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			The day it all begins, the sunlight gleams off my daughters’ butter-blond hair as we run to catch a cab downtown. They are smiling and I’m happy, too. They remind me of young colts, skinny and pretty, their long, knobby-kneed legs not quite fitting their young bodies.

			Ahead of me, the girls motion for a cab to stop. They open the door and shout, “Mommy, hurry!”

			Belle and Lily, my ten-year-old twins, still like being with me. I’ve been told by many moms that they won’t like me very much anymore by the time they’re thirteen or so. But in this moment, when they are still so young, I feel that I live an enchanted life with them and my husband, Caleb. Our Upper East Side town house is so large it embarrasses me; our beautiful daughters attend one of the best schools in the city; and my marriage is still wonderful after all these years.

			Caleb may not be exciting, with his preppy reserve and his unwavering routines, but he’s solid, a loving provider. At fifty, ten years older than I am, he’s already graying and balding, and has adopted a supershort haircut in response. But he’s still very handsome. Sometimes I ruffle his remaining hair, and he grins at me and says, “Get it while it lasts.”

			But we both know that he’ll still be attractive even when he’s bald. The smile lines on his tanned face become him, and he’s as fit as a man half his age. In the summer now, playing tennis or squash every day without fail, Caleb practically vibrates with health.

			Caleb loves me, and I love him. Just as we always have, ever since we met. That is what we say to each other, and that is what I believe.

			And then the cab drops us off in SoHo. Just as the girls and I get out, I see Caleb. He’s standing at the other end of the block, next to a twenty-something woman.

			I instantly recognize her from Caleb’s financial firm’s annual holiday party. Her name is Jill, and she joined the firm straight out of business school. She’s pretty in an annoying, perky, overly blond kind of way, like an actress in a detergent commercial. And I remember, from talking to her at the party, that she’s relentlessly, irritatingly upbeat. I also recall that she’s a “quant” with an economics degree, the kind Caleb most respects. (He sees my English degree as useless, a costly indulgence.)

			I assume that they’ve simply run into each other and started chatting, or gone out for a cup of coffee. When Jill joined the firm, Caleb told me he planned to mentor her. He told me that women sometimes had trouble finding mentors in his office, and said, “Isn’t that a shame?” And I agreed; it was.

			Caleb’s office isn’t far from here, and he told me this morning that he’d be working today even though it’s Saturday. So I am just about to go up to them and greet them with the girls in tow.

			But then I see Jill give my husband a kiss. A very passionate kiss. And everything suddenly freezes inside me, on this hot summer day—my body, my heart, my thoughts.

			A few panicked, paralyzed seconds pass as my mind refuses to believe what I have just seen. Then, remembering my daughters, I make myself move quickly, and I hustle Belle and Lily into another cab.

			“I’ve changed my mind. The shopping will be much better uptown,” I tell them.

			Belle whines, “My favorite stores are here!”

			But Lily, who doesn’t miss a thing, understands what is going on.

			She asks me, “Who was that lady with Daddy?”

			And I lie to my daughters for the first time ever.

			“That wasn’t Daddy,” I tell them. “It was just a man who looked like him. I thought it was Daddy, too, for a minute, but it definitely wasn’t.”

			As I lie, my heart breaks. I wonder if Lily will ever trust me again, or whether this moment will define her young life, marked forever as the day she stopped believing what I say.

			I saw no choice, though. Lying meant that at least I could still protect Belle from knowing the truth. And maybe I could keep Lily from being absolutely certain about what she saw. For as long as I could, I would keep my girls from knowing that their dad is an adulterer; that he soon may leave.

			As the cab takes us uptown, hatred and fear rise up inside me. Did he see me and the girls? Does he know I saw him kiss Jill? Will he be waiting for me at home—wanting to apologize, begging me not to leave? Or will he tell me that he wants a divorce, that he’s leaving me for Jill?

			But when I get home, Caleb isn’t there. Only our maid, Teresa. She’s finished cleaning, and as I pay her, I can’t stop my hands from shaking.

			Teresa notices and says, “You okay, miss?” (I’ve told her many times to call me Rebecca, but she won’t; she’s old school.)

			I assure her that I’m fine, but my heart feels like it’s cracking apart.

			I realize that it’s actually a good thing that Caleb isn’t home. If he had been, my first instinct would have been to confront him. But I would never have forgiven myself if we’d had a fight with the girls here. My parents never worried if I overheard their fights, and I hated it. And I’ve always been proud that Caleb and I have never fought when the girls were in the house. It’s been one of our most important rules, and I still want to abide by it now—even with everything falling apart around me.

