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CHAPTER 
1

Some years, I gaze around the Thanksgiving table and I feel almost painfully grateful for my own bounty, for the abundance that is my life, for everything that brought me to this moment, with these people, inside this light.

And some years, I just eat turkey.

This Thanksgiving had been off to a promising start. Jacob was at his most adorable, regaling us all with what, at five years old, was a new tale of Pilgrims and Indians and friendship. My husband, Jonathon, was the consummate host, topping off my friend Tamara’s and her boyfriend Clayton’s wineglasses from the decanter, expertly cuing Jacob whenever he was about to struggle for a word or detail. Jonathon’s mother was getting along with mine, meaning Sylvia wasn’t openly disapproving of my mother. (Nothing feeds gratitude like lowered expectations.) And I thought, looking down at my swollen belly, about the party crasher inside — boy or girl, we didn’t know yet. Jonathon and I wanted the surprise.

My happiness was magnified by this being our first Thanksgiving in our own home. I’d never had a dining room before, let alone a house, having grown up in small apartments in Southern California with my mother and brother, and then living in San Francisco, land of low square footage. Who knew I could get this much pleasure out of a dining room? Who knew I could be so happy living in the suburbs?

When Jonathon and I first had Jacob, we pledged to be urban to the end; we were going to raise street-smart kids who’d osmotically pick up four languages by the time they were ten. We resisted suburbia for as long as we could, mourned the friends who had fallen, and sworn we’d never go to the dark side (meaning, shopping centers perennially anchored by Starbucks and Bed Bath & Beyond). We told each other that we loved the authenticity of our city block — i.e., the smells of sulfurous cooking and urine, the reek of real life — as we seemed to be in the only San Francisco neighborhood undergoing a degentrification. But my bubble of self-delusion burst the day I’d circled twenty minutes to find a parking space, and as we walked along, Jacob asked a homeless man where his mommy was and the guy let out a string of invectives that followed us half a block. Since Jon and I couldn’t afford a house in any decent city neighborhood, the burbs it was.

The phone rang, and Jonathon said he’d get it, he was already up. From the dining room, I could see into the kitchen, and I didn’t expect Jon to reach out and shut the swinging door between the rooms. But it wasn’t until he’d been gone awhile, maybe as long as fifteen minutes, that it truly registered as anything out of the ordinary. It wasn’t like Jon to disappear when there were people to attend to. What was going on? Could there have been an accident? Or — and fear gripped me most as this thought hit — what if something was wrong with Jon? A doctor calling with test results? A doctor wouldn’t call on a holiday unless it was really bad — impending-coronary bad. That was how Jon’s father had died, just keeled over at the age of fifty-two. Of course, he’d been married to Sylvia, and that could weaken any man’s heart.

When I was pregnant, I was prone to panicked worst-case scenarios. In the later part of my pregnancy with Jacob, and for much of the first year of his life, I turned into one of those people who couldn’t watch the news. Jonathon and I developed a little ritual around it where I’d ask him for highlight reels. He’d tell me a bunch of true things and one that was made up and I’d have to guess the falsehood. He started really getting into it, reading different Web sites that specialized in true and wacky news items from around the world. It was surprisingly hard to guess the faux item. For example, there really were two blond twin girls who called themselves Prussian Blue singing perky songs about white supremacy, the Olsen twins of the White Nationalist Movement. Jon and I both loved the ritual, which served to divert me from some truly awful things that were occurring in the world, things utterly beyond my control, and reminded me of the fun and silliness and connection that we shared. It made me feel safe.

But right then, I was picturing Jon collapsed on the ceramic kitchen tiles, gasping for air. (Did people gasp when they were having coronaries?) I excused myself and pushed open the swinging door, relieved to see he wasn’t lying prone, but surprised that he wasn’t in the kitchen at all. Maybe it’s just hindsight, maybe it’s too much TV — the “Did I put the dog in the washing machine, or was that on The Brady Bunch?” syndrome — but the rest of the house seemed eerily still in that moment and my stomach was pretzeled as I walked down the hall toward our bedroom. I don’t think this next part is hindsight, I think it’s memory: Though nothing in our marriage to that point indicated that I should, I was moving deliberately, stealthily, like I imagined a hunter would stalk big game. I could hear Jon’s muffled voice behind the closed bedroom door. I don’t know what made me put my ear up to it, but when I did, I heard Jonathon speaking to someone with great tenderness, saying things like, “Shhh, you’re going to be okay. This day will be over soon. And you’ll be just fine.”

