hey guys,” I said, bending down to ruffle their ears.  “Where’s your other mama, huh?”
Wilson let out a slight whine.  Spalding, who’d always been the more skittish of the two, barked twice.  But it wasn’t his happy, “Glad to see you” bark.
“Karen?” I called.  She should’ve been home by now.
That was when I noticed that it wasn’t just the music that was missing; the fancy Bluetooth speaker Karen had purchased six months earlier was also gone. 
My pulse quickened.  Had we been robbed?  Was that why the dogs were acting so weird?
“Karen!”
I walked from the living room into the kitchen.  Here, too, things were missing.  The coffee pot.  The blender Karen used to make her morning shakes.  The knife set her parents had gotten us last Christmas.
With my hand shaking, I pulled my cell phone from my pocket, dialed Karen.  How would she react when she found out we’d been broken into? 
I went from one room to the next while the phone rang, mentally tallying all the things that were gone.  Even the fancy embroidered hand towels were missing from the bathroom.  Karen was going to be so upset; she loved those hand towels. 
“Call me when you get this,” I said to Karen’s voicemail.  “I think we’ve been robbed.”
I hung up and texted her the same thing.
“They’re only things,” I said to the dogs, practicing what I would say to Karen when she finally got my message and called me back.  “It could have been worse.  The important thing is that you’re okay, I’m okay, and the Wilson and Spalding are okay.”
I sat down heavily on a footstool in the living room, holding my phone loosely in my hands.  Wilson came over to me, pushed his wet nose against my forearm.
“You guys are really crappy guard dogs, you know that?” I told him.  Spalding laid down a few feet away, resting his face on his paws and watching me with cautious eyes.  I laughed, but it came out sounding a little maniacal.  “What happened, somebody offered you guys a fresh bone and you were like, ‘Sure, help yourself to whatever you want’?”
My phone dinged with an incoming text.
No one robbed us,
read Karen’s message.
I left you a note on the kitchen table.
You didn’t find it?
read the second.
Confused, I got up from my spot and walked into the kitchen, picking up the note from under the saltshaker. 
Dear Julie, it began, It’s time we both stopped pretending we’re still in love.
The note went on from there, but I could barely comprehend anything past the first line.  She was leaving me, she said, because she needed to be with someone stable, someone ready to act like an adult, not someone bent on chasing one dream after another like a teenager.  She was going to Tybee Island for Christmas to be with her family without me, and when she got back, she’d move the rest of her belongings out of the house. 
I ran a hand through my hair and tried to read the note again, tried to force the words to make sense, but I could hardly read them through the tears that had filled my eyes.  Wilson whined again, and I absentmindedly reached down a hand to scratch him behind the ears.
Karen had left me.
She’d left me.
Zombie-like, I stumbled out of the kitchen and back into the living room, collapsing onto the sofa.  The sofa that Karen planned to take as soon as she got back from Tybee and finished moving out.
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Christmas Day:  “Let It Go,” Idina Menzel (Frozen)
I turned down Melody’s offer to have Christmas with her and Andrew and the kids.  Maybe I should’ve known better, maybe I should’ve been more “adult” about it, but I wasn’t in the mood for holiday cheer.  Karen had left me five days earlier; Hope had hardly spoken to me since she fled Georgia after Thanksgiving.  So I felt very “bah-humbug” about Christmas, very Grinch.  I wanted to spend the day by myself with my dogs, wallowing in self-pity in my half-empty house and drinking by myself.
There was nothing about the day that felt like Christmas.  Thanks to climate change, the day was sunny and in the mid-sixties.  Sure, the air had a bite to it when the wind picked up, but the neighbor kids were playing touch football in short sleeves and tank tops one yard away.
But cold weather wasn’t the only thing that was missing.  The Bluetooth speaker was missing, and because there was no speaker, there was no Christmas music.  There was no Christmas tree.  And because there was no tree, there were no presents wrapped and stacked up beneath it.  My own gift for Karen — a new set of copper mixing bowls to replace the plastic ones she always complained about — still sat hidden at the top of the hall closet.
No tree also meant no stray bits of silver tinsel littering the rug and the hardwood floors, sticking to socks and shoes and dog paws.
There was no wreath on the front door.
There were no stockings hanging from the fireplace mantel. 
There was only me.  And the dogs.  And fortunately, a full six pack in the refrigerator.
“We don’t need Karen to have a merry Christmas, do we, guys?” I said to the dogs.  “You know what we can do?  We can have a Harry Potter marathon, and she won’t be here to tell us it’s a stupid idea.  Or we could watch all the Lord of the Rings movies again — would you like that, Wilson, huh?”  He panted happily and wagged his tail.  “You always liked Gandalf better than Dumbledore, didn’t you?”
I turned on the television, about to hit the button for Netflix, when it occurred to me that some of my favorite channels might’ve thought up an even better movie marathon than the ones I had in mind.  And besides, despite my Grinch attitude, I decided I wouldn’t mind catching one of the holiday movies they always played this time of year.  Home Alone, maybe, or Love Actually — but no.  Not that one.  I didn’t want to watch a romance.  But I wouldn’t mind one of the classics.  A Christmas Story might make me
laugh.  It’s a Wonderful Life could be fun. 
Yeah, that was it.  Maybe if I could get myself to watch It’s a Wonderful Life and have a few beers, I could shake the feeling of wanting to hide from the world.  Maybe I could fake happy long enough to call my mother and wish her a merry Christmas without arousing her suspicions.  Maybe I’d even call my little brother while I was at it.
I punched in numbers on the TV remote, trying to remember where to find the major network stations.  Zero one one?  No, that was local Fox.  Zero zero five?  I put it in.
I caught the tale end of a toothpaste commercial, then another commercial came on, this one advertising the station’s Christmas line-up.  They’d decided on animated Christmas classics — a whole evening of Frosty the Snowman, Rudolph the Red-Nosed Reindeer, Mickey’s Christmas Carol, How the Grinch Stole Christmas, and finally, late enough that the littlest viewers would be asleep for the scary parts, The Nightmare Before Christmas.
The hard, brittle shell that had settled around my heart since the day I’d come home to find Karen’s note on the kitchen table cracked.  Only slightly, but it cracked.  I checked the time.  Frosty the Snowman would come on in less than half an hour.  I could watch whatever else was playing until then.
