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For Jonas






Wages for housework is only the beginning, but its message is clear: from now on they have to pay us because as females we do not guarantee anything any longer. We want to call work what is work so that eventually we might rediscover what is love and create what will be our sexuality which we have never known. And from the viewpoint of work we can ask not one wage but many wages, because we have been forced into many jobs at once. We are housemaids, prostitutes, nurses, shrinks; this is the essence of the “heroic” spouse who is celebrated on “Mother’s Day.”

—SILVIA FEDERICI







[image: ]


lauren

LAUREN ZUCKERMAN WAS GOING TO kill it as a Wife. She had her reservations, but the voice telling her go for it was louder than the internal warning that this would be a stress-filled slog that no person in their right mind should agree to. But the money was good and the app was growing and this was not the moment to turn anything down.

And so, on a Wednesday evening in January, she met up with Claudia Von Pelt, a cosmetics executive and mom to six-year-old Matthias. For this particular Wife gig, Claudia wanted Lauren to fly Matthias from New York City to Seattle. Then, eight days later, Lauren would fly back to Seattle and retrieve the child.

“My husband is working there this year and he doesn’t like to go a month without seeing Matthias,” Claudia explained as she gestured to a slight boy with a halo of blond curls. He sat cross-legged on the floor, staring at an iPad in a blue protective case. “I’ve been flying him out since September. My nanny is afraid of flying and my husband says he’s too busy to make the trip here himself.”

“I completely get it,” Lauren said, even though she did not get it, or maybe she was done letting husbands hide behind “too busy.” She ran her palm across Claudia’s white leather couch. Who actually has a white couch? Definitely not someone with little kids. Lauren often witnessed her twin daughters, who at twelve couldn’t be considered little, wipe their hands on furniture when they thought no one was looking.

Lauren studied Claudia’s face as she told her the flight details and then they agreed on a price. Claudia had close-set eyes and collagen-puffed lips. She wore so much makeup it was hard to tell if she was thirty-five or fifty.

“I’ll add a bonus if you can get Matthias to finish his homework on the plane. His teachers always send a packet when he misses a few days, and my husband blows them off.” Claudia rolled her eyes. “First-grade homework is not in his wheelhouse.”

Lauren glanced at Matthias, who other than a hasty hello hadn’t looked up since she walked into the swank Upper East Side apartment. “Just put it in his backpack. I have daughters in middle school. I’m no stranger to homework.”

Claudia reached for her phone, which was buzzing on the coffee table. As she did, Lauren pushed her wavy brown hair back from her face. Lauren’s eyes were her most striking feature. On a cloudy day, they flashed steely gray. In the summer, her eyes were practically turquoise. The rest of Lauren was more ordinary. She had a square British chin, an olive complexion, and a straight nose with a slight bump at the bridge.

“It’s all set,” Claudia said as she rested her phone on her thigh. “I’ll have Matthias ready in our lobby.”

“I’ll order a car with a booster seat,” Lauren said. “We’re going to have so much fun, right, Matthias?”

Matthias scowled at Lauren and stuck out his tongue.

“Sorry.” Claudia laughed uncomfortably. “Boys will be boys.”

Are we still making that excuse? Lauren wanted to say. Shouldn’t we aim higher with the next generation?

Instead, she smiled and told her, “See you Saturday morning.”



So here they were, Saturday morning, thirty thousand feet above the earth. Lauren had packed a Mary Poppins bag for the trip—cereal bars, gummy candy, activity books, Magic Tree House books, markers, construction paper. They would finish Matthias’s homework! She would read to him! They would draw a picture to give to his dad when they landed!

Except there was a big glitch: Matthias refused to let go of his iPad. He played Minecraft in the car, watched Captain Underpants at the gate, and had to be bribed with candy to put down the screen during takeoff.

“Want a snack?” Lauren asked as the plane flew over Western New York, her childhood stomping grounds. Not that she could see much from this altitude.

“No,” he grumbled. He was back to Minecraft.

“How about I read you a book?”

“No! I’m busy.”

Lauren’s cheeks flushed with annoyance, and she felt hot. She wriggled out of her blazer and folded it onto the aisle seat.

In the air above Ohio, Lauren suggested they do a word search from one of the activity books.

“I told you I’m busy!” Matthias said.

Lauren sighed. He was a certifiable little shit, but he wasn’t her shit. And he was a shit she was getting paid to spend time with, so really, what could she do? Her best college friend, Sophie, had recommended a collection of short stories that Lauren downloaded a few weeks ago. Turning away from Matthias, she sipped her sparkling water, nibbled an apple-cinnamon cereal bar, and began to read.

An hour later, Matthias jammed his bony finger into her arm. “Wife Lady! I need to charge my iPad.”

“It’s Lauren,” she said. She was grateful that the aisle seat was empty. The last thing she wanted, especially after this past year, was to have anyone witness her being degraded by a first grader. “Do you have a charger? We can plug it in.”

“I dunno. My mom always does it for me.”

Lauren glanced out the oval window at the Rockies—phew, more than halfway to Seattle—and then lifted up Matthias’s backpack. She dug her hand around until she found a charger. As she plugged in the iPad, Matthias kicked his Velcro sneakers back and forth.

“Is it charging?” she asked him.

“I dunno. That’s your job.”

Lauren glanced at his screen. The battery life was a precarious three percent, but she didn’t see the charging bolt. She briefly thought about letting it slide—let his iPad die!—but if he was this awful with the stupid screen, she couldn’t imagine him without it. Lauren’s other best friend, Madeline, had recently compared technology’s effect on children’s brains to the pharmaceutical industry’s mishandling of opioids.

