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            To those who need to look forward instead of looking back, to the ones looking for light at the end of the tunnel.
               
            

            
            
            To the ones who want to run from the places that hurt them.
               
            

            
         

         
      

   
      
      
         
         
            
            And they rose up in the morning early, and worshipped before the LORD, and returned, and came to their house to Ramah: and Elkanah knew Hannah his wife; and the LORD remembered her.
 
            
            1 Samuel 1:19

            
         

         
      

   
      
      
         
         
            
            I want to die before my wife, and the reason is this:
 
            
            If it is true that when you die, your soul goes up to judgment,
 
            
            I don’t want my wife up there ahead of me to tell them things.
               
            
 
            
            Bill Cosby

            
         

         
      

   
      
      
         
         
            
            Prologue
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         Boo never moved until Hilary got up. Eric went about his same routine every morning; he rolled out when the clock radio turned
            itself on just after five, rummaged through the drawer in search of athletic socks, tugged on his sweatpants, stuck his arms
            through the sleeves of the T-shirt that was worn so thin you could have read a newspaper through it, and headed downstairs
            to work out on his home gym. For almost a half hour, Hilary could hear the clank of the barbell returning to the weight bench, the whir of the pulley as Eric worked the leg press, the final silence when she knew he’d be doing chin-ups on the bar that hung from
            the doorway. And still the dog waited for her, his head resting atop his two front paws, one eyebrow cocked in a question
            over his liquid eyes. When she adjusted the pillow, he lifted his head and cocked one ear.
            
         
 
         
         “I don’t know why he can’t just go out for a run.” Hilary covered her head with the pillow. “Then he could take you with him.”
            
         
 
         
         Boo, a Jack Russell terrier with a brown spot around one eye and a black ear, didn’t move a muscle.
 
         
         Hilary swung her legs to the floor. “Why does it always have to be me?”
            
         
 
         
         The dog was gone in a shot. He barreled out of the bedroom before Hilary could even stand. He tore down the stairs, tumbling
            over himself with a thunderous clamor that could have come from a pack of dogs five times his size. He danced circles around
            his empty food bowl. Hilary came behind him much slower, cinching her terry robe around her waist.
         
 
         
         “Calm down,” she said, yawning herself awake. She opened the slider so he could go outside and sniff around the backyard.
            “How can anything have that much energy this early?” She scooped kibble from the bag in the pantry and ran fresh water into another and set
            both bowls on the floor. Then she opened the slider where Boo was already impatiently making nose prints against the glass.
            “Now,” she said as he started eating. “See? You’re going to live.”
            
         
 
         
         Hilary reached for the carafe on the coffeemaker and stopped short. It was empty. She’d forgotten to put in the grounds and
            set the timer the night before. As she reached for the French Roast overhead, she noticed the clock on the microwave and did
            a double take. “Oh no.” She gave up on the coffee and headed toward the stairs. She’d have to pick up a cup at the drive-through near the hospital.
            “I’m glad somebody gets breakfast this morning.” She gave a rueful glance toward the dog.
            
         
 
         
         She hadn’t heard Eric finish his workout and go upstairs, but there was water spraying in the shower. Good thing they’d built
            the bathroom with room for two. Hilary rapped on the door, said “May I come in?” and walked in without waiting for his answer.
            She never waited for his answer. She always knew it would be okay.
         
 
         
         Hilary unfogged a spot in the mirror with a towel. “Good morning,” she said as she tucked strands of blond hair behind her
            ears and made a critical exam of her face. “Sleep well?” She set about polishing her teeth with the Sonicare.
         
 
         
         Soap thudded on the shower floor. Eric must have dropped it.
 
         
         “Can you make sure Seth makes it to the bus?” she asked. “I’ve got to get going.”
 
         
         She expected Eric’s chatty voice from behind the glass, teasing her about being late again. She was always turning off her
            alarm. But he said nothing.
         
 
         
         “Eric?”
 
         
         “Yes. I’ll take care of it.”
 
         
         She heard something in his voice. “Everything okay, Eric?”
 
         
         “You getting in the shower?” he asked. “I’ll leave the water running for you.”
 
         
         “I will in a minute. Let me make sure Seth’s up.”
 
         
         “I’ll take care of Seth,” he said as he swung the door open. “Here. I’m out. You get in.” Eric grabbed a towel to scrub his
            hair dry and stepped past her.
         
 
         
         Their arms brushed as Hilary hung up her robe. Hilary shot him a smile. Here they were after a fifteen-year marriage and she
            still melted at the sight of him. Water ran in rivulets down his chest. Wet hair clung to his forearms in dark curls. She
            pressed her lips against his damp shoulder. He smelled like soap and aftershave. “Hmm-mm,” she said, closing her eyes. “I
            love the smell of man in the morning. Minty fresh.”
         
 
         
         It was the perfect opening. He could have used it to tease her. But what about the smell of a man in the afternoon? Only he didn’t.
            
         
 
         
         Hilary stepped into the flow and let the water drum her shoulders. She raised her face to the stream. She felt so lucky. God
            had blessed her with so much. She had one great kid, a good job, a satisfying marriage. Never mind the days when things got
            stressful in PCU. As she soaped herself up and rinsed herself off, as she ran a razor up her legs and slathered on lotion,
            she thought how nice it felt to be secure with a man who loved her, to have a job where she helped people.
         
 
         
         “I didn’t make coffee —” she called to Eric as she stepped onto the bath mat. But he would already have gone to the kitchen.
            He would have already found the empty carafe and would be laughing at her for it. Forgot to turn it on again, did you, Hil? But when Hilary slipped her arms into the robe again and carried the used towels into the bedroom, she found him still there,
            sitting on the edge of the bed, waiting for her.
            