My heartbeat accelerated; I had to remind myself to breathe. There were two options, as I saw it: continue eavesdropping, or open the door. Walking away was an impossibility. If I listened longer, he could say something like, “I love my wife more than anything in the world, and I have to get back to her.” Or perhaps, “Henry . . .” Any man’s name would be acceptable. Of course, there were those androgynous names like “Sam.” Unless . . . ?

I pushed the door open, and Jonathon looked up, his eyes widening. We held the gaze a few seconds, and then he said into the phone, “Hold on.” To me, “I’m sorry this is taking so long. I’ll be out in a minute.”

Like it was an ordinary call. Could it be an ordinary call? I wanted to think that it was. But somehow, I didn’t. That alone seemed damning, but of whom? Of him? Of me? “Who is that?” I asked.

“It’s just a friend,” he said. Nothing strange in his tone, but that wording. Does anyone say “just a friend” if someone really is just a friend? Wouldn’t you say the friend’s name?

But this was Jonathon. He only had just friends. “Which friend?” I tried to make my tone match his, but failed.

He put his hand up to indicate it would be one more minute, and addressed the receiver again. “I need to go now, okay?”

Whoever was on the other end actually kept talking. I could make out a female voice, though I couldn’t hear what she was saying. She prattled on at breakneck speed as I stood there waiting. I wasn’t just waiting for her to stop talking; I was waiting for him to interrupt her. Who was this woman with the audacity to call my husband away in the middle of Thanksgiving, who hears my voice in the room, who hears him say he needs to go, and keeps talking?

But, I countered, maybe that was what made her harmless. Maybe she had the audacity because she didn’t need to fear discovery, she didn’t need to fear the wife. She was just a friend who was too upset on Thanksgiving to observe social graces.

I couldn’t take it anymore. If he wouldn’t interrupt, I would. “We have guests.”

Jonathon mouthed the words “I’m sorry” in an exaggerated way, like we were sharing the joke of how some people can’t take a hint. “I’ve really got to go now,” he told her. “Take care of yourself, okay?” He clicked the disconnect button on the cordless phone. Then he turned to me and smiled. “Let’s get back in there.”

I couldn’t stop hearing: “Shhh, you’re going to be okay.” It was the intimacy of that “shhh”; not how you shhh the loud guy behind you at the movie theater, but the way you quiet a distraught lover.

“Which friend did you say that was?” I asked.

“You don’t know her. She’s someone I know through work. She has a hard time at the holidays. She must have been going through her address book, seeing who’d answer the phone.” Was his forehead shiny?

“That’s weird, isn’t it?”

He shrugged. “I guess she is. I don’t know her very well.”

I was staring at him, wanting him to say something, do something, anything that would loosen the grip of this terrible anxiety, to expunge all traces of that “shhh” from my memory — some science fiction that would turn back the clock. But that was the problem; it seemed like fiction. “What’s her name? Have I ever heard about her?”

He shook his head. “She doesn’t work in the San Francisco office. She works out of Chicago.”

Okay, that brought some scant relief. Three more factoids like that and maybe . . . “How do you know her?”

“I met her at a conference. You know, that corporate ‘Up with People’ thing I had to go to last September.” He walked toward me. “Aren’t you the one who said we have guests?” he teased.

I froze. This was Jon, the man I’d loved for ten years, the father of my child, my children. My hand moved to my belly. Would he really cheat on me, when I would be having his baby in just over a month? Would he really cheat on me, ever? That was the first time I’d actually allowed myself to think the word: “cheat.” Jon wasn’t a cheater. Jon was a straight arrow, almost to a fault. He mailed back those premade address labels from the Cystic Fibrosis Foundation if he wasn’t giving a donation. This was the kind of thing I had chosen to find endearing rather than irritating, the kind of quirk I had chosen to love when I had chosen to love Jon for the rest of my life. Love was a choice that I made every day, quietly. Now that choice was mine again, only it was both thunderous and Technicolor. Would I choose to love Jon? Would I choose to ignore this screaming instinct inside me and believe him?

I nodded, and to Jon, that meant we would get back to the party as he’d suggested. In a thick, dreamlike state, I drifted back to the table with the battle between gut instinct and volitional love continuing to rage inside me. I reseated myself next to Jonathon and sipped my sparkling water and tried to rejoin the conversation like the good host, the loving wife.

