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  chapter one




  I am not planning on waking up tomorrow and feeling completely different. But I’m certainly not planning to feel the same as I do today and every other day. Tomorrow when I wake up, brilliant sunlight streaming through my windows, I’ll feel as if nothing can go wrong. It will be a momentous day. Sure, momentous is a big word, usually saved for things like fiftieth wedding anniversaries and retirements that come with gold watches, but I’ve decided that I’m going to use that word and own it. Momentous. I like the way it sounds.




  Today is the last day before I start the rest of my life, because tomorrow is the first day that both of my boys will be in school all day, every day. It’s been eight years since I’ve had my days to myself all day, every day. Eight years since I’ve taken my own wants and needs and put them first. I’m not one of those coddling, helicopter moms, but even us good-enough moms can’t really put our own wants and needs first. At least not all day, every day.




  So as I prepare for momentous, I’m getting all the last-day-of-summer stuff out of the way. Today is haircuts, prepping backpacks, and the last day of collecting colorful summer bugs in glass jars. We’ll take one last carefree bike ride in flip-flops and celebrate with a final late-afternoon trip to Longford’s for ice cream where we’ll probably see lots of other moms who can’t wait for tomorrow and lots of other kids who can.




  But for now, the boys are out back playing baseball with some neighborhood friends, and I’m standing in front of the open fridge, trying to figure out what the hell to make for dinner. When my phone rings, I check the caller ID and answer excitedly.




  “Hey, Cam!” I practically sing into the phone.




  “Hey, Grace! How’s it going?”




  “Going great. I really can’t wait for tomorrow. I know I’m going to feel so free, and joyful, and in control of my own life,” I say.




  “Wow, that sounds promising! Good girl,” Cameron says enthusiastically.




  “One more day and then I can start getting my life back in gear.”




  “What exactly is out of gear?” Cameron asks.




  “Well, my marriage, my stalled career, my lack of any sort of fitness, and other miscellaneous things,” I tell her. “Not necessarily, but possibly, in order of importance. I kind of have a little plan formulating in the back of my mind.”




  “How much of this is because you’re freaked out about turning forty in a few months?” Cameron asks.




  “I’ve told you, I’m not that freaked out about forty.”




  “You know, Grace, you’re allowed to not be excited about it.”




  “But I am excited. I see forty as more of an opportunity to regain control of my life. Sort of like New Year’s Eve. But with much less champagne.”




  “Well, I’ll toast to that,” Cameron says. “And while we’re toasting . . . ,” she adds with an unmistakable lilt.




  “What? No! What?”




  “Yes!”




  “Yes?”




  “Seven and a half weeks officially today.”




  “Oh, Cameron. Congratulations! And here I was rambling on and on about me, and you had such good news.”




  “Grace, it’s fine. Really. I called as much to tell you about me as I did to find out how your day before the big day is going.”




  “Well, I’m so happy for you.”




  “I know. Sorry I didn’t tell you right away. But you know with my history and all, I just really wanted to make sure. And today is a day longer than I’ve ever been pregnant before. Not that I wouldn’t have told you if I had miscarried again. I just had some sort of weird superstition thing going on.”




  “No need to apologize. I completely understand. But to make amends, will you meet me for dinner tonight for a proper celebration? Tengda at 7:30?” I ask.




  “Don’t you have to be home with the boys tonight? Last day of summer and all?”




  “I’m taking them on a long bike ride this afternoon so they’ll be tired. And they’ll think it’s more special anyway if Darren is in charge of bedtime. So Tengda?”




  “Raw fish.”




  “Right, raw fish. Méli-Mélo then?”




  “It’s a date. And you can tell me more about your so-called plan,” Cameron says.




  “I will. See you later. And Cam, I’m really so happy for you. Give my love to Jack.”




  And with that, I do a little jig for my best friend who has been trying to get pregnant for five years. I boot up my laptop to email Darren the good news and the heads-up that I’ll be going out tonight.




   




  As I wash the lunch dishes, I think about the part-time job I’m starting on Monday. I’m going to be the new “Family Life” columnist for the Westchester Weekly, our county’s glossy and hip-enough attempt at New York magazine. Each week, I’ll file a 500-word article on something new and noteworthy in the county that’s perfect for families, and I can’t wait to start. It’s nowhere near my old salary, but it’s something. Plus, this job is more about the opportunity to rediscover the woman who’s been deeply buried under the labels of “wife” and “mother” for the past eight years.




