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The Amicable Divorce takes place in 2003. I spent two years writing it, and two more years seeking representation from literary agents. The book was rejected by every agent I contacted, a tally I lost count of but one that falls somewhere over fifty.

When I completed the book in 2004, self-publishing wasn’t as widespread as it is today. Without access to a publisher, I ended up stashing the manuscript in my closet. I didn’t read it again until 2013, after I wrote and self-published two other novels. I had forgotten how much I love this story, and I’m happy to say that almost ten years after its completion it has again become one of my favorites. I hope you enjoy reading it for the first time as much as I enjoyed rediscovering it.

Virgil B, who first encouraged me to self-publish in 2008, deserves a big thank-you for helping this book come to light. Being as stubborn as I am, I wouldn’t follow his advice until five years later, but without that initial push The Amicable Divorce may still be sitting in my closet.

For my sister, 

Lan Bradeen

––––––––
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Lan and her partner own a wonderful restaurant and bar in downtown Sarasota, Florida, where they serve up the most amazingly creative dishes and cocktails. If you’re ever in the area, please check them out. You won’t be sorry!

Melange Restaurant

Pangea Alchemy Lab
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“Divorce is like apple pie, Vanessa. It’s the American way of life,” my thrice-divorced sister told me as she set the steroid-injected, factory-farmed, all-American turkey on the table.

Up until that moment I had liked the American way of life. Now I realized its freedoms came with a catch. The freedom to ingest only savory foods, for instance—accelerating death by ignoring food-pyramid base levels.

Or, the freedom to choose whom to love and cherish—dropping the devoted wife just before she turned thirty and transitioned from nubile young woman to dried-up old prune.

“Take Kevin here,” Beth continued, gesturing toward her fourth husband as if he were a prop. “I’m sure we’ll get divorced someday, but for now I can use the babysitting help. Nobody has the money to hire a nanny in this day and age. Those girls act as if they’re union, entitled to health benefits and vacation time like the average steelworker.”

I glanced at Kevin, unable to help but compare him to the macaroni centerpiece Beth’s son had made. Uncooked elbows had already begun to fall into the mashed potatoes, and the pasta-capped pilgrim had only been brought out several minutes ago. Kevin, on the other hand, had yet to move a single nonessential muscle, and he’d been brought out over half an hour ago. Somehow, I couldn’t picture him being much of a babysitter.

Beth ducked into the kitchen to fetch a carving knife that looked capable of razing buildings. “And as much as I love my kids, no more.” She firmed her grip on the knife. “Maybe I’ll convince Kevin to get fixed.”

Kevin’s eyes widened, but he didn’t break status quo by making any significant gestures. I suspected he would have moved to protect his genitals had his hands not already been in perfect defensive position.

Beth slammed the knife on the table, causing us both to wince. “Kevin, cut,” she instructed before running off.

Kevin sighed as he reached for the knife. I gathered if he were eating Thanksgiving dinner alone he wouldn’t bother carving the turkey. He’d likely just dip his head toward the serving plate and begin gnawing right from the bone. But his boorish bachelor days were over—for now.

I eyed him enviously. What I wouldn’t give to know I had at least a few more years of married life ahead of me. Brian’s divorce announcement had spurted forth so suddenly this morning that I hadn’t the mental presence required to absorb his words until after he’d left the condo for Thanksgiving at his parents’. One minute I’d been a happily married twenty-nine-year-old woman, and the next I’d become an abandoned, almost-thirty reject.

The knife created enough of an uproar to drown out any attempt at conversation, which was just as well. Despite working for the same stuffy company, I doubted Kevin could share any insight into my husband’s state of mind. Unless someone aimed his head in the right direction first, Kevin wouldn’t notice if an Uzi-wielding Brian stormed into the office foaming at the mouth.

Beth returned to the dining room weighed down by my niece and nephew. She’d slung one squirming child over her shoulder like a sack of grain and was yanking the other after her as he used his free hand to grapple at furniture. The youngsters protested with such vehemence I almost envied them. I couldn’t remember the last time I’d had that much spunk.

Kevin powered down the knife as his stepfamily approached. Without the blade running, I could hear their screams clearly.

“Noooo turkey, Mom!” six-year-old Roger screeched as he scrabbled at the coffee table.

“Turkey’s good for you,” Beth said, dragging him along by one pudgy arm. “It builds muscles. Don’t you want to grow big and strong like your mother’s Kevin?”

Roger took one wide-eyed look at Kevin and began howling in objection.

Not quite two years old, Marianne simply emitted a constant wail capable of shattering glass. She never even paused to take a breath, seemingly able to summon some internal source of oxygen that Satan had granted her at birth.

I groaned, comfortable I couldn’t be heard over Beth’s children. I couldn’t think of a better method of birth control than spending a holiday around them. Already I could feel my uterus shrinking back.

Beth dropped Marianne into her highchair, maneuvering the toddler with one hand as she clung to Roger with the other. After safely tucking in Marianne, she took hold of Roger with both hands and pressed him into a kitchen chair. He began rocking his body, as if practicing for a future as a cranky old man.

“Roger, if you don’t sit still we’re going to let Liam eat your centerpiece,” Beth chirped.

Roger stopped thrashing but continued kicking the chair legs with his feet. He placed his tiny hands on his hips, looking like a miniature version of his mother. “Who?”

Beth rolled her eyes. “We’ll let Fluffy eat your centerpiece.”

Roger looked first at the crumbling macaroni pilgrim before swinging his gaze to the family’s golden retriever drooling by one foot of the table. Without a word, he stopped flailing and crossed his arms over his chest. Realizing her brother had stopped his ruckus, Marianne also shut off her screams.

Beth let go of her son’s shoulders and took a seat between her spawn. To her credit, she didn’t look a bit triumphant. I’d at least have offered a smug smile around the table.

Beth glared at her husband. “Kevin, were you planning on passing the turkey sometime today?”

Kevin selected a piece of meat and handed me the serving plate. I removed two slices and hurried the plate along before Beth could reprimand me. Everyone knew who was in charge at this table.

“Potatoes?” Kevin held out the bowl.

“Er, no thanks.” I tried not to touch too much of the bowl’s surface as I moved it toward Beth. Although the potatoes looked delicious, I feared ingesting anything touched by Roger’s shedding centerpiece. Had he used harmless craft-store glue instead of what looked like snot to give the pasta its subpar sticking power, I wouldn’t have been so wary.

At least the turkey had escaped the effects of Roger’s macaroni pilgrim. Unfortunately, it didn’t look nearly as moist as the potatoes. I bit off a piece of meat and probed it with my tongue. Just as I’d thought. Dry as a fossilized bone.

