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For Sarah Cantin





Chapter One



SO THIS IS HOW you discover your husband is having an affair, Josie Moore thought.

She stared through the windshield of her Toyota Sienna, toward the glass door of their neighborhood Starbucks. Inside, her husband, Frank, was swirling two packets of sugar into his latte and a generous sprinkle of cinnamon into hers. In the backseat, their three-and-a-half-year-old daughter, Isabella, dozed with her head lolling sideways, and their seven-year-old, Zoe, played on a Nintendo DS.

Josie gripped Frank’s iPhone more tightly in her hand.

If she were better organized, she might never have found out, Josie realized. But she was forever leaving something behind.

An hour or so ago, when they’d left to run errands and drop Zoe off at a birthday party, she’d been grateful that she’d remembered the wrapped gift and a packet of fruit gummies to bribe Izzy to stay contained in her seat.

What Josie had forgotten was her cell phone. It was probably on the kitchen counter; she remembered setting it there when she’d gone to grab the gummies. But even though they’d driven only a few blocks by the time she’d realized it was missing, she hadn’t asked Frank to circle back. He’d masterfully wrangled Izzy into her seat as she’d arched her little back in protest—he’d sung “Mary Had a Little Lamb” but substituted in “rhinoceros,” which had made her giggle and relax—and it didn’t seem worth the effort.

Besides, Josie was with her husband and daughters, cocooned in the car they’d owned for six years, the one with Magic Tree House books tucked into the seat back pockets and Goldfish cracker crumbs wedged so deeply into seams that no vacuum cleaner could extract them. If an emergency occurred—if one of the people she loved most was hurt—she wouldn’t need to be summoned by a phone call. She’d be right here.

Time was behaving strangely.

Josie felt as though she’d been suspended in this parking lot for hours, but surely only a few minutes had passed since Frank had dashed under that green awning and through the glass door.

Frank had been the one to suggest coffee. He’d asked what size latte she wanted as she dug through her purse, checking again even though she’d known it was futile. “Um, a Grande. No, just a Tall—I already had coffee this morning. Shoot, I forgot to order a refill on Izzy’s EpiPen.” They’d never needed to use the EpiPen, but after Izzy had eaten a few almonds and developed hives, the pediatrician recommended they carry one. “Give me your phone, okay?”

Frank had already found a parking spot and had turned off the car engine by then. He’d paused, his hand on the door, one leg already out of the Sienna and planted on the pavement.

“My phone?” he’d repeated.

“Yeah. Her old EpiPen expired. I need to get her refill.” She’d stretched out her palm.

Frank had frozen. Not for very long; just for the same amount of time as it had taken for her heart to contract in a single, powerful beat.

What happened next was curious: the day seemed to slam on its brakes, and Josie’s senses grew acutely heightened, allowing her to notice and catalog minute details of everything that followed. Her skin prickled, and her heartbeat quickened.

She’d experienced this sensation a few times in the past, such as when a strange man had followed her onto an elevator and had stood too close, and another time when she’d found herself alone on a shadowy subway platform late at night.

Her brain was signaling a warning: danger.

She’d watched as Frank had begun to move again. He’d bent over his iPhone, shielding it from view. He tapped on the screen seven or eight times. Then he handed it to her.

“Here you go,” he’d said, his words sounding rushed. “Venti, right?”

“Yeah . . . no . . . Tall,” she’d said.

Frank’s eyes had darted to the phone she was now holding. Zoe had sighed and rested her feet on the seat back in front of her. A crumpled brown napkin had teetered on the edge of the trash can next to the coffee shop entrance. Josie had taken it all in, feeling oddly numb.

She hadn’t mentioned the sprinkle of cinnamon. After twelve years of marriage, he knew how she took her coffee.

“Want a cookie?” he’d asked. “Or, like . . . a, ah, a scone or anything?”

One of his legs was still out the door, but he’d seemed reluctant to leave.