  I met the Weekly’s owner/publisher, Matthew O’Donnell, in June at a friend’s beach club. He and his wife, Monique, had just moved to our neighborhood in Rye (a leafy suburb of New York City where you would be confident no one would steal your car while you leave it running to dart into the post office, but you never would leave it running because people would be all over you about the toxic fumes released from idling). When I told him I had been an editor at two different fitness magazines before I had my kids (when I was still, well, fit), he asked about my writing and why I wasn’t still working.




  I wasn’t sure what was the more pleasant surprise: the fact that I was actually having a meaningful conversation with a man other than my husband (something that doesn’t usually happen at these beach club gatherings where the men all gather around the bar to discuss the double S’s—sports and stocks—and the women hover nearby in their strappy summer wedges to discuss the double N’s—nannies and nips and tucks) or that I might have a connection at a publication I’d love to write for. And he was right, why wasn’t I still working? Well, I had two really adorable answers, but they were starting school in a couple months.




  So, I told him, “I put my career on hold, because I wanted to be home with my kids. But they’ll both be in school full time this fall, and I’ll be ready to focus on my work again.”




  “Grace has done an amazing job with the boys,” Darren said to Matthew. “They’re lucky she chose them over her career, but she’s not one of those women who is going to be happy playing tennis every day while they’re in school. She needs more than that.”




  I looked at Darren and smiled, feeling so fortunate that he was so supportive. We had talked that afternoon about how I was feeling apprehensive about getting a job. How I worried I would feel overwhelmed managing both a job and my family. I knew I would be no good at all that Superwoman stuff. But I also knew that I ached to be creative again. To use my brain for more than just organizing soccer practice carpool schedules and finding innovative ways to sneak green leafy vegetables into mini meat loaves.




  Matthew and I talked for a while, and I told him I thought the magazine could use a section dedicated to things families could do together, besides just the events listings in the back. When he agreed with me and said that was something his editorial department had been considering, I boldly—with a little help from my Riesling—suggested that maybe I could be the one to write it. A few phone calls, emailed clips, meetings with the editor, and trial columns later, and I was hired as the “Family Life” columnist for the Westchester Weekly.




  I hear my cell phone ring so I wipe my hands on a dish towel and rush to find my phone in my disorganized purse. I find it just as the call is about to go to voicemail, notice it’s an unknown caller, and quickly touch the screen to answer.




  “Hello?” I say, completely unprepared for what’s about to come.




  chapter two




  “Is this Grace May?”




  “Yes.”




  “Hi, Grace, this is Margaret White from the Westchester Weekly.”




  “Oh, hi,” I say excitedly. “Did you receive the signed copy of my contract?” I had met with Margaret, the somewhat menacing but quite beautiful director of HR, once at the Weekly’s offices. I sit down at my desk in the kitchen and grab a pen to jot down any first-day info that I’ll need for next week.




  “I did. That’s not why I’m calling,” she says, sounding not quite so menacing.




  “Oh?”




  “Grace, I’m so sorry to have to tell you this, but the magazine is closing, which, of course, means we no longer have a job for you.”




  “Closing?” I ask, realizing that my voice has raised an octave in panic and that I’m repeatedly stabbing the notepad with my pen. “Why?”




  “I’ve been instructed by our lawyers not to explain why. Let’s just say there’s been a change in ownership, and the new owner has decided to cease operation of the Weekly.”




  And with that, she abruptly ends the conversation. And my nascent career.




  What the hell?




  I wake up my laptop and quickly type in the URL for the Westchester Weekly.




  The site loads, but instead of the usual homepage, a tombstone of sorts announces, “We regret to inform you that despite fourteen successful years as a trusted resource for Westchester residents and businesses, we will no longer be publishing the Westchester Weekly. Our sincere thanks to our subscribers, advertisers, and friends who have supported us through the years. We will miss you.”




  Seriously? This is a moment when I would usually cry. I’ve never been one to hold my emotions in check successfully. I am seriously bummed. I had been envisioning that job as a kind of salvation for me. A huge hand lifting me out from underneath all that had been burying me, holding me up in the sky, proclaiming me a productive working woman once again.