“So tell us why Brian is leaving you,” Beth suggested, as if bringing up a happy Thanksgiving fairy tale.

Except for the rhythmless tune Marianne had begun to pound out on her highchair tray, time seemed to stop. I swallowed, and the turkey sliver scurried down my throat, jabbing and poking at my esophagus like a wedge of corrugated cardboard. “Um, he said it’s not working out.”

“So he’s screwing someone else.” Beth narrowed her eyes at Kevin. “Horny bastard.”

Kevin glanced around as if to say ‘What’d I do now?’ Marianne, on the other hand, shouted “Bastard!” with surprisingly perfect clarity. She banged her baby spoon on the highchair tray for emphasis.

“Is she someone you know?” Beth asked me.

“Actually, I don’t know that he is seeing someone else,” I admitted, not sure if I should change the subject. This conversation didn’t seem suitable for young children prone to parrot back each and every word like myna birds. Besides, Brian hadn’t given me any solid reasons for wanting a divorce. He’d mentioned the idea merely in passing, as if suggesting we invest in a new table lamp for the living room.

“No man throws away a marriage unless he knows he can get it somewhere else,” Beth said. She tapped her fork against her plate. “I bet he’s sleeping with that Julie from Mark It News.”

“Julie?” I echoed, my stomach lurching. No way could I compete with Julie. Julie Van Allen, a financial reporter Brian sometimes traded market information with, looked as if she’d walked straight out of a luxury-car advertisement. She must have been about twenty-three—in both age and waistline—and was absolutely stunning.

“Sure. Julie.” Beth shifted in her seat as she often did when she warmed to one of her theories. “She only works two buildings down from him. I bet they do it right on the conference room tables. They likely sneak into his office at lunchtime and get busy on the carpet. They probably have sex so often I doubt they even bother to track stocks anymore.” Beth’s eyes swiveled from me to her husband. “Kevin, what was the topic of that program you were watching the other night?”

Kevin swallowed, slipping his napkin into his lap. “Market timing.”

“Right.” Beth swung her gaze back to me. “I bet a seasoned analyst like Brian couldn’t even tell you what market timing is with Julie standing in the same room.”

I poked at a slice of turkey, separating each desiccated strand of meat with my fork in order to hide the panic inspired by Beth’s tale. So what if I didn’t think Brian was having an affair? What did I know? She was the one who’d been married four times. That gave her four times as much experience with the ways and means of men’s libidos. And the opportunity existed. Brian always worked late. He’d have plenty of chances to bop Julie.

Beth grinned when I didn’t refute her analysis, as though interpreting my silence as agreement. I feared she might be right.

“So, what did you tell him when he mentioned this divorce idea?” she asked.

I seized a biscuit from the bread basket, digging my nails in as I pretended it was one of Brian’s testicles. “I said, ‘And I enjoy barely filling an A cup.’ Then I laughed in his face.”

“Hmm.”

I smacked the biscuit down on my plate, feeling self-satisfied as it crumbled. “I thought he was joking.”

“Obviously.”

I bent forward, anger building as the memory resurfaced. “Then you know what he has the nerve to tell me? He says, ‘I want this to be an amicable divorce.’”

Beth grimaced. “I had one of those, but what Trevor meant was I shouldn’t argue when he took what he wanted.”

I stilled. “So what’d you do?”

Beth shrugged. “What any normal woman would do. I cut up all his unmentionables and packaged them for overnight delivery to his boss.” Kevin glanced up, his jaw dropping open. Oblivious, Beth watched me instead. “But that wouldn’t work for you.”

“Why not? I know how to operate a hacksaw.”

Beth’s head jerked back. “You do?”

“No, but I’m in the mood to learn.” Besides, I figured if a man as lethargic as Kevin could use an industrial-strength turkey carver, I could master a simple hacksaw.

Beth snorted then quickly sobered. “Unfortunately, that wouldn’t work since Brian wears generic white briefs.” Beth stared at the now-bald pilgrim, her eyes misting. “Trevor wears thongs.”

Kevin’s fork fell onto his plate.

“What’s a thong, Mommy?” Roger piped up, causing my breath to catch with guilt. Was I doing irreparable psychological harm to my niece and nephew by participating in this conversation with them serving as attentive witnesses?

“It’s like a Pull-Up, but sexier,” Beth replied, undaunted. “Marianne’s daddy wears them.”

Marianne stopped banging her spoon at the mention of her name. Beth took the opportunity to pop a string bean in her mouth.

Recognizing the need to concentrate, I pushed the image of my ex-brother-in-law sporting only a thong out of my head. “How would you know what kind of underwear Brian wears?”

Beth extracted a buttered roll from the basket. “You can tell by the way he walks. It’s like if he steps too far in the wrong direction his underwear will squeeze the living daylights out of him.”

“Huh.” I’d never noticed anything strange about the way Brian walked, but then again, I never knew our marriage wasn’t perfect until this morning either. Okay, so maybe he’d been a tad more aloof recently and we hadn’t been as active in the bedroom, but that didn’t necessarily bode doom.

Beth arched an eyebrow at me. “He does wear briefs, right?”

“Yes,” I admitted. “How’d you know they were white though?”

“I told you, the way he walks.” Beth shook her roll at me. “Any man that hampered by his underwear wouldn’t dare venture into the world of animal prints and psychedelic patterns. If you’re going to be conservative, you’re damn well going to be dull too.”

“Okay, I’ll give you that,” I conceded. 

Beth cocked her head. “Did he name his terms?”

“He wants the condo.”

“You love that condo.”

“I’m not giving up the condo,” I told her. “Even if I hated it, I wouldn’t give it up. I’d decorate in a fuchsia football motif before I’d let Brian take the condo.”

Beth beamed, obviously taking full credit for my attitude. Over the past seven years, I’d witnessed all the messy details of her three divorces. As a self-proclaimed ex expert, she’d insist on mentoring me through my own split now.

Beth dumped a handful of Tater Tots on Roger’s plate. “What else does he want?”

Using my fork tines, I ground each and every crumb of the crumpled biscuit. “He didn’t ask for anything else.”

Beth’s fist slammed into the table hard enough to prompt Liam to snuffle the floor in search of dislodged edibles. “That’s because he figured once he chased you out of the condo he’d get to keep everything, and you couldn’t do a damned thing about it.”