“It’s not charging at this outlet,” she said. “If you give me the iPad for a few minutes, I’ll try the outlet next to me.”

“But I’m in an important part of my build! You can’t take it.”

“Just for a second.” Lauren clenched her teeth. She felt a longing for her own daughters. Cady and Amelia could be sassy, but they also knew when to tone it down. “If it charges at my outlet, we’ll just trade seats.”

Matthias passed over the iPad. As she leaned down to plug it in, her T-shirt slid up. Lauren reached behind her with one hand and pulled it back down.

“No.” Lauren glanced at the screen. It was now at one percent.

“What do you mean? That never happens.”

The screen went black.

“Noooo!” Matthias wailed. He unbuckled his seat belt, climbed onto his chair, and stabbed his finger into the button to summon the flight attendant.

“What are you doing?” Lauren asked, her voice rising. “Get down from there.”

“If you can’t fix this, Wife Lady, I’ll find someone who can.”

Passengers across the aisle were starting to stare. They had no idea about the app. They had no idea what she’d been through, what led her to this. All they knew was that her Veruca Salt knockoff was poised to ruin their flight.

Lauren unbuckled her seat belt, stood up, and turned off the button. With the reflexes of a snapping crocodile, Matthias snatched the iPad, still connected to the charging cable, and scrambled into the aisle.

“Does anyone have an outlet that works?” he shouted as he dashed toward the rear of the plane. “I need an outlet and I’m willing to pay for it.”

Lauren lurched into the aisle. Back near the bathrooms, a flight attendant with a shiny bald head spotted Matthias. His eyes popped in surprise. Gripping the backs of chairs, Lauren started after Matthias.

“Lauren?”

Lauren froze, startled by the sound of her name. And then, an instant later, exponentially more startled by the person who’d said it.

“Wow, it is you.” Gideon smiled at her from his aisle seat. “My god.”

Lauren’s heart pounded in her chest. Gideon Crane had been her boyfriend her senior year in high school. He played varsity tennis and had killer legs, mild acne across his temples, a thin scar under his left eye. They took AP chemistry together because Gideon wanted to go premed and Lauren was determined not to be the girl who dropped out of science. Lauren and Gideon were each other’s firsts—first sex, first “I love you,” first heartbreak. He broke up with her before they left for college on opposite coasts. She was headed to Vassar and he was going to Berkeley. He was trying to be practical but it shattered Lauren. You will always be my Princess Bride, Gideon wrote in her yearbook, referring to the movie they could quote by heart. When Lauren read his inscription, she sobbed so hard it felt like her insides were splitting.

“Gideon,” Lauren managed to say. He had the early etchings of crow’s feet and his hair was sprinkled with gray. But he still had those broad shoulders, those expressive eyebrows, those toasty brown eyes.

She had googled him over the years, of course. Point to someone who says they don’t google exes, and that person is a liar. Just a few months ago, Lauren had told her friends that her Gideon searches never yielded results, and Sophie said that thing about how Doctors Without Borders guys are egotistical cowboys, then Madeline said, Speaking of cowboys.…

“When was the last time we saw each other?” he asked. “Like, almost twenty years?”

“It was right after I got married,” Lauren said. It was an awkward lunch two months after she and Eric tied the knot. Should she tell Gideon that it had ended with Eric, that on a January morning almost a year ago, she discovered her marriage was a sham? Lauren glanced toward the rear of the plane. Matthias was whining to the flight attendant, his little face scrunched, his fingers gripping his iPad.

“That would have been fifteen years ago,” Lauren added. She touched her hands to her hair, then slid her fingers down to the hips of her jeans. There were flakes of apple-cinnamon cereal bar on her left thigh.

“Oh… yeah… that seems about right.”

“You were flying somewhere and on a layover in New York City.” Lauren wished she had something to tie back her hair. She reached into her pocket but all she pulled out was a single faded Advil. “Was it India?”

“Probably. I was outside of Mumbai for two years. I’m always flying somewhere.” Gideon gestured around the cabin of the plane. “This is my life.”

“So you’re still doing Doctors Without Borders… or I guess you call it MSF?” Lauren looked again at Matthias, whose high-pitched voice was getting louder. When she’d seen Gideon at that lunch years ago, she’d been struck by how far his rugged world seemed from her newly married Manhattan life where she and Eric spent weekends at open houses for two-bedroom co-ops on the Upper West Side.

“Yeah, still with MSF.” Gideon rotated the phone in his hand. “I’m only in Seattle for a few days to deal with some business. Then I’m headed back to Uzbekistan. This might be my last field gig for a while. Long story.”

Back in high school, Gideon had never been out of the country, not even across the border to Canada. He used to peer at the world map mounted on the wall in Lauren’s house and say, Let’s close our eyes and touch the map. Wherever our fingers land, we’ll go there together someday. It was crazy to imagine he now lived in Central Asia.

“How’s your sister?” Lauren asked. Gideon’s little sister was two years younger—outgoing and smart—and she had often tagged along with them. In fact, when Lauren was a sophomore at Vassar, Katie Crane took the train to Poughkeepsie and slept over in Lauren’s dorm room to check out the campus. She ended up going to Smith and they’d since lost touch.

“Katie’s good,” he said. “She’s a high school teacher in Virginia. She’s married, and they have a daughter.”

There was a yelp from the back of the plane. Matthias had begun to stomp his feet. The flight attendant gestured to the iPad and shrugged as if to say, You’re out of luck, little brat.

Gideon followed Lauren’s look to the back of the plane. “Seems like your son is having a tough flight?”