“No,” she’d said.

“You sure?” he’d asked. Then, without waiting for her reply, he’d climbed out and jogged into the shop.

The glass door she’d been staring at for the last five minutes pushed outward, but the person who emerged wasn’t Frank. It was a woman holding a cardboard tray filled with drinks. She clicked a key fob at the Pathfinder nested next to their spot. Josie watched as the woman came closer, put her tray on her roof, then opened her vehicle’s door. It clanked into the side of the Sienna.

The woman whipped around, her mouth making a little O of surprise. “I’m sorry!” she said, her words carrying clearly through Josie’s open window. “I hope I didn’t dent it.”

Josie waved her off. “No problem!” she said. “It’s an old car!”

“Are you sure?” the woman asked.

“Absolutely,” Josie said. She gave the woman a big smile, despite everything. Maybe because this was such an easy problem to solve.

She tried to think about what she should do next. When Frank returned, he’d want his iPhone. She wasn’t going to give it back to him yet. But she didn’t want to make a scene in front of the children.

What she should do is hide it, she decided. She started to tuck it in the console between their seats. But it would be too easy for Frank to find there. She bent down and pushed the phone beneath her seat, then drew in her legs, so that even if it began to slide out, her feet would block it.

“Why is Dad taking so long?” Zoe whined. “I’m going to miss the party.”

“You’re not going to miss the party,” Josie said evenly. If this were any other day, she might have answered in a tone of reassurance, or perhaps one of annoyance, depending on how stressful the morning had been. But now she felt herself gathering inward. Her voice contained no inflection, because that was what required the least amount of energy.

She could see Frank so clearly in her mind’s eye: At this very moment, he was wearing a long-sleeved, dark gray shirt and jeans. Not a dressy shirt; it was the thick, comfortable kind that was good for yard work or for lounging on the couch watching football. He was five foot ten and broad-shouldered, with a booming voice and a full head of light brown hair. He didn’t have great teeth; they were a bit crooked, and frankly, they could use whitening. And his nose was beaky. But his eyes had sucked her in from the moment they’d met at a mutual friend’s party a few years after she’d graduated from college. They were the warm, rich shade of root beer. When they’d first fixed on her, she’d thought they were the kindest eyes she had ever seen.

Would her husband look different when he finally emerged through that glass door?

Would she?

•  •  •

When you had children, you made rules not only for them but also for yourself.

One of Josie’s steadfast rules was: No fighting in front of the kids.

Bickering, sure. She and Frank squabbled over his driving (too fast) and hers (he felt she was too timid when it came to changing lanes). Like every other couple she knew, they argued over the thermostat setting. They debated which movies to see (he loved Woody Allen; she hated him, and had even before the whole marrying-his-almost-stepdaughter situation). They never could agree on which restaurant to choose on their rare date nights, or when was the right time to leave a dinner party, or whose fault it was that Zoe’s school permission slip hadn’t been signed.

Come to think of it, they bickered quite a lot.

The glass door opened. Frank approached the car. Interesting, Josie noted in a detached sort of way: he looked exactly the same.

“One Venti latte,” Frank said, handing it to her with his crooked-teeth smile.

She accepted it without comment. Without meeting his eyes.

She saw Frank look at the empty cup holders, where they usually stuck their phones while driving. She saw him look down at Josie’s lap. She turned to stare straight ahead.

He didn’t ask for his phone back. It was another detail she cataloged.

He knows that I know, Josie thought.

“So, to the birthday party?” Frank asked. Josie nodded.

“It’s at Sky Zone, right?” he said. This Josie ignored. Frank knew exactly where the party was. They’d discussed it before pulling in to get lattes.

She didn’t want to speak to him, not at the moment. Nor did she want a sip of her latte. It all required too much energy, and on some instinctual level, she was aware she needed to stockpile hers for what was coming.

“Zoe Boey Boom-Ba-Booey,” Frank suddenly burst into song. He banged his palms against the steering wheel, like it was a drum. “How’s my girl?”