			I try Caleb at the office, and on his cell, but he doesn’t answer. Unable to confront him, I take the girls shopping as I promised. It’s hard for me to focus, but I force myself to give an opinion on the dresses and jeans and shoes they try on. Usually I emphasize that we have a budget; I don’t want them to grow up spoiled. But today I veto nothing; I simply hand over my credit card to the store clerks. Today, anything goes.

			Once we’re back at the town house, I watch the girls try on everything they’ve bought, matching their new items with clothes they already have. I almost forget the ugly reason for the spree when I hear their giddy laughter as they compliment each other’s choices. For a moment I am happy, because they are happy. For a moment I can almost forget what I saw.

			That night when Caleb comes to bed, sometime after midnight, I pretend that I’m asleep. When I’m sure that he’s asleep, I sit up and stare at him—my handsome, unfaithful husband. He’ll leave me soon, I can feel it. A wave of sickness sweeps through me as I think about what’s in store.

			I think about our wedding day, how happy I was. I was just out of college; Caleb, just out of business school. We married barefoot on a California beach, near his parents’ house. My dress was made of simple white cotton. Our ring bearer was a golden retriever. The ring was tied with a blue ribbon to the dog’s collar—our “something blue.” I still have it in my jewelry box.

			We were the couple who made up goofy vows to replace the standard ones: I promised I’d always make Caleb pancakes on Sundays; he promised he’d always instantly fix everything that broke in our house. But what can I do now, when he’s broken our marriage?
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			The next morning, Caleb is gone when I awaken. Looking in his closet, I am relieved to see all of his suitcases are still there. But I have to wonder: How soon will they be packed and gone?

			My obligations keep me moving, though I’d rather hide under the bedcovers and cry. I drop the twins at their Sunday classes (ballet for gentle Belle, fencing for competitive Lily), and go to my usual Sunday brunch with my best friends, Kate and Allison, fellow moms with kids who go to my girls’ school.

			It’s good timing, in a perverse way. Kate and Allison are both divorced, and now I fear that I may soon be, too. So I take a big risk and tell them what’s happening. They’ve kept my secrets before, and I trust them. Even so, I swear them to secrecy before I speak. If they did pass my secret on to other moms, soon the whole school would know, and I don’t want the girls to find out that way.

			When I tell Kate and Allison about the kiss, I expect them to tell me that I should divorce Caleb immediately—or confront him, and then go to couples counseling. But to my surprise, they passionately urge me to pretend I don’t know about the affair, and to hope it will pass.

			Kate, with her Bronx accent and brassy style, is blunt: “When my husband cheated, I got all up in arms. Couldn’t leave him fast enough. I thought everything would be better. But everything was worse.”

			Preppy Allison agrees: “Get divorced, Rebecca, and you’ll be doing everything you do now with only half the money and no partner. It’s no fun, believe me.”

			Kate says, “The custody fight will bankrupt you. You’ll agree to a settlement that’s pennies on the dollar, because you couldn’t bear even the tiniest risk of losing your girls.”

			Allison adds, “And Caleb will hide most of the money away the minute he sees the divorce coming. The husbands always do.”

			“Worst of all,” Allison continues, “you probably won’t remarry. You might not even get asked out. As beautiful as you are, Rebecca, there’ll always be someone just as beautiful and ten years younger. I don’t mean to be harsh, but I’ve seen this happen so many times. I’ve lived it. Try to stick it out, and hope the affair ends by itself.”

			Kate agrees. “You need to wait Caleb out. If there’s a divorce, he won’t just break your heart, he’ll break your kids’ hearts, too.”

			“What do you mean?” I ask, even more worried now.

			“He’ll have kids with his next wife, and lose interest in your girls. Just like Marty did with my kids,” she warns.

			“And you can’t love your kids two people’s worth,” Allison says. “Believe me, I’ve tried. Alicia’s been depressed ever since her dad left. On Prozac at twelve years old.”

			It all pours out—everything Kate and Allison must previously have discussed only with each other. Everything about their divorces, and the effect on their kids. The portrait they paint is bleak.

			I understand, of course, why they didn’t include me in these discussions before. I was the lucky one, still happily married. How could I understand? But now I understand all too well, and they tell me everything—a litany of ugly realities.

			Thinking of the possible consequences for Belle and Lily hurts the most. Jill’s in her twenties; she’ll definitely want her own kids. And when they arrive, I think Caleb will begin to ignore Belle and Lily. Lily’s very strong, and she might be okay. But Belle is so sensitive, so easily hurt. I think it would break her. I can’t bear to let that happen. So I resolve to keep my family together somehow, no matter what it takes.
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			Just as Kate and Allison have advised, I’ll wait out Caleb’s affair, pretending that I’m ignorant of it. I’ll act as if that moment in SoHo never occurred.