“Oh no!” Lauren shook her head. “He’s not my son. I mean, I have children. Twin daughters. Cady and Amelia. But definitely not that boy. I’m just… uh… flying him cross-country.” Lauren coughed as she realized how bizarre her life had become these past few months. “It’s a long story too.”

“Congrats on having kids,” Gideon said. “I hadn’t realized that. I mean, I assumed but—”

“What about you?”

“No… uh… we…”

We. So Gideon was half of a we. Lauren had heard rumblings about his marriage through high school friends, maybe ten years ago. In the rear of the plane, Matthias cried louder. The flight attendant looked around desperately.

“I better go,” Lauren said.

Gideon nodded. “I get it. Hey, are you staying in Seattle? It would be fun to catch up.”

“I’m hopping on the next flight back to New York. Otherwise…” Lauren trailed off. She didn’t have the emotional fortitude right now for interpersonal drama, especially if Gideon was nestled into a happy we.

“It really was good to see you,” Lauren told Gideon.

“You too.”

Gideon smiled at her, and Lauren’s stomach ached with longing. She quickly waved goodbye and hurried to the back of the plane.

“You can have my phone,” she said to Matthias after apologizing to the flight attendant. “It’s at ninety percent. And a bag of Swedish Fish.”

He wrinkled his upturned nose. “Do you have Minecraft?”

Lauren tried to remember what games her daughters had installed before they had phones of their own. “Maybe. I definitely have some games.”

“Minecraft isn’t just some game. And it’s not like you’ll have my world. But fine.”



Two hours later, they landed in Seattle. Lauren was attempting to reclaim her phone when Gideon passed their row.

“My number,” he said as he gave her a folded piece of paper. “Stay in touch.”

“Thanks.” Lauren pinched the paper between her finger and thumb and slid it into her pocket.

“It works internationally,” Gideon offered. Then he wheeled his silver suitcase down the aisle and off the plane.

Lauren escorted Matthias to the baggage claim and handed him off to his father, a barrel-chested man who never jumped off his call—not to greet his son, not even to thank Lauren. Ugh. But not her problem. She stuffed a few Magic Tree House books in the boy’s backpack, tousled his blond curls, and then circled around and got in the security lane. Her flight to Kennedy was in one hour.

As the eastbound plane steered toward the runway, Lauren sent a few rapid-fire texts to Claudia.


Lauren: Matthias is with his dad. Regarding his pickup… I’m sorry but you’re going to have to find someone else to do it. I’ll cancel my flights and reimburse you for those expenses.

Lauren: If you want to find a new Wife for the School Concierge Package, I understand.

Lauren: Even a Wife has her limits.



Claudia didn’t respond so Lauren tapped over to her text chain with her best friends, Madeline and Sophie.


Lauren: You were right. I was wrong. Effective immediately, the Wife App no longer has direct contact with children. My flight to Seattle was every single nail in that coffin.

Lauren: Also, guess who was on my plane?

Lauren: Think high school boyfriend. Think first love. Think cowboy.



Lauren texted them an emoji face with gritted teeth. Then she powered down her phone, ordered a glass of white wine, finished a short story, and slept the rest of the way to New York City.






ONE YEAR BEFORE
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lauren

LAUREN ZUCKERMAN’S WIFE ALARM BELLS sounded and so, at 6:57 a.m. on January 20, she slid her husband’s phone across the bedside table to have a snoop. Eric had left it there on his way into the bathroom. He often dropped his phone on the bedside table, along with Lauren’s coffee, which he delivered to her every morning before he headed into the shower. If Lauren had to grade their marriage of fourteen years, she would give them low Bs and high Cs. They had a hectic life on the Upper West Side of Manhattan. They juggled their careers, their twin eleven-year-old daughters, the occasional date night in Tribeca or the West Village when Lauren got her act together to score a dinner reservation. Then factor in Eric’s work travel, Lauren’s less frequent work travel, and the nonstop demands from the girls’ school as if none of the other obligations in their life existed. Sometimes the only way Lauren and Eric connected was a functional fuck before they fell asleep. But the daily wake-up coffee from Eric? That scored a solid A.

Lauren’s pulsed raced as she cupped Eric’s phone in her hand. But she didn’t have time to lose. He wasn’t a marathon shower guy. She only had three to four minutes to see if there was any validity to her hunch that her husband was up to no good.

Maybe Lauren was being paranoid. But it was hard to forget five years ago, right after her mom died of ovarian cancer, when Eric had that affair. Lauren was a disaster during the entire time her mom was sick—six months from diagnosis to death—and she’d lost interest in sex. She squirmed away if Eric cupped her breasts as she undressed. She didn’t want him to spoon her in bed. When Eric got back from the annual Consumer Electronics Show in Vegas three months after they cremated her mom, he confessed that he’d had stupid, drunken conference sex.

Lauren considered demanding a divorce. Everyone thinks infidelity is their line in the sand until it happens to them. But they went to couples counseling and took up hiking and did the work to save their relationship. She told herself it was worth saving. Lauren loved her family of four. She didn’t want to throw it away because Eric messed up once, and neither did he.

But every now and then the bells went off.

Last night, Eric went out drinking with other lawyers from his investment firm. He’d gotten in after midnight. Usually when Eric came home high on wine, he prodded her awake with his erection. But all she remembered from her melatonin-induced coma was the chill of him tugging away more than his share of the comforter.