“Yeah,” I said, flushing guiltily. Although I quite enjoyed mutilating this Thanksgiving dinner voodoo style, letting Beth badmouth Brian made me uneasy. My brain still clung to the vow I’d taken to love and cherish till promiscuous journalist do us part. Even so, I was in no mood to defend my husband.

Beth stabbed her fork into a gooey pile of mashed potatoes and lifted it to her lips. “Face it, Ness, this was bound to happen. Divorce is like apple pie. It’s the American way of life.”

“Don’t remind me.” Reevaluating my dietary needs, I severed apple pie from the roster, filling the gap with its chocolate cream counterpart. “Everything seemed to be going so well until this morning too,” I lamented.

“I told you. He’s met someone else.”

Now that I’d had more time to ponder the possibility, it seemed ridiculous. Brian in bed with another woman? She’d be fast asleep before he even reached his standard foreplay foreword recapping the day’s market highlights. “I would know if Brian were having an affair,” I said.

“Not necessarily,” Beth countered. “And even men in tighty-whiteys will sleep around if given the opportunity. Besides, as a big-time analyst, you know some bimbo with high career aspirations would gladly use him to sleep her way into a management position.”

“There are hardly any promotable women in his company,” I argued.

“Exactly.” Beth’s eyes gleamed. “I’ve seen the way those analyst men go chasing after the first decent woman to grace one of their parties.” With this proclamation, she stared hard at Kevin.

Dragging Beth to the Eastside Analysts parties had developed into a sisterly tradition. I brought her so we could talk about something other than portfolio performance and corporate takeovers, and she accompanied me to avoid her children and meet rich market analysts. The tradition had served her well. She’d snared every one of her four husbands at one of these events.

At least I didn’t have to worry about Julie Van Allen sleeping with Brian for promotional benefits. Eastside Analysts didn’t employ reporters. Although, I reconsidered, Julie could be one of the few women who might get turned on by a market summary.

Beth aimed her fork at me. “Scarce pickings mean all the upper managers have to scramble for the few women available. If he didn’t follow suit, Brian would be singled out as a homosexual. Even here in liberal Seattle, such a stigma could ruin his chances of climbing to the top of the corporate mountain.”

Roger pulled a spoon out of his mouth. The extraction process took several long seconds, my nephew having shoved the utensil halfway down his throat. “What’s a homosexual, Mommy?”

“A man who likes men, honey.”

Roger’s little brow furrowed before his face lit up. “Like Kevin,” he concluded.

Kevin slowly put down the breadstick he’d been about to insert into his mouth.

Beth ruffled her son’s hair. “No, no, not like Kevin. Homosexuals are much happier than your mother’s Kevin.”

Watching Roger grab at his mother’s hand while she rubbed him like a beloved pet, I considered Beth’s marital-affair-to-avoid-gay-reputation theory of professional advancement. “I don’t know,” I finally said, reaching for my water glass. “If Brian had a lover, surely I’d smell her perfume or catch him sneaking out of bed to make late-night phone calls.”

Beth squinted as if she couldn’t believe my naïveté. “Naturally he only sleeps with her during work hours. You should rifle through his pockets. He may leave behind some key evidence.”

“Like what? A used condom?” I put down my beverage and wrinkled my nose. “I’ll just ask him tonight if he’s having an affair. He’ll tell me.”

“Yeah, and I can commune with the dead.” Beth flashed me a look I knew well. Big Sister was mustering up the full power of her firstborn authority. “Look, you need some solid evidence before you confront him. When he lies—which he undoubtedly will—you can extract her crotchless panties and watch him squirm. I know from experience that unexplained panties are admissible in court. He’ll have no choice but to double his original alimony offer.”

I straightened. “What would I need alimony for? I have my own income.”

Beth flapped her hand. “Never mind that paper-shuffling job of yours. In fact, this divorce is your excuse to quit that dreadful Safe Sound. Unemployment is just the legal leverage you need to screw Brian out of his fortunes.”

I had to admit, hearing Beth suggest I quit the hazardous-materials consulting firm made my heart beat a little faster. I often fantasized about calling in sick, but quitting for good would be even better.

Beth picked up her roll. “You’re the only reason Brian doesn’t go off the deep end and start his own mutual fund. The last thing he needs is only one person to support with that outrageous paycheck of his. You’ll be doing him a favor. And it would do you good to have some extra money around. Once you get your license back, you can trade in that junker you drive for something more suitable for a woman your age.” I pictured myself trying to navigate a hearse through the busy streets of downtown Seattle. “You know, something that will make the honeys turn their heads when you pass by.”

My death-mobile disappeared in a puff of smoke. “Honeys? I’m married, for God’s sake.”

“Separated,” Beth corrected with a smile.

Separated. The word itself suggested I’d been officially torn apart, as if each of my sagging body parts would secede from the others. Brian might as well have stamped a Washed Up—Do Not Marry label on my forehead.

I stared at my wedding ring. I wasn’t any more ready to be separated than I was to turn the dreaded three-zero.

Beth noted the direction of my gaze. “Don’t worry about taking that sham of a promise off yet. Men love to get involved with married women. It eliminates their obligation to commit. You’ll be viewed as an easy piece of meat, to be used only for casual sex.”

“That’s a good thing?” I peered at my new cousin, the dried-up, half-eaten turkey.

Beth nodded. “What you need right now is a few good flings with a couple last-name-unknown youngsters. That will help get your mind out of the commitment rut.” She bit off the tip of a green bean.

I glanced at my niece and nephew as Beth and I continued their premature corruption. Fortunately, Roger seemed to have lost interest in our conversation and was distracting Marianne by cramming Tater Tots into his nostrils.

“You’ll see,” Beth said. “You’re going to love the single life.”

I slumped into the chair. “I didn’t like it the first time around. Why would I like it now?”

“Because this time you’ll be financially stable,” Beth said. She tilted her head. “How much money do you think Brian has saved up?”

I shrugged. I avoided looking at finances whenever possible. The endless cycle of slaving away for an ungrateful tyrant, paying down a never-ending stack of bills, and returning for more corporate abuse seemed so tedious.

“Give us a ballpark,” Beth urged, stuffing a green bean into Marianne’s mouth before the child could issue a topic-ending scream.

“Um, about $100,000.” The number slipped out before I had time to contemplate the ridiculousness of it. Out loud, the figure sounded so humongous I knew Beth would refute it.

Sure enough, she gesticulated with a half-chewed green bean as Marianne wheeled her arms in an attempt to grab it. But before I could amend my projection to a more reasonable $20,000, Beth said, “Brian’s an executive analyst. A market guru like him has got to have more than a measly hundred thou. I bet he’s got half a million stashed away that you don’t even know about.”