I fetched a beer from the fridge and cracked it open as I walked back into the living room, just in time to see the words “A Star-Studded Christmas” flashing across the screen and a pan of a smiling, applauding, holiday-festive audience.  The camera pan moved from the audience to a stage, which was dimly lit with red and green lights.  A drum set and its drummer came into view, then a stylishly scruffy hipster guy with a black newsboy cap and a scraggly beard standing behind a keyboard.  The camera cut to the front of the stage, and I froze in place in the doorway between kitchen and living room, the beer stopping halfway to my parted lips.
Because there in the center of the stage, perched upon a stool and holding her acoustic guitar, was Hope.
The cheering of the audience died down, and I scurried into the living room, pulling the footstool away from the couch and sitting on its edge a few feet from the screen.
Hope adjusted the microphone, said into it, “When they asked me to be part of ‘A Star-Studded Christmas,’ I said no at first.”  She paused, glancing down.  “I haven’t performed since the shooting in Chicago.”
The audience clapped — not in a celebratory way, but lightly.  Like they were encouraging her with their applause, or maybe like they weren’t exactly sure how to react.  The camera panned again, showing people nodding and smiling and generally looking sympathetic, then it zoomed in on a middle-aged woman wiping tears from her eyes. 
“And on top of that, I just wasn’t in the mood for cheery holiday music.  So I told the organizers so.  But they were persistent, and they promised I didn’t have to choose anything traditional, that I could pick whatever I wanted.”  Hope chuckled, a twinkle in her eye.  “They also promised I could pick one of the three charities the proceeds for this concert would go to.  So I picked an organization that’s trying to get common sense gun laws passed in this country.  I hope you — ”  Her voice was drowned out by cheers; she waited a few seconds for them to settle again.  “I hope you like the song I chose for you tonight.  This one…” 
She strummed the guitar absently as she paused, and my mind went back to all the times I heard Hope tell a story on stage, the way she always managed to draw the audience in, no matter how big or how small. 
“Well, I got stuck in the Chicago airport not long after Thanksgiving, right as that huge blizzard began, and it made me think of this song.  It’s been in my head… and in my heart… ever since.”
The music started; Hope vocalized along with the melody.  I couldn’t place the song; it sounded vaguely familiar, but I wasn’t sure where I’d heard it before.  The audience recognized it, though.  They clapped loudly, quieting down only as Hope’s lilting voice began to sing.
The snow glows white on the mountain tonight
Not a footprint to be seen
A kingdom of isolation
And it looks like I’m the queen
The wind is howling like this swirling storm inside
Couldn’t keep it in, heaven knows I’ve tried
Don’t let them in, don’t let them see
Be the good girl you always have to be
Conceal, don’t feel, don’t let them know
Well, now they know
I didn’t realize I was crying until I felt something tickling my cheek and reached up to touch it.  My fingers came away wet. 
Her music did this to me.  Her music had always done this to me.  Something about the way her voice wrapped around each note, something about the way the music seemed to float out of her, word by word and verse by verse.  No one else’s singing affected me the same way, made me so emotional.  And although I enjoyed her catchy pop songs, this raw, unadorned version of Hope had always been my favorite — just her, with an acoustic guitar, sitting on a stool on the stage.
Let it go, let it go
Can’t hold it back anymore
The chorus of the song came, and I suddenly remembered where I’d heard it before.  It was from a Disney film, the one with the girl who accidentally freezes things with her hands, and she’s so afraid of her own power that she runs away from her family and her kingdom.
The shell around my heart, which earlier had cracked open a tiny bit, now splintered and broke completely, like ice fracturing beneath the weight of an ill-placed step. 
Don’t let them in, don’t let them see
Be the good girl you always have to be
Conceal, don’t feel, don’t let them know
It was me.  Hope was singing a song about me.  Singing a song about the years I’d spent denying my feelings for her, first when we were teens, later when she broke my heart and all my friends told me to leave and never look back.  Hope was singing about the past five years with Karen, when I’d made myself smaller to fit into Karen’s cramped world, to stay contained inside the box she’d built for our life.
But it was a song about Hope, too.  A song about a girl destined to become a powerful woman, a girl who was too big to stay contained inside the small town she’d been born into, who broke free from its constraints only to be imprisoned in a new way, by a new set of circumstances.
As I gazed at the TV screen, watching Hope sing with her eyes closed, watching the emotion play out through the lines of her face, I saw a woman imprisoned by the twin powers of talent and tragedy.   The sun nourishes but the sun also burns, and the sun of Hope’s talent had always danced the line between the creative and the destructive.
My power flurries through the air and into the ground
My soul is spiraling in frozen fractals all around
And one thought crystallizes like an icy blast
I’m never going back, the past is in the past
If you know a musician well, you can hear her thoughts, her mood embedded in the songs she chooses, in the way she sings them. 
As the cameras panned through the crowd, I could tell by their reactions that the audience couldn’t hear what I was hearing, couldn’t see what I saw in Hope’s face.  They didn’t recognize what I did — a woman about to run, about to shut the world out behind a wall of ice, just like the girl in the Disney movie.
Hope was in pain and she was in trouble.  She needed me, or she would stay trapped in the ice palace of her own creation indefinitely.
I let the television play while I grabbed my laptop from the bedroom.  I opened a browser tab and started searching for flights to Los Angeles.
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Boxing Day, Part 1:  “That’s What I Like,” Bruno Mars
HOPE CALDWELL
[ REFRAIN (HARMONIZING) ]
The sun was overbright when I woke, the kind of bright that penetrates closed eyelids and triggers a dull ache in the head.  I had fallen asleep in my study for the second night in a row, right cheek pressed against the open notebook on my desk.  I sat up in slow motion, groaning in annoyance as I peeled the notebook page from my face.
“Ah, so Sleeping Beauty finally rises from her slumber,” said a cheery British voice behind me.
“Whatever you’re selling, Nigel, I don’t want any,” I grumbled.
“Selling?” said Nigel.  “Pssh.  Only crooks and all major retailers sell things on Boxing Day.”
Boxing Day.  Right.  The extension of Christmas celebrated by Brits and all the parts of the world that used to be British — except the U.S.