			At first, I wonder how I can bear to endure waiting it out. The memory of seeing him kissing Jill obsesses me. I even have a dream about Jill one night: Belle is performing at a ballet recital, and Caleb has arrived before me. When I try to take my seat, the usher tells me that it’s already occupied. When he points to the seat, I see Jill sitting there.

			I wake up from the dream rigid, terrified—as Caleb sleeps peacefully beside me. He came home in the middle of the night again when he knew I’d already be asleep; that’s his new habit. Since he only needs four or five hours a night and I need much more, he can avoid talking to me indefinitely if he wants to.

			My instinct is to wake him up, pour out all my anger, and tell him I know what he’s doing. But when I remind myself that it’s my daughters who will suffer the most if we divorce, I’m able to calm down and think more rationally. Confronting Caleb will only drive him toward Jill. From long experience, I know that he won’t be forced into doing anything he doesn’t want to do.

			When we married, I liked Caleb’s confidence. I loved having someone so sure of himself by my side. But over the years that confidence has transformed into arrogance, and often it occurs to me that the only side he’s on is his own. He’ll screw over his own partners and then recount to me what he’s done to them, laughing. He often cites a saying he learned in business school—“the war of all against all.”

			No one can persuade Caleb to do anything; he always has to be the one in charge. So my only chance of keeping our marriage together lies in the possibility that, in the end, Caleb will decide to come back to our family.

			I walk through the next few days in a fog, running errands and taking the girls to and from school, their various lessons, and their plans with friends, with Caleb’s affair constantly on my mind.

			On the day of Belle’s long-planned ballet recital—the very one I imagined in my dream—Caleb begs off, claiming that he has to pull an all-nighter at work. Belle cries and cries, but he won’t change his mind. And I realize he has a date with Jill. Our girls are already taking second place, just as Kate and Allison predicted.

			That evening, for the first time ever, I can’t concentrate on watching Belle dance. I feel guilty, knowing how long she’s practiced, how adept she’s gotten. And I feel as if one of my very favorite things in life has been taken from me.

			As always, sharp-eyed Lily notices that something is off. “Mommy, where’d you go?” she whispers when I space out during Belle’s solo.

			In that beautiful moment when Belle spun alone in her pale-pink tutu, her head craned back and her graceful arms reaching upward, the moment when all eyes and minds were supposed to be focused on her, I was thinking about Caleb kissing Jill and about how very long it’s been since he kissed me that way. Wondering if he’d ever kissed me with that much passion, even in the very beginning.

			“Are you okay, Mommy?” Lily asks me when I don’t answer.

			I make myself say, “Of course I’m okay, sweetie.”

			Lily nods. “Good!”

			But I can tell by her worried eyes and overly chipper tone that she knows I’m lying.

			My heart hurts. I should be the one asking her if she is okay, just as I did when she didn’t get a lead part in the school play, or when the boy she liked in second grade didn’t like her back. Lily cried in my arms when she found out that that idiot boy didn’t like her.

			I was strong for her then, and I vow to myself that I always will be strong for her and Belle. I can’t have Lily asking me if I’m okay, not ever again. I have to actually be okay somehow.

			But how? Knowing that my husband might be screwing Jill anytime he’s out of my sight is pure torture. I can’t stop seeing that image in my mind. Is she on her knees for him, with his cock in her mouth? Is she riding him? Or is she below him, as he thrusts into her?

			How can I stop myself from letting his affair drive me absolutely insane?

			I think about that question for a long time. When I finally reach an answer, it feels exactly right.

			I should have a secret affair of my own with someone who’s in his twenties, just like Jill. Because turnabout is fair play. And because having my own affair is the only thing that might truly distract me. Sex has a way of taking over the mind and the heart—just ask Caleb.
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			Once I’ve decided on my solution, I’m incredibly aroused by the thought. And my arousal becomes even more acute when I walk around the Upper East Side. I can’t look at men in their twenties without imagining their naked bodies and fantasizing graphically about having sex with them. I picture myself riding one especially good-looking young man in bed. When I see another sitting on a park bench, I picture myself going down on my knees and giving him a blow job, right there at the edge of Central Park.

			As I walk down the sunlit streets, my mind is filled with images of young men’s bodies, muscled and lithe, brown and black and white, in suits or in shorts, or breathtakingly shirtless. I could come up to one of these men and run my fingers down his chest until I reached his crotch—and after that provocation, whatever happened next would be entirely up to him.