Half a million. The number reverberated through my skull like a casino slot machine hitting the jackpot. Each glorious digit represented another reel falling into perfect, mind-boggling position.

With half a million dollars I could do whatever I wanted. I could quit my job. I could hire a chef as my personal slave. I could bribe the Department of Motor Vehicles into prematurely reinstating my license. I could buy the upstairs neighbors’ condo and never again have to suffer through another stomping celebration in the wee hours of the morning.

Images of me storming into my boss’s office and telling him exactly what I thought of him floated into my head. As a goodbye gift, I’d delete every single file he’d ever had me type—assuming I could remember where I’d saved them. I’d print out thousands of copies of those inane minutes he had me tap out, then never read, and I’d mix them in with his important papers like . . . well, like his paycheck. I’d tell Human Resources he wanted duplicates of his benefits forms, then laugh as the blasted copy machine chewed up all his original documents.

“I’m telling you, Ness, take the bastard for what he’s worth,” Beth coached. “Really hammer it to him in the divorce settlement. You deserve compensation for putting up with him all these years. Imagine how many loads of his dirty laundry you’ve handled.”

“Brian does his own—”

“I bet you could get a decent judge to let you keep the condo, the cars, and half your joint assets,” Beth continued, ignoring me. Or, more likely, her enthusiasm had prevented her from even noticing I’d begun to speak. “A great judge would grant you half his future wages in the name of spousal maintenance. But justice can prevail even if you get a crappy settlement. Start the groundwork now, while you’re still married. Find out where Brian keeps his money. Rifle through his personal papers. Itemize the accounts he’s opened. Bank accounts, brokerage accounts, it doesn’t matter. Get his passwords and change them. Liquidate his portfolio. Cash out his savings and hide the money somewhere until after the divorce.”

Kevin had stopped chewing sometime during Beth’s tirade and was now staring at his wife with bug-eyed unease.

Roger kicked the table legs. “More turkey!”

“Just be glad you don’t have kids,” Beth said, picking up a wrinkled piece of turkey with two fingers and flinging it in her son’s direction. “Divorce becomes a lot more work once children are involved, and no matter how much you negotiate the man never agrees to take them. And dogs make the whole trying process even more complicated. Had it been up to me, I’d have taken Liam directly to the pound.”

Liam’s tongue lolled out at the sound of his name, mistakenly believing a slice of white meat would head in his doomed direction.

But Roger understood. His feet stilled, and he started to wail, his loudness increasing to ear-splitting decibels. That he didn’t even bother to correct Beth regarding the true name of his beloved Fluffy indicated the extent of his distress.

Not to be outdone, Marianne began her own imitation of a hyperactive banshee.

Beth filled a spoon with mashed potatoes and shoved it into Roger’s mouth, serving to instantly hush both children. “We’re not taking Liam to the pound.” She lowered her voice and swayed toward me. “But man would I have liked to get rid of that creature.”

Kevin’s eyes looked on the verge of popping out of his head, as if he suspected Beth really meant she would like to get rid of him. Although, he had good reason to worry given that the golden retriever had lasted longer than any of Beth’s husbands.

“But since you don’t have troublesome dependents, your divorce is bound to be simple,” Beth went on. “Just make sure you locate those account papers the minute you get home. Meet me for lunch Sunday, and we’ll devise a plan to wipe Brian out clean. Your goal is to leave him with nothing but a distant memory of something called money.” She stood up and gave us a bright smile. “Who’s ready for apple pie?”
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During the bus ride home, I prayed Brian would be delayed at his parents’, preferably to tend to an emergency with the potential to harm his insufferable mother. But more likely, my mother-in-law would devise the emergency herself. She tended to postpone Brian’s departures by requesting his assistance in banishing her many neurotic urban dangers. Last time he’d visited, she’d mistaken a neighbor’s new tabby kitten for a prowler and made Brian crawl around in the brush outside armed only with a dead penlight.

Brian didn’t need to be delayed long. I wasn’t that cruel. I figured an hour would be long enough to rummage through our financial documents, get the condo locks changed, and adopt a bastard-eating bulldog.

No such luck. I spotted Brian’s gleaming red sports car through the bars of the gated garage before I even reached the building’s front entry.

I let myself in and took the elevator up to our third-floor unit. Brian and I had bought the condo shortly after his promotion two years ago, although with my meager income and his six-figure executive compensation package, he did most of the buying and I did most of the delighted squealing. But we’d both signed the same number of closing papers. I could still remember the hand cramps. I wasn’t about to give up this condo without a fight.

I opened our unit’s front door and peeked around. I half expected to see the foyer littered with moving boxes, but it remained as empty as ever. Only my work heels—which Brian had aligned in that anal-retentive fashion of his—cluttered the tile.

As I stepped inside, I heard Brian in the second bedroom, which he used as a home office. I quietly shut the door in case I could sneak by him.

“Vanessa, that you?” Brian poked his head out of the office.

Damn, he still took my breath away. Even knowing what a bastard he was, he still had the power to make me weak with lust. But tearing my clothes off for one last romp would seriously undermine my angry ex-wife plans. 

“Ness, what are you doing here?” Brian entered the living room and set his receipts on the coffee table. “I thought we decided you’d find somewhere else to stay.”

I froze mid-ogle. Even with such an appealing package, I drew my limits as to what sort of talk I considered amorous. “I’m not moving,” I said.

“Ness, you’re not hearing me.” Brian clutched my shoulders. I tried to ignore the heat of his hands coursing through my arms by reminding myself that upping the thermostat would have the same physiological effect. “I need you to find somewhere else to stay.”

I wrenched myself out of his grasp, which involved an ungraceful twist to the left. “I’m not going.”

Brian scurried around to face me. “Look, Ness, I know you’re mad.”

I eyed those deliciously kickable shins of his. “Mad? Why on earth would I be mad? Out of the blue my husband tells me he wants a divorce. Then he throws me out of my own home to make room for his girlfriend.”

He frowned. “Girlfriend? What are you talking about?”

I narrowed my eyes. “Don’t play dumb with me. I know all about your heterosexual façade.”

“I don’t know what you’re talking about, but there is no other woman. I’m looking out for your best interests here.”

“My best interests are to have my husband respect his wedding vows!” I shouted.

“I respect them, I do,” Brian said in a tone that made me want to pull his ears. “I’ll help you pack and dri—”

My nails dug into my palms. “I’m not moving!”

Brian held up his hands, fingers splayed. “Now let’s be reasonable here.”