Wine. I would have killed for some wine. One glass couldn’t hurt this close to delivery; I’d been abstinent for the entire pregnancy, not a single slipup. It wasn’t like I was going to marinate my baby in the stuff. It would just be one glass. Maybe my baby could use a little alcohol right about now. Maybe some wine would be good for her heart. Or good for his stress level. I stifled a giggle of hysteria rather than amusement as I pictured our baby swimming around blissfully in a solution of two parts amniotic fluid to one part merlot. I could always explain it later if she (or maybe he) ever found out: “Mommy needed that one glass, sweetie pie. You see, she’d gone a little crazy thinking that Daddy might be cheating, but it turned out Daddy would never, ever do something like that to Mommy, to us. Because that would be really, really fucked up. Not just fucked up, even. We’re talking colossally vile, we’re talking duplicitous and loathsome. I mean, we’re talking fucked up here. We’re talking about a life that’s nothing but a lie. We’re talking . . .”

My hand was nearly shaking as I reached for the decanter, earning me a glare from Sylvia. It was a look that said, “I always knew you were a good-for-nothing baby poisoner who doesn’t deserve my son.” Which, come to think of it, wasn’t actually that different from how she normally looked at me. What I didn’t need right then was a confrontation with Sylvia; I wouldn’t be responsible for what came out of my mouth. I pretended I was reaching for the sweet potatoes instead, a maneuver that certainly didn’t fool sharp-eyed Sylvia.

I tried to concentrate on the lighthearted chatter around me. Clayton (who’d gone to film school with hopes of being the next great auteur, only to find himself a freelance infomercial director five years later) was describing a series of YouTube videos featuring Jacob. The idea was that Jacob was a troubled child star who kept failing rehab.

“So Jake’s got his sunglasses on, and he’s running to the car, and Tamara’s his publicist, trying to hold back the paparazzi, and finally he turns to the camera, all mournful-like, puts out a hand and says, ‘No press.’ Show them, bud,” he instructed Jacob.

To the laughter of the table, Jacob instantly adopted a world-weary expression and recited, “No press.”

I forced a smile and looked at Jonathon, who was obviously doing the same. The fact that Jon seemed off-kilter was not comforting to me. If he really had been talking to a friend — a friend his wife didn’t know about, but just a friend nonetheless — would he seem shaken afterward? Noticing my scrutiny, he steadied his rickety smile and reached for his sparkling water. He never drank alcohol around me during my pregnancies in a show of solidarity. Was that all we were? A show?

At that thought, I hoisted myself to my feet. “Excuse me,” I said. “Jon, could you come with me, please?”

“And cut!” I could hear Jacob exclaiming as I left the room. He loved directorial lingo.

Jon followed me to the bedroom and closed the door behind us. I remained standing for two reasons: the first was that I was hoping this would be fast, I wanted to get my reassurance and get out; the second was that my pregnancy hemorrhoids had been acting up all damn day. I refused to sit on my special pillow in front of company.

I squared my shoulders. “I’m asking you, please don’t lie to me,” I said. “Please don’t.”

He nodded, eyes filled with concern. Whether it was the concern of a cheater about to get caught or of a man whose wife was cracking up was as yet unclear.

I took a deep breath. “Are you cheating with that woman on the phone?”

“No,” he said immediately.

“Then who was that on the phone?”

“I told you. A friend.”

“A friend who knew she could call you on Thanksgiving, and that you’d talk to her?”

“What was I supposed to do? She was crying. She needed help.” He raked a hand through his hair. “I’m not cheating. I wouldn’t cheat.”

He looked so earnest. He looked so Jonathon. But I’d heard the way he talked to her. It didn’t add up. “So who is this woman, exactly?”

“I told you. A friend.” There was something almost hypnotic in his repetition, and his tone was so soothing.

Wait a minute! He was soothing me like he’d soothed her. “I heard you earlier. The way you were telling her it would be okay. You were talking to her like a lover.”

“I’m not her lover.” His eye contact never wavered. “We talk on the phone sometimes, that’s all. I’m sorry I never told you about her. We met at the conference, we went to lunch a few times, we exchanged e-mail addresses, and that was it. She’s just a friend.”

There it was again, that “just.” I knew he was lying. It was so strong, this sense, strong enough to override all that I’d known for the past ten years. Strong enough to override what I wanted so desperately to believe. “So you met her over a year ago, but she still calls you?” He said nothing, as if it had been a rhetorical question. I suddenly felt like I was cross-examining a hostile witness. “How often do you talk to her?”