“You’re looking rather… glowing this morning,” Nigel said, coming up to half-sit on my desk.
“I don’t feel ‘glowing,’” I said.
“By ‘glowing,’ I meant ‘hungover,’” he said.  I thought I detected a note of concern — or possibly disapproval — in his voice.  “Although you did get glowing reviews for your rendition of ‘Let It Go’ last night.”  He pulled his phone from his pocket, thumbed the screen.  “‘In her first public appearance since the tragic mass shooting in Chicago on November 1,’” he read, “‘pop singer Hope mesmerized the audience with her pared-down, acoustic version of Frozen’s big hit, ‘Let It Go.’  One couldn’t help but draw the comparison between Disney’s tragic ice queen heroine Elsa and the reigning queen of pop.  Like Elsa, Hope has hidden from public view since the Chicago shooting, canceling tours and refusing requests for — ’ eh, you don’t need to hear the rest of it,” he said, sounding embarrassed as he trailed off.  “The point is, they liked the song.”
“I don’t care if they liked it or not,” I grumped.  “I did it because it was a way to take a third of that money and give it to the Sandy Hook Promise.”
“Yes, yes,” Nigel said with an impatient wave of his hand.  “I was there for the conference call negotiating the terms of the performance, remember?  But my question is this:  Are you planning on leaving this study today?  Because you have two invitations for lunch; George will absolutely not let me alone; and your physical therapist is still sore about you standing her up last week.  She changed her travel plans to do a session with you, you know.” 
His tone was that of a scolding parent more than a personal assistant.
“Is my need for solitude inconveniencing you, Nigel?” I asked.  “Funny, but I’m pretty sure I pay you to be inconvenienced so that I don’t have to be.”
Nigel’s mouth pursed into an unhappy pucker.  “You’ve been locking yourself in this stuffy little study ever since you got back from Georgia.”  He gestured at the study.  “I mean, honestly.  Look at this mess.  Every day it smells more and more like an armpit sweating booze and Chinese takeout.  You’d think your mother never taught you to clean up after yourself.”
I frowned.  “You’re right.  She didn’t.  My mother was an alcoholic who gave me up to her sister Tina before the state could do it for her.”
“I’m — poor choice of words, sweetheart,” Nigel said, blushing a deep crimson.  “I’m sorry.”
“You should be.” 
I rotated my office chair to face him and saw that he had a point about the state of the room.  Dirty clothes were strewn across the floor; the futon that I sometimes slept in held a bunched-up throw blanket and messy pile of pillows; empty and half-empty boxes of delivery meals decorated my desk, coffee table, and end tables; and my acoustic guitar, the possession I valued most in the world, lay casually on the floor, as if it had gotten so tired of its stand that it had crawled down onto the area rug to take a nap.
I needed to clean.  But I couldn’t bring myself to care. 
I turned back to my desk, knocking over a shot glass that had the sticky remnants of tequila at the bottom in the process.  The few drops that hadn’t dried spilled onto my open notebook.  I cursed and wiped it off with my thumb.
Without turning back around, I told Nigel, “Whoever invited me to lunch, tell them no.  Tell George I’m too tired to meet after last night’s show and we can talk after New Year’s.  As for my physical therapist…”  I sighed, straightened my bad leg underneath the desk.  It was still asleep, or else it was still drunk, because it didn’t complain much.  I was sure, though, that the pain would come back soon enough.  And I doubted there was much the physical therapist could do about it.  “Tell the physical therapist we’ll call her when I’m ready.  Also probably after New Year’s.” 
I opened the bottom drawer of my desk and fished out a tequila bottle.  Half of it was gone, though I couldn’t recall having drunk it.  Probably not a good sign. 
I could tell by his reflection in the glass that Nigel had made no move to leave.
“What?” I snapped at him testily.
“Are you going to stay in your room and drink all day?”
“Why shouldn’t I?”
He pretended to think.  “Oh, I don’t know… maybe because you don’t want to turn into a cautionary tale told in People magazine?”
I snorted.  “I’m not Amy Winehouse.  Don’t try to make me go to rehab; I’ll say ‘No, no, no’.”
He rolled his eyes.  “Ha, ha.  Very funny.  So very funny that I almost forgot to laugh.” 
“Get the stick out of your ass, Nigel.”
“I’m English, darling.  Sticks in our arses are simply a part of our culture.” 
Normally I would have laughed at his joke.  Today I wasn’t in the mood.  “I gave a great performance yesterday, okay?  A great, sober performance.  So back off and just let me have a day to myself.”
“Fine,” he said.  “But if you’re still in here stinking of tequila when I go home from the day, I’m letting George in.”
“You wouldn’t.”
“Oh, but I would.”
“Alright, alright,” I said.  “I’ll stop drinking after lunchtime, I’ll contemplate taking a shower, and I’ll clean up the room.  Happy?”
“Fair enough,” Nigel said.  He paused.  “For now.” 
#
JULIE ARON
I drummed my fingers impatiently on my leg as the ride share driver fought with traffic to get away from LAX. 
“Malibu, huh?” he said, trying to make friendly conversation.
“Yeah.”
“Fancy place.  You heading there on vacation?  Ringing in the new year?”
“Umm… something like that.” 
I’m going because I think the girl I’ve loved since I was fifteen years old might be on a downward spiral of self-destruction, I thought.  Because I saw her perform a song and the way she sang it was raw and pained and hinted at dark things.
“Where ya from?” asked the driver.
“Atlanta,” I said, then amended my response with, “more or less.”
“East Coast, then.  Bet it’s cold about now, even in Atlanta.”
“It was sixty-one or sixty-two on Christmas Day,” I said.  “But it’s supposed to be more like forty-five today.”
He let out a low whistle.  “I’ve been in Southern California all my life.  Even sixty-two sounds cold to me.” 
We were quiet for a while; his music played softly in the background.  I couldn’t place it until it got to the chorus —
Cool jewelry shining so bright
Strawberry champagne on ice
Lucky for you, that’s what I like, that’s what I like
Lucky for you, that’s what I like, that’s what I like
Oh, right.  Bruno Mars.  I hoped it wouldn’t get stuck in my head.
