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MONDAY, MAY 31: the day I, Carrie Lynn Sinclair,

caught my husband cheating on me.




He was going into a motel with some blonde, acting like

an eager fool from what I could see from my vantage point across the parking

lot where my car was wedged between a truck and a dumpster.




His hand lightly rested on the small of her back as he

ushered her into the room.




I guess I must have been in shock because I didn’t

immediately break down and cry or commit some lunatic act of jealousy as I

always imagined I would if faced with this very situation; I just sat there and

waited with a strange sense of detachment.




But as the minutes ticked away, the wall of surreal

numbness that had enveloped me so far began to crack. It was his hand touching

the small of her back that did it. There had always been something about his

hands that had the power to move me. I imagined his hands on her thinner,

probably younger body; her hands on him, my husband, the love of my life, and

all at once a wave of hurt and jealousy slammed into me. I bent over the

steering wheel as sick… hurt didn’t even begin to describe… sick horror

washed over me. I wished I could cry but shock had temporarily robbed me of the

ability and I could only hunch my body against the searing pain.




Every minute I sat there and imagined what they were

doing to each other was excruciating, but I was unable to leave, as if I had to

bear witness to my husband’s infidelity. I suppose I could have beat on the

door and confronted them but there didn’t seem to be any point. What he was

doing was irrevocable and unforgivable. And I didn’t want to be seen by the

other woman. Not like this. Not on her terms.




An hour—an eternity—later, they emerged from the room.

I sank down lower in my seat. He leaned over and gave the woman a kiss before

backing out. I averted my eyes, and pain flared again in my chest. My stomach

cramped and tightened into a hard knot of anguish.




I swayed a little at the reality of what had just

happened. He had wanted this other woman. He had been attracted to her, had

touched her, and then had had her. I ground my teeth against the mental image

of him rising above her, knowing her so intimately.




Scenes popped into my head and shuffled across my

memory:




The day he first told me he loved me, so young and

handsome then as he mouthed the words at me through the car window.




The day he asked me to marry him.




The birth of our sons.




The past retreated, and the future I had envisioned of

us old together, with grandkids and cookies under the hickory nut tree, filled

my mind one last time, and then slid away, and was gone—forever.




I jerked the car door open, leaned out, and vomited

onto the black pavement. Raw grief enveloped me, and the tears finally came,

filling my eyes and running down my face.




I cranked the car and drove home blindly, tears

refilling my eyes and spilling over every time I wiped them away. The steady

ache in my heart flared sharply in sync with the anguish in my stomach every

time I saw again the image of him leaning over to kiss the woman.




As soon as I got in the door, I wanted to leave again.

The house sat in dreary disarray, dirty from dishes and trash and my unfaithful

husband. I stared around at the walls of our home and couldn’t bring myself to

even lay down my purse. I didn’t belong there anymore.




Spying the wedding photo of Jared and I sitting on top

of the mantle, my hand lashed out and I swept it crashing into the wall,

shattering the glass. I looked down at the broken picture and found it fitting.




I wondered if he had taken off his wedding ring.
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I KNEW HOW he had managed it. He had ducked out of

work. Which explained his haste at the motel; he’d been in a hurry to get back.

The employees were discouraged from leaving during their shift—someone was sent

out with everyone’s lunch order each day—but he was the plant manager and the

rules didn’t necessarily apply to him. He would have come home that evening and

I would have never been the wiser.




It had only been chance that I caught him. I was

pulling out of the Whole Foods Market on the other side of town when I spotted

the truck he drove. I instantly knew it was Jared’s from the shell on the back

and the color of it—it was an unusual shade of rust you didn’t see very often.




And some blond-headed woman was sitting in the

passenger seat.




Without thinking I flew out onto the road behind them,

causing the oncoming traffic to slam on their brakes as they tried to avoid

hitting me. I barely noticed, I was so intent on following him. No way was I

letting him out of my sight just to give me some bullshit excuse when I asked

him about it later.




I followed them straight to the motel.




THE VIEW WAS perfect. I could see the sloping green of

the backyard and the woods beyond through the sliding glass doors. The trees,

still full from summer rain, were thick and dark with the impending night. My

deep purple coleus plant sat rich and velvety on the corner of the deck

underneath the redbud tree I had accidentally planted too close, and a mass of

dusky pink petunias spilled out of a turquoise planter, accenting the whole

scene, completing the picture.




Barely showing across the top was a patch of blue. It

was a beautiful, brilliant shade of blue caught somewhere between cobalt and

indigo.




I had always taken comfort in the view and the nice

home and family that went with it. It had become a measure of my self-worth. See?