That’s when he broke eye contact. “We don’t talk all that often,” he said.

“I can get phone bills.”

“We’ve been talking more lately,” he amended.

Oh, God. “How often?”

“She gets depressed at the holidays, I told you. She needed someone to tell her she’d be okay, and that’s what I did. That’s all I did.”

“How often?” I pressed, my voice tight with anger. I had begged him not to lie, and here he was, lying to my face.

“Lately it’s been once a week. Sometimes more.”

“That’s more than you talk to Clayton!” Finally I had proof of something, but I didn’t yet know what.

“She’s been lonely lately. We mostly just send e-mails.”

“How often do you e-mail?”

He looked immediately sorry he’d opened up the e-mail line of inquiry. “Sometimes.”

“I asked how often, and don’t lie. Because if I have to get your computer hacked myself, I’ll find out.”

“Pretty much every day,” he said reluctantly.

“Every day?”

“But there’s nothing physical between us. I wouldn’t do that.”

I actually believed that. But I was thinking about how Jon used to write me long, hilarious e-mails filled with the minutiae of his day, and how much I had loved them. I hadn’t had a digest like that in months. They were all going to her. “What’s her name? The other woman. What’s her fucking name?”

“Laney.”

“Are they long?” He looked confused, so I added impatiently, “The e-mails.”

“Sometimes.”

“Like the ones you used to send me.”

He finally had the decency to look fully abashed. “Yes.”

“Is Laney pretty?”

He clearly didn’t want to answer that, which meant yes.

“Do you want to fuck Laney?”

“I told you, I wouldn’t —”

“But do you want to fuck Laney?”

His silence answered again. Then he pulled himself together enough to say, “I only want to be with you. With you and Jacob. And with —” He reached for my belly, and I moved away reflexively. I could tell that hurt him. Good. Reach out again and I’ll hurt you some more.

“I just want to make sure I understand,” I said. “You e-mail this woman every day, you talk to her at least once a week, you comfort her on holidays, and you wish you could fuck her. But she lives in Chicago, so you can’t.” I paused. “Did I leave anything out?”

During the staring contest that ensued, I found myself wondering how we had landed here. Just the week before, we had finished our birthing classes. With Jacob, I’d gone the epidural route, but this time, we were going natural. We’d chosen the Bradley Method instead of Lamaze because it focused more on the husband’s coaching. Also, with Bradley, you learned to go through the pain rather than simply distract yourself. I pictured us in class, how Jon had doodled cartoons for me during the boring parts. I remembered the first day, when we were asked to rate our commitment to a drug-free birth — 0 being no commitment and 10 being absolute commitment — and we each wrote our number on a three-by-five card, and when instructed, we presented it to the other like we were on The Newlywed Game. When we saw that we had both written 4, we whooped and high-fived, and then laughed at the uneasy smiles of the other couples, who had rated themselves 9s and 10s. How could Jon do this to me? I couldn’t handle this much pain. Didn’t he remember I was only a 4?

“I don’t want any other woman,” Jonathon said. “I mean, if anything, you should feel sorry for her. She’s thirty-three and single and she would kill for what you have.”

“Oh, my God!” I exploded. “Have you lost your mind, saying that to me? You want me to feel sorry for her?”

“I want you to have some perspective here. I didn’t do anything with her.”

So Jon had turned into Bill Clinton. Or, at best, that other one . . . Which president was it who said he’d been unfaithful only in his heart? My husband was unfaithful in his heart for over a year. He deliberately hid Laney from me, and he gave her the things that should have been mine, the things I had always assumed were mine. I thought of all the moments of excitement we had shared during the pregnancy, and all the while, he had Laney. Maybe the night we conceived our baby, he’d been thinking of her.

Before I knew it was happening, I vomited. All over my shoes, all over the carpet. I started crying wildly, with shame, outrage, fury, sadness. I crumpled to the floor; I didn’t have the strength in my legs to keep standing.

Jonathon sank down beside me and pushed my hair back. It was such a tender gesture — the kind I was used to — and I needed it, even though accepting any ministration from him right then felt tawdry. It felt weak. “I’m sorry,” he said. “I’m so sorry.” There were tears in his eyes.

“You can’t stay here tonight,” I said.

He looked surprised. I guess he had thought that the weeping and vomiting had reduced me to a state of pure vulnerability. “We just need to talk more,” he said. “I’m sorry for what I did. I’ll cut her off. It’s done. Okay?”