         
 
         
         “Oh, sorry,” she said. “I didn’t mean to yell about the coffee. I thought you’d be downstairs.”
 
         
         He’d already dressed. He’d pulled on his pinstripe slacks and found the black shirt she’d given him for Christmas last year.
            He usually never got ready for the office until he made his energy shake in the mornings. He was on his vitamin B12 kick again. “Did you wake Seth up yet?”
            
         
 
         
         “Hilary.” He gestured to the bed beside him. His eyes, which never left hers, held something unfathomable. “Will you stop?”
 
         
         She stared at him, uncertain. “Stop what?”
 
         
         “Running around. Come sit down for a minute.”
 
         
         “Now?”
 
         
         “Yes, now.”
 
         
         “But Seth needs to be up.”
 
         
         “Hilary, please.”
 
         
         “Something wrong?” In spite of all the changes this morning, the way Eric had acted different in the shower, she hadn’t quite
            spent the time to decipher it. Here they were starting their day together, rushing on with their routines, getting Seth off
            to middle school, going on with their lives. Why would Eric act so somber?
         
 
         
         “Yes. There’s something wrong.”
 
         
         “What is it?”
 
         
         “We have to talk.”
 
         
         A sense of foreboding began to creep up Hilary’s limbs. Her skin had gone cold. What was this? “Can’t it wait until tonight,
            Eric? I’ll be late.”
         
 
         
         “No.”
 
         
         “What do you mean, no?”
 
         
         “It can’t wait.”
 
         
         “You can’t be late, either.” It took a quarter of an hour for him to get to his office at the investment firm in the Loop,
            a little less if he took the L.
         
 
         
         “That doesn’t matter right now.”
 
         
         “The traffic —”
 
         
         “I’ve waited too long as it is.”
 
         
         She dropped the laundry on the floor and drew the robe tighter around her. Her hair was still wet. She was freezing. “Is it
            money?” she asked. “I know I put the tires on the credit card, but it’s hard making things balance the month insurance is
            due.”
         
 
         
         “It isn’t money,” and, for a moment, Hilary felt relieved as she stood before him. “Well, what is it then?”
 
         
         “Put something on.” That was when her fear started, the moment he spoke and, at the same time, looked away. “Get dressed.”
 
         
         “But you said you wanted to talk. You want me to get dressed now?”
 
         
         “I do, Hilary. Yes.”
 
         
         She’d asked all those casual questions in the bathroom, the same script she followed every day. They never thought about the
            things they said to each other. May I come in? Sleep well? Everything okay? Only now did she realize. All those questions she’d asked, and he’d never answered.
            
         
 
         
         Eric found her something to wear in the closet. Hilary had a dozen scrubs or more; she needed them for the long hours she
            spent on the PCU floor. Eric didn’t thumb through them; he grabbed the first one he came to. She’d worn it yesterday, the
            blue shirt with smiling sunflowers. Her security badge still dangled from a Tweety Bird clip on the pocket. Bold letters read:
            Hilary Wynn, R.N. The yellow sun faces leered at her. “What is this, Eric? Just tell me.”
            
         
 
         
         Eric drew a deep breath. “It’s not easy.”
 
         
         She reached for his hand. “Should it be? Is this something you want me to make easy for you?” Outside, the garbage truck turned
            onto their street. It picked up speed, its engine crescendoing as it roared toward the neighbor’s driveway. Brakes hissed.
            A horrific clatter came as the hydraulic fork reached for a container, lifted it, and rained its contents into the hopper.
         
 
         
         Eric squared his shoulders and said, “I’m seeing someone.”
 
         
         Hilary stared at him. “Seeing someone? What? Someone? Who, someone? A doctor? A financial advisor?” It took her that long
            to begin unraveling his meaning. “What are you telling me, Eric? I don’t understand.”
         
 
         
         “I’m seeing someone,” he said again.
            
         
 
         
         Oh.
 
         
         Oh.
            
         
 
         
         “A woman,” he clarified.
 
         
         A hundred emotions ran through her at once. Shock. Disbelief. Confusion. She must have heard wrong. She reacted as if she’d
            been burned, jerking her hand from him before her nerves signaled pain. “A woman,” she repeated, as if she had to say it herself
            to hear it. “You’re having an affair?”
            
         
 
         
         For the first time, he didn’t speak.
 
         
         “Eric, what are you saying?” Deny it! she wanted to scream. Tell me it’s a mistake. Tell me you aren’t serious.
            
         
 
         
         “I never meant it to get this far.”
 
         
         The air had gone out of the atmosphere. Hilary couldn’t breathe. She felt like she’d been punched in the stomach. “This is
            how you start my day? You’re telling me this?” She could still be dreaming. She could wake up and find Eric sleeping beside her. The alarm would sound and she’d stagger
            out of bed and Boo would be dancing at her feet, waiting for his breakfast. The breath would rush from her lungs; she’d go
            limp with relief.
            
         
 
         
         “There’s no way else to say it,” Eric said. “I’m sorry.”
 
         
         For long seconds she couldn’t speak. If she tried, words might betray her. Words, spilling to the ground like blood spills
            from a wound. Her ears buzzed. Her hands started shaking.
         
 
         
         “Hilary, I —”
 
         
         “Don’t say anything more, Eric,” she said. “Please just stop.”
            
         
 
         
         It didn’t make sense. Eric was the man who’d loved her, who’d actually gotten permission from her father before he’d asked
            her to marry him, who’d positioned an engagement ring precariously in whipped cream and hot chocolate after they’d gone skating
            in Grant Park. He was the man who had held her after her father died. He was the one who’d placed his hand over her belly
            to feel the baby move, who’d wiggled her stomach and talked to unborn Seth in “Mister Ed” horse voices, who’d brought her
            Jolly Rancher candies and let her squeeze his hand during labor and breathed cleansing breaths with her when the contractions
            got too fierce to bear. What was he thinking, that he could throw it away?
         