It was a relief not to have to stir awake for sex. Lauren had a big freelance deadline this week. To add to her stress, she’d volunteered until 9:00 p.m. on the silent auction committee for the girls’ new middle school. But the fact that Eric wasn’t horny last night was odd. Lauren’s best friends, Sophie and Madeline, didn’t believe that Eric Turner—geeky lawyer and middle-aged dad—had developed an insatiable libido over the past few years. But he had. Lauren told herself it was better than the married moms she gossiped with on playground benches who confessed to months-long dry spells. Sometimes the sex with Eric was good, especially if she was ovulating and her body craved it. Other times Lauren went through the motions in the same way she tackled a sink of dishes or filled out those endless back-to-school forms.

Lauren rarely turned Eric down. If she did, she worried he’d look elsewhere. His company, Equity Investors, had recently hired a few young, female data analysts—slim, stylish women straight out of business school. They were librarian-hot, totally Eric’s type. Lauren used to be slim, stylish, and librarian-hot, but try being pregnant with twins. Try seeing what forty does to your metabolism. Lauren had turned forty last summer. Not over the hill, but she could no longer eat cheese fries with reckless abandon.

The other thing that triggered Lauren’s Wife Alarm Bells was a random text from Eric at 9:47 p.m. She’d just gotten home from the school auction, paid the sitter, and checked to make sure the girls were asleep. She was unclipping the leash from their goldendoodle when her phone chirped with a text from her husband.


Eric: Hey.



That’s all he wrote.

Why would a husband text hey to his wife while he’s drinking with colleagues? That’s what a frat bro texts to a girl he’s lining up for a booty call. Lauren waited a minute and then texted him back.


Lauren: What’s up with hey?



Eric didn’t respond, so Lauren called him. No answer. That wasn’t a surprise. Eric rarely picked up her calls. When Cady was nine and broke her arm on the monkey bars, Lauren couldn’t get through to Eric until their daughter was already casted and home from the emergency room. If Lauren were generous, she’d say that Eric ignored her texts and calls because he had the uniquely male ability to hyper-focus on work. After another minute, Lauren tapped open Life360 and located Eric. He seemed to be at a bar in midtown, so she turned her phone to silent, swallowed 3 mg of melatonin, and brushed her teeth.

Lauren took another sip of coffee, wiggled her toes under the sheets, and tapped in Eric’s password. It was comically easy—the month and year he graduated from Columbia Law. As her finger hovered over his text app, she felt a stab of guilt. Maybe she shouldn’t check. It had been five years since that conference. Then again, what’s the worst that could happen if she dug around? At the least, she could get a heads-up if her mother-in-law had invited them to Brookline for Presidents’ Day weekend. Or she could see if Eric had a work trip he’d forgotten to mention. It wouldn’t be the first time.

Feeling a fresh surge of annoyance at her husband, Lauren twisted her wavy brown hair into a loose knot and opened his texts. His last message was a receipt from Uber at 12:14 a.m. Fine. Innocent. She glanced at the previous text.

“Oh my god!” Lauren gasped.

Don’t look. She shook her head rapidly from side to side. Don’t read more. You don’t want to know.

But she’d seen enough to know that she had to keep reading.


Eric: Hey.

646-555-7613: Oh, Eric! Our favorite client.

Eric: Does Molly have time tonight? Around 10:30?

646-555-7613: Yes! Is 11pm okay? Same as last week?

Eric: Perfect.

646-555-7613: We look forward to seeing you again. We’ve moved to a new suite. We’re still at the same address but now on the 3rd floor.



As Lauren heard Eric’s shower shut off, the coffee bounced in her gut. Where the fuck was her husband a “favorite client”? And who was Molly?

The bathroom faucet turned on. Lauren heard the tap of Eric’s razor on the edge of the sink. Her fingers were shaking so hard it took three attempts, but she finally copied and pasted last night’s address into a search bar. Nothing. Next she googled the 646 phone number.

We offer discreet sexual services to discerning male clientele.

Lauren wanted to collapse into her pillow in tears. Eric? Hon? Did you really go to some woman named Molly and pay for sexual services? Her throat tightened. There was no denying that her husband really did this, that in this exact moment on her bed she was hovering between a before and an after.

Before Lauren could descend into nine million circles of hell, she needed to get proof. She quickly took a screen grab of the site and the texts and sent them from Eric’s phone to hers. Lauren had the tech prowess to know that despite common assumptions it would be hard to fully hide that she’d been on Eric’s phone. But she didn’t care at this point.

She also wanted to loop in Sophie and Madeline, get her friends on board for her impending major fucking meltdown. Except that her phone was docked in the kitchen where Cady and Amelia were likely hunched over bowls of Honey Nut Cheerios. If Lauren ventured out there she’d get snared in their morning BS and she couldn’t deal right now.

Hang on!

Eric had Sophie and Madeline as contacts in his phone. Back when Sophie was married to Joshua and Madeline was married to Colin, the six of them hung out as couple friends. Lauren and Eric were the last marriage standing. Not for long.

Lauren’s teeth chattered as she wrote a group text to Sophie and Madeline.


Eric: It’s Lauren not Eric. Check out these screenshots. THIS is what I just discovered on Eric’s phone. Turns out what happened in Vegas didn’t stay in Vegas. Guys, I think my marriage is over. Don’t write back to me here.



As soon as she sent the text and the screenshots, Lauren deleted her tracks from Eric’s phone as best she could. Then she ran to the bathroom, shoved past her naked husband, and vomited her coffee into the toilet.






NINE MONTHS LATER
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lauren

LAUREN WAS NO LONGER A wife. Three minutes ago, she signed the final page of her divorce agreement. Her lawyer offered her a sweaty handshake, a travel pack of tissues, and a shiny pen with his name embossed in gold letters. As Lauren rode down in the elevator she wondered if she was a moron for doing this.