I would think to the world, I have a nice house, a successful husband, and

two healthy children. Now that picture in my head of our family and my life

by extension had been distorted, and I didn’t know how to see myself anymore:

beloved wife and mother, or forsaken fool?




The fireflies were out, winking yellow in the shadows

under the hickory nut tree at the bottom of the yard.




Where had all the time gone? It seemed only yesterday I

was a child playing games of hide-and-seek. I saw myself running as a little

girl, tan legs pumping, ponytail whipping behind me. I wanted to run again

across the grass, down the hill and into the woods beyond. I wanted to race

through the trees and over a meadow. I wanted to fling myself screaming and

laughing into the nearest lake. Again I wanted to feel the sheer joy and

exhilaration of being young and delighted with life.




The light was almost gone now, the tiny patch

of blue fading into inky blackness.




SO FAR I had kept quiet about what he had done. Some

perverse will I hadn’t realized I possessed kept me silent and somehow I felt

as though I had the upper hand if I didn’t confront him. I could just imagine

how it would go—denials and lies followed by excuses. He would be sorry, of

course, ashamed even, and absolutely certain it would never happen again.

Please. I knew how it was. It was unrealistic to think that for the rest of his

life he would only sleep with me. But none of that logic mattered. What mattered

was the knowledge that he had been carnally intimate with another woman.




Being able to forgive him was unthinkable. What he had

done wasn’t just one little mistake, one little blip in our life together, but

proof to me that what I had feared from the beginning was true: he didn’t

really love me. Oh, I knew he loved me for our years together, for being the

mother of his children, but he wasn’t “in love” with me as I was with him; or

at least he wasn’t anymore.




I met Jared when I was living in my very first place.

After I graduated from the small college my parents could barely afford, I

managed to land a job with the Daniel Company in downtown Greenville, the

largest city near my hometown, and I immediately moved into an apartment

building two streets over. It was my first real place on my own and I loved it.

I could do exactly what I wanted, with no one to answer to. I could work for

ten hours and then come home and veg in front of the television with a late dinner,

or a glass of wine, or even a joint in those days. But, more often than not, it

was just dinner, a little television, and then sleep.




A couple I knew, Brandi and Kyle, invited me over to

their place one evening, and Jared was there. He and Kyle were childhood

friends, and because Jared had just moved back to town, they had invited him to

join us.




Brandi was one of my more upscale friends, and I was

sure I stuck out like a sore thumb in her gorgeous living room in my simple

black dress and inexpensive heels. But men don’t always pay attention to these

things and I noticed Jared’s eyes on me more than once.




When he finally approached me I was oddly at ease. His

hair was longish, almost black at the roots but with the blond remnants of a

salon job on the ends, and he was wearing expensive jeans and a Patek Philippe

watch. He was good-looking, too good-looking and well dressed. He was

out of my league.




So I didn’t even try. I looked at him coolly and spoke

to him frankly, not caring one iota what he thought of me. I found it

liberating to be able to be myself and not care if I was pretty enough, or if

he liked me. 




I grabbed a drink and walked over to the buffet spread

Brandi had set out on the dining room table and he followed behind me. We both

loaded up our plates, and I snagged the empty loveseat by the balcony. Without

asking, he sat down beside me. I was a little annoyed that he would just assume

he was welcome.




I learned that he was not long out of college and had

just toured Europe with his grandmother. “I’m just kind of burned out, you

know? So I’m taking some time off before settling on a permanent position.”




He fascinated me even as I tried to maintain my

indifference. I kept waiting on him to realize that my background and situation

were on a whole different level, but it didn’t seem to faze him. Not then, and

not later, when we began to date earnestly. I will say that about him; he was

never a snob.




When the funds from his parents dwindled—he had no

doubt been sucking them dry for years; his father was a doctor and they were

pretty comfortable but by no means wealthy—he had found himself temporarily in

need of a place to stay. It seemed only natural for him to move in with me. And

then it only seemed natural for him to placate his parents with a serious girl—a

serious, smart girl with a job in architecture (that was stretching it a bit)—he

wanted to bring home to meet them. And of course, if he married and settled

down, a steady career would soon follow, and they were happy enough.




But whatever Jared had really planned to do, whether he

had actually loved me or was only using me as a temporary pit stop, I’ll never

know because right about then I got pregnant. Jared took the news, to me, with

what seemed to be a cross between awe and badly concealed dismay. But his mom

was ecstatic at becoming a grandmother, and that was that and we were married.

He worked at various positions while I tried to keep mine, and then later Zach

came along and I gave it up and stayed home with the kids. Jared was making

decent money by then, and I was doing my writing. I knew he would never leave

me, but I also knew in the back of my mind that he had been trapped into

marriage to me, no matter how many times he protested he would have asked me

anyway.