“I’ve been reasonable all day.” I kicked the coffee table. “I’m sick of it!”

Seeing him after processing his morning announcement had caused my blood to boil. For the first time in my life, I could understand how women justified castrating their husbands in their sleep.

Brian moved his palms downward in a placating gesture. “Let’s all just calm down and discuss things rationally. First of all, I’m not having an affair. I don’t know where you came up with that, but there’s no one else. You know me better than that, Ness. Where would I meet another woman? I work seventy hours a week. I barely have time to . . .”

I stared at him, realization dawning as he prattled on. Beth’s right, I concluded. He was seeing someone else. It had all been speculation before but his continued protesting proved it.

Seventy hours per week indeed. I wondered how many of those hours he spent horizontal. Here I thought he’d been working overtime when it turned out he’d been working over-secretary.

So angry I couldn’t stand to look at my husband for one more second, I stomped past him. As I made my way to the kitchen, I shed my shoes on the carpet to gall Brian’s fastidious, tighty-whitey temperament.

He scrambled after me. “Where are you going? Why’d you take off your shoes? You have to leave!”

I turned my back on him and began slamming cabinet doors in search of chocolate. One loose door slipped off its hinges slightly. That felt so good I gave it a second shove, hoping it would crash to the floor and land on Brian’s toe. When it didn’t, I opened its neighbor. But before I could slam that door too, an unnaturally huge, urine-yellow canister caught my eye. The canister was a familiar sight, but for the first time I really considered its importance. Is this what Brian’s been using to maintain the energy for his indiscretions?

My mission changed from destroying the kitchen to destroying Brian’s future coital staying power.

I plucked Brian’s energy mix out of the cabinet and dumped the powder into the sink. It puffed back, coating me with a disgusting yellow film.

“My protein flakes!” Brian rushed forward with outstretched arms.

I thwarted his heroic interception by flicking on the garbage disposal, trying not to gag as some of the powder worked its way past my lips. How did he swallow this stuff every morning? He should be thanking me for getting rid of that garbage.

Our eyes locked, sending a tingle of awareness through my body. We leapt toward the refrigerator at the same time, but I reached it first. I yanked the door open, knocking him in the groin. He cupped himself with both hands, leaving me free to harvest his wheat germ without challenge. I sent the germ marching the way of the energy mix.

I issued a curt nod toward his crotch. “I guess you won’t be needing that anymore.”

I grabbed a pint of chocolate ice cream from the freezer, dug out a spoon, and retreated to the bedroom before Brian had a chance to recover. After locking the door, I positioned a chair and Brian’s golf clubs under the knob for good measure.

I scrubbed the protein powder off my face in the adjoining bathroom before settling under the covers. Then I spooned sweet, delicious chocolate into my mouth.

I couldn’t remember the last time I’d experienced such rage. I felt lightheaded, nearly berserk with destructive desire. I finally understood why my sister still housed buckets of ill will toward her previous spouses. Even Beth’s seven-year-and-counting grudge against her first ex-husband didn’t seem so abnormal anymore. It was amazing she’d refrained from killing any one of her former worse halves so long after becoming a woman scorned.

A woman scorned. I’d have to get used to that label. I could no longer be Vanessa Collins, happily married woman. At least I would be a rich woman scorned, I reminded myself.

Depression replaced the brief surge of joy when I realized I’d now have to worry about gold diggers chasing after me for my wealth. They’d propose marriage in the hopes that a desperate old woman like me would bite. Then, after I wrote them into my will, they’d stab me repeatedly and wait for probate to take its course.

I dispiritedly masticated another spoonful of chocolate. In four months, I’d be thirty years old and single. I knew I should prepare now by going on a diet, but my life would be too hopeless to possibly give up chocolate.

As if sensing an opportunity to compound my misery, Brian knocked on the door. “Ness, I’ve booked you a room at the Westin. Come on, I’ll drive you over.”

I paused mid-bite, unable to believe my ears. Did this man have a concrete block for brains?

Brian rapped on the door again. “Ness, are you coming?”

“Go away!” I shouted loudly enough to be heard through the door and, if all went well, my husband’s ultra-thick skull.

“This is no time to play games, Ness. I need you out of here. Tonight.” Brian jiggled the doorknob. The golf clubs rattled like tribal dancers. “Open up, or I’ll break down the door!”

“Go to hell!” I dropped the ice cream container onto the nightstand, tore off the covers, and leapt out of bed. Recalling Beth’s thong-slice-and-ship tale, I reached into Brian’s nightstand and extracted one of his phone lists. “You make one more move, and I’m calling the president of your company!”

“What for?”

“To relay your underwear preferences!”

The noise stopped. “You wouldn’t.”

Even though he couldn’t see me, I pulled one of Brian’s briefs from a bureau drawer and waved it over my head. “You bet I would. I’m sure he’d love to hear all about your dingy, frayed underwear.”

Brian didn’t respond for a moment. When he spoke, he sounded tentative. “Ness, what are you talking about?”

“You know exactly what I’m talking about. Your aversion to bleach. Your insistence on wearing underwear until it’s nothing but threads. I’m sure Mr. CEO would be fascinated to learn you sometimes even wear your briefs two days in a row.”

“I do not.”

“Then you’ll have to correct your president’s misconceptions at the next executive meeting.”

A thud sounded. I tried to decipher the noise. Brian resting his concrete blockhead against the doorframe? Brian unscrewing the hinges? Brian jabbing his elbow as he checked the state of his current unmentionables?

I wondered what Brian would do if I destroyed all his underwear. Would he go out and buy new ones right away, or calmly accept his fate and keep donning the same unwashed pair day after day? After all, he was a bachelor now. They were all programmed to tolerate poor hygiene.

“All right, Ness, you win. Stay here tonight, and we can discuss everything tomorrow. But I refuse to leave you here alone.”

I threw the briefs back into the bureau and smacked the drawer shut. “No way are you getting into my bed with your grimy underwear!”

“I’ll sleep on the couch.”

I listened for the inevitable request of a pillow and spare blanket, which I would naturally refuse. I waited for five minutes, but no entreaty came. Tiptoeing to the door, I questioned whether the silence was some sort of trick. Brian would scrunch quietly in the hallway, and when I ventured out to investigate he’d drag me kicking and screaming to a posh room at the Westin.

Refusing to be fooled, I resisted the nearly overwhelming urge to push the golf clubs aside and pry open the door. Instead, I exerted every ounce of willpower that I’d been trying to muster up for a diet and climbed back into bed.