 
         
         “That’s all you have to say? That you’re sorry?” Later Hilary would be furious. Anger would grow inside her like a geyser,
            ready to erupt. But for now she could only swim through a fog with everything upside down. She had no idea when they’d started
            living this lie.
         
 
         
         The neighbors were coming awake. Hilary glanced out the window to see the Hartmans, the retired couple who had lived on this
            street for the past two decades, out for their morning stroll. They’d always been the sweetest couple around, making sure
            everyone knew when their grandchildren would be coming for a visit. As they walked, the elderly woman curled her fingers around
            the crook of her husband’s elbow and gazed up at him. Mr. Hartman cocked his head and smiled at something she said. Hilary
            had thought she and Eric would grow old together like the Hartmans, celebrating milestones, amazing their friends with their
            exemplary marriage.
         
 
         
         “Do you want to tell me more?” she asked, her voice a study in control. “Or do you want me to ask questions?”
 
         
         She had trusted him. This couldn’t be the man she’d pledged her life to, the one who’d promised to stand beside her through better or worse,
            through richer or poorer, in sickness and in health, until death parted them. Eric wasn’t this man anymore. He was a stranger.
            Sure, they’d had their rough spots, everyone did, times when one or the other of them had been bored or unhappy, but they’d
            been honest with each other, hadn’t they? Sure, there had been times when she’d worked the long night shifts at the hospital.
            That wasn’t any reason to break a lifelong promise, to find someone else, was it? Her fists ached to pummel him. She wanted
            to hurt him the way he was hurting her.
            
         
 
         
         “Mom!” Seth’s voice came from the family room. “I’ll get detention if I’m late again. How come nobody woke me up?”
 
         
         Oh, Father, she prayed. What do you want from me? How do I respond? How do I stay sane and guard my heart and do the right thing?
            
         
 
         
         Hilary adjusted her badge and locked eyes with Eric. There were so many things she would find out later, who the other woman
            was, how she and Eric had met, how they’d stolen time to be together. But now Hilary asked the only question that mattered.
         
 
         
         “This other woman. Do you love her?” she asked.
 
         
         When he nodded and whispered, “Yes,” she felt like she’d been shoved to the ground.
 
         
         Do I fight for this marriage? Do I try to work through this, Lord? Or do you want me to quietly let it go?
            
         
 
         
         Downstairs she heard Seth rummaging through the pantry in search of the Honey Nut Cheerios. Seconds later she heard the refrigerator
            door slam shut and the chair scrape on the kitchen floor.
         
 
         
         Because I don’t think I can do either one.
            
         
 
         
         He said, “Hilary. I want to marry her.”
 
         
         She stared at him, the shock beginning to ebb. Pain knifed her chest.
 
         
         “Pam and I have wasted enough time. We’d like to do this fast.”
 
         
         “If you’re asking for a divorce,” Hilary said, her voice even, “you’ll have to file for it. I want everyone to know this isn’t
            coming from me.”
         
 
         
         “I’ve already started the process with my lawyer.” He turned toward the door as if he couldn’t face her for this. “The papers
            will be served on Thursday.”
         
 
         
         Oh, Eric, she wanted to cry. Isn’t there some way to fix it? Isn’t there something to make you forget her? Something to make you see what you’re giving
               away? But Hilary had too much pride to beg. “You’re leaving the house,” she said. “I’m not.”
            
         
 
         
         “We’re dividing the house,” he said, finding something fascinating on the ceiling. “It’ll have to be sold.”
 
         
         She didn’t flinch. She took a step toward him. “I’ll have custody of Seth. I’m leaving you no choice in that.”
 
         
         “That’s yet to be negotiated, Hilary.”
 
         
         All this time the little dog had been cowering at the foot of the bed, paws beside his ears, fearful eyes raised toward Eric.
            “Is it?” Hilary asked. “Is that what our life is now, Eric? Something to be negotiated?”
         
 
         
         “It’s the best I can do.”
 
         
         She sat on the bed and picked up Boo, holding the dog against her like a shield. “It isn’t,” she said. “It isn’t, Eric. It isn’t the best for anybody.”
            
         
 
         
         “It is for me,” he said.
 
         
         “So it’s all about you, is it? The rest of us don’t matter, I suppose. Especially your son.”
            
         
 
         
         “We have to leave Seth out of this,” Eric said. “I refuse to make this a power struggle about my son. For Seth’s sake, I expect
            that we can be civil.”
         
 
         
         “Oh, of course we’ll be civil, Eric,” Hilary whispered, and, to her horror, tears leaked from her eyes. She wiped the back
            of her hand across her nose. “And no matter how you’d like to twist this around on me, it isn’t a power struggle. It’s what
            you’re teaching him. That he isn’t important enough to you. That he’s easy to leave.”
            
         
 
         
         Eric said, “He isn’t the one I’m leaving.”
 
         
         Her tears came unbidden now. There was nothing she could do to stop the swirling storm, the emptiness. With jaw clenched and
            hands knotted into fists, Hilary stood her ground and watched her husband go, taking with him the marriage she’d always placed
            so much faith in, the man she’d never thought could betray her, the man she thought would never desert his family, leaving
            them stranded and alone.
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         Eric had met Pamela when she’d come to decorate his office. He and Hilary hadn’t been talking much those days, that month,
            that year. She’d been coming to terms with her doctor’s report that she couldn’t have the second child they’d planned on,
            that Seth would be their only one.
         
 
         
         When Eric had wanted to talk about it, Hilary wouldn’t hear him. She’d be running out the door with her nurse’s bag in hand
            for another long shift at the hospital.
         