They say that there is always one person in the

relationship that loves the other one more, and I had always known I was the

one who loved him more.




All those nights he slept on the sofa because he had

come in late from work, or had to get up extra early, or was up late watching

television. Sometimes we would go weeks without being intimate. I thought he

waited on and yearned for our time together away from our busy life and

children, same as me. But he hadn’t been waiting for me; he had found comfort

with someone else.




From the beginning after we were married, even when I

tried not to, I felt as if I didn’t measure up. His family was so much better

off than mine and he was so handsome, and I was so ordinary, and then there was

the age difference. It was only two years, but no matter how old a man is, he

always wants a young woman. And I was two years older than him. He was aging

too and had gained more weight over the years than I had, but like a lot of

men, he seemed to only get more attractive as he got older. He had a few gray

strands in his sideburns, but that only served to make him look distinguished,

and though he had thickened over time, it had merely given him a mature

muscularity. His hair was thinning a little on top but with the way he wore it,

you couldn’t even tell unless his hair was wet.




Somehow I had thought we would slowly grow old

together, seeing each other as we once were, our love making us eternally

young. I looked down at my dumpy self. I should have known better.
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EVERYDAY CONCERNS AND irritations no longer bothered

me. They were nothing compared to the agony I felt every moment over Jared’s

betrayal, and I merely flicked these petty little worries away.




I had always resented being solely in charge of the

finances, and now I couldn’t bring myself to care. I didn’t care if I ever paid

a bill again. Late fees and disconnection notices would undoubtedly pile up

like the years I had wasted on our marriage.




You think that finding out your husband’s cheating on

you would be the worst part, but it’s not, it’s having to divorce him and give

up your entire life—the family you made together, your home, your friends, your

security. One day you’re warm and safe, and the next you’re reminded that we

are truly alone in this world.




I had always felt an undercurrent of uneasiness

whenever I thought about how our marriage had come about. And doubt is an

insidious thing. It can affect how you act, what you say, and what you don’t

say. And that doubt leads to a lack of trust that can eat away at even the best

of relationships. I had wanted to believe him when he said he loved me. I had

told myself I could be wrong, that I was just being insecure. It was possible

he loved me as much as I loved him and would have asked me to marry him

anyway.




But then, ten years into our marriage, the first crack

in the façade of our relationship appeared.




Jared had been going through a depression for about six

months or so and had begun to treat it by using cocaine behind my back. I can

only say now that he must have been depressed because, unlike me, to him

spending the rest of our lives together painted a rather bleaker picture.

Looking back at his uncharacteristic mood swings and lethargic irritation, it

seems so obvious to me now what was going on.




I finally clued in one Saturday as I was fixing

something to eat for the boys. I’d just yelled at Jared and threatened to throw

cold water on him for sleeping the day away again (he was “coming down”

unbeknownst to me), and I was standing in front of the stove making grilled

cheese sandwiches when he staggered into the kitchen.




“Goddamn crazy old bitch,” he muttered in my

direction, pulling open the refrigerator.




Old? Heat instantly flooded my cheeks. The force

of my hurt and fury that he would speak to me like that, and in front of the

kids, immediately brought tears to my eyes. I whirled around, dropping the

spatula.




He kicked the refrigerator shut, twisting the top off

the beer he’d just grabbed, and glared at me through angry red-rimmed eyes.




Behind me I heard the kids flee the room.




Something is horribly wrong here, I thought.




“You will not talk to me like that,” I said, my voice

choking with emotion.




He sneered at me, his expression hateful, and took a

long pull of his beer.




“I’ll talk to you any… way… I… want.”




“Get out,” I gasped, shocked and furious… and hurt

at his affront.




He snorted, set his beer on the counter, and leaned

back and crossed his arms. “I’m not going anywhere.” His expression was

arrogantly confident that there was nothing I could do about it.




Oh I couldn’t have this. I couldn’t have this at all.

“I said GET OUT!”




“Yeah? Well I don’t think so.”




I stared back at him for a second then stepped over and

snatched the phone off the kitchen counter. I started dialing, stabbing each

button deliberately. 9-1-1.




His eyes widened. “What are you doing?”




“You need to leave right now. I will not allow this,

and if I have to, I’ll tell them exactly what I suspect you’ve been doing.” It

was a bluff; I didn’t know anything for sure, other than he had to be on

something. And if he was, I didn’t think he would want the police searching the

house.




I stared him down, unwavering. If he wanted crazy, I’d

show him crazy.




The operator on the other end picked up, her voice

audible across the room. “Nine one one, what is your emergency?”




Shock spread across Jared’s face, and he began moving

toward the door. He shot me one last hate-filled look as he stepped out.