“Good,” Zoe said, still focusing on her Nintendo DS.

“Why don’t you put that away?” Frank suggested. He glanced at Josie out of the corner of his eye. She remained silent.

“Tell you what, after the party, how about I make a fire and we do a cookout dinner?” Frank suggested. “Get some hot dogs and marshmallows and roast them in the fireplace?”

Frank was good about making dinnertime fun, Josie noted, as if she were a judge considering a felon, weighing his character references. He made breakfast for supper, he created living room cookout nights, he bought dough from Trader Joe’s and stretched out crazy shapes for the kids to decorate with sauce and cheese. “Circle pizzas are so last year,” he’d say. “Here’s a sunflower for you to decorate, madam.”

Frank kept sneaking glances at her. He still hadn’t asked about his phone.

He opened his mouth, then shut it. His hands tightened on the wheel. Zoe continued her game on her device. Izzy made a kind of grunting noise in her sleep.

Josie pressed her feet harder back and imagined she could feel the phone against her heels.

The email she wasn’t meant to see was directly beneath a promotion from their local bookstore, offering a 15 percent off coupon. There was a new Thomas the Tank Engine book Izzy wanted, mostly because it came with a little track and toy train.

Josie had touched the wrong line.

There were so many ifs that could have changed the course of this day, and of her life, Josie thought as she watched the pavement disappear under the car’s spinning wheels.

If her index finger had landed a few millimeters higher, she would be blithely sipping her latte right now and asking Frank to swing by the bookstore on the way home.

If Frank had been quicker in Starbucks—say, if that woman who’d ordered four drinks hadn’t been ahead of him—he might have made it out to the car before she’d finished calling the pharmacy. She never would have glanced down at his email in-box, which had popped up when she’d closed the phone screen.

If Izzy had woken up before she’d touched the wrong line, if the pharmacist had put her on hold, if Zoe hadn’t been silently engrossed in her game and instead had distracted her with a question . . .

Frank braked at a red light. He glanced at Josie, then reached for the radio and rapidly flipped through a half dozen stations before shutting it off. His posture was rigid.

The bookstore had sent that coupon to their house by snail mail, too, as part of a bigger flyer advertising new releases.

Josie had gotten the flyer just last week. She’d flipped through it and had pulled out the little plastic coupon. She’d meant to put the card in her wallet, but she’d forgotten it in the stack of mail they kept in a basket on the dining room table.

Josie was forever leaving things behind.

If need be, she thought, she was capable of leaving her husband behind.





Chapter Two



“DON’T YOU DARE LIE to me” were the first words Josie uttered.

They stood on opposite sides of the living room, separated by the coffee table, the one Josie had chosen because its edges were soft and wouldn’t hurt a child who tripped. In the kitchen, their golden retriever, Huck, lay on the linoleum floor in a patch of warm sunlight. Zoe would be bouncing on trampolines and eating cake at the party for the next two hours. Izzy was upstairs, flopped on Josie and Frank’s bed, watching Nickelodeon. Josie had made sure to turn the volume a few notches higher than usual and close the door.

Frank spread out his hands. “It was only a few emails,” he said. His eyes were wide and scared-looking. “Just flirting. That’s all it was.”

She practically spat her response: “Bullshit.”

How was she so certain? Josie wondered. The email from a woman named Dana hadn’t referenced any clandestine meeting. There were other, older emails from Dana—Josie had spotted them as she’d scrolled through Frank’s messages. But she hadn’t read those. Not yet.

“Okay, okay,” Frank said. Frank’s eyes suddenly darted up and to the right, then shot back down to fix on Josie. “It was only kissing. It happened twice. That’s all it was.”

“It was more than kissing,” Josie said, this time feeling less certain.

“Only kissing,” Frank repeated.

“Don’t say ‘only’!” Josie nearly shrieked.

