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Praise for
EVERY OTHER WEEKEND


“A kaleidoscopic story about the complexities of modern love and the possibilities of starting anew.  Every Other Weekend is a fast-paced, vividly imagined, and utterly absorbing novel.”


—JASMIN DARZNIK,
New York Times best-selling author of The Bohemians


“It’s hard to believe this is attorney-in-real-life Margaret Klaw’s first novel.  Every Other Weekend is written with the arms-flung-wide confidence of someone who has been paying very close attention to the always messy, sometimes funny, and never boring world of divorce. This delicious dissection of a good-on-paper family torn asunder will keep you happily reading well past your bedtime.”


—CELIA RIVENBARK, New York Times best-selling author of Stop Dressing Your Six-Year-Old Like a Skank


“So many things about Every Other Weekend blew me away. As I was reading, the characters’ dilemmas followed me everywhere—into the shower, into my dreams, busting into my train of thought when I was supposed to be working. Few books have had that effect on me. Anna Karenina comes to mind, and the scope and depth of Klaw’s novel is indeed Tolstoy-esque. Every Other Weekend smacks of intensely observed reality, made spellbinding and poignant by a very talented author. The ending will have you begging for more.”


—CATHRYN JAKOBSON RAMIN,
New York Times best-selling author of Carved in Sand


“Margaret Klaw’s debut novel, Every Other Weekend, achieves the very difficult, which is to offer a deliciously readable, rollicking tale that nevertheless explores the deeply tangled threads of domestic life. In her wry stew, made up of over-the-hill hipsters, gossiping yoginis, polyamorous millennials, aging dogs, and scared-of-the-dark kiddos, Klaw raises deep questions about love, loyalty, and justice in a world where there are no pure heroes and villains.”


—LISE FUNDERBURG,
author of Pig Candy and Black, White, Other


“Margaret Klaw’s debut novel, Every Other Weekend, is a clever, page-turning master class in blurred lines, moral ambiguity, and the complicated aftermath of divorce. Written from the perspective of an experienced family law attorney, Every Other Weekend tells the same story through the lens of the attorneys, friends, parties, witnesses, and children involved with staggering results, begging the question: when relationships break apart, how can we ever get to the whole truth and nothing but?”


—AMY IMPELLIZZERI,
author of In Her Defense and I Know How This Ends


“Incisive, smart, and page-turning, Every Other Weekend is much more than the story of a dissolving marriage. Klaw’s keen observations, spot-on turns of phrase, and astute social commentary pepper this tale of an entangled community, half-truths, and outright lies. Perfect for fans of Liane Moriarty!”


—ANDREA J. STEIN, author of Typecast


“Jake Naudain, an aging wanna-be hipster in the tight-knit enclave of Greenwood, is at his wit's end: his wife wants a divorce, and the novel takes off on a face-paced, wildly entertaining romp that pokes fun at dog owners, yoga moms, and vegans, while digging deeper into the musings of a feminist lawyer who represents a self-absorbed, male privileged client. A refreshing read!”


—DEDE CUMMINGS, author of The Meeting Place


“A satiric, insightful, and thoroughly enjoyable look at the evolution and dissolution of an American family and the lies and truths we tell others and ourselves, from a powerful writer with a deep understanding of the chaos of modern life.”


—JON MCGORAN, author of Spliced and Drift


________


Praise for
KEEPING IT CIVIL:


The Case of the Pre-Nup and the Porsche & Other True Accounts from the Files of a Family Lawyer


“This book shows how today’s cultural conflicts are played out in the lives of ordinary families in true-life cases that involve love, money, sex, betrayal, and power. Margaret Klaw’s keen observations about the law and human nature are eye-opening and jaw dropping. A must-read!”


—LISA SCOTTOLINE,
New York Times best-selling author of Come Home


“A prominent family lawyer shines a light on the tumultuous and complex world of domestic relations law in the optimistic yet cautionary expose. Substantive yet accessible. . . this book accomplishes an admirable goal: to foreground the humanity in the halls of justice.”


—PUBLISHERS WEEKLY, starred review


“Conversational, entertaining. . . informative and smart. . . an accessible description of an intricate field of law, examined in an open-hearted style.”


—KIRKUS REVIEWS


“With a lawyer’s mind and a writer’s heart, Klaw brings a deeper understanding of the way cultural attitudes about sex, money, women and relationships influence the law—and vice versa.”


—PHILADELPHIA TRIBUNE
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Judge Jones: Naudain v. Naudain, October Term, 9:30 a.m.







“Your Honor, Naudain v. Naudain, number two on your list, expedited custody trial,” Melinda says, head swinging in the direction of the court reporter as she leads the parties and counsel into the well-ordered courtroom of the Honorable Andretta A. Jones.


“Petitioner on this side,” the judge’s clerk continues, gesturing to Attorney Stephen Boyle.


Dear God, not him again, the judge thinks, reminded once more how the vision she had crafted during the long, difficult months of her campaign—the vision of a wise jurist presiding over important and complex civil litigation, listening to well-crafted arguments presented by seasoned attorneys—had been quickly and utterly eclipsed by the grim reality of her assignment to family court. The building is dingy and crowded. Her courtroom has fluorescent lighting and no windows. And so many of the lawyers who appear before her are that scattered type of solo practitioner who operate on the fly, wearing rumpled suits, and chewing gum while they negotiate deals in the hallways. Stephen Boyle is a perfect example—loud and aggressive, with an annoying and disrespectful habit of wearing cowboy boots in her courtroom. As Sheriff Bob had said to her court reporter after a previous Boyle appearance, “Out West, dude could get away with that. Guess he forgot he’s in Philly.”