“Lots of celebrities live in Malibu,” the driver said.
“Is that right.”
“Yeah,” he said, sounding more enthusiastic on the topic than I was.  “Britney Spears, Leonardo DiCaprio, and, uh — ”  He snapped his fingers a few times.  “I’m blanking on the actor’s name.  As Good as It Gets?  A Few Good Men?  Played the Joker in the old Batman movie?”
“Jack Nicholson?”
“Yeah!  That’s right.  Jack Nicholson.  He lives in Malibu.  Plus Miley Cyrus…” 
He kept listing names.  I stopped paying attention.
“You know who just bought a big ol’ house in Malibu a couple years ago?” the driver said.  “Six or seven acres, tennis courts, built-in recording studio?”
“Who.”
“That singer who got shot in Chicago.  Hope.”
I said nothing.
“I saw pictures of the house online.  Facebook or something, I can’t remember.”  He shook his head thoughtfully.  “Terrible thing, the way shootings have gotten to be in this country these days.  Seems like there’s another one every time you turn around.”
We made the rest of our forty-minute drive from the airport in silence.  I let my thoughts wander, and I toyed with the gift I’d picked up for Hope during the layover in Houston.
The driver’s eyes bugged out when he arrived at the outer gate to Hope’s mansion.  But if he recognized it from “Facebook or something,” he didn’t say so.  Nigel buzzed us in once I identified myself, and the driver let me out at the top of the circular driveway, where a fountain sprayed happily, defying any notion of a California drought. 
I didn’t doubt that the driver would snap a few photos before he drove away to pick up his next passenger.  Even if he didn’t know the mansion was Hope’s, he knew it was someone’s.  But where he saw grandeur, I saw only a magnificent prison.  Just like the ice castle in Frozen.
I stood on the doorstep, my luggage around me.  After a moment, I pressed the button beside the door and listened to the baritone bells inside.
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Boxing Day, Part 2:  “Least Complicated,” Indigo Girls (again)
HOPE CALDWELL
“Who was at the door, Nigel?” I asked without turning away from the desk.
“I was,” said a familiar voice.
I spun around in my chair and instantly regretted it, my head spinning with the effects of both hangover and fresh tequila.  It took me a moment to speak, partly because of my shock at who had stepped into the private sanctum of my study, partly because of the alcohol.
“Jules?  What are you doing here?”
“I saw your performance last night,” she said.  “On the Christmas special.  So I bought a plane ticket.”
My brow crinkled.  “What do my Christmas special and your flying three thousand miles across the country have to do with each other?”
Her eyes roved over me, over the desk, where the uncapped bottle of tequila and a shot glass sat. 
“You know why.”
How had she known?
But I crossed my arms against.  “What are you even talking about?”
Julie crossed the room to where I sat.  She reached for me, and I braced myself for her touch.  But instead of touching me, she reached past me, grabbing the neck of the tequila bottle and the shot glass and promptly leaving the room.
She came back empty-handed. 
“You did this once before.  In college, right after I broke up with you.”
“Did what before?”
“Don’t play dumb, Hope,” Julie said, but her tone was gentle.  “You drank yourself into a hospital bed.  I wasn’t going to let you do it again.”
I shook my head weakly.  “I’ve never been one of those tortured artists with a drinking problem.  I’m not about to become a stereotype.”
“Maybe you don’t have a drinking problem per se.  But that doesn’t mean you won’t hurt yourself in other ways.”
The implication sounded ominous.  I resented it but worried that she was right at the same time.
“I still don’t see what it has to do with my Christmas special,” I said,.  “I did it to raise money for gun legislation, you know.”
“I heard the song you sang — the one from the Disney movie that the big Broadway star made famous.  I can’t pronounce her name,” Julie said. 
“Idina Menzel,” I supplied.
Julie waved her hand dismissively.  “It doesn’t matter.  I listened.  I heard the way you sang it.”  She paused.  “You’re forgetting that I know you, Hope.  And you’re forgetting that I’ve been listening to you play music since you learned guitar.  I knew something was wrong from the first verse.”
I rubbed my eyes, which stung with dryness and a hangover.  “So you flew all the way to Los Angeles because you heard me sing a song.”
“I flew all the way to Los Angeles because I was worried about you.”
“Sorry to disappoint you, but — ”
“Nigel says you’ve been a mess ever since you got back from Georgia,” Julie said, interrupting me.
“Nigel likes to say a lot of things,” I grumbled.
We glared at each other for a long few seconds, caught in a kind of battle of wills.  I wasn’t quite ready to admit how glad I was to see Jules, how much her unannounced cross-country trip had touched my heart, but for her part, she wasn’t ready to tell me the whole truth.  There was something else to her visit, something she hadn’t said yet.  I could feel it in her posture and see it in the look on her face, and I was as certain of it as she said she had been certain that I was falling apart. 
She’d been right about her guess.  Was I right about mine?
“Sit,” I said, gesturing at the futon.  “Sorry about the mess.”
She pushed the pile of blankets and pillows aside and sat down.
“So,” I said, “you think you heard something in my song that indicated I was in trouble — ”
“I don’t think.  I know.”
“ — and so you called up my personal assistant to spy on me, and then booked a flight out here.”
Julie leaned forward, resting her forearms on her knees and lacing her hands together in front of her, as if in prayer.  “That’s not quite the right order,” she said.  “I booked the flight first.  Then I thought I’d better double-check, so I called Mel.  Mel said she hadn’t heard from you in over a week, and that you weren’t returning her phone calls.  I didn’t call Nigel until my layover in Houston.  I figured that someone should know I was on my way, and I didn’t want to call you, because…”  She trailed off.
“You were afraid I would tell you not to waste your time coming all this way,” I finished for her.
She thought for a moment, then nodded slowly.  “Yeah.  Yeah, I think that’s exactly what I was afraid of.” 
Neither of us spoke.  Julie’s gaze dropped to her interlaced hands, her top thumb roving restlessly back and forth against the other one.  Again I caught a glimpse of that something else she was wrestling with again, something that didn’t have anything to do with my daytime drinking and avoidance of everyone who cared about me.
“What’s bothering you?” I asked, my tone softening.  “Besides me, I mean.”  I rubbed absent-mindedly at my leg as she raised her head.  The alcohol had dulled my injury’s constant throbbing, but not enough that I was comfortable.