I waited another full second until he was all the way

gone before speaking. “False alarm. I’m sorry. I thought it was a stranger, but

it was only my husband.”




I had made him stay gone for a solid week, sending him

away again every time he showed up.




At first he was belligerent and spouting off about how

it was his house and I wouldn’t have anything without him, whereas I quickly

reminded him that in the wonderful state of South Carolina the wife is

automatically recognized for all the hard-earned years she puts into a marriage

with half of everything the husband owns. (The truth of the matter is he hadn’t

had such a good work ethic when we first met, and I often thought he probably

wouldn’t have anything if it weren’t for me and my encouragement and the

incentive of having to provide for the kids and me.) And then he was contrite

and apologetic, admitting his drug usage and begging for another chance. When

he had exhausted all his friends and co-workers couches, I had relented. I let

him come home but completely ignored his existence until I was sure he had

stopped using.




But I had not forgotten.




And recently there had been other incidents.




Like the night Jared went in to catch up on some work

while the company was shut down for a holiday. I had thought it would be nice

to surprise him with something to eat, so I had fed the kids and then packed up

a plate for him and drove the ten miles over to the main plant where he worked.




Jared seemed happy enough to see me. Taking advantage

of being the only ones there, he took me on a golf cart ride along the

perimeter of the property before escorting me in to his office.




“Sit down and get warm and I’ll get us some coffee from

the canteen,” he said, ushering me inside.




I placed the plate I had brought him on top of a file

cabinet and sat down at his desk. After being with the company for twelve

years, he had recently gotten a substantial promotion and this was the first

time I had been in his new office. A framed photo of a group of men I assumed

were all upper management was on the far wall. I got up to take a look. Jared

smiled back at me from the second row. He was already a handsome man with his

dark hair and sexy, deep-set eyes—my best friend Ally, short for Alethea which

she hated but I loved, had once called them “bedroom eyes”—but when he smiled

he was utterly devastating. Once again I felt the strange combination of pride

and fear I always felt whenever it struck me how handsome he was.




As I turned back around, I caught sight of the small

photo on top of the bookshelf. It was a picture of me I had given him years

before. I knew he had a more recent one, but it wasn’t on display. I looked

around at all the other shelves and filing cabinets but it wasn’t in evidence

anywhere.




Jared came back in carrying two steaming cups of

coffee. He handed me one, and I blew on it and took a sip.




“Do you have any snacks in the canteen? I didn’t eat

before I left and I could really use something to hold me.”




Jared paused halfway through sitting down. “Well, what

do you want?” he asked, straightening back up again.




“Anything, crackers, a candy bar, whatever.”




Jared gave a small sigh, rummaged around in his desk

for some change, and then headed back to the canteen.




As soon as he was gone, I jerked open the main desk

drawer. Nothing. Just pens, Post-it notes, paperclips, and other odds and ends;

no picture. Where would he have put it, and why wasn’t it out? Maybe he had

accidentally broken it. I searched all the drawers that weren’t locked and

started on a file cabinet.




I found it in the bottom, intact and placed behind

several folders in the back.




Comparing the two photos, I could see the difference.

In the earlier one taken right after we had gotten together, I was still the

young, thin woman with sandy-brown hair he had married, and in the more recent

one, I was almost matronly looking with the weight I had gained and shorter,

darker hairstyle.




He had deliberately hidden the more recent picture.




He was ashamed of how much I had changed.




But the thing that sticks in my mind, even more than

hiding my picture or cheating on me with the blond bimbo, believe it or not,

was what he did the day we went downtown to have lunch not long before I caught

him at the motel.




Can you ever truly know someone else? Even one you live

with day in and day out for years? I had thought Jared was for the most part an

intelligent, kind, loyal husband. But by the time I walked out of the pizzeria,

I had quite a different opinion of him, especially coming off the heels of

finding out he was ashamed of how I looked.




We parked on the north end in a parking garage and

walked down Main Street, enjoying all the shops and people in smart clothes

walking and cruising by as we made our way down to the south end where our

favorite pizza place was located. We had been there before and loved their New

York-style crust and large selection of draft beers. I was looking forward to a

nice buzzy lunch followed by a long romantic walk to clear our heads before

heading home.




They weren’t too crowded and after ordering our slices

we found a table easily. The waitress came over shortly after, and to tell you

the truth, I didn’t even notice her that much. She was just some waitress I

would probably never see again. I noticed she was young and thin in an abstract

kind of way, but that was it.




I ordered a Blue Moon, and Jared said he was undecided

and got up to check out the different brands offered. He followed her over to

the bar, and I went to use the restroom.