Attorney Boyle and his client, a pretty blonde woman in a black dress, take their spots at counsel table on the left side of her courtroom. Attorney Ellen Ackerman, who is new to the judge’s courtroom, is close behind with her client, a stylish young man wearing a slim dark suit and looking much like a lawyer himself—and a considerably more put-together one than Mr. Boyle, the judge notes. They must have made a handsome couple. Too bad.


After the Naudains promise to tell the truth, the whole truth, and nothing but the truth, so help them God, and counsel identify themselves for the record, Judge Jones looks over her glasses at Stephen Boyle. “Mr. Boyle, this is your petition, and you asked for an expedited hearing. I see that you’ve made allegations of a very serious nature against Ms. Ackerman’s client about an incident involving one of the parties’ children, and I expect that you’ll be able to prove these allegations, or you wouldn’t have made them. Please call your first witness.”


“Absolutely, Your Honor,” Attorney Boyle replies. “Lisa Naudain.”


As Ms. Naudain takes the stand, the judge learns that the attractive witness is her neighbor, living only a few blocks from her in Greenwood. She does look familiar; perhaps their paths have crossed. At the nail salon? Or the dry cleaners? She can’t quite place it. The Naudains are divorced. They have two daughters, twelve and eight years old, Elizabeth and Charlotte, who go back and forth between them on alternating weeks as does, apparently, the family dog. Ms. Naudain is a professional, a nurse practitioner working in women’s health care. A laudable field, thinks the judge, wondering exactly what the scope of her responsibility is, when the action picks up in the courtroom as Attorney Boyle asks Ms. Naudain why she and her husband separated, causing Ellen Ackerman to jump to her feet.


“Objection,” Attorney Ackerman says. “What possible relevance does this have to the allegations in Mr. Boyle’s petition?”


“Counsel?” says the judge, turning toward Attorney Boyle. She put aside for later her thoughts about whether nurse practitioners actually deliver babies, and if they do, are they called midwives, and if so, does that require a different professional degree?


“Your Honor,” Boyle says, “the sexual acts committed by Mr. Naudain in the presence of the child—”


“Counsel,” interrupts Judge Jones, “any activity, sexual or otherwise, is merely alleged in your petition at this point. And tell me why questioning your client about the reasons she and her ex-husband separated has anything to do with that allegation? I am not holding a hearing on the demise of these parties’ marriage. I don’t care about that. I care about their children.”


“Your Honor,” Boyle responds, “I understand. However, it’s important for the Court to consider a little of the background here, the issues which led my client to want to end her marriage to Mr. Naudain. They’re directly relevant to the extremely poor parenting decisions alleged in our petition.”


Jake Naudain, face flushed, leans forward and opens his mouth as if to speak. Judge Jones watches his lawyer quickly restrain him with a firm hand on his arm and whisper something into his ear. He slumps back down into his seat and glares at his ex-wife. Despite her mild pique in curiosity, the judge knows that her list of cases is too long to indulge it. On a different day, with a lighter list, she might allow that testimony. But this is not the day.


“Objection sustained,” the judge says. “And remember, I’m going to need time to interview the children. They’re here, right?”


“They’re outside with their grandmother, Judge,” says Boyle.


“Very well,” says the judge. “Move on, Mr. Boyle.”


“Ms. Naudain, let’s move forward to this past September. Did something occur during one of Mr. Naudain’s custodial weeks that caused you particular concern?”


“Yes. When they came home on Sunday night from their dad’s, Charlie started telling me about—”


Attorney Ackerman jumps up again. “Objection, hearsay.”


“Sustained,” says the judge.


“But, Your Honor,” pleads Boyle, “this is a custody case. I’m asking for some latitude here.”


The judge sees Melinda look up from her desk on the side of the judge’s bench, clearly knowing that Boyle’s plea will result in one of her boss’s favorite admonishments. Which, as if on cue, the judge proceeds to dispatch with gusto.


“Mr. Boyle, if by ‘latitude’ you mean ignoring the rules of evidence, the answer is no. The rules apply in this proceeding, just like every other proceeding in the Court of Common Pleas. The objection is sustained.


“And, ma’am,” the judge says, turning toward Lisa Naudain, who looks confused and upset, “you can’t tell us what your daughter said to you. Only what you yourself heard or saw.”


Directing her gaze back to Attorney Boyle and adopting an appropriately stricter tone, the judge says, “Mr. Boyle, can you please move along to the allegations involving sexual acts in the presence of Charlotte, which are, I believe, the only reason we’re here. You filed a petition with this Court making very serious allegations about Father’s conduct, and that’s why this case was scheduled on an expedited basis. That’s why it was moved to the front of the line, so to speak, jumping ahead of many, many other parents who are waiting patiently for their cases to be heard. So please, get to the point right now, or I’m going to reschedule this as a regular modification hearing, which are being listed about six months out. And at that hearing, you will be free to present evidence about Father’s alleged poor parenting or anything else you want. And who knows? After I hear all that testimony, I may in fact decide to change the custody schedule. But, Mr. Boyle,” the judge says, intentionally raising her voice and leaning forward over the bench, “that is not what we’re here for today. Do I make myself clear?”