  My first thought is to find out why the magazine is closing so suddenly. All signs pointed to them doing well financially: Their last issue had closed with the highest number of ad pages in the publication’s history, they had just hired me and an ad sales rep, and the publisher had just taken his senior executives on an expensive boondoggle at a fancy inn in the Hudson Valley. Why would he sell? It just doesn’t make sense. I shoot a quick email to Darren with a “Check this out!” subject line and a quick rundown of what just happened along with a link to the Weekly’s site.




  More pressing, however, is the fact that I am now jobless. True, and most importantly, no one will be going hungry at my house tonight or any other night because I have no job. And does it still count as losing my job if I had never started it in the first place? The concept of my being blessed that I don’t have to work is absolutely not lost on me. I thank my lucky stars every day—well, almost every day, kind of like how I floss every day—that Darren does well enough that I don’t have to work in order for us to make ends meet. Working is a choice I make to satisfy a need within myself, not to satisfy a mortgage payment.




  Sometimes I feel guilty for not working outside the home, for not struggling when so many are. Cameron always says that’s no reason for me not to enjoy my own life. That most of those women would trade places with me in a heartbeat. That, in a sense, I owe it to them to enjoy myself every day instead of feeling badly that I’m not them. And that my worrying about it doesn’t change the lot for anyone else.




  I’m crushed, but maybe this job loss is a sign. Maybe I’m supposed to be a stay-at-home mom after all. Maybe the “everything happens for a reason” adage holds true in this scenario. I’m just not so sure.




   




  Later, after our bike ride and ice cream cones, more baseball, and an early dinner and baths for the boys, they watch SpongeBob in my bedroom while I finish getting ready for dinner with Cameron.




  “Hey,” Darren says as he walks in at 7:15, his voice unusually quiet.




  “Hey, I’m off, I’m late. I have to be at Méli-Mélo at 7:30,” I say, giving him a quick kiss before I stuff my phone in my purse, grab my sweater, and give him the hospital-nurses-changing-shifts download. “The boys already ate, and your dinner’s in the fridge. They had ice cream this afternoon, so please don’t give them a treat even if they beg, and please make sure they brush their teeth and that James puts on a Pull-Up before he goes to sleep. He wet his bed last night, so I just want to do the Pull-Ups for a few days.”




  “Okay, got it.” He smiles without meeting my eyes.




  “Oh, did you get my email that I lost my job?” I ask him, as I start to walk out of the room.




  “Yeah, that’s a bummer,” he says, untying his tie. “I’m really sorry about that.” He looks at me, “Sorry I didn’t email you back. It was a crazy day.”




  “That’s okay. I understand,” I say. “Alright, love you, see you later.”




  “I love you, too. Tell Cam congrats,” he says and finishes taking off his tie.




   




  During the ten-minute drive to Greenwich, I sing along to P!nk and wonder if that was a strange interaction or if I’m just imagining it. I’ve been questioning a lot about our relationship lately. I’ve tried to analyze it from every perspective. It comes down to the simple fact that we’re just not connecting.




  I keep picturing a trapeze act. Darren and I are both up there swinging from our bars, acting as if the show is going according to plan. But every time I reach to grab his feet with my hands, I’m a second too late. I don’t fall into the net, I just keep swinging, with a smile on my face and my sparkly leotard just so, waiting for the next opportunity to try and grab his feet again, so we can soar together. This image is totally at odds with how I’ve always known our marriage to be. We’ve got one of those marriages people gush over. Compared with a lot of our married friends, we actually still like each other as people. We hold hands in public because we want to. We drink wine in bed and giggle over Curb Your Enthusiasm repeats. We kiss before sex.




  Darren and I met at Cameron and Jack’s low-key-yet-elegant New York City wedding. I was a bridesmaid, and Darren was at the table for Jack’s childhood friends that the other bridesmaids and I scoped out because all the ushers were married. Jenny Simms and I both called dibs on the handsome, tall guy with the dark hair and ridiculously blue eyes, but I brought her a lemon drop shot, and she let me have him. Turns out, she had her eyes on Jack’s cousin anyway.




  Darren noticed the shot-drinking at the bar and, with the perfect combination of confidence and shyness, approached us, asking if we were up for another. I caught my breath as I saw him up close. I was smitten. When the bartender presented a tray of tequila shots, I let out one of my deep, raspy laughs. Darren told me later, while we danced to a slow song and he stared at me with those gorgeous blue eyes, that he had never heard a woman with quite so sexy a laugh. And he was smitten, too. Neither of us had any interest in dating anyone else from that night forward, we got married a year and a half later, and we’ve had an excellent run of it ever since.