Not for getting divorced, but for agreeing to meet her newly minted ex-husband for coffee. Eric’s office was five blocks from her lawyer. They still had their daughters together and nearly two decades of shared history. Even though Lauren wanted to kill Eric more days than not, she was committed to the idea of conscious uncoupling. Also, their divorce process had been extraordinarily smooth. Lauren was grateful enough to Eric for this that, sure, she could do coffee.

As she crossed the lobby of the office building, she chucked the lawyer’s pen in the security guard’s trash bin and examined herself in the tall mirror. There were mascara smudges under her gray-blue eyes. She desperately needed a haircut. Self-care had been exiled to the bottom of her to-do list ever since that awful January morning when she found out that her husband had a hankering for two-hundred-dollar hand jobs.

Lauren gave herself one more hard look in the mirror. At least she wasn’t wearing her ratty fleece and yoga pants. She had on a new polka-dot dress, tall boots, and her knee-length fall coat that she was pleasantly surprised to discover still fit.

Later this evening, Lauren, Sophie, and Madeline had a dinner reservation at Lincoln Ristorante. They’d exchanged more than thirty texts to choose the right place for Lauren’s post-divorce celebration dinner. Should it be uptown, downtown, Michelin-starred, classy, hipster? They’d finally settled on The Lincoln, as Madeline called it. Madeline said it was elegant but not a party scene. That was a must for Lauren. While she was relieved the legal headache was over, she was also deeply sad.

As Lauren waited for the light to change, she texted the sitter to confirm she’d be at the apartment when Cady and Amelia got home after school. It was a new babysitter. They’d used Trish for the past few years, until recently when she stopped returning Lauren’s texts. No major loss. Trish was a twenty-three-year-old aspiring fashion designer with massive breasts and zero initiative to help the girls with their homework or do anything that required her to set down her phone. Trish used to linger after Lauren and Eric got home from date nights, asking where they ate and what movie they saw. Then she’d make a big display of sliding her phone into her bra. After Trish left, Lauren would alternately seethe to Eric about sitters who overstay or would worry aloud that the next generation of women will wind up with rectangular tumors in their breasts.

It was frigid for early October. Lauren breathed in the chilly air and then pushed through the door of the café. Eric was at a table by the window, looking down at his phone. He didn’t notice her, so she watched him for a moment. He’d grown a beard. His hair was strawberry blond, like Cady’s, and his beard had come in with flecks of orange. The only other time she’d seen Eric with a beard was the summer before they married. They’d borrowed his parents’ spare car, a maroon Toyota, and zigzagged around the country, camping and having sex in countless national parks. On their eastern swoop toward home, he went down on her in their steamy tent in Shenandoah National Park. Even now, fifteen years later, she could feel the pebbles jabbing into her spine and the bristle of his facial hair as he thrust his tongue inside her.

Remembering that, Lauren leaned against the wall of the café to steady herself. Just as she did, Eric looked up from his phone and pushed back his chair. She latched her arms protectively across her chest. She could feel it in the space between them—the palpable sorrow. Yes, he’d paid for those hand jobs, but that was just part of their story. They’d also eaten thousands of meals together, laughed at movies, and binge-watched shows. They’d held hands when airplanes took off and during her mom’s memorial and his dad’s funeral. He’d held her hand when the obstetrician sliced open her abdomen and pulled out their two daughters.

Lauren’s knees were watery as she walked toward his table. She hoped he wouldn’t hug her because she already felt like crying.

“Thanks for meeting me,” he said. He widened his arms to bring her in.

Lauren shot her palms out like a traffic guard halting an oncoming truck.

“Don’t!” she said, probably too loudly. She slid out the chair on the other side of the table and tumbled into it.

“Are you okay?” he asked.

“Of course I’m not okay. I’m awful, Eric. What do you think?”

Lauren examined her chapped hands and willed herself not to cry. To fight off the tears, she conjured up a mental image of Eric with his erection out. Sandy pubic hair coated his groin. A sex worker slathered lube on while Eric grimaced and groaned and made those pre-ejaculation faces that she knew so well. Most days, Lauren didn’t dwell on this imagery. But when the pain of no longer being married felt unbearable, it helped to remind herself exactly why their marriage was over.

“I love that red coat on you,” he said as he drummed his fingers from pinky to pointer on the tabletop. “I remember when you ordered it. You look great.”

Eric was making her work hard not to cry. Of course he was. He seemed to enjoy making her work.

“Thanks,” Lauren said even though Eric was full of shit. In her twenties and well into her thirties, she’d coasted on her natural good looks. She rarely wore makeup, just a little mascara and gloss. Men loved the solo dimple in her right cheek. These days, though, Lauren felt pale and flabby and exhausted. There was no way it didn’t show.

“I mean it.” Eric ran his hand over his beard. “It’s good to see you. I’m glad you were able to meet. I wanted to find a few minutes to check in after we signed everything.”

Lauren stretched her neck from side to side. “You grew a beard,” she said.

“I was ready to try something new.”

Their waiter showed up. Eric ordered a coffee and Lauren asked for an Americano with almond milk. They talked about the girls—Cady and Amelia had just started seventh grade, and were both petitioning for upgraded iPhones for Christmas.

“Do you think we should do it?” Eric asked. “They just got new phones a year and a half ago.”

Lauren swallowed hard. She wanted to inform him that, as of this afternoon or maybe as of nine months ago, they were not a we anymore. Instead she said, “You’ll have them for presents in the afternoon. I’m not going to do phones so that gift idea is all yours.”

“It’s going to be sad not having Christmas morning all four of us,” Eric said now. He pushed his lower lip out. “Maybe we should do it together, for old times’ sake.”