“Yes, Your Honor,” replies the plainly unrepentant Boyle. “No further questions for Ms. Naudain.”


Stephen Boyle needs to be handled this way, thinks the judge. He needs to be reined in. He’s one of those attorneys who is used to running the show. But not in her courtroom! Despite her disappointment at being relegated to the hinterlands of the judicial system, it is still a wonderful feeling to wear the robe and call the shots. How many Black women ever get to do that? And at age sixty-three, no less—to be in charge, to rule with a firm and fair hand?


And really, it isn’t that bad. Once she had come to terms with her assignment, after she prayed on it and realized there was certainly God’s work to be done in family court, the judge had rolled up her sleeves and set about doing it in as classy a way as possible. She had the dirty walls of her chambers painted a soothing shade of green. Every week, she has Melinda bring fresh flowers into her chambers—at the judge’s expense, of course, not on the taxpayer’s dime! And in her courtroom, she does her best to maintain high standards. She may not be able to stop Stephen Boyle from wearing cowboy boots, but she can and will refuse to tolerate legal laziness.


c


“Cross-examination,” the judge says, nodding in Ms. Naudain’s direction and settling back into her seat.


Ellen Ackerman looks up from her legal pad, smiles reassuringly at her client, and turns toward his ex-wife. “Ms. Naudain,” she says, “it was your decision to end your marriage to my client, wasn’t it?”


“Objection!” shouts Stephen Boyle. “Your Honor ruled that this testimony wasn’t relevant!”


“Overruled,” says the judge. “This is cross-examination. And please, lower your voice. You may answer the question, Ms. Naudain.”


Under cross-examination, the judge hears Ms. Naudain acknowledge that she initiated the parties’ divorce, that she and Mr. Naudain agreed not to put the children in the middle of their conflict, that Mr. Naudain willingly moved out of the marital residence, and that they never considered anything other than the joint custody schedule they currently have. Then Attorney Ackerman, whose calm and methodical approach really is quite impressive, the judge notes, starts to ramp it up a bit.


“Ms. Naudain, you were upset that Mr. Naudain didn’t tell you before he introduced the children to his girlfriend, right?”


“Yes, because I think that’s a major decision, and he should have talked to me about it.”


“Would you agree with me, Ms. Naudain, that reasonable parents might disagree over the best way to handle that situation?”


“Not really. He should have talked to me.”


“It’s a hard adjustment when your ex-spouse gets involved in a new relationship, isn’t it?”


“Not really.”


“It can be painful, can’t it?”


“Objection,” says Attorney Boyle. “Calls for speculation. How would Ms. Naudain know what other people experience? And it’s beyond the scope of direct examination.”


“I agree,” says Judge Jones, although she was, truth be told, curious to hear Ms. Naudain’s answer. “Objection sustained. Ms. Ackerman, you’ve made your point. Can you please wrap this up? I’d like to interview the children before the lunch break.”


“Understood, Your Honor. Just a few more questions and I’m done. Ms. Naudain, you just testified that you and Mr. Naudain should discuss important issues involving the children, right?”


“Yes.”


“But you didn’t call him after your seven-year-old daughter supposedly told you she . . . let me find the exact language in the petition you filed, Ms. Naudain . . . here it is. When Charlotte allegedly told you that she was in bed with Mr. Naudain and his—now I’m quoting directly—‘naked paramour’ and she allegedly saw them engaged in, quoting again, ‘multiple acts of sexual conduct’?”


“No. Because I knew he would lie.”


“You knew that without even speaking to him?”


“Yes.”


“You were so sure of what a seven-year-old told you, that you filed this petition against her dad, looking to take all meaningful custody time away from him, without even talking to him?”


“Yes.”


“You didn’t want to hear his side of the story, did you?”


“I didn’t need to.”


“No further questions, Your Honor.”
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Jake: Marriage, One Year Ago







It was a Saturday night, and Lisa and I were getting ready to go to this dinner party at Tom and Aly’s house with two of the docs she worked with at the hospital. For some reason, she was really jazzed up about this event, like instead of just bringing a bottle of wine, which is all Aly asked us to bring, she insisted on bringing a dessert. And then, instead of picking up some Häagen-Dazs and strawberries or something, like we usually did, she spent the whole afternoon making these elaborate cannoli-like things, which was unusual for her. And when it was almost time to go, she was still upstairs taking forever deciding what to wear. Which somehow caused her to conclude that it was critically important that we, meaning me because she was still trying on outfits, clean up the living room before the babysitter showed up. Which made no sense, but whatever. She was right about it being a mess—the girls’ shit was all over the place, and I did almost trip over Charlie’s backpack, which had been lying on the floor in front of the couch. So I did as I was told.


Actually, I’ve always loved my girls’ backpacks. I loved the pink, grimy surface of Charlie’s, with the klatch of Disney princesses all sitting together in their frilly prom-dress garb. And inside, the window into her little life: the second-grade homework folders covered in drawings of cats, the pencil case shedding its pink glitter, the fraying hair scrunchies she wore for gymnastics, and the empty bag of Fritos she got from some kid in the cafeteria whose parents packed him that junk for lunch. I loved Elizabeth’s too, although this was around the time she started not wanting me to open it because she was beginning to have those secrets that I guess middle school girls have with their friends—about what, I really had no clue. Teasing other girls? Or boys, maybe? It was weird, but I felt a faint, tiny ping of pride about her being so pretty and thinking about boys being attracted to her. I know dads are not supposed to feel that way; at least, all the dads I hung out with made jokes about locking their daughters up when they got to be teenagers. Not literally of course—they’re not Neanderthals or anything—but it’s, like, a guy thing to say you can’t stand the idea of your daughter being with a guy. Because you are a guy, and you know what you were like, and it’s disgusting when you imagine some other guy thinking about your daughter that way.