“Karen, uh, Karen left me a few days ago,” she said, her voice hoarse.    She cleared her throat.  “Maybe Mel already told you.”
“No, I didn’t know,” I said.  “It’s like Mel told you… we haven’t talked in a while.  Did she… is it because we…”
Julie had kissed me.  I’d wanted her to kiss me, to touch me, to hold me in that way that no one else could.  And in the moment, I hadn’t cared about Karen in the least. 
But now I felt a flush of guilt.  Had I caused them to break up?  Did I need to add the death of their relationship to the list of deaths I was responsible for?  My hands itched for the tequila bottle, but it was gone.
“It doesn’t matter why Karen left,” Julie said.  “She left and it’s over.  I probably should have left her myself before now.” 
I shook my head.  “You don’t leave people.”
Julie cleared her throat once more.  “Listen, Hope, I, uh — ” she began, but then stopped. 
She leaned back, straightening out one leg so that she could reach into her jeans pocket.  A crinkling orange-red packet emerged.  Food of some sort, but I couldn’t read the label from where I sat.  An airplane snack, perhaps?  But why?
“I picked this up for you in Houston,” Julie said.  She was suddenly self-conscious, avoiding my gaze.  She tore open the packet and pulled a candy jewel mounted to a plastic ring.  It was a Ring Pop.
“Julie,” I said with a sharp intake of breath.  I laughed.  “I haven’t seen a Ring Pop since…”
She held up a hand to silence me.  “Yes, I told Karen that I kissed you.   And I’m sure it was part of why she left, even though I told her it didn’t mean anything, that it was just nostalgia playing out.  She didn’t believe me.” 
Just nostalgia playing out.  The words brought on a fresh stab of pain.
Julie took a deep breath and held up the Ring Pop.  “But she was right to not believe me.  I think you and I both know that.”
For a moment, I stopped breathing.  Was she saying…?
I opened the drawer of my desk, reached to the very back until I found what I was looking for.  I pulled out a plastic ring, one that used to have a candy mounted to its top.
Julie’s eyes widened.  “Is that…?”
“Of course it is.”
#
JULIE ARON
The boy and girl are holding hands on the street
And I don’t want to but I think ‘You just wait’
It’s more than just eye to eye
Learn the things I could never apply…
I was fifteen, almost sixteen, when I gave Hope a Ring Pop.  I was too shy to tell her the truth, so I had passed it off as a joke.  I dropped to one knee before her and offered the candy ring up to her.
“Hope Caldwell,” I said in a serious voice, “will you marry me?”
“Julie Aron,” Hope said, “I thought you’d never ask.”
I slipped the plastic ring around her fourth finger, then watched as she made deliberately slow business of putting the whole thing into her mouth and sucking it.  An involuntary shiver ran down my spine.
Well, I remember the time when I came so close to you
Let everything go it seemed the only truth
And I bought you that ring, it seemed the thing to do
Senior year in college, in between the first time I found out Hope had cheated on me and the second time, I proposed to her again, except this time I did it with more than a jewel-shaped candy mounted to a plastic ring.
I hadn’t gotten down on one knee.  I’d said, “Marry me” as nonchalantly as I could while we sat together on a ratty couch inside our ratty apartment.  A commercial played on the television across from us; the footsteps of the neighbors above us made the ceiling above creak like an old house settling.
It wasn’t exactly romantic, but it took all the courage I could muster.
“What’s that?” Hope said, bringing her attention from the television screen to me.
“I said, ‘Marry me.’”
She gave a slight chuckle.  “Sure,” she said, as if playing along with my joke.  “Will the wedding be in Fiji or Hawaii?”
“I’m serious, Hope.”  I reached in my pocket and pulled up the little velvet black box.  I opened it.  “It’s not the nicest ring,” I admitted.  “But I figure that after we graduate, I’ll get a real job and we can upgrade it before the actual…  Are you okay?”
“I can’t marry you,” she said, eyes starting to mist with tears.
I’d been expecting her to say something like that. 
“I’m not saying we should do it right away,” I said, giving her the speech I’d prepared.  “We can wait a while.  Until school’s finished and we both get settled into — well, into whatever comes next.  The ring is just a symbol.  It’s what we mean to each other, a promise of where we’re going.”
They were the words I’d rehearsed in my head for several days.  But somehow it had always sounded smoother in my head than it did in real life.
“But I can’t marry you, Jules,” she repeated.  “I just — I can’t.”
What she didn’t say, what I would only find out later, was that she had fallen for someone else.
She got up from the couch, snatching up her keys from the table and accidentally knocking the open velvet box off my leg in the process.  The ring popped out of its slot inside the jewelry box, and I bent hastily to gather it up before it could slip away to some place permanently unfindable.
“Hope, wait,” I called after her, but in the time it had taken me to scoop up the ring and put it safely back in its box, she walked out of the apartment, slamming the door hard behind her.
I’m just a mirror of a mirror of myself
All the things that I do
To the Hope of the present, I said, “I can’t believe you kept it.  I can’t believe… did you really move all the way to Los Angeles with that?”
She smirked, toying with the remnants of the original Ring Pop.  “Julie.  It was the first time anyone proposed to me.  Of course I was going to keep it.”  She dropped her eyes, sounding more subdued when she added, “And it was from you.  I’ve kept everything you ever gave me — well, almost everything.”
I looked at her, thinking of the cheap engagement ring of a dozen years earlier.  I assumed that was what she’d meant.
I extended the Ring Pop to her.  “If I asked you to marry me again, what would you say?”
She lifted an eyebrow.  “That depends.  Are you proposing with a Ring Pop?”
“I’m trying to be serious here,” I said, but I couldn’t help but grin. 
“Are you saying the kiss in Georgia meant something to you?” she asked.
“I am,” I said.
“And you’re actually suggesting we try again?” she said doubtfully.  “After all these years?”
I made sure I didn’t break eye contact when I nodded.
“But that’s crazy,” she said with a huff.  “I broke your heart.”
“It mended,” I said with a shrug. 
“You can’t just do that,” Hope argued.  “You can’t just blow off all our history like it didn’t happen, like it’s just…”  Exasperated, she waved her hands at me as if she was shooing me away.