Lauren stared at him. Eric had never done crap for Christmas. Every December, she picked up the stocking stuffers. She interfaced with the grandparents about whatever was on the girls’ letters to Santa. She frosted sugar cookies and played Christmas carols and wrapped embarrassing mounds of presents and signed them “Love, Mom and Dad” as if Eric had any part of it except that he’d helped pay. Helped. Through their entire marriage, Lauren always worked, always contributed to the family pot.

Lauren paid her dues to get Christmas morning and she wasn’t sharing it, even as he blinked at her with sad eyes that made her stomach twist. Luckily, the waiter came over with their drinks. The light was silvery outside the café, with early evening shadows around the edges. A guy nearby took a selfie with a croissant. A woman giggled into a video call.

Lauren pressed her thumbs into her temples. “Let’s keep the holidays where they are. It’s less complicated that way. Plus, we’ve already told the girls. Is this what you wanted to talk about?”

“Right.” Eric coughed into his fist. He lifted his water glass to his mouth and took a long drink. When he set it down, he cleared his throat. “There’s actually something I need to tell you. I’m in a relationship with a woman. The girls don’t know yet. I wanted to tell you first.”

Lauren stared at Eric. She tried to process what he just said… I’m in a relationship with a woman… but she was having a hard time registering the words. This was her husband. Ex-husband. They had been together and now he was with someone else and she had to sit across from him and figure out how to react.

“Does she know?” Lauren said before she even knew the words were in her brain.

“Know what?”

“About the sex workers. The hand jobs.”

Eric jerked backward as if Lauren had slapped him. “Do you really want to go there?”

“Yes.” Lauren gripped her mug. “I do, actually. Since you dragged me here to tell me this, I want to know if you told your new girlfriend why our marriage ended.”

Eric looked around the café the way you search for emergency exits in crowded theaters.

“So?” Lauren pressed.

“I didn’t see any good reason to tell her.”

“Well, I think she deserves to know. That you were a favorite client, for fuck’s sake. She should know what she’s getting herself into.”

Eric set down his coffee. “I messed up, Lauren. I’m sorry. Jesus. Is that what you want to hear? But I also think it’s obvious that what I did was a symptom of my unhappiness in our marriage. I wanted out.”

Lauren did not see that coming. For nine months, she’d waited for him to say he was sorry. She wanted begging. Groveling. And here was this watered-down apology chucked at her like a regifted birthday present.

“What are you even talking about?” Lauren’s fists tingled with anger. “When did you start wanting out? Why didn’t you mention that in our marriage counseling?”

All those forty-five-minute sessions with their couple’s therapist on West End Avenue. The counselor, with her pillowy chins and flowing Eileen Fisher tunics, talked to them about recovery after sexual infidelity and how you can have many marriages within the same marriage. What a waste of time! Lauren could have taken a ceramics class. An investment class. She could have learned how to make goddamn mozzarella cheese.

“Hang on,” Eric said. “I didn’t come to fight about our marriage. We’re divorced now. We can move on. I wanted to tell you so you don’t hear it from someone else. The person I’m with… It’s someone you know.”

Lauren inhaled sharply, her lungs tight. She scanned her mental database for who Eric could possibly be fucking. Cute teachers from elementary school? Random single women in their building? One of her friends behind her back? No. Sophie and Madeline would never.

“It’s Trish,” Eric said. “Trish and I are together.”

“Trish the babysitter?” Lauren shrieked, and then she laughed in astonishment. “I thought you said you were in a relationship with a woman.”

“That’s not fair. Trish turned twenty-four in September.”

“Don’t talk to me about fair.” Lauren coughed dryly. “So Trish can vote. Trish can buy beer. But she’s closer in age to Cady and Amelia than to us. How long has this been going on? Months? Eric, were you cheating on me with Trish?”

Eric’s temples were dotted with perspiration. It was like he just realized it was a terrible idea to invite his brand-new ex-wife to a café to tell her he was having sex with the babysitter.

“I asked Trish to babysit in August when the girls were with me,” he said. “It started then. The girls don’t know yet. I’m not sure when I’m going to tell them.”

Tell Cady and Amelia? They’d been through so much with the divorce and the stress of middle school. Also, of all the women in this city of available women, Eric was sticking it in Trish? At best, she seemed dull. At worst? Slightly dumb. Lauren imagined Eric’s beard bristling Trish as he ate her out while she lay there… watching TikToks?

“I realize Trish has been over to help you since then.” Eric squirmed in his seat. “It made her uncomfortable. That’s why she stopped returning your texts.”

“Do you understand the irony of this?” Lauren asked. She hated to think of Eric and Trish talking about her behind her back. “I paid the person you’re having sex with to watch your children but when you and I were together I watched them for free?” Lauren reached for her bag and her coat and stood up. “Don’t ever tell the girls about this.”

“Hang on,” Eric called after her, but she didn’t turn around.

Lauren didn’t know if she wanted to laugh or cry as she walked to Columbus Circle. She eventually went with tears. She wasn’t so innocent to imagine that Eric would wait until after the divorce. But the babysitter? And what was that bullshit about wanting out of their marriage? The summer before last, when the girls were at camp, they’d taken a four-day hiking trip in Vermont. When they weren’t focused on the rocky footing or making it up a mountain, they laughed together and talked about how solid their relationship felt. He even said he won the wife lottery. His words.

As Lauren started down the stairs to the subway platform, she wiped her eyes with the sleeve of her coat. She desperately needed to burrow under her covers and sleep this shitty day off. Maybe she could grant the girls unlimited screen time, order them burritos, and beg them not to bicker.