That’s how it’s supposed to be anyway, and I said the same thing when the subject came up with other dads at the Greenwood soccer league or whatever. But if I were being honest with myself, it really wasn’t quite that way for me. I mean, yes, I lusted after girls starting around age twelve, but I was also terrified of them and sort of worshipped them from afar. They seemed to have so much power. They could bestow a look or a nod, and I was just like this helpless, tongue-tied idiot. So when I think of those early relationships, if you can even call them that, with girls, I think of the girl having all the power. And that’s how I saw Elizabeth. She’s always had all the power.


She changed Lisa’s and my world completely, and she pretty much dictated how our lives were lived the second she was born. Lisa and I used to joke about feeling like servants, catering to her needs. Like, I remember recently helping Elizabeth with her math homework in the dining room, and she was complaining to me about something Lisa was making for dinner. Lisa overheard it and yelled from the kitchen, “Sorry, the staff didn’t get the request in time.” This made me laugh but of course totally infuriated Elizabeth, who honed right in on the fact that we were making fun of her and stomped off to her room. Anyway, it seemed natural to me that she would continue to wield the power vis-à-vis some poor seventh grade boy who played clarinet in the concert band with her, or whatever.


Lisa called down to me, again asking if I had picked everything up, and I thought how, in some ways, nothing had changed that much for me since I was twelve. I was a little scared of Lisa, and I did sort of worship her. I knew she had plenty of flaws—she could be bossy and impatient with me when I didn’t feel like doing something she wanted to do. She had a terrible sense of direction and this annoying habit of constantly getting lost, and things like that. But still, when I would see her in public, from a distance, and she would come walking toward me with that rolling gait she has and her pretty smile and that streaky blonde hair swinging around her face, I couldn’t believe my good fortune that this beautiful woman was my wife. It sounds really corny when I say it, but that is how I felt. And it wasn’t just that she was beautiful; she was so fucking competent. That was the scary part. She took care of all these women and teenage girls at the clinic, she was an amazing cook, and she’s got a beautiful voice—she sings killer harmony. And she was constantly volunteering for things, like working at the community garden, or being on the board of this breastfeeding advocacy group, or going on the girls’ trips at school. And back then, she was chair of some nurse practitioner group that seemed to meet constantly. Sometimes I felt like a total deadbeat by comparison, because I was happy if I could make it to band practice.


My bandmates, Petie and Earl, liked to bitch about their wives nagging them to fix things around the house and all that, and I would join in sometimes. But really, I didn’t mind that much when Lisa bugged me to do something, because she was usually right about it, although I still did not get why we had to clean up the living room for the teenage babysitter. No question—married life had its up and downs. Sometimes we did fight about things, like when she had her friend Kate from college, who I can’t stand, stay with us for three weeks while she looked for an apartment; how much time I spent at band practice; and what we spent money on. But really, when it came down to it, I was basically a very happy guy.


I was kicking Pinky’s dog bed into the corner of the living room when Lisa finally came downstairs, wearing this sexy, black, peasanty sort of shirt. Wow, I thought for the gazillionth time. “Ready to go?” she asked.
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Lisa: Marriage, One Year Ago







When Aly first invited Jake and me to her and Tom’s house for dinner, I thought it was just going to be the four of us. I figured it would be fun, because we’d gotten together as couples before. I knew that Jake would be able to talk to Tom about music, and I wouldn’t need to worry about him checking out or being irritated by an evening of shoptalk about women’s health care. But that Thursday at work, Aly told me that Andrew and Brad and their wives were coming as well. I saw those docs on our clinic days at the hospital, but we’d never socialized outside of work. Brad I’ve known for a while—we went through the pandemic together—but Andrew had just started a couple of months before, and he and I had really connected. He had set up this mobile pediatric clinic in Haiti. He got the grants for it and everything, and he took these regular trips down there to volunteer—so impressive. But the minute I heard they were coming, I started to worry about Jake. Or, to be more accurate, not really “worry” about Jake but about how I would feel about Jake in that context. How would Jake appear to them? What would doctors who worked so hard, who had successfully pushed through long, grueling years of medical school and residency, who were ambitious and smart and energetic, think of Jake?


This was not a new feeling, just a different iteration of one that had become distressingly common over the previous year or so. If I was being brutally honest with myself—which should be a no-brainer, but it’s not always easy—on a fundamental level, I was disappointed by who Jake had become, or not become.


And it wasn’t just about his job. I mean, he had finally left the bike shop and started working at his friend Jim’s business, and I tried to be supportive and put a good face on that. But I knew whenever I said, “Jake’s in IT with this start-up,” or however I described it to other people, I’d consciously try to make it sound like a bigger deal than it was. Because basically, it was pretty low-level. He didn’t supervise anyone or really have much responsibility, as far as I could tell. And I was pretty sure that he only got that job because Jim was his buddy from college, and they used to get stoned together and cruise around the club scene in Boston. And because—no doubt about this—Jake was an asset to Jim’s office culture in terms of the cool factor. He has that hipster vibe, he can talk to anyone, he plays in a band, he wears great shoes. That’s the stuff Jake is good at, but it wasn’t enough for me anymore. That’s what was keeping me up at night: Jake was going nowhere. All the energy to move things forward for us and the girls, as well as most of the money, had to come from me. Heading into middle age, it was increasingly clear that I was the driver, and Jake was just along for the ride.