  We’ve spent our marriage contentedly bonding over things we both love—Judd Apatow movies, authentic Chinatown dim sum, Coldplay, modernist architecture—and things we both hate—films with subtitles, pretentious restaurants, electronic music, the circus. He respects the things that I love—Nora Ephron movies, Jane Austen and Nicholas Sparks, red velvet cupcakes, Indigo Girls—and, in return, I tolerate the things that he loves—Coen brothers’ movies, Stephen King and Michael Lewis, pork rinds (pork rinds!), Shania Twain. Now ten years, a suburban mortgage, two children, and countless deep, raspy laughs later, here we are. Disconnected. Over all the normal stuff.




  I open the door to Méli-Mélo and see Cameron waiting for me at our favorite corner table at this unassuming Greenwich Avenue cafe. The Avenue, as it’s referred to, is the long tree-lined thoroughfare in the heart of this chic town in lower Connecticut, right on the Westchester border, and home to a perfect combination of big stores (Saks and Apple), small boutiques, hip restaurants, and other town necessities such as banks, newsstands, and shoe repair shops. When Cameron sees me, she unfurls her long, athletic legs from under the table and stands to give me a huge hug.




  chapter three




  “You are glowing!” I say excitedly, admiring her rosy cheeks and bright golden eyes. Cameron has been glowing since the day I met her freshman year at the University of Pennsylvania. Our rooms were three doors apart in the Butcher-Speakman dorm in Penn’s legendary and architecturally stunning quad. Unfortunately, our hall was known mostly for its abundance of rowdy football players (which turned out to be good) and architecturally challenged unrenovated rooms (which turned out to be not so bad).




  Raised on a farm in Maine, Cameron arrived at our first hall meeting looking like a Seventeen magazine model. We became fast friends when we were the only two girls who voted for “cheese steaks and a movie” instead of “private tour of the university art museum” as the first hall activity. And as we got to know each other, I realized her looks were just an accessory to her brilliant mind and playful personality. She’s always been a guy’s girl, preferring sports bars over Sephora, Die Hard over Dirty Dancing, snowboarding over suntanning. But we connected that semester, and she’s been Debbie Boone-ing my life ever since (note obscure reference to 1977 saccharine hit “You Light Up My Life”).




  “Why, thank you,” she purrs, twisting her long, chestnut hair into a bun without using a ponytail holder.




  “So, do you feel any differently?” I ask.




  “My boobs kill. And that has never happened any of the other times I’ve been pregnant. And they’re enormous. Too bad for Jack, though; I’m denying access because they hurt so much,” she says with a smile.




  The waitress brings our menus and without even glancing at them, we tell her we’re ready to order: broccoli soup to start, chicken Caesar salad (no raw eggs in the dressing) for Cameron, and a prosciutto and mozzarella crepe for me. It is a Tuesday night, so Méli-Mélo isn’t as crowded as it usually is during weekday lunches and weekend dinners. It’s always been my and Cameron’s favorite local spot as much for its delicious food, good prices, and energetic buzz as for the eye candy of the French chef Cedric presiding over the open kitchen.




  “And how about emotionally?” I ask, putting my napkin on my lap and taking a sip of water.




  “I really hope I can carry to term this time, Grace. I’m really scared. I want this baby more than absolutely anything in the world,” she says with fierce desperation in her voice.




  “I know you do. I feel good about it this time though, Cam. I think this is the baby. This time it’s going to be different. And a year from now you’ll be telling me your boobs hurt for an entirely different reason. And chances are, Jack won’t want to go anywhere near those lactating beasts.”




  “Well, I’ll toast to that.” And with that, we clink water glasses and toast to placentas, nursing bras, and hemorrhoid pads, laughing hysterically and completely oblivious to the glaring eyes of nearby patrons.




  After we finish our broccoli soup, Cameron turns the conversation to my plan.




  “It just hit its first official snag,” I say dejectedly.




  “What happened?”




  I tell her about the phone call from Margaret White and my realization that maybe this is all for the best.