“You’re asking if it’s okay?” I drew myself up to my knees, willing myself to stand. Just a few more seconds and I’d be able to stand.

“No, I’m not saying what I did is okay. I’m saying —”

“I can’t be around you right now. So you can’t stay.” Finally I was on my feet, and feeling a strange calm. An out-of-body calm.


CHAPTER 
2

There are two kinds of pain. I don’t mean physical and psychological. Those are just categories. I’m talking about pain with a purpose, an end point, a reward (childbirth being the obvious example), versus pain that only takes away. I know there are hundreds of inspirational memoirs to tell me that the latter can turn into the former, that losing a breast or a leg or a husband can ultimately make my life richer than I ever dreamed it could be, but that night, I was in no mood to believe them. I mean, isn’t the lesson of those memoirs always to appreciate every moment we have with the people we love? There I’d been, in midgratitude, damned near in love with my life (without benefit of alcohol, I might add), and then, splat. I’m convinced that’s the kind of pain — cruel, purposeless, ironic — that kills if you don’t just check out for a while.

So that’s what I did. This must be what’s called shock. It must be what’s called survival, I thought, almost marveling at my capacity not only to make it to the dining room, but to announce with dry eyes and a steady voice that I’d gotten sick suddenly and I was so sorry, but everyone would need to leave.

Because I was elsewhere, I have trouble remembering what came next with any specificity. I know more must have been said — Jon must have tried to make things seem normal; Sylvia would have wanted to make sure my mysterious ailment wasn’t going to affect the baby; Tamara and my mother would want to look after me — but mostly I see faces. I have reaction shots without transcripts, as if the projectionist inside my head couldn’t work under these conditions. It’s like that trick they do in movies, where they’ll capture, say, a wedding day in still images as if we’re viewing the photo album later, with picture upon picture of the bride and groom kissing, friends and family clapping and, later, dancing, the happy couple laughing as they feed each other cake, and if the director’s feeling especially sappy, maybe the receding limo with “Just Married!” soaped on its back windows. The whole thing is a wonderful confection, this distillation of images tells us. It tells us all we need to know of their story, where it begins and where it ends.

Here’s my photo album of that night:

The red-walled dining room — I’d always thought the red was so sophisticated, never before had it seemed garish, like the scene of a crime — still full of holiday levity. I can see everyone assembled around the table with forks halfway to smiling mouths in that split second before they take in my reappearance.

Faces of fairly uniform concern and surprise before I start to speak . . .

Then, afterward, their expressions become more separate, distinct: my mother’s frightened, like that of a child who knows there’s more than what’s being told; Sylvia’s eyes go to Jon, and suspicion vies with worry; Clayton just hopes I’ll feel better tomorrow; Tamara’s mouth drops open as she immediately, instinctively, grasps the terrible import; Jacob looking to his left and then to his right, trying to understand what it means through the others.

After I pull Tamara aside — after I tell her that Jon’s having an affair and I can’t be a mother that night, I just need to be a wife, no, just a woman, and could she please take Jacob overnight? — her eyes are filled with tears.

Tamara hugging me, my body rigid.

Jacob’s outstretched hand. He’s excited and wants us to go to his room and pack for Tamara and Clayton’s.

Jon slouched in the doorway, watching, speechless, motionless, not seeming to realize he’s blocking us.

Jon backing away, letting us pass.

Jacob, hyper, jumping around, bouncing up and down on his bed, singing songs as I fill his backpack with senseless objects that I hope are the right ones. Pajamas. I know I gave him pajamas. But I didn’t ask if he wanted these or those, fire engines or Mickey Mouse. There was no illusion of choice that night, not for any of us.

The dining room again: Jon sitting in a chair now, looking up at me, saying nothing, begging. He didn’t want to leave, I couldn’t let him stay.

Me hugging Jacob, fiercely enough for him to protest.

Tamara and Clayton walking to their car at the end of the drive, Jacob between them, chattering upward, Jon trailing behind.

Jon leaning inside the car as he buckles Jacob in, touching his forehead to Jacob’s, lingering there for a long minute.

That’s when I turned away.

I sat down on the living-room couch, just feet from the front door, suddenly dizzy. Sylvia and my mother were still in the dining room. I couldn’t imagine what they were saying to each other. I didn’t want to imagine. I closed my eyes and thought, This actually happened. Jon has another woman.

I repeated those phrases and even tried some new ones, calculated to cause agony. Like, Jon’s in love with her, he doesn’t care about you. He’s just been pretending all these years. He’s a liar, and a cheat. It was like punching myself in the face after Novocain. I was trying to feel something, but I couldn’t.