“Like it’s the past?” I said.  “We were just kids.”
“I cheated on you,” she said.  “Twice.”
“And you’ve been blaming yourself ever since.”  I rose from the futon, took a step closer to Hope before dropping to both knees in front of her.  “I forgave you years ago.  In part because we were both so young, in part because it wasn’t all your fault.”  I took a moment to gather my thoughts.  “I pressured you.  I crowded you.  I wanted things you weren’t ready for, and you did what you always do — you rebelled.  And you ran.”
It took Hope a long time to answer, but I was determined not to speak again until she’d responded.
“I’m not the same person you dated in high school and college,” she said at last.
“That’s what I’m counting on,” I said.
She fell into silence again.  “Where would we even start?” she asked.
“What about this?” 
I stood from my spot on the floor in front of her and braced my hands on the arms of her chair, leaning over her.  Hope’s face was only inches below mine, and I could hear her breaths coming in short, shallow puffs.  I lowered my mouth to hers and kissed her.
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Boxing Day, Part 3:  “The Origin of Love,” Neil Patrick Harris (Hedwig and the Angry Inch)
HOPE CALDWELL
Last time I saw you
We had just split in two
You were looking at me
I was looking at you
It had been a long time since I’d had sex with someone I’d actually cared about.  Even longer since I’d had sex with someone I loved.
I said before that I had easy access to sex because I was a best-selling recording artist. 
Sex as an expression of love, though — that’s a different story.  Sex as an expression of love, even between couples, that’s rare.  Don’t get me wrong; there are plenty of couples who love each other, but even for them, sex is more often a playful sport than it is an outcropping of their love.
You had a way so familiar
But I could not recognize
’Cause you had blood on your face
I had blood in my eyes
Over the years, I had forgotten about sex as love.  Even though it was called “making love,” it had stopped feeling that way long ago.  Sex became just another itch to be scratched.
But on that late afternoon of December 26, when the sun was a spill of melting orange above the Pacific, Julie Aron leaned over me while I sat in my chair and said, “What about this?”
The kiss was at once tender, sweet, and achingly familiar.
That was the moment I remembered about sex as an expression of love.
As my nose brushed against the skin of her cheek, I smelled that scent that was uniquely hers.  A locked compartment inside my chest clicked open.
My hands went to the small of her back, fists closing around handfuls of shirt and the jacket she’d never taken off.  I pulled her, forward and down, pulled her into me, pulled her like I wanted her body to melt into mine. 
“Julie,” I breathed, and now instead of pulling, I pushed her back, because I wanted to see her face.  I wanted to look into her eyes.  I couldn’t have said what I was looking for.  But I knew I would recognize it if I saw it.
She took a half-step back.  Her hazel eyes were clear and vulnerable, pupils wide in the dimness of a room lit only by the setting sun. 
She searched my face.  She was looking for something, too, I knew.
But I could swear by your expression
That the pain down in your soul
Was the same as the one down in mine
“I can’t keep trying to be apart from you,” she said.  “That day in the beginning of November, when I thought maybe I’d lost you — ”
Her voice cracked.  A single tear rolled down her cheek.
“Shh,” I said, putting a finger to her lips.  “You didn’t lose me.  I’m here.” 
I pulled her forward again, this time with such force that she stumbled, almost falling into my lap.  She kissed me harder, moved her hands from the arms of the chair to my face, cupping it with a gentleness that contrasted with the force with which she pressed her mouth against mine.
“I want more than trying again,” she said when the kiss ended, the words a tickling caress against my ear.  “I want to be with you.  I want to wake up next to you.”  There was a short pause, long enough for a breath to be drawn and held.  “I want you to marry me.”
“I know,” I said.  “I saw the Ring Pop.” 
I felt her lips crinkle into a smile against my cheek, and I smiled back, squeezing her close but without the same manic desperation as before.
That’s the pain
That cuts a straight line
Down through the heart
We called it love
“I love you, Hope,” she said.  “I’ve always loved you.”
“And I’ve always loved you,” I said.  “I always will.  I never wanted to hurt you.”
“It’s alright.  That part’s over now.”  Her teeth grazed down the side of my throat; I tilted my head back.  Her lips danced a series of light kisses across the base of my neck, then she pulled my t-shirt down in an attempt to reach my breasts.
I moved to take my shirt off, but before I could, she scooped me up from the chair, startling a squeal out of me.
“There’s more space on the futon,” she explained, and before I could protest that I was too heavy, that she was going to hurt herself, she had crossed the room and laid me gently on my back.  I felt the pads of her fingers slip beneath the bottom of my shirt, felt her hands curl around the band of the loose sweatpants I’d had on.  For a brief moment, I almost felt self-conscious — to be found half-drunk and unshowered in the least glamorous clothes I owned.  But then I remembered that this wasn’t anyone; this was Julie, and if ever there was someone I could simply be myself around, it was her.
Cool air touched the skin she unveiled, and I shivered.  Her lips found their way to the inside of my knee, then up my left thigh.  I braced myself for her touch to trigger a wave of pain where the scar of the bullet was, but nothing came. 
This is what I’ve needed, I thought, and the realization startled me.  This is the healing I’ve needed all along.
When her mouth reached the place where my legs met, her hands slid up the outside of my thighs, hooked around my panties.  A moment later, the panties joined my sweatpants on the floor, and Julie’s lips brushed against the most tender parts of me.  She slid her tongue between my folds, and just as I thought I would lose myself in the sensation, three fingers slipped inside me.  My hips bucked and I let out a low moan.
I lifted my head to look down at her.  Her dark hair still curved and fell  in a soft sweep on either side around her widow’s peak as it always had, but now there were flecks of silver mixed in with the dark brown.
She lifted her eyes, perhaps feeling my gaze upon her.  We watched each other while her mouth and fingers worked against me.  My breaths were already coming in short, hungry gasps; the muscles of my legs tensed and relaxed in time with Julie’s rhythm. 
“Jules,” I said, reaching for her.  My fingers pressed into the taut muscles of her shoulders.  “Jules, come here.  Be with me.”
She wiped her mouth with the back of one hand, but left her fingers inside me as her torso slid against mine.