A chink formed in the thick wall holding back her emotions—just a tiny hole for her burst of fury to escape through before the wall resealed itself.

“I’m sorry, I’m sorry,” Frank blurted. He stared at her as if she were a wild animal he’d encountered on a hiking trail.

Josie folded her arms across her chest.

“Twice,” she said.

Frank nodded vigorously. “Twice. Kissing. That’s all—I’m sorry, baby. I was drunk and it just— I’m so sorry.”

In the corner of the living room, Izzy and Zoe had left a pile of toys. The living room was the one part of the house Josie tried to keep tidy, since it was not only so small, but also the first room people entered. Frank had promised to clean up those toys earlier today while she’d taken the girls out to buy the birthday present. Had he been emailing with Dana instead? Another hot wave of anger pulsed through, but Josie pushed it back behind the wall.

“Who is she?” Josie asked. She didn’t know anyone named Dana.

“No one,” Frank said quickly. “Just someone I met on a business trip.”

He was lying, she was fairly certain. But about which parts?

His phone was now in the zippered cosmetics bag in her purse. She’d slipped it there while Frank was helping Izzy out of her seat. Her purse was currently hidden in the back of her closet so Frank couldn’t tamper with the evidence. Frank wasn’t the only one who could be sneaky, Josie had thought as she’d knelt on the floor of her closet, hiding her bag behind a stack of clothes she’d earmarked for Goodwill.

“You didn’t clean up the toys,” Josie noted.

Frank’s eyes widened, then he dropped to his knees, as abruptly as if he’d been shot, and began scooping Bratz dolls and their accessories into his arms.

“I don’t want you to do it now,” Josie snapped.

He dropped the toys and stood up again without a word.

Was his sudden eagerness to please a troubling sign, perhaps an indication that things with Dana were more serious than Frank had admitted? One of the things Josie and Frank repeatedly bickered about was what she called his selective memory. He never forgot the NCAA Tournament schedule or a poker night with the guys. His mind grew more slippery, however, when it came to chores that inconvenienced him. He never leapt to do tasks the first time she asked; there was always a sigh and an “In a sec, hon.”

But Frank was so good with the girls, Josie thought as she folded her arms and considered him. He was a wonderful father. He let them put butterfly clips in his hair and paint blue polish on his toes. He wrestled with them, coached Zoe’s baseball team, and bought them toy trucks as well as tutus.

The girls.

Josie nearly doubled over.

No, she thought. She could not think about Zoe, with her gap-toothed smile, or Izzy’s soft, pudgy hands. Josie would not forecast the future or make any decisions now. She fought for, then found, her equilibrium. She would stay right here, in the middle of this strange, stretched-out taffy afternoon, and gather evidence. She would remain apart from what was happening; she would stay in the role of the judge.

This morning, she’d been consumed with thoughts about getting to the grocery store, taking poor neglected Huck for a long walk—which would double as her own poor neglected exercise routine—and weeding through the stack of mail that accumulated every few days, paying the bills and tossing the junk.

Her discovery was an axe, cleaving away everything extraneous. All that mattered were the nine words in the email she’d seen on Frank’s iPhone.

Frank was waiting for whatever she would do next. His eyes beseeched her: Please Please let’s stop this. Please let’s make it go away.

She could choose to believe him. If he could stop this, she could make it go away.

She had practice, after all. Josie had believed him during those other times when her stomach had clenched like a fist and the rising hairs on the tops of her forearms had tried to warn her that she needed to pay attention. But she hadn’t had any evidence back then. And she was a worrier; everyone knew that. What mother of young children wasn’t? It came with the territory; danger lurked everywhere in the form of uncovered wall sockets and open stairwells and cars that drove too quickly down their street. So Josie had pushed away those unsettling feelings. She had chosen to believe her husband in the past. To believe in their marriage.

Maybe she should do that now. Perhaps he wasn’t lying.

Only kissing, he’d said. Only two times.