I heard the front door open; then I felt Jon’s weight beside me on the couch. I kept my eyes closed.

“Eve,” he said softly.

“Don’t talk to me,” I said, but without feeling.

“You’re right, we shouldn’t talk anymore tonight. I’m going to a hotel.”

I said nothing.

“Please know that I’m sorry, and that I love you. Please know that.”

I didn’t open my eyes.

Did I believe Jon loved me? Yes. But the value of his love — our love — changed that night. And what do you do with devalued love?

I had a certain story about my life with Jon, a story I liked, and it didn’t fit anymore. Worse, maybe it never had.

I met Jon when I was twenty and he was twenty-one. It was the beginning of my junior year at Berkeley, and his senior. I’d been unhappy, and then I wasn’t. Four years later, we were married. Then we had Jacob. We bought a house. We got pregnant again.

Those were all the facts I had left.

But here’s the story I used to tell myself:

During my senior year of college, I worked part-time as a receptionist in a doctor’s office. The waiting room had a large tank, well-stocked with colorful, exotic fish. But my favorites were the plainest. Long, thin, and dull silver, they circled each other constantly. One would remain stationary while the other orbited around him/her; then they’d reverse. All day long, they’d circle. Jon joked that maybe they had OCD; I thought it was love. Compulsive, no doubt. But a love that was about purpose and constancy. Those were two committed fish. They never circled any other.

One day, I came in and one was floating, and I saw the difference between stationary and motionless. The other fish was still circling, and there was a frantic quality to it that I’d never seen before. I knew I couldn’t just leave the dead fish in the tank (it would be a bad subliminal message to send in a doctor’s office, for one thing), but I hated to think of the other all alone in a sea of prettier, flashier fish. Finally I got the net, and did what I had to do. For the rest of the day, the remaining silver fish tried to circle other fish. I don’t know if it was their apathy or that he/she just figured out that some beings are irreplaceable, but by the next morning, circling had become spinning. Then it became nothing. Within a few days, the second silver fish was dead.

I didn’t have grandparents that loved each other for fifty years, and after one died, the other’s heart gave out. The fish were it for me. Corny, macabre, or just plain strange as it may seem, they were my love story. The day I flushed the second fish, I went home and cried, and Jon held me and not one thing about him said, “But they were fish.” I was twenty-one, and I wanted to circle him for the rest of my life.



CHAPTER 
3


I applied carpet deodorizer four times, waiting the requisite ten minutes before each vacuuming, and still, it was like my Thanksgiving dinner was sitting there winking at me. I’d thought motherhood had sucked all the squeamishness out of me, but I was wrong. As they say, the learning never stops.


I wished I weren’t alone, that it wasn’t just me and the white noise of the vacuum. If I got really hard up for company, I could always go wake my mother. She was in the office/guest room, adrift on sleeping pills with her ears plugged. Earlier, after Jon left for the hotel, I told her the truth, that he was having an affair. She started wandering around in such an obvious state of bereavement that I said she should take her pill early. I didn’t mean for it to come out so harshly, and I hated that she just nodded and followed instructions. Sometimes she seemed like a puppy that had been kicked too often; she was always ready to roll over and show her belly.


That was a mean thought. Why have mean thoughts about my mother? This wasn’t her fault, unless her tendency to pick rotten men was genetic and my birthright had finally caught up with me.


But it didn’t make sense. In all these years, I’d never had occasion to doubt Jon’s love and fidelity. It was like suddenly finding out you’ve been living in someone else’s marriage — someone else’s bad marriage. I mean, these sorts of things don’t happen in good marriages, do they?


We had a good marriage. Have a good marriage, I corrected myself. So maybe he could spend all that time e-mailing and talking to Laney and have it be friendship, nothing more. She could be some lonely, needy woman he felt sorry for; she could just be a habit or a distraction, a way to get through a boring day at the office. It was possible. He was Jacob’s father. I was carrying his second child. It had to be possible.


I could check his e-mail and find out.


At first it was a rogue thought, immediately and easily dismissed. But it just kept bobbing to the surface. It wouldn’t be denied. I’d never contemplated something like this before, but how else could I get the truth? At the very least, Jon had lied by omission for a year, and right to my face this very day. Besides, I opened Jon’s mail all the time. We shared a bank account. We (usually) shared a bed. I could read the e-mail, he’d be exonerated, and we’d laugh about this later. Oh, remember the Thanksgiving when I vomited all over my shoes and then broke into your e-mail? Hilarity would surely ensue.