When I got back, he was at the bar talking to the

waitress, the beers poured and ready in front of him.




At first I didn’t think too much about how much he was

focusing on her. I only half listened as he talked about how they both enjoyed

the same beer—Stella, I believe it was—because I was eating and enjoying my own

beer. It was about twenty minutes or so later, after another one of his

unnecessarily long trips back to the bar, that it occurred to me that he had

been talking almost nonstop about her, or to her, nearly the entire time we had

been there. So far I had heard all about how they had both lived in the

Midwest, how they liked the same music, how she reminded him of a young Goldie

Hawn, and now he was chuckling about how tiny she was.




“I just thought you were little.”




My head came up.




He caught the look. “You know, when we first met.”




I focused in on him as what he said registered. What

stupid shit was he saying?




“She’s so small she probably couldn’t even go on the

rides at Disney World,” he continued, holding his arm out as if to indicate the

cutoff height for a ride.




I blinked at him in astonished disgust. The girl was

all of nineteen maybe, and he was thirty-eight. He wore a little smile on his

face as if he were merely mocking her size, but he was obviously smitten with

her. It was so inappropriate and in such bad taste, I skipped right over

disillusioned and went straight to furious clarity.




I had seen this done before to women who had been

married a long time; their husbands never speaking a word to them but smiling

and chatting overly long to any young thing around. Ignoring their wives to the

point of rudeness and making no effort to hide their attraction to the younger

women, as if their wives’ feelings simply weren’t a concern.




I saw it all as a portent for things to come.




I drained the last of my beer, picked up my pocketbook,

and walked out.




And it didn’t end there. The more we argued about it in

the days that followed, the more he revealed how much he had noticed about her.

In throwing me the bone that she “had on way too much makeup anyway,” he was

admitting he had noticed how much makeup she had on, whereas I had not.

And he seemed to be experiencing some kind of weird male pride. He was

so in her thrall he seemed to enjoy even arguing about her.




But now all bets were off. I knew exactly where we

stood and what he was capable of, and I was going to leave, that much I knew. I

just wasn’t sure when, or how.
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I HAD TO drag myself back out of bed. After the kids

went out the door for school—Zach on the school bus that came ridiculously

early, and Lucas a little later in his friend Brian’s car—I had lain back down,

and now I felt even worse. I had always been this way. Whenever things were

going wrong and I was upset about something, I craved sleep. Any undue stress

and I became useless, unable to act or deal. In the past I would have taken to

my bed until the situation resolved itself or I was better able to cope. But

this problem wasn’t going to work itself out. In fact, it was just this

complacent attitude that had caused me to waste sixteen years of my life with a

man who had merely used me to raise his children and had obviously never truly

loved me. He couldn’t have. His looks had changed over the years and I still

loved him—craved him—as I always had. But he didn’t feel the same way

about me. Was he even capable of that kind of love? Or was he just incapable of

loving me? All the questions I had been asking myself since I caught him

at the motel continued to torment me until I couldn’t take it anymore and I had

to force them out of my mind. It no longer mattered. Our marriage, real or not,

was over.




Jared had left his normal mess in the living room. He

had slept on the couch again, claiming as usual that he didn’t want to wake me

when he got up at four thirty for work. I ignored the comforter and pillow on

the couch and left them where they were, not bothering to fold them and put

them away.




The kitchen was no better. Dirty dishes were piled up

in the sink, and the trash was overflowing and beginning to stink. Would it

kill them to take the trash out for once without being asked? And the

takeout pizza had been left out from the night before to spoil. I lifted up the

lid. Half a pizza. Wasted, like the last sixteen years of my life. I shut it

and chucked it in the vicinity of the trash can.




It was one thing to make the decision to leave, but in

the clear light of day, it was easier said than done. I turned on the computer

I had set up in the corner of the den and then went into the kitchen and

started the coffee pot, trying to think as I performed the few basic functions

I felt able to handle.




Who was I kidding? How the hell was I going to support

two children and myself? Jared would give me support payments for the kids, but

I would still have to have an income, which would mean getting a job. My dream

of becoming a published author burst and then dissipated like a distant dream.




For a while I had thought it was really going to

happen. After working hard to find time to write and then do all the endless

edits, I finally completed my first manuscript and started sending out queries

to the never-never land of publishing. Several ignores and rejections later, I

had all but given up hope when I received an e-mail from Judith Morgan, a

literary agent in New York. It seemed she liked the prose of my novel Moving

Parts, an insipid book I now knew I had written out of ignorance. The story

centered on the life of one large family, with each individual a moving part in

the balance of their lives, supporting each other and moving them forward

against the friction and losses in life. Oh, what a lot of drivel. Ms. Morgan

had liked the way I wrote, only she hadn’t wanted to publish the book. But she

had been kind enough to say, “Although I enjoyed your writing style, the story

isn’t right for us at this time, but please feel free to submit any future

work,” and I had floated on her praise for months afterwards. Newly energized

and motivated, I had started feverishly writing my second novel and then

slowly, through circumstance and the inevitable lack of time, I had stalled. My

first book had not sold, and I couldn’t seem to finish the second one. I wanted

to write. I needed to write. But there was never enough time.