I refocused on the chocolate threatening to melt all over my nightstand. As I lapped up the remaining spoonfuls, I cursed myself for not having the foresight to fetch two pints. This was definitely going to be a double-chocolate night.

*  *  *
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Without Brian next to me, I slept fitfully. The restless energy was a waste really, considering I didn’t have my adulterous husband nearby to kick. At one o’clock, disgusted with my lack of independence, I flung back the covers and got up.

I crept to the door and set Brian’s golf clubs aside. Pushing the chair away, I eased the door open.

Brian’s snores traversed the entire length of the hallway, but I hung back. He could be faking, waiting to ambush me. Or, he might actually be sleeping, as if my absence by his side meant nothing.

I stood stock-still for a few moments and took deep breaths to calm myself. When the rhythm of Brian’s jackhammering didn’t change, I moved farther into the hall.

My original intention had been to grab a small midnight snack—say, a family-sized bag of potato chips—from the pantry and sneak back to the bedroom. But as I passed Brian’s office, my steps slowed. His personal documents were in there. Specifically, information on his net worth was in there. My financial future rested in that room.

My eyes adjusting to the darkness, I made out Brian’s body on the living room sofa. One arm hung on the carpet, and his torso trapped the other arm in an unnatural angle. If he were awake, he’d likely choose a more comfortable position to fake sleep.

I tiptoed into Brian’s office, shut the door, and flipped on the lights, squinting against the sudden brightness.

Like all other areas of the condo, Brian kept his office neatly arranged like a shrine for the anal-retentive. Uninterested in our finances, I tended not to come into his space unless searching for a pen or a particularly elusive earring. I certainly never ventured into Brian’s files. But with a divorce on the horizon, I was willing to make an exception.

I slid open a drawer and jabbed a finger into a manila folder. Tax-return forms from the late nineties stared back at me. I took one and moved to the next folder. Carbon copies of checks from Brian’s solo account before we met clambered for air. I took a few of those too. Knowing Brian, he would have recorded the name of the girl he’d been entertaining on checks pertaining to dating expenses. These check duplicates might reveal whether his unfaithful lifestyle was something new or a repeating pattern.

I glanced through the rest of the folders. Old electricity summaries, telephone charges, and gas bills peeked at me. I reached into the center of each folder and snatched a single statement for each utility.

I opened the next drawer. The first folder contained yellowing investment articles. They looked worthless, but what would I know? I took a stack.

Unable to distinguish important financial material from garbage, I methodically went through the remaining files, harvesting something from each. The exercise felt strangely like following through on one of my boss’s orders. Searching for some obscure document whose description hadn’t been fully explained—or I’d missed after tuning out—was a common activity at my place of employment. As I thumbed through the files, I kept thinking I had forgotten to steal a new magazine from the lobby.

When my hands filled to capacity, I created a messy pile on the desk and hoped Brian wouldn’t get a late-night hankering to reconcile our bank statement. My pile appeared mighty suspicious, and the most plausible excuse I’d fabricated for suddenly taking an interest in our finances was insomnia.

It took a long time, but eventually I made it through all the files. I spread my arms and scooped the papers close to my body. As much as I hated having a flat chest, the absence of bulk did come in handy when carrying an armload of stolen financial records.

I reached for the light switch with my elbow, my gaze straying to a nearby garbage can. My heart lurched when I spotted the browning apple cores inside. I’d bought those apples some time ago, in preparation for an all-produce diet that ended a few minutes later. Brian must have gotten tired of looking at them and eaten them himself, selfish bastard.

When I could make out enough of my surroundings in the darkness, I moved into the hallway. Noting that Brian was still asleep, I retreated to the bedroom and crammed the papers under the bed. Brian would never find them there. After all, he’d have to kill me and crawl over my dead body in order to ever enter this room again.

With the financial records secure, I headed to the kitchen for the long-awaited bag of chips. If today was any indication of how our divorce would proceed, I’d need to keep my strength up.

*  *  *
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Brian remained subdued over the next couple days—a side effect of his protein withdrawal, I assumed. On Friday, he tried to convince me several times to stay in a hotel, but he posed each succeeding suggestion with less force. By Saturday, he finally gave up.

For two days, neither Brian nor I left the building. With enough chocolate to last until Monday, I had no incentive to go out, but Brian surprised me. He loved to sweat.

He used to encourage me to join him on his sports adventures. I refused for years but broke down shortly after we got married during an unthinking moment of newlywed bliss. Brian had driven us to the mountain—where I’d imagined a candlelight picnic spent fourteen thousand feet in the air—and as I’d stepped out of the car my ankle twisted on a freakishly large gravel stone.

Since that liberating moment five years ago, it had become our pattern to spend weekend days separately. At night we’d reconvene and do couple things, like fight for control of the television remote and argue over which direction the toilet paper should hang.

Now that I had the master bathroom all to myself, I defiantly readjusted the toilet paper. I expected to feel victorious at finally prevailing in this, our most heated of marital battles, before we permanently parted ways, but I felt mostly deflated instead.

At six o’clock Saturday night, I crept to the kitchen for the twentieth time that day. Although tired, a restlessness had gripped my body. Brian’s office activities had never interested me in the past, but I became obsessed with his movements that weekend. Visiting the kitchen gave me an excuse to walk by his office and listen for any strange sounds, like a house-call secretary in the throes of ecstasy. I would have relished any excuse to storm into Brian’s private haven and scream like a woman scorned.

As I foraged in the pantry, I heard a noise behind me. I spun around to see Brian standing near the counter.

“Am I in your way?” I hoped he’d answer in the affirmative, thereby giving me the chance to yell about how I had a right to be in the kitchen of my own home.

Brian shook his head. I clamped my hands on my hips and waited for the next opportunity to become Psychotic Woman.

Brian held up a flier. “I’m ordering a pizza. You want to share one?”

I glared at him. Of course I didn’t want to share a pizza. I’d much prefer consuming a whole pie by myself. But I’d come across as childish if I insisted on ordering my own.

After Brian phoned in the order—chafing me by not debating over toppings and urging me to get whatever I wanted—we both took seats at the kitchen table. We sat poised on the edges of our chairs, ready to escape this awkwardness the second the delivery boy arrived.

Brian cleared his throat. Sensing a possible verbal-sparring opportunity, I prepared to pounce.

“I’ve been thinking, Ness.” He traced the faux-wood pattern of our kitchen table with his adulterous index finger. “If you won’t leave the condo then I’ll move out.”

Naturally, my first impulse was to shout ‘Selfish bastard!’ But then his words sank in. Was Brian giving me the condo? Could he really be that generous?