I turned off the vacuum and padded into the guest room. Fortunately, there was some light seeping in from the hallway, enough to guide me to the desk. I didn’t touch the overhead light, for fear of waking my mother. She was lying on the futon, her back to me, and she didn’t stir. I silently thanked the makers of Ambien as I settled myself at the desk and booted up the computer. It seemed an interminable wait. My heart was beating madly. It knew before I did that this was one of those moments from which there’s no turning back. Whatever I read, I couldn’t un-read. I couldn’t un-know.


A few clicks of the mouse, and I was staring at the log-in screen for Jon’s e-mail. I was pretty sure I knew the password. Jon used the same password for everything. He was trusting that way.


For a long minute, I sat there, battling my conscience; then I typed in “redwood53.” Obligingly, his in-box filled the screen. Along with various spam for penis enlargement and wet Russian girls and cuming that would go on for days, there was a message from Laney in bold, meaning he hadn’t read it yet. “Happy Thanksgiving!” was its subject heading.


J,


I don’t even think I remembered to tell you happy Thanksgiving when we talked, I was so busy blubbering! So here you are. Also, I wanted to apologize for pulling you away from your family. I know it was selfish of me to call, but I felt like yours was the only voice I wanted to hear. [image: art]

I didn’t mean to get you in trouble with Eve.


Talk soon?


L


Exclamation points and emoticons. J to her L. She was nauseating, but there was nothing that screamed “more than a friend” about it. The fact that his voice was the only one she wanted to hear could just mean that she was a big loser and had no other friends. I liked that idea.


I looked at the folders on the left, and saw that there was one named Laney. I couldn’t help noticing that there was no folder called Eve. Being more interested in what he’d written to her than what she’d written to him, I zeroed in on the Sent folder. But first, I covered my tracks, marking the Thanksgiving e-mail once again as unread, in bold.


The Sent folder went back only about six months, probably because it was so overstuffed with missives to Laney. He must have written a million gigabytes to her. Or was it megabytes? He’d said the e-mails were daily, but sometimes there were two or three over the course of a day. I tried not to think about the instant-messaging possibilities.


Steeling myself, I opened the earliest. To the untrained eye, it seemed innocuous enough — he was giving her advice about whether to fly out for a friend’s wedding, telling a cute anecdote about work — but what shattered me was that I could hear him as if in voice-over. The warm conversational tone was so similar to the e-mails he used to send me that if I hadn’t known better, I would have thought they were mine. Jon didn’t woo with overt flirting or romance; he wooed with charming asides and attention to detail, with responsiveness and empathy. You felt understood by him; you thought you knew him completely.


Every day, he was wooing Laney with the stream-of-consciousness details of his past and his present (in one e-mail, he started out riffing about his penchant for overly sentimental sports movies, then went into a self-deprecating description of his one glorious season as a high-school shortstop, and ended on his excitement over Jacob starting T-ball next year). Laney was a fixture in his life. He was her J, and she was his L, and the affection he felt for her couldn’t have been clearer.


And where was I? Pretty much nowhere. After reading ten e-mails full of stylized ramblings, I started obsessively skimming message after message, trying to find myself. Over the course of months, I got four mentions. It seemed like a sure sign that Laney wasn’t just a friend; she was the other woman. I couldn’t think of any other explanation for my conspicuous absence.


Then there was what he chose to tell her about me:


Eve reacted just like I said she would, like I was hoping she wouldn’t. I know she gets really stressed out, with it being early in the pregnancy, but sometimes I just feel like I’m walking on eggshells around her.


I looked at the date and tried to figure out what could have happened the night before. It wasn’t the day of an ultrasound, not that I could recall. Just an ordinary day, except that whatever I’d done, it was bad enough to tell Laney about. Not bad enough to tell me, though. Walking on eggshells? I’d never heard him use that phrase. Since I wasn’t featured in any nearby e-mails, he could only have made his prediction on the phone to Laney, which meant he’d bashed me on the phone to the other woman.


Blinking back tears, I clicked on the next e-mail, and the next. Twenty or so later, I found this:


Eve and my mother bad-mouth each other a lot. When Eve says something about my mother, I want to defend my mother. When my mother says something about Eve, I want to defend Eve. How hard can it be to just get along?