  “But,” I say flip-flopping, “to be completely honest, I’m not sure that now my kids are in school I’ll be happy being a stay-at-home mom anymore. I just feel buried. What is my identity? I’m a mom. I’m Darren’s wife. I’m the smiling volunteer at school. And there’s nothing wrong with those things. But I want to be more. I want to have a purpose that society respects and that comes with a paycheck.”




  “But you love being a mom. And it is respected by society. And why, for heaven’s sake, on the brink of forty, do you still care what other people think of you?” Cameron asks in an exasperated voice as the waitress brings our entrees.




  “I don’t know why I do. I just do. I can’t help it. And to answer your first question, of course I love being a mom. But that has nothing to do with it. I can’t just be a mom anymore. It’s time for more. I’ve been doing this mom thing for eight years. I miss the me I used to be.”




  “I wish you would just be more confident and not compare yourself to everyone else in the world. Just be who you want to be.”




  “I don’t even know who that is anymore,” I say. “As soon as I had kids, my entire identity as I’d known it disappeared.”




  “What do you mean?” Cameron asks.




  “Do you remember the old me? The overachieving, confident, fashionably dressed, fit, extremely organized career woman who could write a brilliant 3,000-word article, run five miles, and throw a dinner party all in one day? Without getting frazzled? All with the caffeine equivalent of one green tea?”




  “Yes, I remember her,” Cameron laughs.




  “Well, she’s long gone. She’s been replaced by someone who can barely write a shopping list, let alone an article. And I need at least three cups of coffee just to get through produce.”




  “You are way too hard on yourself, Grace. You do so much!” Cameron says.




  “Did you read the ‘Style’ section of the Times last week?” I ask and continue without waiting for an answer. “They profiled women who are ‘doing it all.’ They had these women with three and four kids who have full-time jobs as management consultants or bond traders, and they also run charities and wear Prada. Size two Prada. Why can these women do it all, and I get overwhelmed organizing a cheese board?”




  “First of all, the female editors profile these women to make themselves feel better, because they left their own kids home with a nanny. If they featured all the stay-at-home moms and how wonderful their children are turning out it would be cognitive dissonance for them. Plus, Grace, everything’s edited to make it sound better. They clearly have left out the parts where the women miss their kids’ birthdays because they are making ‘very important presentations to very important clients,’ where the women cry because it’s just all too much, where the women get divorced because their husbands never get laid.”




  “True, true,” I say, laughing. “I know the grass always seems greener. I have to realize it’s probably not as rosy as the article professes it to be. But it would be nice to see women like myself represented respectfully sometimes. The only models of stay-at-home moms are in magazines about how to make the most ghoulish Halloween door wreath on the block.”




  “Fair enough. So let’s assume you do want to find another job, does your plan have a provision for that?”




  “Ha ha, no. But I’m just gonna keep my ears open. I’m planning on going on Craigslist, Mediabistro, and a couple other sites to see what kind of freelance writing jobs are out there,” I say as I practically moan over how delicious my cheesy, gooey crepe is. “By the way, if any of your patients’ parents let slip during an exam that they’re looking to hire a writer, be sure to give them my name.”




  Cameron is a pediatrician. After we graduated from Penn, she continued on to Harvard Med and then to Boston Children’s Hospital for her residency. Now in private practice on the Upper East Side of Manhattan—I’ve always liked the way that sounded—she is the most sought-out pediatrician of the Park Avenue mommy set. They love her bedside manner, they love that she has separate well- and sick-visit waiting rooms with BPA-free toys, and they love that despite her long hours she still manages to work in either Louboutins or Jimmy Choos. It makes them feel like she understands them better.




  “Okay, Grace, but I can’t really see that happening. ‘Oh, Dr. Stevens,’” Cameron says in her best posh New York City lady voice, “‘Tommy was up all night crying and complaining that his ears hurt. By the way, do you happen to know any talented writers? My law firm sure could use one.’”




  “Point taken, Dr. Stevens,” I laugh.




  Then Cameron asks me what’s going on with Darren. It’s almost as upsetting to her as it is to me that there could be tension brewing in my marriage. Considering Jack and Darren have been friends since they were little and Cameron and I have been friends since college, the four of us are incredibly compatible and formed a tight bond soon after Darren and I began dating. We’ve spent holidays, vacations, and weekends together for years, and we all have strong relationships with each other. Cameron and Jack even moved up to Westchester shortly after we did, an unusual move for a couple with no kids and jobs in the city. I like to think they just missed us too much, but in reality, they had just had enough of city life and were ready to become homeowners. And parents.