When I went upstairs to get dressed for the dinner party, the anxiety about Jake was swirling around in my head to the point of major distraction. I had to get myself together, so I employed a strategy I’d recently found to deal with negative thoughts about Jake: I took myself back to the first time I saw him. All these years later, it was a memory that still had the power to excite me. It still made me catch my breath and squeeze my thighs together. Familiar and shopworn as it might have been, it delivered instant relief, like an epidural. At least briefly.


I’m twenty, sitting in my statistics section, 8:30 in the morning, with a group of bewildered psychology majors. It’s one of those still-hot September days in Boston, and I’m wearing an olive-green halter top that makes my breasts look perfect. I wish they still looked like that, and I wish I could still wear that top. The door opens, and in walks this guy wearing a beat-up Jimi Hendrix T-shirt and carrying a guitar case. Everyone turns to look at him, because he’s late and because most people don’t bring musical instruments to early-morning statistics class. I would have been embarrassed to make such a conspicuous entrance, and I would have worried that the TA would be annoyed. But Jake did not appear to have any such concerns. He just smiled at everyone, slipped into the empty seat next to me, tucked the guitar case underneath, and gave me this conspiratorial look like, “We all know this is bullshit, right?” I didn’t think it was bullshit. I actually liked statistics. And I generally disapproved of people showing up late. But Jake had this casual, drapey elegance about him, this air of confidence, and this head of beautiful thick, dark, shaggy hair. So at the end of class, when he asked me if we could study together for the exam (“Please,” I could still hear him say, “I’m fucked otherwise”), I said of course. But all I could think about was his hands on my bare skin, taking off my green halter top and dropping it on the floor.


And that was it. I helped him with statistics, we started sleeping together, he passed the exam. He was like no one I’d dated before. He was sexy and strong, very male but not in a macho way. He was a psychology major. He told me he wanted to work with kids. He had zero interest in sports, a welcome contrast to every male member of my family and every boy in my high school. He lived in an apartment instead of a dorm. He knew how to cook. He made me coq au vin and spaghetti carbonara.


I could have gone on and on with this catalogue, flipping forward through our early days and years, but I didn’t need to. The statistics-class snapshot was enough to settle me down, to put Jake back into a frame where I could desire him. I took a deep breath, went over to the full-length mirror on the door of our bedroom closet, tried on three pairs of jeans, and picked the tightest ones. I put on bronze eyeshadow and my flowy black top with the perfect neckline. When you’ve only spent time with people while wearing scrubs, you have some catching up to do.


At the party, I chatted with the wives a bit but ended up talking mostly to the docs. I already knew about Andrew’s Haiti project, but I learned a lot more details about how he started it, about the Haitian doctor and nurses he worked with, about the little town way up in the country outside of Port-au-Prince where they did a massive number of vaccinations, and about how the church up there opened its sanctuary to him and his team so they could sleep in the pews. And Brad, it turned out, was this serious athlete who’d done five Ironmans. I couldn’t even begin to imagine how he found the time to train for them. And he also coached his fourth-grader’s baseball team.


While absorbing these interesting facts about my colleagues, what I was really thinking about was what it would be like to be married to one of them, or any other guy like them. They gave off this sense of being in command of the world around them. The point wasn’t the specifics of what either one did; it was that, in their lives, they make things happen, which was such an aphrodisiac. They, of course, make a lot more money than Jake, which would certainly make my life easier. But it wasn’t just that, either. It was the totality of what they represented, how they made me feel about the choices I’ve made in my life, that was churning me up.


When I looked over at Jake, who was flirting outrageously with Andrew’s overly made-up wife, Angela—that is something he definitely is good at—I was struck by a vision of my life going forward in perpetuity with this man who had no ambition, who made no decisions, who would never surprise or thrill or impress me. And right there, at that moment, sitting in Aly’s dining room, as the predictable social dance of a Saturday night dinner party swirled around us, all the anxiety and unhappiness that had been bubbling away deep within my psyche shot up to the surface of my consciousness and exploded in my brain in a silent blast of terrifying, liberating clarity.
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Jake: Hit by a Truck







So we went to the dinner party, and the docs both seemed like nice guys—crazy type A people, of course. One of them was this serious triathlon dude. The other ran some clinic in Haiti and went down there every other month in addition to his full-time gig at the hospital and having three kids, and so on and so on. But they were fine. I chatted with Mr. Ironman about what music he listens to when he trains. Mr. Haiti’s pretty wife, Angela, works in IT, so she and I were trading working-with-software-nerd stories. I remember feeling kind of wry and charming. Angela was laughing at my jokes, and we were flirting a little in that incredibly mild and safe way you can do when happily married couples are socializing—no risk of anything happening. Just a little sexual heat to juice up your evening, and then you go home and have hot sex with your wife, or in her case, with Mr. Haiti.