			As I watch these young men, my thoughts alone almost put me over the edge. My nipples get hard, erect against the fabric of my blouse. My face feels hot and I’m certain I’m blushing. I feel gratified to see that many of the men give me lascivious looks. I can almost feel their gazes flicker over me, assessing my breasts, my legs. When I pass them, I have to fight the instinct to turn to see if they are admiring my ass.

			I’m so glad that men still look at me. I was beautiful once; people often told me so. Am I still beautiful, or at least pretty now? I’m too familiar with my own image in the mirror to judge, so I have to rely on the young men’s glances—and I feel not only aroused but also almost pathetically grateful whenever I merit a lustful stare.

			I begin judging their bodies, just as I imagine they are judging mine. And I think about how, for the full span of my eighteen-year marriage, I’ve never seen any man naked except for Caleb. Before that I’d had lots of dates, but only one other serious boyfriend. I tended to be skittish, to balk quickly if someone didn’t seem right. So I never really had the chance to experiment, to know what I wanted sexually, and not just follow what those two men wanted from me.

			Now I can’t believe the thoughts I’m having as these young men walk toward me. As they gaze at my body and then, a moment later, our eyes meet. I suppose these are the kind of fantasies that men have about women all the time. Fantasies of immediate, anonymous sex. Why shouldn’t I have the same fantasies? And why shouldn’t I have a young lover? I feel defiant and entitled, because of what Caleb has done to me.

			But, of course, fantasizing and doing are two very different things. I’m not really going to approach a young man on the street, in a bar, or in Central Park. What if a parent or teacher from the girls’ school saw me? I and my marriage would immediately be the subject of ugly gossip that would reach Lily and Belle.

			So I set two rules for myself: I want the man to approach me, and my affair can’t happen here in my own neighborhood.

			I start taking walks downtown, getting off the subway in SoHo, Nolita, or the East Village. And younger men there look at me with lust, too. I note their glances with pleasure and relief. Perhaps men wanted me to see them and flirt with them all along, but I never registered it. I had tunnel vision, caring only about my family and keeping them happy. If a man looked at me lecherously on the street, I’d shoot back a cool, hostile stare, letting him know how unwelcome his attention was. Leering at a woman who was a wife and mother—how outrageous! How very wrong!

			Now the looks I send back to the young men are very different. I meet their eyes to see if there might be interest. Though I’m not quite ready to take a lover, I want to test the waters.

			The way I dress becomes very different, too. One morning Caleb gives me a strange look, and I know it’s because the new dress I’m wearing is a bit low-cut. My usual style was so proper, it was almost dowdy. But he says nothing—more evidence that he’s totally focused on Jill.

			Caleb and I barely talk now. In the morning, if I’m up, he just gives me a dry peck on the cheek, then heads to work with only an energy bar for breakfast. To work, and to Jill. Will they go to a nearby hotel at lunchtime, or do it late at night, on his desk in his office? He’d like that; he’d like the sense of mastery, of risk.

			Caleb must sense that our marriage is as unsteady as a house of cards; I know his guilty look. He wears it every day now, almost wincing when he looks at me. But he says nothing.

			And I hate the tiny, fleeting, self-satisfied smiles that I’ve begun to notice on his face. I know he’s thinking of Jill, maybe remembering being in bed with her.

			I want to be able to smile my own secret smiles and ignore Caleb’s. I want to find a young lover, just as he has. It’s time to start looking for one now.

			Until now, I’ve dressed like a proper Upper East Side lady, practically living in Bergdorf’s. In fall and winter, I’d be sheathed in cashmere up to my collarbone, with a strand of pearls around my neck. In the spring and summer, it’s been expensive cotton and linen, with pearl earrings instead of the necklace. My skirts were barely above the knee, just north of being matronly. Even in the summer, I revealed very little of my body, making sure that my figure—though it’s still firm, thanks to my ballet classes, still thin but curvy—was hidden away for propriety’s sake.

			But now, a huge shopping trip and some tailoring have transformed my stodgy wardrobe. Now, any man on the street can see more than a hint of my cleavage. Now my skirts hit a good four inches above the knee, an almost scandalous length for a mom like me.

			Lily and Belle are embarrassed by my new look, and they tell me so. But I tell them that I felt like making a change, and point out other moms who dress this way.

			Lily shocks me when she says, “But they’re all divorced.”

			She’s mostly right, but I search my memory and name at least three married moms at their school who dress much as I’m dressing now.

			Lily gives a loud, exasperated sigh. “Mom! Do you really want to dress like them?”

			I say, “I’m just keeping up with the times.”

			And seeking a young lover. So, where will I find one?
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