And now with having to work a full-time job, there

never would be. Suddenly I hated Jared for doing this to me. To us. I clenched

the coffee cup in my hand. Sixteen years. For sixteen years I had made him and

our family my life. I had left my job and then stayed home and paid bills, and

shopped, and raised children, and cleaned, and cooked, and EVERYTHING. I could

feel myself getting angry. And angry was good. Anything was better than the

hopeless ugly misery I had been feeling ever since he had fucked another

woman. Raw hurt cut into me again and suddenly all the pain I had been feeling

erupted from inside me and I hurled the coffee cup across the kitchen, smashing

it against the pantry door. I fell to the floor, harsh sobs wracking my body,

and cried for my lost youth and the future I could have had, and the end of my

life with Jared I thought it had all been worth it for.




Sometime later, I picked myself up off the floor. The

boys would be home in a few hours and I couldn’t let them see me this way.

Things couldn’t go on the way they were. It was one thing to dedicate my life

to Jared and our family when I thought he was a devoted husband, it was another

when he was making a mockery of our marriage and I was paying the price. Taking

a fresh dishtowel out of the drawer, I wiped my face and wearily set about

cleaning all the spilled coffee off the floor and the cabinets.




They had almost made it. The boys were almost grown and

out of the house and now they would be from a broken home after all. At least I

could spare them for a little while longer. They only had one more day of

school and then they were out for the summer break. Zach was going to Jared’s

parent’s house near the beach, where he still loved to go, and Lucas was

spending a few weeks with his best friend Dylan and his family at their second

home in New York. Whatever I decided to do, they didn’t need to know anything

until they returned. There was no sense in ruining their entire summer.




By lunchtime, I had restored the house to some

semblance of normalcy. I had scraped the pizza up off the floor, took all the

trash out, washed the dishes, and done a load of clothes and towels.




Zach was the first one home. His bus always ran late

and I had already started assembling the meatballs I planned to cook for dinner

when he came in and flung his book bag down.




“Whatcha making?” he asked out from under his bangs. He

had taken to wearing part of his hair forward in a Justin Bieber-like fringe

(he would kill me if he heard me say that) and he tossed his head to fling his

hair out of his eyes so much now I was afraid he would get whiplash. He did it

now as he waited for my answer.




“Meatballs with gravy and mashed potatoes,” I said,

smiling. He was the one I really cooked for. He wasn’t as picky as Jared and

Lucas. He always loved my food.




His face brightened. “Mmmm, my favorite, what’s the

occasion?”




“No occasion,” I said, trying not to let my smile

falter. “I just love you, that’s all.” He couldn’t know that this would be one

of the last, if not the last dinner we would have together as a complete

family.




“Love you too, Mom,” he said, already disappearing down

the hall to his Xbox.




Lucas was more outgoing and popular with his football

and everything that comes with it, but Zach was more introspective and

intuitive. He had surely noticed something wrong between his father and me, and

I knew part of his pleased reaction to my cooking was his way of showing his

support of me. Lucas was probably too caught up in his busy social life to

notice anything wrong between us.




I was pulling a pan of brownies out of the oven when

Matt, another one of Lucas’s friends, pulled up to drop him off. Lucas climbed

out, and I watched as Matt backed out and took off too fast. That right there,

and the fact that Lucas’s grades had fallen since starting football and

becoming a “star” as Zach liked to kid him, was why Lucas didn’t have his own

car yet. Jared and I had been in agreement after seeing yet another teenage

fatality on the news. In order to lessen the blow, we had promised to help buy

him a car when he turned seventeen in August, if he kept his grades up.




He came straight into the kitchen, peeling his bag off

his shoulder. He dropped it on the floor, and then poured a glass of iced tea

and stood there drinking it. He had gotten so tall. He resembled Jared even

more now that he had gotten older and his hair had lightened from the sun. What

I had mistaken in the beginning for salon highlights had actually been Jared’s

natural color. Both boys had Jared’s dark hair, but only Lucas’s had the same

peculiar tendency to bleach out blond on the ends in the summer like Jared’s. I

felt a wave of love for both of my boys, and yes, for Jared too. How could I

hate the man who had given me them, whom they were so much alike?