But that could not be further from what ended up happening. Instead, I got back from driving the babysitter home, and when I walked into the kitchen, Lisa was stomping around, pulling containers of leftovers out of the refrigerator and throwing them into the sink. I asked her what was wrong, and she wouldn’t answer me or even look at me; she just kept on stomping and throwing. Her vibe was so hostile that even Pinky seemed to sense it, because he jumped off his spot on the sunporch sofa and ran upstairs. I asked her again what was going on, and then it happened. This diatribe came pouring out—gushing, actually, like a flood. It seemed like it had been memorized and rehearsed weeks, or maybe months, earlier. It was like she had figured it all out and tucked it away, waiting for a time and place to release it on its unsuspecting target—me.


This is what Lisa said: she was unhappy with our marriage, and she had been for a year. We had been “growing apart” and had “different goals.” When I asked her what she meant by that, she told me that she wanted to do new things and take on new challenges and move forward, and that I didn’t seem to care about that, that I was content just to work at my not-that-exciting job and play the same songs with the same guys in the same band. She made me sound like such a loser. And she didn’t come out and say this, but obviously, I was being compared to Mr. Ironman and Mr. Haiti. Obviously, the apparently excruciating experience she had just undergone, of seeing her underachieving husband displayed in stark contrast to the overachieving doctors, had something to do with this. So I asked her—how could I not?—if she was having an affair with one of them, or with someone else. She took great offense at that question. She said of course she wasn’t, she wouldn’t do that, and it wasn’t anyone else—it was me. I was the problem, which is probably worse. I don’t know, but I think it is.


I asked her if this had anything to do with the financial issues we’d disagreed about in the past, basically our different attitudes about borrowing and spending, which I thought we had put behind us a long time ago. She said no, it was much deeper than that. She told me she’d been thinking and thinking about this, and she just didn’t see how our marriage was going to work, because of our “different values.” And then I said I had no idea she’d been feeling this way for a year. In the previous twelve months, we’d been raising our kids, and working on our house. We’d been lying in bed late at night, in the dark, talking about our days, and having sex early on Sunday mornings before the girls woke up. I said that I had no clue whatsoever that she was plotting this mutiny. She accused me of being unobservant and so into my own head that I hadn’t noticed that she’d been unhappy. She said I hadn’t noticed that she was spending more time with her girlfriends, and that I hadn’t noticed that we’d been doing things separately with Elizabeth and Charlie more and more often. Basically, she chastised me for not noticing that she had been going through a deep existential crisis about our marriage. But how the fuck was I supposed to know, when she hadn’t even bothered to talk to me about it?


And then, as I sat there in the living room, feeling like I was watching a movie of someone else’s life, she started talking about the logistics of divorce. I couldn’t believe it. She expected me to absorb the flood and then respond when she switched into this sort of practical mode, like we were having a discussion about whether to refinance the mortgage or something. She said she was thinking that she would move out, that I could stay in the house, that she’d get a place really close by, and that, of course, we’d have joint custody of the girls. Because after all, I was a great dad, and she wouldn’t want to do anything to keep me from seeing them—as though that were even an option. And then that was it. Just like that, fourteen years of marriage tied up in a package and thrown away like some obsolete product we could no longer use, like a VCR, or the girls’ old bunk beds.


It was during the aftermath of this flood that it really started to hit me that my marriage had just ended, right then and there. She didn’t ask for counseling, or a trial separation, or anything like that. She had been planning this for a year, she’d figured out what she wanted, and she already had one foot out the door. Lisa had decided our fate, and I had no choice in the matter. At the time, all I could offer up was the pathetic statement that I was going to bed and that she wasn’t welcome in the bedroom.


“Fine,” she said. “We’ll talk more about this tomorrow.” Then she got up, went into the guest room, and closed the door.


When I woke up on Sunday morning, the first thing I was aware of was that Lisa wasn’t in bed with me, and for a nanosecond, I thought she must have gotten up early to go for a run. And then the previous night came crashing down on me. My mother always uses the expression “I feel like I’ve been hit by a truck” when she feels bad, like when she’s sick or when something upsetting has happened. It’s always bothered me, because it’s such a cliché and also usually totally out of proportion to whatever she’s complaining about. But that’s the image that popped right into my head and stayed there as I put the pillow over my face and made a ridiculous attempt to go back to sleep: the your-marriage-is-over truck just ran me down on I-95, and I was lying there, flat on the pavement, like a cartoon character.


The flattened-on-I-95 me was simultaneously thinking about the end of my world and how I was going to act when I got myself up and out of the bedroom and encountered my wife. She had said we would talk more about it the next day, but how could we? The girls were home, and we were going to have to pretend like everything was normal. Lisa usually made pancakes or something special for breakfast on Sunday mornings, and we would all sit down together, the one morning that breakfast was actually a family meal. And afterward, sometimes she and I would walk down the street to the Green Life Café, grab coffee, and gossip with our neighbors.


What was I going to find on the other side of the wall? Would she be ladling pancake batter onto the skillet and chatting with our pajamaed daughters, who would likely be zoned out in front of various screens, only halfway listening—a scene so ordinary, I had never thought about it twice and that all of a sudden seemed just heartbreaking? I actually felt an ache in my chest. How could she do this to them? How could she drop this bomb on innocent civilians? Why should her midlife crisis be allowed to wreak havoc on three other people, all of whom she was responsible for? I mean, she wasn’t responsible for me, but she was responsible for making the decision to marry me, back before she decided we had “different values.” And she was definitely responsible for our children.