  “The good news is how bad can my marriage be if I still want to sleep in the same bed as him?” I ask, trying to add a little humor into a topic that has been making me anxious for weeks.




  “I guess it depends on what you mean by sleep,” she replies. “The kind punctuated by snores or by moans?”




  “Snores,” I say guiltily.




  “Well, I guess there’s some hope left if the thought of him in your bed doesn’t repulse you. But it sure would help things along if you actually had sex once in a while, Grace.”




  “I do. We do. So I can’t blame our state of blahness only on sex, because it’s not like we never have it. Although we should have it more. But that’s all part of the plan.”




  “Your plan stipulates sex?”




  “Yes, but let me explain more before I get to that. So, I don’t blame it on sex, or lack thereof, and I don’t blame it on communication. If there’s something we’re good at, it’s communicating. We don’t have huge knockout fights. We still talk. It just seems like there’s this foggy cloud between us, and the sun just can’t break through. I know it’s nothing we can’t get over, but it’s still upsetting,” I explain as the waitress clears our plates and hands us dessert menus.




  “We’ll share a Nutella and banana crepe,” we say at the same time, laughing.




  “The first part of the marriage portion of the plan is all based on my sex-for-intimacy theory.”




  “Go on,” Cameron says, tilting her head suspiciously.




  “Men feel connected to women through sex. Women feel connected to men through talking. Cuddling and sex, too, yes. But for most women, the emotional connection is more important. Now, if I want Darren to give me the connection I want, it’s only fair that I give him the connection he wants, right? Hence, my plan is to give it up more.”




  “Sounds simple, to the point, and, Grace, you might actually like it.”




  “I just might.”




  As we eat our dessert, Cameron and I discuss her job and the baby and how tragically ironic it is that she’s been caring for so many children for so many years, yet has been unable to have a child of her own.




  “The pangs I feel every time a new mother brings her baby in for his or her first visit are different now. I used to feel wistful and maybe a bit resentful, however horrible that sounds, but now I just feel excited,” Cameron says as she snags the last bite of crepe.




  “Speaking of pangs,” I say in a seductive voice, jutting my left shoulder forward, “I have to go home and put the plan into action, if you know what I mean.”




  “Check, please!” we both say, erupting into laughter once again.




   




  When I get home from Méli-Mélo, Darren is in bed watching a Yankees game. I give him a kiss hello, and he asks me how dinner was.




  “Great,” I tell him as I go into the bathroom to wash up and change into a little something-something that has been collecting dust in my underwear drawer. When I saunter back into the bedroom, with my best hitherto look and sexy strut, I find Darren sitting up, crying.




  chapter four




  “What is it?” I ask, alarmed. I get into bed and take hold of his hands. “Are the boys okay?”




  “Yes, sorry, the boys are fine. I didn’t mean to scare you. I just need to talk to you about something.”




  I have seen Darren cry just two times. The first was at our wedding. We wrote our own vows, and after he read his, beautiful words from a man who creates spreadsheets for a living, he started to cry, the emotion and love hitting him, he would tell me later, like a tidal wave. The second time was a week after our oldest son Henry was born when we found ourselves back in the hospital for three days while Henry received phototherapy treatment for jaundice. He was so tiny, and we were so scared. The enormity of that situation reduced Darren into a state I had never seen before. It moved me tremendously.




  As Darren turns to me, holding my hands tightly, and my stomach begins to tighten, thoughts stream through my head. Oh my God, this must be serious. Why is he being so serious? Is someone sick? Is it one of our parents? Did my dad have another heart attack? Are we moving to London? That’s been a possibility. Maybe Darren found out today that we are.




  “Gracie,” Darren whispers, snapping me out of my thoughts by calling me a name he saves only for really, really good things or really, really bad things. Using the tears as a clue, I deduce it’s the latter. “I don’t know how to tell you this.”




  “What?” I mouth, the word getting caught in my throat.




  He takes a deep breath and looks down at my hands, which are still holding his. “In July, when I was in Chicago for that telecom conference—”




  And then I know. He cheated on me.




  “I—”




  “No,” I say. “You did not.” I drop his hands and forget to breathe.