But then she remembered—she had dinner with Sophie and Madeline in an hour and a half! She had to cancel. She was in no mood to celebrate. She definitely wasn’t ready to tell them about Trish, to analyze it from various angles, to find the humor in Eric’s latest transgression. Then again, Sophie had hired a sitter for her children tonight as well. And Madeline had gone overboard with the restaurant selection. Not to mention that if Lauren bailed on her own sitter she’d be marooned at home like every other evening.

No, it would be good to be out. Lauren could use a laugh with her best friends and a few drinks to calm her nerves. In the meantime, she was across the street from the Shops at Columbus Circle. She could kill time browsing the pricey boutiques, maybe treat herself to something extravagant that she couldn’t afford now that she was no longer married.
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madeline

MADELINE WALLACE HAD HER SHARE of first-world problems, and some meatier problems too. But right now, on this Thursday evening in October, her life felt perfect. Screw the judgers. She donated to charities. She volunteered for the homeless. She chaired committees at her daughter’s school. Bottom line, she paid her karmic dues.

As Madeline puttered around her spacious kitchen in a red-striped Williams-Sonoma apron, her fourteen-year-old daughter, Arabella, practiced cello in her bedroom. Madeline was meeting her friends at a restaurant tonight for Lauren’s post-divorce celebration. Arabella could easily order dinner, but Madeline loved to cook for her. Call it a passion. She definitely wasn’t passionate about the procurement of groceries. Thankfully her housekeeper, Willow, took care of all that. Every week, Madeline texted Willow a grocery list and, like domestic magic, ingredients appeared in her fridge on the days she needed them.

Recently Arabella told her mom that she wanted to go more vegetarian-slash-pescatarian, so Madeline was test-driving a recipe she found on Epicurious. Quinoa with roasted butternut squash and feta, hold the pomegranate seeds because those made Arabella’s lips swell.

Madeline was such a kick-ass chef that sometimes she wondered if she should start a catering business. She’d completed a year of B-school at Stern before dropping out because she got pregnant with Arabella. But, truth be told, she didn’t need the money, so why take on the stress of catering? Madeline had inherited a lot of money at fourteen, when her dad died, and even more when her trust fund matured. Of course, Madeline would give anything to have her father instead of the money, but the millions he left behind made it possible for her to devote her life to raising her daughter. Madeline jokingly referred to herself as the CEO of Arabella’s Life. But Madeline could afford to do it, all while cooking lavish meals, and volunteering, and hitting the gym, and having sex with men from meet-up apps when she had the apartment to herself.

Screw the judgers!

She and Colin had been divorced for a decade. She was thirty-nine years old and had yet to experience a libidinal dip. If the tables were turned and a single man worked the hookup apps the way Madeline did, he would be celebrated.

Madeline opened the oven and pushed around the cubes of butternut squash that burbled deep orange in the ceramic roasting pan. They smelled sweetly fragrant, like apple orchards and fall in New England. She set the timer for six more minutes, then checked the quinoa. Across the apartment, Arabella’s cello had stopped. She studied cello at the prestigious Juilliard Pre-College program, the most rigorous music school in the country. It required one hundred percent dedication from the child, and total support from the parents, which Arabella had, at least from Madeline. Colin lived in London so he wasn’t part of the cello scene, other than to fly over for concerts a few times a year. But, truly, Madeline had no beef with Colin. When Arabella visited her dad, Colin made sure she showed up for virtual lessons with her cello teacher. Which Madeline set up, of course. Because she was the CEO of Arabella’s Life. But all joking aside, the commitment to cello was driven by her daughter.

Which was why it was surprising to hear silence from Arabella’s bedroom. Usually when she practiced—an hour in the morning and two hours at night—she rarely took a break, except to dash out to the kitchen for water.

“Everything okay, sweetie?” Madeline paused her podcast and called across their apartment. It was just the two of them in this large penthouse on Central Park West. Maybe it was extravagant, but Madeline could afford it. Let people talk. She had long since stopped caring what people thought of her.

There was a brief pause and then Arabella said, “No, it’s fine. Sorry. I just got distracted.”

“Ah… got it.”

Madeline rinsed the cutting board and a few knives. Arabella resumed playing the Bach Cello Suite No. 2 in D Minor. As music filled the apartment, Madeline dried her hands on the dish towel, then took her long dark hair out of its clip and shook it around her shoulders. Madeline was tall, nearly five ten, and people often called her stunning. It was hard to assess her own beauty but Madeline saw her looks reflected in her daughter. Madeline and Arabella had tilted brown eyes with full lashes, broad smiles, willowy frames. More than once, especially in her twenties, Madeline had been approached by modeling scouts. Any day now, her daughter would get asked about modeling too. That happened when you lived in New York City, and Madeline was already prepared with her answer: It’s your choice if you want to model as long as you can manage cello and school. If and when this came up, Madeline was confident that Arabella would follow her advice. They were an airtight team.

In the bedroom, the cello stopped again. Madeline wiped her hands on her apron, crossed the apartment, and peeked into her daughter’s open door. Arabella sat with her cello between her thighs, the sheet music propped on the stand in front of her, as she typed away on her phone. Her long hair was pulled into a messy bun. As soon as she noticed her mom, her mouth dropped open.

“Oh… Mom,” Arabella said. She set her phone facedown on the floor, picked up her bow, and played a quick scale. Her fingers trembled with vibrato as they danced over the strings. “Sorry, I got distracted.”

“You know what Mei says,” Madeline told her. Mei Chien was Arabella’s cello teacher.

“She says don’t practice with my phone in the room. Or turn it to ‘do not disturb.’ She says it’s impossible not to get distracted.”