When I finally dragged myself out of bed, it was just like I imagined. Lisa was making waffles, and the girls were watching TV. She actually said good morning to me—as if she hadn’t rendered that completely impossible. I knew it was childish, but I didn’t answer her. I instantly realized I could not face sitting down to a meal with her and the girls right then—I just didn’t think I could hold it together. And we certainly weren’t going to be strolling down to the café afterward—like, never again, in fact. And to make it all even worse, it was a beautiful October day. The leaves were turning; the sun was shining. It was that sort of weekend where everyone was happily enjoying time with their families. The whole scene was just surreal. Pinky was hovering around me, so I went for the quickest excuse I could think of. “I’m taking Pinky to the park for a run,” I said and started gathering up some old tennis balls. Lisa didn’t argue with me, didn’t try to convince me to stay for waffles. I’m sure she was relieved. Charlie was way off in TV land, and Elizabeth had switched over to Lisa’s iPad. Nobody noticed, nobody cared, so I put the bouncing Pinky on his leash and took off for the Greenwood dog park.


c


My band, Man With a Dog, rehearses on Sunday afternoons at four at Petie’s house. Petie is the drummer, and he has a house with a basement that used to be a speakeasy during Prohibition and later on got switched over to an after-hours club. It still has the old bar in the corner and a couple of booths and this fading, red, flocked wallpaper. And it’s soundproofed. We all agree that it’s the perfect man cave and rehearsal space; there could not be a better spot. I leave one of my electric guitars and an amp there during the week. I looked forward to band practice, especially at that time when we were just starting to play out, which made our rehearsals way more focused—and because Petie and Lee, who plays bass, are really my closest friends in Greenwood. The three of us met when our kids were all at the same preschool. Moonbeam prides itself on diversity of every type—racial, ethnic, sexual orientation, gender nonconforming, whatever—but you’d be crucified for letting your three-year-old anywhere near a screen of any type, or sticking a piece of candy in her lunch box. Which was exactly why Lisa was so into it—she totally bought into all those rules, and I just kind of went along with it.


After our kids all left Moonbeam, they ended up at the same school. Our rhythm guitarist, Earl, lives in North Philly and used to play professionally. We were able to nab him because he stopped playing altogether for a while—not sure what the deal was there—and wanted to get back into gigging, even though the pay for the ones we’d booked at that point barely covered our parking. You can tell Earl’s a pro. He can pick anything up really fast, and he also sings decent harmony. I play lead, most of the time anyway. It’s really working out. We all get along, and we have lots of synergy, musically.


So the point is, these guys were and are my refuge, not that I ever thought I’d need a refuge. But that day, the day after I was hit by the your-marriage-is-over truck, and after I got back from throwing the ball for Pinky at the dog park and dropping Elizabeth off at the bowling alley for her friend’s birthday party, I just wanted to be with them. I didn’t plan to say anything about what happened. But when I got there, Petie said, “Hey, man, what’s goin’ on?”


My intention was to say, “Not much,” or whatever, but it just didn’t come out that way. I said, “Things aren’t great,” or something like that.


Lee, who’s divorced and was in the thick of the dating scene, said, “How could anything be wrong, Jakie, with a hot wife like yours?”


And I just kind of lost it. I didn’t go into detail about the “different values” or anything else she said, but I told them the important thing. I told them, “Last night, Lisa said she wants a divorce. And she’s been thinking about it for a year.”


They were pretty stunned, because I was, like, Mr. Happily Married in that group. They just said they were sorry and stuff, but they also totally closed ranks around me, which I really appreciated. They gave me a beer, and Petie gave me a big hug, and the three of them were shaking their heads and going, “Man, that’s rough.” And then I told them that she already started talking about how it was going to work, like it’s a done deal, and how “of course” we’ll have joint custody of the girls. I was just saying it to show how cold she was, that she would go there right away, but Lee jumped right in on that topic.


“That’s good,” he said. “Good that she won’t fight you on custody. And if she makes more than you, she’ll have to pay you child support too.”


I couldn’t believe that less than twenty-four hours after I learned my marriage was over, I was engaging in a conversation about child support, but that’s exactly what was happening.


Petie said, “Is that right? Even if they have the kids fifty-fifty?”


And Lee said, “Yeah, it is. And you should get yourself a lawyer.”
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Ellen: Initial Consultation







The morning routine at the law firm was already well underway when Ellen Ackerman finally found her keys in the bottom of her bag and let herself in the office door. Keeping the front door locked was always a bit of an annoyance but necessary. Ellen and her partners had decided this after a particularly creepy in-person visit from the disgruntled ex-spouse of one of their clients. He had walked into the office ranting about his ex-wife stealing money out of the mouths of their children and refused to leave until they called building security. And just recently, another creepy guy had called demanding to speak to Ellen’s partner. When the receptionist asked the caller’s name, the man screamed, “Just put that fucking bitch on the phone!” Which, of course, the receptionist did not. But she did identify him by a reverse lookup of the number he had called from, which turned out to be his dog-walking business in Manhattan.


It always amazed Ellen, who spent so many of her waking hours dealing with the dark, emotional underside of people’s lives, that most of the time, those same people were presenting a completely different face to the world: a mild, quotidian one, the personality equivalent of the dominatrix’s day job. They chatted with coworkers over morning coffee; they picked up their dry cleaning; they went to Back to School Night. And no one saw the stuff she knew about. No one knew that they went home and stayed up into the wee hours watching porn on their laptops with a compulsion they felt powerless to control, or that on their lunch break they would drive down to the badlands of Kensington to score heroin, or that they had a fetish about leather bustiers, or that during office hours at the university they were having sex with their students in the hallway closet. But such is the lot of the family lawyer, Ellen had come to know: they see the messy stuff.