“Too many clothes,” I complained with a smile, “you have far too many clothes on.”  I tugged the tucked-in edge of her t-shirt from its place in her jeans.  “How is it I always end up half-naked while you remain fully dressed?” I asked, speaking as if this was something we did all the time, as if it was something we’d never stopped doing.
“My good luck, I think,” she said with a smirk.  The same answer she always gave me.  She kissed my cheek, the underside of my jaw, still driving her fingers inside me.
“Stop,” I managed to say, even though it was the last word I wanted to come out of my mouth.  “You still have your fucking jacket on.  I want to feel your skin on mine.”
She pulled her fingers out of me and made quick business of stripping down to her underwear and bra, then pulled my shirt and bra off and proceeded to tease my nipples with her tongue while wedging her thigh between my legs.
“You’re impossible, you know that?” I said, and rolled us both over, putting her below me.  Roughly, I pulled off the sports bra, earning a startled, “Oww!  Jesus!”, then yanked her underwear down to her ankles.
“There,” I said.  “That’s so much better.” 
I trailed my fingers up the inside of Julie’s thigh.  She gasped when my index finger brushed against her clit.  She was already wet.  So wet.  I pressed harder, making her suck in another breath. 
I slid my first two fingers down and into her; she tilted her head back, mouth falling open into a silent moan as she closed her eyes.  I slid an arm beneath her neck and shoulders while I kept working the two fingers inside her.  It had always been two fingers with Jules, never three.  And there was something so familiar and intimate about knowing that one little fact that my heart nearly burst with love for her.
I moved faster, harder, dipping my head to kiss her chest, neck, the corners of her open mouth.
“I love you,” I whispered.  “I love you so much.”
So we wrapped our arms around each other
Trying to shove ourselves back together
We were making love
Making love
She couldn’t answer me; her mouth moved in an attempt to make words, but no sound came out.  Until finally,
“Fuck!  Oh, fuuuuuuuuuuuuck…”
she came.  Her whole body jerked — once, twice, then relaxed.  I pulled my fingers out a moment later, collapsed onto her chest, smiling against her skin.
“Your turn,” she said once she’d caught her breath, and rolled me onto my back.
I came a few minutes later, with three of Julie’s fingers inside me and her tongue pressed hard against my clit.
We each arrived two more times after that, then collapsed in a tangled heap of sweaty, sticky limbs.  The futon cover was damp and cool beneath us; I kept one arm around Julie while tugging up the throw blanket over us with my other hand.
The sun had completely set some time ago, and what little light there was in the room came from the blue-white glow of ground lights around the infinity pool two stories below.  How long had we made love?  How long had it been since we had stopped?  Was it seven o’clock, or midnight?  Time didn’t matter.  Time didn’t exist.
We talked some.  We talked about her break-up with Karen, about what her dogs had been like as puppies, about why she wanted to open a gym.  We talked about my leg, the future of my career, the music scene in Los Angeles, the business behind making and marketing a record.
At some point, our conversation trailed off, dissipating like steam in the dark room, and we fell asleep. 
That’s the origin of love
Oh yeah, the origin of love
The origin of love
The origin of love
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New Year’s Day:  “New Year’s Day,” U2
JULIE ARON ~ ONE YEAR LATER
[ FINAL VERSE ]
I fidgeted just inside the locked glass door, looking out into the parking lot.  Helium balloons both inside and outside the plate glass window obscured my view, but not so much that I didn’t know the lot was empty.
Maybe no one will come, I thought.
No, that’s ridiculous, I thought next, trying to quell my own doubts.  Hope invited more than a hundred people.  And it’s Hope.  People will come.
Dog toenails clicked against the faux wood floor, and a wet nose pressed into my hand.  I bent down far enough to rub an ear, although I hadn’t looked to see if it was Wilson or Spalding who’d come up to me.
“If you build it, they will come.  Right, guys?” I said, quoting from the only Kevin Costner movie I’d ever really liked.  I glanced down.  Spalding, then.  I kneeled down to give him a more thorough scratching, since he was the needier of my two dogs and required that kind of reassurance.
Though I had to admit that right now, I was the one who needed the reassurance. 
“Maybe you knew that, huh buddy?” I said while I rubbed his neck. 
He turned and licked the side of my face.
A white car with a ride share sticker in its windshield pulled up, and I stood up in time to see Hope get out of the back seat.  She waved goodbye to the driver and limped a little as she made her way to the front door.  I unlocked it for her.
“Sorry I’m late,” she said after giving me a quick hug and a kiss on the cheek.  “My meeting with George ran late.  He’s not keen on me overhauling the new album, but it’s like I told him — I’m done with being a pop star.”
“What did he say about donating all the proceeds to gun control groups?”
“Oh, that was the only part of the plan he liked,” she said, grinning.  “He thinks it’ll boost sales.”  She sighed, the kind of sigh someone gives when they finally sit down at last at the end of a long day.  “But that’s not why I’m doing it.  It feels so good to get back to making the kind of music I really love, for the reasons I love making it.”  Her gaze flitted around the room, nodding her approval at the shiny new gym equipment, the stability balls I’d inflated while she’d been gone, the rows of rubber-coated dumbbells.  “Everything looks great.  But where’s the caterer?”
I shrugged.  “Not here.  Nobody’s here.”
She took my hand, squeezed it.  “Stop worrying.  They’ll come.  It’s Los Angeles; no one wants to be the first person to arrive at a party.  Trust me.”  She frowned.  “Although the caterer definitely should’ve been here by now.”
Hope reached into the purse dangling from her forearm and pulled out her  phone.  “I made a playlist.  What did you do with the Bluetooth speaker?”
For a brief moment, I thought of Karen and her Bluetooth speaker.  Sometimes it surprised me how little I thought of Karen, how I spent five years with her and now she rarely even crossed my mind. 
As if those five years had been nothing but a bad dream, waiting for Hope to wake me with her reappearance.
I gestured to the corner.  “It’s over there,” I said.  “But I made a playlist, too.”
“Maybe you did, but mine’s better,” she said with a wry smile.  “Your playlist probably has nothing but 90s music and hip hop.”
“But I like hip hop.”
“Oh, stop whining,” she said dismissively, pecking me on the cheek as she crossed the room.