 
         
         When he’d wanted to admit to her that he felt vague guilt because he’d been the one who’d wanted to wait, to get further in
            his career before they had another financial drain, Hilary had been off to another church activity or buying oranges to take
            to Seth’s Little League game.
         
 
         
         Their conversations had run the gamut from, Did you feed the dog this morning? to, Weren’t you going to make a tax payment? Did you do that?
            
         
 
         
         Simply put, Eric knew he had been wrong. But Pam had come into his office asking questions about his likes and dislikes, trying
            to define his tastes, at a time when Hilary had been distant. It had started when Pam had told him about a walnut desk she’d
            found. It’s quite the handsome piece, she’d said. It fits you, Eric. There had been a lunch. A celebratory dinner out after her work on his office was finished. Phone calls and texts. There
            had been a second night, when Pam had come to town for a different client, dinner at an expensive steak house near the lakeshore,
            after which they’d sat on a bench beside the water, holding hands while a man played James Taylor songs on an acoustic guitar.
            
         
 
         
         Sometime during the James Taylor street music, they had danced. He had pulled Pam up by the hand and she had moved into his
            arms, fit herself against him the way a water creature curls inside its shell. Somewhere during the song, he had told her
            she was the most desirable woman he’d ever known. After which he had tipped the guitar player a hundred-dollar bill because
            he’d been so grateful just to have a safe place to spend time with her.
         
 
         
         He’d driven her back to her hotel and left his car with the valet so he could walk her to her room and kiss her good night
            at the door. Which was what he’d intended to do.
         
 
         
         Only he hadn’t. And he hadn’t stopped to think what he could lose, not then. Later it surprised him that he’d so easily forgotten
            to think about Seth or his parents or his wife. He’d ignored all these sound reasons and drifted forward on the promise of
            intrigue, warmth, risk. He’d been excited. A little infatuated. Willing to add this forbidden thing to his life in the same
            calculating way that someone might add an extra room to a house.
         
 
         
         He hadn’t stopped to think of the people who would judge him, or the people he would hurt.
 
         
         Those people weren’t a part of this world. He didn’t see how they could ever be.
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         Seth soon came to see his life divided into two parts. First, the part when his mom and dad had been together. They’d done
            things like going to Cubs games or riding the L all the way to the Loop for pizza. They’d driven three days to camp in Yellowstone,
            where he’d drifted off to sleep watching the fire dancing beyond the wall of the tent and the shadow cast by his parents as
            they’d pulled their chairs closer to each other and to the flames. Second, the part after his father had decided he didn’t
            want them anymore. When Seth’s mom cranked the water in the shower because that might keep him from hearing her sobs. When
            the kitchen was as silent as church that one day even though his mom and dad were both sitting there. When the tension in
            their house felt as if it might shatter like glass and cut them.
         
 
         
         “You’re handling this well,” his dad had told Seth over chocolate ice cream at Baskin-Robbins. “You haven’t even cried. I’m
            proud of you, Son.”
         
 
         
         “When are you leaving, Dad?” he’d asked.
 
         
         “Tomorrow.”
 
         
         “You don’t have to leave if you don’t want to,” Seth had said, a twelve-year-old hating himself because he’d started to sob.
            Melted fudge ripple dripped down his cone. He let it drip, didn’t try to lick it off. “You can stay, Dad.”
         
 
         
         “No,” his dad had told him. “Things have gone too far for that.”
 
         
         That’s the moment his mother started needing him. From that moment, he had felt like the statue of Atlas, with the whole world
            balanced on his shoulders. If he slipped or stopped trying or anything went wrong, the whole world would come crashing down.
         
 
         
         That last day with his dad, Seth had told jokes, told them frantically, thinking if he could make his dad laugh, maybe he
            could make his dad change his mind, maybe he could make his dad realize what he was leaving behind.
         
 
         
         Why did the kid eat his homework, Dad? Because the teacher said it was a piece of cake.
            
         
 
         
         What do you get when you cross an elephant with a fish, Dad? Do you know? Swimming trunks.
            
         
 
         
         “You’re so good to take care of your mom, Seth,” people he barely knew said after his dad had gone. “I don’t know what she would do without you.”
            
         
 
         
         Or they’d say, “Look at you. You’re so grown-up. You’re the man of the house now.”
 
         
         Seth knew what his mother’s friends thought about him. They thought he was the perfect kid. People thought they knew what
            they were getting with Seth, but they were wrong. He just wanted to be a kid everybody wasn’t watching and depending on. He
            wanted to do stupid things; he wanted to make a mistake and not feel like the bottom of his mother’s world was going to fall
            out because of it.
         
 
         
         When he’d gotten in the fight with Chris Schorr on the playground, Seth had never intended to stop hitting. The principal
            had yanked him off by the collar and dragged him into the office. He wanted to keep pounding and pounding the kid who had
            told him his dad had a girlfriend.
         
 
         
         “Liar,” Seth had said every time his knuckles met Chris’s face. “Liar. Liar.” When Mr. Baker asked why, Seth would have been vindicated if he had wailed out what had happened. But Seth sat in the principal’s
            chair feeling like a mad animal lived inside him, something that took over his body and made him want to be mean. It’s none of your business! Seth wanted to shout. Instead he sat silent, too proud to speak, his bloody hand throbbing in his lap. And when the school
            secretary, Mrs. Knight, had poked her head in and asked if he wanted her to make a call, Mr. Baker had shaken his head. “Don’t
            phone Seth’s mom, Nora,” Mr. Baker had said as he’d offered Seth a conciliatory smile. “This isn’t anything Seth and I can’t
            work out together. His mom’s got enough problems of her own. I’m sure Seth agrees this isn’t something we should bother her
            with.”
            
         
 
         
         From then on Seth carried this anger beneath his skin. His frustration ran just below the surface, unseen and churning like
            an underground river, something he vowed he’d never let his mother see. That’s when Seth had known the truth. Chris Schorr
            hadn’t been the biggest liar on earth. His dad had been.
            