  “Gracie, I’m so sorry.” He grabs my hands and looks at me pleadingly, his blue eyes glowing as the light from the television screen reflects off his tears. “I don’t even know what to say. It’s such a cliché. It didn’t mean anything. I had too much to drink. I’m so sorry.”




  I loosen my hands from his grip and sit back on my pillows. I suddenly remember that I’m wearing lingerie, and I get under the covers self-consciously. I feel every emotion at once: anger, sadness, fear, humiliation, and shock. But instead of feeling them all distinctly, I just feel calm, like the colors of the rainbow mixing together to make white.




  “Is she someone you work with?” I ask without emotion, ever the information-gatherer.




  “No. She—” he turns his face and exhales loudly, and I know this is killing him. But I ask him to go on, because I don’t really care how he feels. “She was a waitress at the hotel bar.”




  “A cocktail waitress?” I say, disgust in my voice. “And?”




  “It meant nothing. I’m so sorry I did this to you. I wish more than anything I could take it back. I fucked up. I can’t believe that I’m actually sitting here telling you I had an affair because it’s not something I ever, ever thought I would be capable of doing.”




  Neither did I. “Go on. I need to know what happened.”




  He takes a deep breath and stares blankly at the television. He speaks quickly, as if the words are painful as they exit his mouth. “I was with John and Craig, and we had been at presentations all day, and we were drinking, and John kept ordering tequila shots and flirting with the waitress, so she was spending a lot of time talking with us.” He stops and looks at me with an expression that means he’s trying to figure out if I’m going to make him tell the whole story.




  “And?”




  “I kept doing the shots because it was the last day of the conference, and I just wanted to let off steam with my friends. Next thing I knew, she was coming up in the elevator with John and me. John had invited her to his room.”




  “What happened to Craig?”




  “He’d gone upstairs already.”




  “I’m sure Elisabeth will be happy to hear that story one day,” I say, thinking of Craig’s pregnant wife. Darren has worked with John and Craig for years. They were all in each other’s weddings. John and Amy got divorced last year. “And?” I say, allowing the torture to continue for both of us.




  “John started to get all sweaty and said he was going to be sick and ran to his room. The woman—”




  “What was her name?”




  “Gracie.” He looks at me, his eyes begging.




  “What was her name?” I repeat, staring at him and trying to remember to breathe.




  “Tina.”




  “Continue.”




  “We were laughing at John, and I put my key card in the slot and told her it was nice to meet her and good night. She pulled me toward her and kissed me, and then one thing led to another, and we were in my room.” His voice is laced with shame. As it should be. He stares out the window in the blackness. The same blackness I feel in my heart, pounding. Pounding.




  “Did you wear a condom?”




  “Yes.”




  “You had a condom?”




  “No, she did.”




  “Did she sleep in your room?”




  “No. She left right after.”




  “Did you tell John and Craig?”




  “No. I haven’t told anyone.”




  I sit quietly for a few minutes, trying to think of anything else I need to know right now. My brain feels like a traffic jam—I hear lots of loud noises, but nothing is moving forward. I realize that I need to be alone; I need to think. The thought of him anywhere near me is repulsive. “I think you should sleep in the guest room.” I mean to say that with conviction. It sounds more like resignation.




  “Gracie, I’m so sorry. I love you so much. I realize that I’ve put our marriage, our family in jeopardy. Please forgive me. It meant nothing. You and the boys are everything to me. You are my entire life.” He stands up, runs his hands through his hair, and wipes his eyes. He looks pathetic.




  “I just can’t have you near me right now,” I say, as the tears finally start to flow.




  “I know. I’m so sorry. I understand. But please, can we talk about this tomorrow? I’ll stay home from work. I will do anything to make you understand that this was nothing.”




  “Don’t stay home. I need to think. We’ll talk tomorrow night. But I think you should leave for work before the boys and I get up.” I turn to my side and bring the covers up to my face. Once Darren collects his clothes and toothbrush for the next day and I hear him shut the door to the guest room, I get out of bed and practically rip off the ridiculous getup I have on. I change into my most comfy pajamas, turn off the TV, grab a box of tissues, and get back into bed. My thoughts are racing, and I wonder if I will sleep at all. I try to remember the different calming breaths I had read about in a magazine once, but I can’t stop the thoughts. They keep me up late into the night, but eventually the exhaustion of sorting out the rest of my life puts me to sleep.