Lucas finished his tea and poured another glass. “One

more day.”




“Yep, one more day.” If I could just hold it together

for one more day. And then what are you going to do? my mind whispered

to me.




“Dylan’s mom is picking me up Saturday morning.”




“Okay, good.” I liked Dylan’s mom. She didn’t let Dylan

drive yet either.




Lucas went to his room to do some preliminary packing

while I finished up the meatballs. I put together a salad and wondered if this

would be another one of Jared’s late nights.




The phone rang a few minutes later, and I bit the

bullet and picked up for Jared’s mother, Cynthia. I couldn’t avoid talking to

her because she was meeting me to get Zach and we needed to finalize a time. We

got along well enough but had never really clicked. She was a bit too

old-school-fifties style for me. Despite the fact that I stayed home with the

kids, I still felt I was Jared’s equal and not merely a support for him, as she

seemed to feel she was for Jared’s father, Thomas. I spent several interminable

minutes listening to her ask about Jared and go on about “how hard he works for

you and those children.” I wanted to tell her he was not only working for the

children and me but for a slut and the cost of the motel rooms too. And what

did she think I did all day? Twiddle my thumbs and eat bonbons?




We finally decided to meet at one o’clock on Saturday,

and I told her I needed to go and then ended the call.




Jared still hadn’t shown up by the time everything was

ready. I had taken as long as I could preparing it hoping he would show up, but

now he was late and he hadn’t called.




I sat down with the kids. There were nights when I

would feed them and then wait on Jared to eat—but never again.




Jared not showing up seemed like a sign for me to wake

up and accept the end of our marriage.




We ate in near silence, Zach shoveling in double

portions of meatballs and potatoes and bread since he didn’t really care for

salad and listening to his iPod—until I caught him and yanked his earbuds

out—and Lucas surreptitiously texting between bites. I tried to engage them in

conversation, then finally gave up and left them in peace.




I sat at the table alone after both the boys had

finished and gone back to their rooms. Is this how it would be after the boys

were grown and out of the house? Me, sitting alone, while Jared had his own

life?




He didn’t show up until nearly eight o’clock, three

hours after he was supposed to get off work. I watched him through the window

as he came across the front porch. The closer he got to the door, the farther

down his shoulders seemed to slump. He looked depressed, or maybe just tired,

but even so he looked good. Sixteen years older and exhausted, he was still as

attractive to me as the day we met. A wave of anguished longing washed over me,

and I had to turn away.




I busied myself in the kitchen as he came in, not

greeting him as I normally would have. When I heard the shower come on, I set

out the plate I had put aside for him from dinner.




He was just coming out of the adjoining bathroom when I

walked into the bedroom. I stood and waited on him to acknowledge me. After a

few tense minutes of him ignoring me, I turned around and walked back out.




He strode by me a moment later, phone pressed to his

ear. I hadn’t heard it ring. He must have had it set on vibrate.




The back door chain rattled and I knew he was going out

on the deck to talk. Sometimes he went outside if it was work related and too

loud in the house, but I doubted that was the case this time, and probably who

knew how many other times.




He still hadn’t spoken a word to me.




A few minutes later he came back in, rechaining the

door. He wasn’t on the phone for very long. He must have told her he couldn’t

talk.




I started to follow him into the living room, then

detoured back to the kitchen. I would not follow him around like some scorned

harpy. What was done was done. There was no advantage in arguing with him about

it. I refused to give him the satisfaction of flinging shrill accusations at

him.




I picked up the plate I had fixed for him, peeled off

the plastic wrap, and dumped the food in the trash. I put the plate in the sink

and leaned my back against the counter. Was it my fault because I married him

when I knew he might only be marrying me because I was pregnant, even though he

claimed otherwise?




Jared walked into the kitchen. I turned around and

groped for the faucet. I heard the creak of one of the cabinets, the crinkle of

a chip bag, and then his footsteps as he retreated.




In the living room I could hear him flicking through

the channels and crunching on the chips. I took the plate I had just rinsed and

put it into the dishwasher. He was going to act as if him not having any dinner

was normal. As if he hadn’t even noticed, like I hadn’t served a meal to him

nearly every night for going on seventeen years.




The fact that he was acting as though nothing were

wrong when there so obviously was, spoke volumes to me. He seemed to take his

cheating and the disillusion of our relationship in stride, as if it had been

inevitable.




His complete lack of concern for my feelings was

devastating even though I tried to tell myself not to care. When had he become

so heartless and unkind? I felt myself getting upset and knew I couldn’t let

myself go there with the kids right in the other room. I worked to control my

emotions, but I felt like I was suffocating in the lie of us.