         

         
      

   
      
      
         
         
            
            Chapter 1
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            Six years later
               
            

            
         
 
         
         When Hilary opened the door to the coffeehouse, a burst of conversation and the aroma of Arabica swirled out to meet her. She
            stepped into the front foyer and looked for her friends. I don’t need this, she’d told Gina Minor, trying to beg off. I don’t even want to think about it. Hilary had been doing her best to shelve Seth’s graduation in the back of her mind alongside the other items she planned
            to think about later: the need to draw up a will, the need to add more insulation in the crawl space.
            
         
 
         
         It had been Gina’s idea that they meet on Tuesdays in that big corner booth at Spilling the Beans on North Central Avenue.
            They could brown-bag if they liked or buy a salad and order up a Brownlow or a coffee. Gina, who worked with Hilary on the
            nursing staff at the hospital, had always been the one to organize things. They were a group of friends who had known one
            another forever, several of them with kids graduating, another with a mother she’d just admitted to an assisted-living center,
            another going through a tough divorce. Gina was the one who always reminded them how they needed to stick together and encourage
            one another, because they could give one another advice, a gentle hug, laughter, strength.
         
 
         
         “Maybe you shouldn’t count on me for coffee,” Hilary had told Gina when the invitation had been issued. “I doubt I can get
            away from this new rotation schedule. You know me.”
         
 
         
         “Denial,” Gina had said, laughing. “It’s not just a river in Egypt.” Which, although intended to be funny, hadn’t made Hilary
            laugh at all.
         
 
         
         “This won’t go away just because you won’t let yourself deal with it,” Gina had pressed. “I have just as much time as you
            do. Trust me. I’ve been through this. I know how lost you’re going to feel without Seth.”
         
 
         
         Well, Hilary reasoned as she stared at the menu overhead, trying to focus on the list of coffee drinks, maybe Gina was right. Only today she certainly didn’t intend to be the one to soak up the sympathy at the table. She’d come to support Julie,
            the newest divorcée. You’ll make it to the other side of your divorce with flying colors, just like I did, Hilary would tell her. Sure, she’d tell Julie, there were times when it had been rough. Sure, she could say, she still remembered
            that train wreck like it had been yesterday — the day Eric had stood in their bedroom and told her he loved someone else.
            But she hadn’t let the pain derail her for very long. She hadn’t let the loneliness or the anger stop her from moving ahead
            with her life.
            
         
 
         
         The barista was making Hilary a decaf cappuccino, the steamed milk hissing from the machine. As she took the cup in hand,
            she glanced up to see Lynn waving at her from the designated table. Hilary smiled back and wove her way toward her friends.
            When she slid into the booth, the conversation had already turned to the high-school seniors, graduating this year from Jefferson
            High on Chicago’s North Side.
         
 
         
         “They say these will be the best years of our lives.” Kim Draper was tucking a tomato inside her sandwich. “I read an article
            by one woman who got through her empty-nest syndrome by putting tuition on credit cards. We could do that. We could make a
            pact to earn frequent-flyer miles together. Think of the places we could go with all those miles.”
         
 
         
         Fay reached across the table and snagged one of Donna’s sweet-potato chips. “Next meeting on the beach somewhere. Or maybe
            Times Square.”
         
 
         
         “Who can afford Times Square?” Doubt filled Kim’s eyes and Hilary could tell she wanted the same reassurances Hilary did:
            Mothering doesn’t go away when they leave home, does it? It just changes? Right?
            
         
 
         
         She pictured her eighteen-year-old’s face. If she’d felt like she’d been drowning after Eric had left, then Seth’s presence
            in the house had felt like someone bringing oxygen to her, allowing her to breathe underwater. It had been so easy to start
            treating Seth like the man of the house. It had been so easy to start depending on him.
         
 
         
         I have to let him go, Lord. I know I do.
            
         
 
         
         And I don’t know what I’m going to do without him.
            
         
 
         
         Fay must have read her expression. “Just keep the kitchen open, girl. He’ll come home more than you think.”
            
         
 
         
         “Just wait until Seth wants to move back in, Hilary,” Gina said. “We’ll be here for each other then, too. That’s when you
            can cry.”
         
 
         
         But not one of them mentioned the major difference, Hilary realized. They all talked about Seth coming home. Rather than being home. Once he crossed the gym stage and the school superintendent handed Seth his diploma, she wouldn’t have anything left
            of him to hang on to. No more nights curled up together reading Go, Dog, Go! No more sweaty little head propped beneath her chin. No more soggy bottom in a bathing suit. No more epic drives to baseball
            games with six players crammed into the seats, babbling on about girls and their batting averages while they shot spitballs
            at one another.
            
         
 
         
         No more terror as she stomped an imaginary brake on the passenger’s side of the car, teaching Seth to drive. No more mornings
            feeling responsible when he couldn’t drag himself out of bed.
         
 
         
         Actually, Hilary admitted, it had been awhile since she’d worried about any of these mothering duties, even the teenager ones.
            She had this to consider: Was she really grieving her son’s growing up and moving out for good? Or was she more afraid of
            being alone for the first time in her life?
         
 
         
         Kim left the booth to pick up her order. Gina was talking to an acquaintance at the door. Donna and Fay were waiting in line
            to order lunch, deep in a conversation about whether or not to order the college-dorm package with extra-long twin sheets
            for their kids’ beds. Which left Hilary and Julie fingering their mugs as they leaned toward each other, each waiting for
            the other to speak.
         
 
         
         Julie’s eyes filled with tears. “Oh, Hilary. I’m so sorry. I’m not great company these days.”
 
         
         “Been rough, has it?”
 