Okay, that was nothing new. He’d said that directly to me before; just as he’d chosen to do earlier tonight, I’d always chosen to take it as rhetorical. Only Laney probably had an answer. She was probably the type to nod and smile politely even through one of Sylvia’s backhanded compliments. Maybe she wouldn’t even notice it was backhanded.


In the next e-mail mention I got, after talking about Jacob’s great personality:


A lot of it’s Eve’s doing. She’s a really good mom. I know she has a temper, but she manages to keep that away from Jacob.


Talk about your backhanded compliments. You’d think I spent half my life breaking dishes over Jon’s head, the other half smiling beatifically at Jacob. Laney probably thought I was schizophrenic.


Was this really how he saw me?


At least when he was describing our family trip to Disneyland (when he wrote her every day but one), I rated a “we,” as in “We took Jacob on every ride he was tall enough to go on,” but maybe that was just accidental. I mean, he was “we”-ing all that week. “Should we do this?” “Should we go there?” But there was no “Eve.”


While I hated that he’d said those things about me (some being things he never said to me), it was my absence that hurt the most. So many paragraphs of him discussing his impending second fatherhood, and I wasn’t mentioned in any of them, as if I were an incubator. He’d just rubbed me out of his life, in order to forge a second, imaginary life with Laney.


I wanted to stop reading, but I couldn’t. I was a glutton for truth, hungry to know Jon and my marriage. Yet as I continued reading, it was like I was finding out everything about his life (sometimes down to his thoughts on dry cleaning) and nothing at all. There were no grand confessions. I knew the old stories and anecdotes. It wasn’t as if Jon kept important things from me and told them to Laney (eggshells notwithstanding); Laney was the only important thing he’d neglected to tell me.


Midway through an e-mail that found him musing about chicken salad sandwiches, I felt an unexpected flash of sadness at just how boring Jon’s life was. He worked in financial services, he’d been with the same company since college, and he was a fairly typical suburban husband and father. Even having an affair was typical, when you thought about it. The unique thing was that his was cyber, not sexual, and that was getting less unique all the time.


Maybe this was just the sign of an early midlife crisis. He was trying to pump himself up, see himself through Laney’s eyes. I could almost understand that. (I was having his baby. That was a pretty big incentive toward understanding.) What I could understand, I could forgive.


But then I read an e-mail from about two months ago:


L,


I can’t wait to see you either! Fortunately, there were still tickets left for the Giants game on Saturday. You and me, kid.


J


That’s when the tenor of the e-mails changed. The next two weeks’ worth were feverish with exclamation points. You could practically read the hard-on. Then, after they must have seen each other, he wrote this:


L,


I feel horrible about what happened. Can you forgive me?


Love,


J


Oh, God. There it finally was. I went on to the next e-mail of his, but scrolled down to read what she’d written first.


J,


You’re married, you have a baby on the way. I shouldn’t have pushed like I did. I thought I could handle things and I guess I couldn’t. I’m in love with you, but you already knew that. I’ve never been this humiliated, but I know it’s my own fault. The only thing is, you love me, too.


L


L,


You’re right about some things. I do feel love for you, and I am attracted to you. You’re a phenomenal woman. If I’m honest with myself, I sensed that right from the first night, and when the bar was closing down, I should have gone back to my own room. That would have been the safest thing. But I didn’t, and that was one of the best nights I’ve ever spent with a woman. The way we talked, and the way we laughed . . . I hadn’t felt like that in I don’t know how long. I was buzzing just being near you.


I can still laugh just thinking about us nominating the worst songs of all time, you explaining why “Take A Letter, Maria” is worse than that piña colada song (you said, “He’s blowing off his wife for her, but she still has to take dictation,” and I said, “How hard is it really to find someone who likes . . . piña coladas and sex on a BEACH?”) and then we were both singing and laughing until we could barely breathe. It was perfect, there’s no other word for it.


But tempted as I was, I didn’t want to have an  affair, not then and not now. I want to be married.  I want to raise my kids with their mother. I can’t  give that up. Last week, when you said it would be enough for us just to spend a night together, I didn’t believe you. And even if it was enough for you, it wouldn’t be okay with me. I can’t live that kind of a double life.


I’ve looked forward to you, to telling you things, having you tell me things. I looked forward to seeing you more than I let myself realize. Somehow you became the easiest part of my life. But that changed when I had to lie to Eve’s face so we could go to the baseball game, and then afterward, in the car, when I had to tell you no, the way I had to say it twice, once while prying your hand off my jeans.
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