A pang of regret shot down my spine. Our marriage could have been so wonderful if my husband hadn’t asked for a divorce. We could have been one of the few who actually made it.

I slumped in the chair. What had happened to us? I reminded myself that Brian’s infidelity had happened. Unable to be squeezed into that constricting underwear of his for eight straight hours, he’d removed his knickers and bopped the girls at his office.

And, come to think of it, he hadn’t mentioned anything about financial recompense. Why, I bet he wasn’t giving me the condo at all. He’d likely demand I buy out his half knowing I couldn’t afford to pay for even half our pizza. Worse yet, he’d hand over the condo and use his generosity as emotional leverage to get me to settle for whatever other divorce terms he laid out.

“Ness, did you hear me?” Brian said.

My hands balled into fists. “Oh, I heard you all right.”

Brian flinched but plowed on. “I’ll move out tonight. I’ve already got the essential papers in my office packed. Once you let me back in the bedroom, I’ll get my clothes. Then I’ll be out of your hair.”

“How much do you want?” I asked.

“I’ll need enough underwear to get me through the week.”

That would be one pair. I waited for the rest of his terms to emerge. 

He said, “Two work suits and a handful of ties should be sufficient for now. I can come back for the rest later.”

I gritted my teeth and resisted the urge to spit. “How much do you want for your half of the condo?”

Brian frowned. “I don’t want anything. You can have the condo, Ness.”

I gripped the table edge. “If you think you’re going to get me to feel guilty for stealing your home out from under you, forget it. I know you want this condo. How many times have you told me to check into the Westin this weekend?”

From the way Brian eyed my hands, I knew he wanted to reach for me. But he didn’t move, likely realizing I wouldn’t hesitate to bend his fingers backward until they made contact with his forearm.

Brian tore his gaze away from my hands and looked me straight in the eye. “Ness, listen to me. I’m not trying to hoodwink you. My aim is not to cause you any financial grief. I don’t care about the divorce terms. I already told you I want this to be an amicable divorce. You can stay in the condo, no strings attached. You have my word on that. You’ve made it apparent you won’t leave, so it would be best for both of us if I go. You’re clearly uncomfortable around me, and that’s the last thing I wanted to happen.”

Despite my resolve to be Woman of Steel, my heart melted a bit. With heartbreaking clarity, I recognized the man across from me as the Brian I had fallen in love with. I loosened my hold on the table, flopped back into the seat, and tried to calm my thoughts. 

Once I regrouped, I asked, “Where will you stay?”

He shrugged. “I’ll book a hotel room until I find an apartment.”

The idea of my beloved Brian sitting alone in a roach-infested hotel frequented by giggling prostitutes and their happy clients weighed down my heart. The logical portion of my brain worked to remind the nonsensical majority that Brian was the enemy. He was the one who’d requested this divorce. He was the one dusting conference room tables with a pushed-up skirt. Never show your adversary weakness, Logical Vanessa warned as Romantic Vanessa silently screamed, But he’s so cute!

The phone trilled, breaking into my muddled thoughts. Brian leapt up and answered it, then left to get the pizza. 

Fortunately, the pizza looked fantastic, which cheered me up some. I grabbed the largest piece while Brian fetched us beers. I refused to feel guilty for exiting this marriage with my fair share, even when Brian reached for the tiniest slice. Pure coincidence, I told myself.

As I ate, I tried to get the most out of the experience by pretending not to notice Brian’s presence directly across from me. Every time I glimpsed his arm moving pizza toward his mouth or his hand circling his beer, my heart twisted a little—in guilt, sadness, or pain, I didn’t know. Whatever the emotion, it wasn’t pleasant.

Brian finished his second slice and stood up to drop his empty beer bottle into the recycling bin. “I’m going to go pack a few outfits.”

As Brian disappeared down the hall, I watched his retreat. I couldn’t help myself. Who knew when I’d have a view of such a stunning derrière again.

Cold dread coursed through my arteries. I didn’t want to be single again. Knowing I could no longer fling an arm sideways in bed to signify desire filled me with despair.

I considered reaching for a fourth slice of pizza but held myself back with an amazing show of willpower. This was my final night with Brian. His last impression of our life together shouldn’t be of me eating twice as much as him, my face engorged with cheese.

Deciding not to tempt myself by sitting with the pizza in arm’s reach, I took a seat on the couch and tried to replicate the coy pose of one of the cover models on a coffee-table magazine. Seeing me in such a seductive position might make Brian think twice about this stupid divorce.

After a minute of struggling, I managed to drag my foot under my leg, which only squashed out my cellulite. I shielded my thigh with a couch pillow and waited for Brian to reemerge.

I kept my eyes on the clock as I sat there. Even with most of my attention focused on maintaining my uncomfortable position, I could hear Brian rummaging around in the bedroom. Good grief. How long did it take to pack a single pair of underwear? My victimized foot had started tingling two minutes ago.

Brian finally appeared, a duffel bag slung over his shoulder and two boxes stacked in his arms. “I’ve got all the clothes and files I need for now. I’ll return for the rest when I find an apartment.” He headed toward the front door, barely glancing at me.

“Wait.” I unfolded from my position and rose from the sofa. Immediately I flopped back down, my foot prickling as if I’d stepped on a porcupine. Now that Brian was really going through with this whole moving-out fiasco, I panicked. I wasn’t ready for him to leave yet. What could I say to make him stay a little longer? Sleep with me one more time? Could you run the dishwasher before you go?

I blurted, “Aren’t you going to leave the house keys?”

Brian looked so hurt I nearly smacked myself for asking. But he dutifully set his boxes on the floor and removed the building and unit keys from his chain, placing them on the coffee table.

“Thank you,” I croaked, forgetting to infuse my voice with a seductive timbre.

Brian picked up his boxes and gave me a long last look. Unfortunately, it came too late. I’d already abandoned my sexy pose and was now rubbing my foot, praying I’d be able to walk again. 

“Call my cell phone if you need anything,” he said.

Fearing I might burst into tears if I opened my mouth, I nodded. Brian stood there silently for a few more moments before letting himself out, quietly closing the front door behind him.
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Sunday afternoon, I boarded the bus with my purse clutched to my chest. Even with my big purse, I’d had to cull through the papers pilfered from Brian’s files in order to fit everything inside. I’d separated the annual reports and newspaper clippings from our personal financial documents and stuffed them in the oven, where they’d be sure to biodegrade before I ever needed to move them again.

Excitement built as I stepped into the cloud of toxic emissions spewing from the bus’s exhaust. I was about to discover I was rich. I could feel it.