After greeting her paralegal and dropping her bag in her office, Ellen made straight for the coffee. She was tired, the result of a late and stressful night editing her daughter’s college essays, an activity problematic on so many levels, such as the possible inappropriateness of doing so at all. There was also the embarrassing fear that if she didn’t, Marni would have no chance of getting into Wesleyan or Swarthmore or any of her top choices. She would be relegated to State School, an idea that bumped up against the rational recognition that there was nothing wrong with State School—think of the money she and Dan would save!


All these thoughts jumbled up in a ball, but the psychic heft of this ball was significantly outweighed by the pleasure of the fantasy that had played out repeatedly in her head last night. In this fantasy, she was waiting for yoga class to start at the gym, or standing in line at the Greenwood food co-op, and she casually dropped into the conversation, “Got to take Marni back to school this weekend—hate that drive to Middletown!” And in this fantasy—which happened to be marked by a high degree of social acumen, as far as Greenwood is concerned—no fellow yogi or co-operator would think that Ellen was bragging, because she hadn’t even mentioned the name of the school. And because on its face, the expression of displeasure at the prospect of a long drive up the New Jersey Turnpike to anywhere was a reliable topic over which to bond with fellow Philadelphians.


And yet, the task was still accomplished, stealthily. The reference point was given to those in the know, those other parents of students at independent high schools whose children hadn’t yet run the college admissions gamut; those parents of former students at independent high schools whose children had run that gamut and came in below (because of course, most of them would, given how hard it is to get into Wesleyan); and those few other parents whose children attended schools of similar desirability. All those parents would get the reference. They would catalogue it, they would be impressed (or would be reminded of how impressive their own children were), and they would think admiringly of Ellen and Dan and Marni. They would quietly, maybe even unconsciously, move the Ackerman family up, or welcome them into, that particular social status box reserved for families with successful children.


Coffee mug in hand, Ellen opened up her computer and surveyed the day’s calendar. It was light. She had a phone conference with Marjorie Levy at eleven to discuss changes she wanted to make to the draft Ellen wrote of her divorce settlement (which would take a long time, because Marjorie never understood what Ellen told her without having it explained three times). There was a lunch meeting with her partners to discuss their new website, which had become a stubbornly elusive project to complete. And at 3:00 p.m., there was a consultation with a new client, which appeared to be a Philadelphia County divorce case, referred to her by a Greenwood neighbor.


In the firm, there was envious joking among her partners that Ellen got all the cases they’d dubbed “Greenwood divorces.” This was shorthand for that certain type of contemporary twenty-first-century uncoupling in which both parties were highly motivated to approach divorce collaboratively, aspired to work out their own agreements, assumed that they will have joint custody of their kids, and realized that they needed to have a working relationship with one another in the future. Ellen loved these cases. First of all, the clients were her peers and often became her friends. Second of all, these highly evolved aspiring exspouses—who might be public interest lawyers or academics or playwrights, and usually did actually hail from the progressive living rooms of Greenwood—tended to want to use Ellen’s skills and expertise in more of an advisory role rather than as command and control, so the cases were usually characterized by a low level of conflict.


All of these attributes made for cases that were good for Ellen’s mental health, as opposed to those that threatened to destabilize it. Ellen could do conflict as well as the next divorce lawyer. She actually loved the inside of a courtroom, and she used to frequently find herself full of righteous indignation at the parade of horribles inflicted upon her clients by their exes. But at this point in her life, after doing this type of work for over twenty years, that spark had become way slower to ignite. She had grown weary of listening to the complaints of her clients about things she could not fix, and, increasingly, she found herself getting irritated with them, especially when it came to conflicts over custody. Grow up, she found herself thinking more and more. Be the parent, suck it up, and shield your child from all this. So another Greenwood divorce case was always welcome, and the consultation with the new client appeared as a pleasant event on the horizon of her workday.


Angst about the college-admissions process fading, Ellen retrieved Marjorie Levy’s file and reacquainted herself with the settlement agreement she had previously drafted. She tried to figure out a new and more effective way to answer Marjorie’s inevitable question, asked every time they’d met or spoken, about why she is not getting more money as compensation for her husband’s numerous—and, Ellen had to agree, very icky—marital infidelities.


It was 2:45 p.m., and Ellen had not eaten lunch. She had envisioned a pleasant, manageable workday. There would be a gentle stroll through the billable hours, speaking with clients she liked, dispensing sound advice that would be appreciated, absorbed, and paid for. This would be followed by a mildly interesting but ultimately low-stakes debate with her partners about the merits of including a testimonials page on their new website—tacky, or good contemporary business practice?—over salads in the conference room. The day had taken a drastically wrong turn around noon, when she received a call from opposing counsel in one of her custody cases. Stephen Boyle was a lawyer Ellen particularly disliked, as he seemed constitutionally incapable of not treating everything his client told him as the gospel truth. Boyle was calling to tell her that he was standing in the family court clerk’s office filing an emergency custody petition in the Patel case. He was asking the court to prevent Ellen’s client from taking the parties’ ten-year-old son to California for her sister’s wedding, alleging that there was no wedding and that it was all a ruse to move the kid permanently to California.
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