I resumed my survey of the parking lot, brightening when I saw a car pull up and three people in catering uniforms get out.
“The caterer just got here,” I said.
“About time,” Hope said.  “There — I think I got it working.” 
Something electronic crackled to life.  I heard guitar, keyboard, drum, and Bono’s plaintive “Yeee-ahhh!”
“That’s ’90s music, too,” I told Hope as I unlocked the door for the caterers.
“Do you want us to set up inside or outside?” the woman in front asked.
“Inside,” I said.
“Outside,” Hope said at the same time.
I shrugged.  “Outside, I guess.”
The caterer glanced from me to Hope, and if I wasn’t mistaken, her eyes widened with recognition.  It was something I was getting used to about having a superstar for a girlfriend.  Hope smiled pleasantly and put an arm around my waist.
All is quiet on New Year’s Day
A world in white gets underway
I want to be with you
Be with you, night and day
Nothing changes on New Year’s Day
On New Year’s Day
The caterer walked out, barking instructions to her two companions.
Hope squeezed.  “You’re going to be the most sought-after trainer in Malibu,” she said.  “Trust me.”
I managed a faint smile.  “And if I’m not?  You’re going to be my sugar mama?”
She nodded.  “I’ll make you my housewife and keep you locked away where no one else can find you.  What do you think about that?”
“I think I’ll expect chocolate bonbons every day.”
She giggled — a light, musical sound.  She giggled like that a lot these days.
I will be with you again
I will be with you again
*    *    *




Thanks for reading.

Support independent authors — leave a review at Amazon.com.
Thank you for reading my quick little holiday romance.  I truly hope you enjoyed it. 
And if you did enjoy it, I want to ask for just one more minute of your time — literally just one more minute — to leave a review of this book on Amazon.
I’m not sure if you realize how much reviews matter to independent authors like me.  We’re the “little guys” of the publishing world, trying to get our books noticed despite not having the same resources as big-name authors with big-name publishing houses.  Reviews are one of the things that make a difference.  People read them.  People make purchasing decisions based on them.
So would you mind leaving a review?  One minute, really.  That’s all I ask.
*    *    *




Get access to my new books for free

Whenever I publish a new book, I give my readers a chance to read it for free.  I ask who’s interested in the new book, make a list of people who say they’re interested, and then pick anywhere from 15 - 30 people at random for a free copy.  If that sounds like a good deal to you, join my Reader’s Club and stay up-to-date on everything I’m writing.  Besides a chance at free books, everyone who joins the Reader’s Club gets a free short story, access to any current discounts, and occasionally free books and swag from me.
The Reader’s Club is an email list, and before you say, “OMG, I’m on so many lists already!” I just want you to know that I don’t spam.  You’ll get my series of welcome emails, but after that, you’ll hear from me about once per month at most.  Sometimes less than that.  So don’t worry; I won’t clutter up your inbox!  Join today:  http://authorelizaandrews.com/readersclub-w
*    *    *




Backstory to the Story

[ If you’ve never read my books before, you may not know that I (usually) include a personal essay at the end instead of an Acknowledgments or About the Author section.  That’s what follows below. ]
I first started writing about Hope Caldwell and Calvin, Georgia, when I was still an undergraduate at Duke University in the late 1990s.  (Wow, as I type that, I realize that means Hope has been living inside my head for more than twenty years.)  I think the first time Hope and Calvin showed up in a story together was when I turned in a short story instead of an academic essay (I had a bad habit of doing that to my professors) for my Chekhov class.  No, wait — it was for my Dostoevsky class.  I remember now:  I wanted to demonstrate my understanding of The Brothers Karamazov via short lesbian-themed fiction.
If that makes you narrow your brow in confusion, don’t worry; I am also confused about what I was trying to do.  But then again, I was twenty at the time, and pretty much everything we do at that age is confusing.
Calvin, Georgia, is based on my own hometown of Hiram, Georgia.  (Although if any of you readers are Atlantans, you’ll notice I placed Calvin north of the city instead of west.)
Hope is loosely based on my best friend from high school, EC.  EC may not realize it (and she will probably never read these words), but she influenced my trajectory from adolescence to adulthood probably more than any other person in my life.  I will be forever grateful for her take-no-prisoners approach to life, and even though I’ve never been as courageous as she is, I owe what little courage I managed to cultivate primarily to her.  EC was always true to herself, no matter what other people thought, no matter what the cost would be.  I think I had to witness that kind of power (because being true to yourself is certainly a super power) in someone else before I could do it myself. 
So in my mind, EC has always been larger-than-life.  That’s why I keep writing her into my fiction in different ways.  First in my Dostoevsky class, later in the short story that I used to apply for a Master’s in Fine Arts in Creative Writing (“Hope Caldwell” got me into three schools but I never went), and now in Winter Love Songs.  What better way to honor my larger-than-life friend than to turn her into a world-famous pop star?  :-D
But fame — ah, yes.  Fame.
Besides my hometown and the ever-fabulous EC, the other place this story came from is a documentary about Lady Gaga that I stumbled across on Netflix or Amazon or Hulu or some other random place on a lazy afternoon.  When I watched it, I tried to wrap my mind around what it would be like to be that famous.  Lady Gaga famous.  I started writing a story about Hope Caldwell as a pop star immediately after watching the documentary. 
What would that level of fame do to a person’s psyche?  I wondered.  Wouldn’t it be a total mind-f***? 
Writing is what I do when I don’t understand something, when I want to process something, or when I have something to say.  That’s where this story came from:  I was trying to understand what the mind-bending effects of fame might be; I always use my writing to process heavy emotions; and I have something to say:  keeping assault rifles legal is stupid.
Anyway.  That’s all I’ve got for this essay.  I hope it was more interesting for you than an Acknowledgments section.  :-)
*    *    *
Keep in touch.
Well, reader.  I hope this isn’t the last time we see each other.  The best way to keep up with me is through my Reader’s Club (see the links above).  But there’s always these other ways:
Email:  ramarshall.writer@gmail.com
Blog:  http://authorelizaandrews.com/blog
Facebook:  http://facebook.com/authorelizaandrews
*    *    *
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