“Exactly.” Madeline glanced around her daughter’s room. The walls were painted lavender with a plum trim, Arabella’s favorite colors in middle school. Now that she was in ninth grade, she’d recently asked her mom if they could change the color to off-white. Madeline already had a call in to the painter.

Arabella hugged the neck of her cello and wrinkled her nose. Her nose was narrow like Madeline’s, with a lift at the tip. It was the same nose that Madeline’s mom, Bianca, had endured two nose jobs to achieve. “There’s just a lot going on right now,” she said.

“Like what?” Madeline crooked her head to one side. She hadn’t heard any rumbles of school or friend drama. “Anything you want to talk about?”

Arabella’s cheek twitched nervously. “Did you get Dad’s email?”

Across the apartment, the alarm for the butternut squash beeped once, twice, then three times before going silent.

“Is Dad okay?” Madeline asked. She and her ex-husband had a decent rapport, meaning she didn’t hate Colin the way Lauren and Sophie hated their exes. There hadn’t been cheating, or financial woes, or even any knock-down, drag-out fights. Colin Smith had been a finance guy, obsessed with work, eager to return to his native England. Madeline had just finished her first year at NYU’s Stern Business School when she found out she was pregnant. She was a star student and hotly pursued by investment firms. Much to everyone’s surprise, she dropped out to marry Colin and raise her daughter. The sexual chemistry was there but the baby demanded so much attention that she never had the mental space to consider what it meant to leave a career, to marry young. They spent five years going through the motions of husband and wife. When Colin got the opportunity to manage a hedge fund in London, she was relieved to call the marriage quits. The few times a year that they saw each other, they ate in restaurants and walked through Central Park like old friends.

“Dad’s fine,” Arabella said. She loosened her bow and then tightened it again. “It’s just… there’s something he needs to tell you. Dad does. He emailed you. That’s what he just texted me about. About what he needs to tell you.”

Madeline reached into her back pocket for her phone. There was something about the stilted way that Arabella was talking that put her nerves on high alert.

“I haven’t gotten an email,” Madeline said. “Let me look.…”

As Madeline tapped her phone awake, Arabella squinted at her sheet music. She shuffled one page to the side and replaced it with another.

“Oh,” Madeline said quietly. There it was. An email from Colin. Subject line, Arabella. Madeline could feel her daughter’s eyes looking at her, then away, then on her again. She tried to keep her mouth steady as she read her ex-husband’s email but her chin began to wobble.

“Mom?” Arabella slid her hand up and down the neck of her cello. It was a stunning Italian cello that she and Arabella picked out in August. They flew to Boston to make this massive purchase after a six-month nationwide search. Madeline and Arabella, the airtight duo.

The timer beeped in the kitchen again.

“Mom?” Arabella asked. “You look pale.”

This was the moment that Madeline was supposed to say something wise, but her mind was blank.

“I should turn the timer off,” she said.

She tucked her phone into the pocket of her apron and walked slowly toward the kitchen. As she passed through the living room, she felt the wood floor tilt under her and she suddenly pictured their penthouse crashing down to the marble lobby, through the damp basement, deep into the bedrock that propped up Manhattan.
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sophie

“MOMMY, DO YOU HAVE TO go out tonight?”

“Yes,” Sophie told her younger son, Charlie, for the third time. He was seven and had separation issues.

“Why?” he asked. He stood in the living room, swinging a yo-yo from his fingers, which were covered in Band-Aids.

“Because we’re meeting Lauren.” Sophie tucked her bobbed blond hair behind one ear. She could feel sticky sweat under her arms and weighed whether she should escape the apartment or duck back into the bathroom for another layer of deodorant. “Madeline and I are taking her out.”

“But why can’t you do it next week?” Charlie peeled off a Band-Aid and dug at his finger. He had Sophie’s thick blond hair and her small stature but her ex-husband Joshua’s dark eyes that flashed inky black when he got upset. “I don’t understand why you can’t do it next week when we’re at Daddy and Beatrice’s?”

As always, Sophie flinched at the mention of her ex-husband’s new wife, Beatrice. Sophie was over the divorce anger. In fact, she felt relieved to have that behind her. But Joshua’s beautiful Family 2.0 had definitely set her back a few degrees on the coping scale. She reached into the hall closet for her tan jacket.

Charlie whimpered as Sophie slid her arms into the sleeves. Her older son, Noah, tapped away at his laptop on the couch. He said it was homework but if Sophie rotated the screen around she was almost certain he was checking soccer scores. Whatever. All she could focus on was getting out the door without Charlie having a meltdown. She didn’t have to meet her friends for over an hour, but she was paying a babysitter—a rare luxury in Sophie’s broke existence—so she wanted to take advantage of every child-free moment.

Speaking of, where was Kristen? Sophie had dispatched her to the tiny alcove kitchen to put in the frozen pizza and slice a few carrots. But how long did that take? Sophie’s entire apartment was eight hundred square feet so Kristen could no doubt hear Charlie right now. Weren’t sitters paid to peel worried children from their parents? Kristen came recommended from a mom of one of Sophie’s students; it was time for her to step up.

Charlie’s mouth puckered. “If I miss you and I want to say good night, can I use Noah’s phone and call you?”

Noah shook his spiky brown hair in annoyance. At twelve, Noah was already tall and handsome like Joshua. He didn’t know it yet, but his looks were going to get him far—perhaps too far.

“You don’t need to call me,” Sophie said. She touched her face with one hand. She had a peaches and cream complexion but when she got worked up her cheeks turned apple-red. “I’ll only be gone for a few hours. I’ll be here when you wake up tomorrow morning.”
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