         
         “Yes, more than I ever imagined. I shouldn’t be here, I guess. So many of you are dealing with graduating seniors. And me,
            I’m dealing with this divorce and I’m a mess. I don’t have anything worthwhile to add to the conversation.”
         
 
         
         Hilary reached for Julie’s hand and squeezed it. “It’s good you came, Jules. You know that. Anything any of us can do to help,
            we’ll do it.”
         
 
         
         “His lawyer delivered the papers this morning, Hilary. It was awful.”
 
         
         There weren’t many words of comfort for this, Hilary knew. She held her friend’s hand and let Julie cry. “I’m so sorry.”
 
         
         “How did you do it, Hilary?” Julie pulled her hand away and blew her nose on a napkin. “How did you get through it? Does it
            keep hurting like this forever?”
         
 
         
         Hilary rummaged through her purse to find an extra tissue. When she found one, she handed it to Julie. “On the day Eric’s
            lawyer showed up at the door, it was horrible.” She remembered standing on the front step, the edges of the document in her
            hand rustling like dried leaves, hearing her own lifeless voice asking when the papers needed to be signed, where they needed
            to be delivered.
         
 
         
         “Can you imagine having that job?” Julie touched the edges of her eyes with the tissue and offered a sad smile. “I’d hate
            it.”
         
 
         
         Hilary gave a wry laugh. “Yeah. Me, too.”
 
         
         “You never talked about your divorce much.”
 
         
         “You want me to talk about it?” Hilary propped her elbows on the table. “I was a blubbering, sobbing wreck of a human being
            for eight solid weeks. I don’t think I missed an hour without crying.” She locked eyes with Julie. “You really want to hear
            all this stuff ?”
         
 
         
         Julie nodded. “I wouldn’t have asked if I didn’t want to hear it.”
 
         
         “I just kept thinking, How could he do this? How could Eric just throw away all those years we’d spent together? How could he give up on half our lives?”
            
         
 
         
         Julie watched a sparrow flit past the window. “No,” she said. “Really, Hilary. It’s more than half. At least it is for me.”
            
         
 
         
         “I used to wake myself up in the middle of the night crying. It was like there was some physiological thing happening to me,”
            Hilary said. “Like my body required a certain number of tears every day just to sustain itself.”
         
 
         
         The diners beside them were clearing their table themselves, carrying their plates and baskets to the self-service tub. “It
            helps so much to hear it. Really.” Julie lowered her voice as a restaurant employee followed them and wiped the table with
            a rag. “It helps so much to know that I’m not the only one to go through this.”
         
 
         
         “It gets easier, Julie. It takes time, but, eventually, it does pass. You stop trying to second-guess yourself. You stop asking
            yourself what you could have done differently.”
         
 
         
         As the other women returned to the table, it was Julie’s turn to grip Hilary’s hands. “Thank you.”
 
         
         “Call me any time you want to talk.” Hilary scooted sideways to make room for Fay next to her. “And you’ll see. You’ll figure
            out who you are without him. You’ll wake up and realize one day that you aren’t thinking about your divorce all the time.”
         
 
         
         “You have no idea how much I need to hear this, Hilary.”
            
         
 
         
         “You’ll see yourself through God’s eyes. You’ll see how much you’re worth. How much you can do.”
            
         
 
         
         Yes, Hilary could speak with authority on this subject. This was exactly how it had happened for her. Somewhere along the
            way, after her pain had been replaced by anger, after her anger had ebbed into a dull sadness that had seemed to sap every
            ounce of strength from her body, she’d awakened one day and felt like someone had turned on the sun in the sky again.
         
 
         
         Because of Seth, her sleep had started to come easier. Mothering Seth had become good therapy for her. Maybe, in Eric’s eyes,
            she’d failed as a wife. But just let anyone try to accuse Hilary of not being a good mother! Now Seth stood six-foot-one and
            could bench-press 230 pounds. But he’d better know good and well that his mother still laid down the law around this place!
         
 
         
         It was time to let him go. Although Seth wouldn’t leave for Emhurst College until late August, Hilary had felt his presence
            fading from the house for months now, each milestone of his senior year at Jefferson — the SATs, the college acceptance letters,
            scholarship night, the senior prom — drawing him one more step away.
         
 
         
         While Hilary had been in her own thoughts, the subject at the table had shifted to husbands. “I was looking at Don across
            the table the other night,” Karen was saying, “and I kept thinking, What did we do together before we had kids? I honestly don’t remember.”
            
         
 
         
         “There’s that line in Failure to Launch,” Fay said, “when Kathy Bates finally tells her son that she’s terrified of being left alone in the same house with her husband.
            I thought that was the best scene in the whole movie.”
            
         
 
         
         Well, Hilary thought. At least I don’t have that problem. Hilary caught herself eyeing her empty ring finger, the small indentation from her wedding band still visible despite the
            years she hadn’t worn it.
            
         
 
         
         When Fay glanced at her watch and announced she needed to get back to the office, Hilary knew she’d found her perfect exit.
            She needed to get back to her nursing duties; she had several new care plans to write up this afternoon. But as Hilary wadded
            up her napkin and gave Julie one more reassuring squeeze, her cell phone played its song inside her purse. The interruption
            sent her rummaging through the zippered pockets, trying to find her phone so she could silence it. She saw the flash of light
            to the left of her keys. Just as she reached to push the vibrate button, she saw the caller ID.
         
 
         
         Eric. Speaking of.
            
         
 
         
         Her breath caught in her throat.
 
         
         What on earth does he want?
            
         
 
         
         Hilary knew she ought to be able to ignore him, turn him off, pay no heed to his summons. But she was still programmed to
            answer to this man. Even after everything they’d been through over the years, after the way he’d hurt her, after all the promises
            she’d made to God and to herself, after all the promises Eric had broken, she read this man’s name and her heart beat faster.
         