I lurched past Jared and grabbed my purse where I had

left it by the sofa. He kept his eyes glued to the television as I crossed the

living room and walked out the door.




I listened for him to follow me out and to ask me what

was wrong, but the door remained closed behind me. I climbed into my Ford

Taurus and backed out of the driveway.




Now that I was leaving, I wasn’t sure where I was

going. I didn’t have any errands I could do at this time of the night. I didn’t

want to go to my mom, Ann’s place. She lived in a retirement apartment, where

she had moved after my father died, and would be bewildered and uncomfortable

having my problems put on her all of a sudden. And Ally was away on vacation

visiting with relatives. I had nowhere to go. Unwilling to crawl right back

home, I drove aimlessly, absently heading toward town.




He wasn’t usually so completely unconcerned

about me. He was so caught up in her that he didn’t care about me anymore at

all.




And that I couldn’t forgive. After sixteen years and

two children I should at the very least be given his regard.




River Mill, where we had lived since buying our house

ten years before, was practically deserted. This time of night the sidewalks

were nearly empty and most of the diners and consignment shops were closed. I

checked the time. The library wasn’t even an option. It closed at 9:00 and it

was 9:05.




I finally drove over to Bi-Lo, which stayed open all

night. I pulled into the parking lot. It was fully dark now and the night air

had grown chilly. All I had on was a tank top and I hurried into the store.




The store was still dotted with a few late shoppers. I

grabbed a cart and started toward the produce section, then veered over to the

wine aisle. I chose a bottle of pinot noir, the best choice they had other than

fifty-dollar bottles of Veuve Clicquot, which I decided against, having

absolutely nothing to celebrate. I rarely drank, usually only socially or on

special occasions, but if any situation ever warranted it, this one did.




I took my time going down the rest of the aisles,

avoiding the eyes of a couple of men who looked as though they had already had

a few drinks of their own. I might no longer be attractive to Jared, but I had

noticed in the past few years that older men, usually inebriated older men,

were invariably attracted to me for some reason. Maybe I had finally gotten old

and unattractive enough for them to think they had a chance. Good grief, how

dismal. I was barely forty and Jared had me thinking I was ready for the senior

citizens discount.




I got a few more random things, killed some time

looking at the meager selection of books they offered, and then headed for the

checkout.




I grabbed a Lindt dark chocolate bar, glancing at the

magazines hanging in the rack beside me. One of them had been stuck in

backwards and a picture of a cruise ship on the back cover was facing out. I

pulled it out and flipped it over. It was a Ladies Home Journal with “84

Ideas for a Better You.” It sounded like something I needed to

read, and I added it to the pile I had stacked on the conveyor.




Back in the car, I rummaged through the bags looking

for the chocolate I had bought. I hadn’t eaten and I had a splitting headache.

Idly, I noticed the ad on the back of the magazine was for Aquarius Cruises.




A cruise. I opened the bar of chocolate and bit

into it. I didn’t know if I would ultimately be the one to move out

permanently, or if he would, but one way or the other as soon as the boys left,

I didn’t intend to spend another night with him. Staying at a cruise or a

resort somewhere while they were gone definitely sounded better than being in

some crummy motel feeling like the jilted wife one step away from homelessness,

or worse, staying in an empty house and imagining Jared at some crummy motel

with his bimbo.




THAT NIGHT, JARED automatically settled down to sleep

on the couch. I broke down and said something when I came back through to

refill my wine glass and realized his intent.




“What, you’re going to sleep on the couch all the time

now? And why is that, Jared?”




“Well I might as well since you seem to have a bug up

your ass,” he snarled, punching his pillow down.




Oh, so that was how he was going play it. I’m just a

bitch, always mad, and he no longer cared why. Who could blame him if he

cheated, right?




Again I was tempted, oh so tempted, to tell him exactly

what kind of blond bug I had up my ass. Instead I just gave him more rope to

hang himself. He didn’t think I knew, but he knew he had cheated

on me. Where was his guilt, his shame, his concern for hurting me? Any other

time if he knew something was bothering me he would have cared enough to

address my feelings and we would have already made up. This time he knew I was

upset about something—something he no longer cared about—and he was using it.

Did he find sleeping in the same bed with me distasteful now, or was he just

trying to justify what he was doing by “separating” from me?




I gazed down at his dark head against the pillow. I had

always loved him so much, and I had wanted so bad to believe he loved me too

and that we would spend the rest of our lives together. I thought of our

children, who so resembled him, and felt another tear rip across my already

shredded heart.




I left him there on the couch without another word. I

would give the boys a few more weeks before their world was turned upside down,

but I had no intention of spending that time in the same house with Jared while

they were gone, being ignored, or worse pitied if I confronted him.
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