   




  The morning after my dad had his first heart attack, I remember waking up with a weird knot in my stomach. It took me a moment to figure out why I felt so strange, and then I remembered my dad was in the hospital. I have the same experience this morning as I wake up to my alarm, and then I remember. Darren cheated on me.




  chapter five




  I drag myself out of bed, feeling absolutely nothing like I’d planned to feel when today was still supposed to be the first day of the rest of my life. This is about as far from momentous as I can imagine. This is like if momentous were the North Pole, I’m hanging out with the emperor penguins in Antarctica.




  I wash up, and walk down the hall toward the guest room. I’m relieved to see Darren is not there, and I’m surprised to see that, though it’s not going to win any awards in an army barracks contest, the bed is made. Darren has never made a bed in the twelve years that I’ve known him.




  I wake up the boys, trying to be cheerful about the first day of school, and then I make my way downstairs. I realize that I have to push all thoughts of last night aside and deal with getting the boys off to school. I will have plenty of time today to think.




   




  “Please stop telling your brother that his scrambled eggs are dead baby chicks,” I implore Henry, as I quickly spread butter and jelly on two pieces of toast.




  “But they are dead baby chicks, Mom,” Henry protests. “Last year on the field trip to the nature center, I saw the mother chickens pooping out the eggs in their nests. So the eggs are their babies, and when you cooked them you killed them, so now we’re eating dead baby chicks,” he says with all the authority of a precocious eight-year-old, pushing his gorgeous blond curls out of his eyes.




  “They’re not actually dead baby chicks, and they’re not pooped out. They’re laid. And they’re not fertilized, so they were never going to become chickens,” I say, trying to be patient.




  “Well, they taste good, so let’s eat them anyway,” Henry says.




  And with that, my two boys Henry and James (we just liked those names; it had nothing to do with any affinity toward a certain literary realist) dig into their scrambled eggs and whole-wheat toast with butter and jelly. A nutritious enough first-day-of-school breakfast, I think as I gulp my coffee, willing it to work. I cut up an apple and a banana, quickly arrange them on a plate, and slide it between the two vegans-in-training who are propped on the navy and white bistro barstools at our kitchen island.




  “Good job with the shoes, James,” I say to my little guy, noticing that he has put on his sneakers all by himself. Wrong feet, but it’s a start. “Henry, remember what we talked about last night? That we’re going to try to have better morning routines for school, to make getting out of the house easier this year? And how you’d put your shoes on before you sat down to breakfast?”




  “I forgot. And you always say no shoes in the kitchen, so James is actually in trouble.”




  “He’s not in trouble,” I say, glancing at James who looks scared, his big blue eyes opened wide. I’m relieved that my voice is still calm despite the fact that we only have nine minutes left before we have to rush to the bus. “It’s okay to break that rule in the morning, because I need you guys to be ready to go as soon as you finish breakfast.”




  “I’m so happy for school today, Mommy!” James says.




  “I know, buddy. You are the kindergarten man!”




  “Kindergarten’s easy. It’s for babies,” Henry says, sneering at his little brother.




  “It’s not easy when you’re the one in kindergarten,” I say lightly. “And there are no babies in this house.”




  “No more babies!” the boys shout in unison, mimicking my familiar refrain whenever someone mentions we should have another baby. Two is just about all I can handle right now.




  As the boys eat, I try to ignore the awful images of Darren’s dalliance going through my brain. I implore myself to focus. Just get them on the bus. Then you can collapse into a puddle. I take a deep breath and lean the backpacks (camouflage for Henry, SpongeBob for James) against the door and check, for the third time, to make sure their necessary first-day-of-school forms are inside, including the health forms that I forgot to send before the deadline. All there. Ditto for the school supplies and mid-morning snack (packaged and nut-free). Relieved not to have to worry yet about jackets, mittens, and hats, I return to the kitchen to move things along.




  “James’s fish isn’t dead yet, so you have to feed him, Mom,” Henry reminds me.




  “His name is Little Blue!” James insists, hands on hips and eyebrows scrunched, as I drop a few pellets into the tank. Damn fish won’t die.




  When the boys finish eating, Henry puts on his socks and shoes while I quickly brush James’s teeth and load the dishwasher. I know what’s coming next even as I try to brace myself and remain calm. I have ten months of school mornings until summer vacation, and I had pledged to make it through at least the first one without yelling.




  “None of these socks feel good,” Henry whines from the mudroom.
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