 
         
         “I’ve got to take this.”
 
         
         Hilary slid sideways out of the booth. I’m sorry, she mouthed as Kim moved out of her way. She wove past the line at the cash register and shoved the door open with her shoulder.
            “Hello,” she said, keeping her voice measured as the cell bobbled against her ear. But even though she tried, she couldn’t
            totally erase the familiarity she’d once used with him. “Eric? What’s wrong?”
            
         
 
         
         Maybe it had been the way she’d opened her heart to her friend Julie that had made Hilary lower her defenses. She wasn’t exactly
            sure why she felt more vulnerable than usual. But when she heard the woman’s voice on the other end, Hilary felt like someone
            had wrung the air from her lungs.
         
 
         
         “Hilary. Hilary? Are you there? It’s me. Pam.”
 
         
         Pamela.
            
         
 
         
         Eric’s other wife.
 
         
         “I’m stuck on these travel arrangements, Hilary. Do you have a minute to help me?”
 
         
         Oh, Father, help me. Not for her I don’t.
            
         
 
         
         “I hope you don’t mind me calling.”
 
         
         “Pam.” After that, Hilary stayed silent, letting the silence answer for her. She wasn’t going to lie.
 
         
         “For Seth’s graduation I’m interested in finding a hotel close to your place. It’s hard to tell about these from the Internet.
            Could you tell me which is best?”
         
 
         
         “You want my opinion about a hotel?” Hilary asked, incredulous.
 
         
         “Eric told me about one. What’s it called, the Omni? I’m worried that if I don’t make a reservation now, everything will be
            full.”
         
 
         
         “The Omni,” Hilary repeated. And then, pointedly, “I’m surprised you don’t already have information on Chicago hotels. I know
            you’ve stayed here before.”
         
 
         
         If Pam recognized this as a jab, she ignored it. “You know how it is. Everything looks great in the pictures. I’ve read all
            the TripAdvisor reviews and the posted rates. But there may be better rates if someone phones directly.”
         
 
         
         “Eric isn’t staying with his family this time?” The elder Wynns lived an hour-and-a-half commute to the north. Of course Eric
            would want to be close to graduation activities. “You’re making the reservation for Eric?”
         
 
         
         “For Eric. And for me, too. We’re both coming.”
 
         
         “Oh. I see.” Hilary hoped Pam didn’t hear the catch in her voice, but there wasn’t much chance of that. “I’ll need to get
            back to you. Would that be okay? I’m having coffee with friends.” How mundane a date at Spilling the Beans sounded compared
            to the impressive things Pam must be doing today, pursuing her career as an interior decorator. The last time they’d talked,
            Eric had told Hilary how Pam was designing an office for Liam Neeson.
         
 
         
         “I’ll send you a list via e-mail. You can look it over and phone with the information later,” Pam said. “Or maybe you could
            find out if any of these places offer a local discount. I’ll bet we could get a cheaper price if we used your local address.
            You could make the reservations yourself.”
         
 
         
         “Oh, I see.”
 
         
         “If it worked that way, you could call me with the confirmation number. Would you mind that?”
 
         
         The words popped out of Hilary’s mouth before she could stop them: “Why would you want to come? You aren’t Seth’s mother.” This was always how she got into trouble. All this time she’d been picturing Eric
            coming alone for Seth’s graduation, the three of them spending a few hours together, she and Eric sending their son off as
            best as they could, considering. The three of them pretending to be the family that they weren’t anymore.
            
         
 
         
         “We’ll need two rooms for three nights.” As easily as Hilary had ignored her question it seemed that Pam also ignored Hilary’s.
            “We’ll arrive the afternoon of the thirty-first.”
         
 
         
         “Two rooms?” When Eric and Hilary had spent their anniversary there, they’d saved for months to be able to afford it.
 
         
         “We’re bringing the kids, too. They’re looking forward to seeing their big brother in his cap and gown.”
 
         
         Hilary knew she ought to be praying, asking God to give her the right words. She ought to be asking for wisdom. Father, why do I feel like she’s trying to shake me up? “You’re asking me to make your hotel reservations? For all of you?”
            
         
 
         
         “Well. After all, Hilary, you are the one who knows the area.”
 
         
         “Eric knows the area. You could have called him instead,” Hilary pointed out.
 
         
         A brief pause on the other end of the line. “You sound like you don’t want us to come for Seth’s graduation.”
 
         
         Maybe this was the time for Hilary to say something sarcastic or funny, something to make Pam realize that she couldn’t step
            in and turn this family upside down anymore. Hilary had worked her way through so many emotions during these past years. She’d
            grieved. She’d grown stronger. She’d learned to be honest with herself. She wasn’t about to say something that might open
            old wounds now.
         
 
         
         After a lump of silence that felt like it was bleeding between them, Pam spoke in a lowered voice: “Hilary, what you’re doing
            isn’t fair. We’re setting this up for Eric’s sake.”
         
 
         
         “Are we? I thought graduation was a ceremony for Seth.”
 
         
         “Seth is Eric’s son and I am Eric’s wife. We have every right to be involved in this special occasion.”
 
         
         “Eric has every right to be involved.” The rest of it hung between them without being spoken.
            
         
 
         
         “Why don’t you come right out and say it?” Pam asked. “Why don’t you admit how much I threaten you, Hilary? Because Eric and
            I stand a better chance of making our marriage work than you two ever did.”
         
 
         
         A seagull drifted in easy circles overhead, his wings trained into the air, his unblinking eyes searching the ground. He was
            off-course, Hilary thought. What was he doing so far from the lakeshore? “What are you trying to do?” Hilary asked, her voice
            hard.
         