Beth was already waiting at the diner, beverages in place. I plopped into the seat across from her and hurled my purse onto the table like a shot-put ball. It landed with a brutal thunk, nearly ripping my arm off with it. But I took the heaviness of Brian’s financial papers as a good sign. After all, the weightier the papers, the higher the net worth.

“Did you order already?” I asked.

Beth nodded. “I got your usual, burger and fries.”

“Beth! I’m on a diet!” I wailed.

She rolled her eyes. “Yeah, right.”

I paused, then said, “You did tell them to hold the tomatoes right? And to substitute extra mayonnaise for mustard?”

“Of course.” Her face brightened. “So, how do you like the single life so far?” 

“I’ve only been single for one weekend.” With Beth braced to share in some newfound joy, I didn’t want to tell her I hadn’t liked it at all.

“One four-day weekend.” Beth frowned. “So you didn’t go clubbing or anything?”

“Clubbing?” I pictured myself venting my marital frustrations on a pack of baby seals before her true meaning hit me. “No, I didn’t go clubbing.”

“Well, you must have done something.” She swallowed a gulp of soda as she studied me. My slothful guilt must have been apparent because she added, “You at least must have thought about doing something.” She grabbed the edge of the table and pulled herself forward. “Come on, let’s hear it. What do you want to do with your life?”

“I don’t know.” I had pretty much considered my life to be over when Brian had announced his divorce plans three days ago.

“The problem is you’ve been brainwashed by a society that falsely equates marriage with happiness,” Beth said. “You need to look past the tax breaks and figure out what you really want with your life.”

Beth stopped talking when a young couple at the next table caught her eye. From the way they whispered to each other, anyone could tell they hadn’t been together long enough to lose their starry-eyed adoration.

Beth tore her gaze away from the couple when they leaned forward for a kiss. “What did you want to be when we were kids?”

“A princess,” I replied immediately.

Beth flicked her wrist. “Goals requiring marriage are not allowed.”

“Princesses don’t have to get married,” I argued.

One of Beth’s eyebrows crept up her forehead. “Who’d continue the royal heritage if they didn’t? Who’d produce the heirs?”

“Okay then. Let me think.” I took a sip of my soda and ran through the possibilities. With Brian out of the way, I could travel. But I didn’t particularly enjoy being crammed like a sardine into an airplane full of smelly strangers. I could enroll in night classes. But I didn’t care to study, take tests, or read textbook passages. Besides, night was when all the good television programs came on. I could discover a cure for cancer. Sadly though, unless cancer cells thrived on incorrect punctuation, I’d need a degree in something other than English. That brought me back to the dreaded night classes.

“Oh, for God’s sake, Ness,” Beth said, banging her hand on the table. “You must want to do something besides sit in a castle wearing a tiara. How about skydiving?”

I pressed a hand against my heart. “You mean leap out of a plane armed only with a very large sheet?”

“I guess that means you wouldn’t be interested in bungee-jumping either.” She snapped her fingers and pointed at me, eyes wide with bossy energy. “You could open a sex-toy shop. In downtown Seattle. Right on Fifth Avenue. You’d be a savior to all the improperly labeled frigid women who just need a little more than their unskilled husbands to get off. You could sell handcuffs and bondage gear to the so-called happily married wives so they could tie up and torture their lying, cheating—”

“That sounds more like your dream than mine,” I interrupted, flushing. A few people had turned their heads as Beth’s pitch rose toward hysterical.

Beth flopped back into her seat. “I suppose it is.”

She noted the lovebirds looking in our direction and glowered at them. They stiffened and refocused on their onion rings, which they began feeding each other.

“How much do you want to bet that in five years this girl will be in subsidized housing with two-point-five toddlers while he’s interviewing new secretaries in search of excellent qualifications?” Beth hissed, eyeing the salt shaker as if tempted to throw it in their direction.

“I have always wanted to retire,” I offered, hoping to tear her mind away from the couple.

“Join the club.” She fiddled with a sugar packet, folding it into quarters. Then she threw the packet on the table and sat up. “Wait a minute, did you break into Brian’s office? Did you locate his financial stash? How much does he earn? How much does he have saved?”

I had yet to look through Brian’s papers but didn’t want to admit this to Beth. She already had enough proof of my laziness. And although Brian had discussed his promotion with me when he’d received it, my mind had shut off the second he’d started talking in terms of numbers. I remembered his salary being some outrageously large figure—which would naturally lead to an outrageous net worth—but I was unable to quantify the outrageousness.

Beth narrowed her eyes when I failed to answer. But she wasn’t easily subdued while in the midst of one of her husband-equals-devil states. Regrouping, she pointed to my bulging handbag. “Are those the papers? Show me his bank statement.”

Before I could tell her I had no idea what a bank statement looked like, Beth jabbed both hands into my bag and began yanking papers out by the fistful. I joined suit. Once our fingers hit the fancy pens and other office supplies I regularly slipped into my purse to improve work morale, we spread the pages around the table.

Beth plucked a pay stub from the pile. To avoid looking completely useless, I picked up my own piece of paper.

Beth smacked the table with an open palm. “Ness, you won’t even qualify for a Roth IRA this year.” 

“I won’t?” I had no idea what a Roth IRA was, but I certainly wanted to qualify for it. It was my right as an American citizen, dammit.

“You’ll have made well over $300,000 during 2003.” Beth’s eyes grew wide. “Brian was promoted two years ago, so that’s $600,000 earned over the past two years. And his income wasn’t shabby before then either. Assuming he made half his current salary during the first three years of your marriage, that’s one million earned over the past five years. We’ll assume $700,000 after taxes. Taking into account five years of expenses, you should have about half a million in savings.” She sat back and beamed. “Just what I predicted. That’s a quarter of a million due to you under Washington’s community-property law.”

As I bent closer to see the evidence for myself, saliva pooled beneath my tongue. Sure, she’d guessed as much, but now that concrete evidence sat in front of me in the form of a hideously large FICA withdrawal, I realized the full implications of being married to a top executive stock market analyst. I’d never been entitled to so much money in my entire life. Even thinking about the possibility the other day couldn’t compare to this feeling of knowing I had almost a quarter of a million coming to me. 

“And,” Beth added, “this estimate doesn’t even include interest.”

I sat up straight. Speculation was no longer needed. The proof rested here in Beth’s very hands. I could quit my job. I could hire a personal trainer and nutritionist and finally get into shape. Even better, I could pay to have the fat siphoned right out from under my skin and forget about the hassles of exercise and diet.
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