 
         
         “Eric didn’t think you’d have problems with me coming with him. I’m a part of Seth’s life, too.” Hilary realized that the
            two of them had discussed how she might react. Hilary was standing on the curb beside North Central Avenue, the ends of her
            hair and the hem of her skirt lifting and curling as cars whipped past. She screwed up her nose at the damp air tinged with
            sulfur; Chicago was known for its disagreeable smells. But that wasn’t the reason Hilary felt like she was being smothered.
            Pam seemed to be waiting for her to agree to make those reservations. And she would never do it.
         
 
         
         “I’m sorry, Pam, but I have to let you go.”
 
         
         “Oh, right,” Pam said. “You were out with your friends. I forgot.”
 
         
         “Send me your plans when you make them. I’d like to know where you decide to stay.” Hilary flipped her cell phone shut with
            guilt-ridden satisfaction.
         
 
         
         When she hurried back to the booth inside, Gina, Kim, Julie, and the others were stacking plates, busing the table themselves.
            Everyone was in a hurry. Their time was up, and heaven only knew where their conversation had gone since Hilary had left them.
            It didn’t matter. Hilary felt incapable of joining in again. She’d been blindsided by Pam’s call. No more joking about frequent-flyer
            miles and trips to Times Square. When she caught her friends staring, she realized they must have been able to read it on
            her face.
         
 
         
         “Who was that?” Gina said.
            
         
 
         
         “I can’t believe she called.”
 
         
         “Who?” Julie asked.
 
         
         “I can’t believe I let that woman pull me down to her level. I almost lost it. I can’t believe anyone in the world could make
            me feel that defensive.”
            
         
 
         
         “Who?” Donna said.
 
         
         “Eric’s wife,” Hilary said, hating the way her composure finally crumbled, how her voice sounded as thin as a hurt child’s
            instead of like someone who might actually be able to stand up for herself. “I guess Eric’s bringing the whole family for
            graduation. She called wanting me to make hotel reservations for them. Can you believe it?”
         
 
         
         It encouraged her because her friends looked as shocked as she felt.
 
         
         “As if you don’t already have enough to deal with,” Julie said, shaking her head. “The other wife.”
 
         
         “You can’t be expected to entertain that woman,” Donna said, throwing her purse strap over her shoulder like she was donning a military weapon.
            
         
 
         
         It was Gina who stripped Hilary bare with her words, though. She was the friend who knew Hilary best of all. “What did you
            say? Did you tell her she’s got more gall than a bladder surgeon?”
         
 
         
         “Disgusting,” Kim said. Hilary couldn’t be sure whether Kim was referring to Pam’s actions or Gina’s bad joke.
 
         
         “What’s that Scripture?” Donna quoted something that sounded like it came from Proverbs: “ ‘The lips of an adulteress drip
            honey but in the end she is bitter as gall.’ ”
         
 
         
         “You would memorize something like that?” Hilary said.
 
         
         “Just sort of rolled off my tongue, huh?”
 
         
         “Don’t say it.” Those words made Hilary’s teeth clench. “I’ve gotten beyond that. Don’t mention words like ‘adulteress.’ ”
 
         
         “Guess I just believe in calling a spade a spade.”
 
         
         Gina gripped Hilary’s shoulders and made Hilary meet her gaze while, all around them the lunch rush began and people were
            jostling three deep at the counter. “Hilary, you’re only barely making your way through as it is.”
         
 
         
         Hilary took a stab at humor: “Thanks for the vote of confidence, Gina. I’m glad you think I’m handling my life so well.”
            
         
 
         
         “We’re your friends. Who’s going to look after you if we don’t?”
 
         
         “We’re not kidding, Hilary,” Kim added. “What are you going to do?”
            
         
 
         
         “Invite her to dinner and cook my best sage-chive steaks with arugula salad when she comes. Or maybe I’ll run away. Set up
            a new identity in a new place. Which do you think would be easier?”
         
 
         
         “Setting up a new identity,” Kim said.
 
         
         “That woman is perfectly capable of making her own hotel reservations,” Gina said.
 
         
         Life never gets easier, does it, Lord? Hilary thought. Just when you think you’ve got everything under control, something else comes along.
            
         
 
         
         Why did she get the feeling that Pam was trying to initiate a competition between them? Hilary supposed that’s where it started,
            two women having a go at marriage to the same man. Pam had ended up with Eric, after all, so why would she have anything else
            to prove? But Hilary was the one who had also gone through a divorce with him. Maybe that meant she had the edge. Maybe that
            meant she knew Eric better.
         
 
         
         “You’ve got to come up with something more elaborate than steaks,” Donna suggested. “You’ve got to make girl food. Maybe Thai. Something with peanut sauce. Show her who’s got the edge in the cooking department.”
            
         
 
         
         “Having a Pillsbury Bake-Off is the last thing I want to do during graduation week.”
 
         
         Julie held the door open for Hilary. “I agree. You don’t need to do that. Just eyeball Eric and see how much he weighs. That’ll
            tell you who’s the better cook.”
         
 
         
         Donna couldn’t leave that one alone. “Or who’s making sure he gets the most exercise,” she commented.
 
         
         “Get out of here.” Hilary flung her purse in the general direction of Donna’s arm. “Don’t even say it.” And finally everyone
            started laughing, even Hilary.
         
 
         
         Donna wrapped her arm around Hilary’s shoulder and hugged her sideways.
 
         
         “See you at the hospital,” Gina called.
 
         
         “Thanks for everything,” Julie said.
 
         
         As Hilary waved good-bye to the others and steered the car toward Englewood General, where she worked, she prayed, Okay, God. Help me get through this in spite of myself.
            
         
 
         
         She’d done fine up until now. Still, she had to admit that the hurt had lasted a very long time. Pam’s phone call had reminded
            her of the struggles, the questions she’d asked, the long months when God didn’t seem to be handing out any answers.
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