His phone waited in the back of her closet.

If she retrieved it and handed it to him, Frank would delete the messages. He’d put a halt to the flirtation; Dana would dissolve away. Josie would pay more attention in the future, perhaps deliberately spot-checking his phone, or popping by his office unexpectedly. He’d be on notice.

Or she could climb the stairs and read through every single email. She could determine when this had started, and how far it had already gone.

Josie still felt preternaturally calm, but her body began to shake, as if it were a separate entity in the throes of its own private, visceral reaction to her discovery.

She wanted to know. But she also didn’t want to know. No, that wasn’t quite it. What she truly wanted was for the truth to be exactly what Frank had said it was. A few kisses, a few flirty messages. Something forgivable after a handful of therapy sessions and a couple of weeks of sleeping apart. After all, hadn’t she, Josie, harbored a huge crush on a stay-at-home dad named Steve whose kid was in Zoe’s class? She’d acted like a schoolgirl, blushing whenever he’d spoken to her and texting her friends a photograph of him when he’d worn black running shorts that revealed his tanned, muscled legs.

Maybe Frank’s flirtation wasn’t much worse than hers had been.

Those nine words in the email: Sighhhh . . . Thought of you this morning in the shower.

The first word had been the giveaway. It was the fingerprint, the failed alibi, the murder weapon. The other eight were merely supporting evidence.

“Mommy!” Zoe yelled from upstairs, her voice slightly muffled. “I’m hungry!”

“Daddy will get you a snack,” Josie shouted back, her eyes pinned on Frank.

“What does she want?” Frank asked. She regarded him silently.

“Ah, crackers, or maybe an apple?” Frank continued.

“Figure it out,” Josie said. Frank was trying to distract her. He wanted to ease the conversation onto safer ground.

There was more on his phone. Of course there was more.

She had known this all along. She’d known it even before Frank had shifted his eyes up and to the right. Even before he’d frozen while getting out of the car. Even before they’d left the house that morning.

“I need to rest for a little while. Stay here,” Josie said. She spoke to Frank in the same tone she used with Huck when the dog tore up the garbage. Frank responded the same way Huck did—with sad eyes and an innocent expression.

Josie turned and began to walk upstairs, her body leaden, as she headed to where the phone awaited.

•  •  •

I would leave him.

One of Josie’s best friends, Karin, had made that declaration just a few months ago. They were discussing the plight of another mom from the elementary school Zoe and Karin’s twin daughters attended, whom they’d bumped into on the street right after morning drop-off.

Josie had immediately noticed that the woman had lost about fifteen pounds since the school’s Halloween party only a few weeks earlier.

“Wow, you look amazing!” Josie had said a little enviously, wondering: Atkins? Juice cleanse?

The woman had responded by letting loose a torrent of words: Her husband had been having an affair. It had been going on for months and months, but she’d only recently discovered it. It was with a woman who was newly divorced—she was older than he, and she had kids who were already teenagers. The other woman was rich, too; a few years ago, she’d opened a clothing boutique that was doing very well. It specialized in high-end exercise clothes. Her breasts were almost certainly fake. He’d moved out. He was already living with her.

It was far too much information, far too raw and intimate a revelation, for a street-corner conversation with an acquaintance. Josie had reflexively taken a step back, away from what felt like an onslaught.

But Karin—calm, steady Karin, who never seemed to get flustered—had handled it beautifully. She’d put a hand on the woman’s arm. “I am so sorry,” she’d said. “You’re going to be okay. I know it’s hard, but you are better off without him.”

The woman hadn’t appeared to hear Karin. She’d just nodded robotically and had ricocheted off. Josie had the sense she needed to find someone else as soon as possible and tell her story again. It was as if she were a survivor of a natural disaster, trying to make sense of the tsunami that had swept through her life.

“I would leave him. I would kick that son of a bitch out of my house so fast,” Karin had said as they’d watched the woman stride down the street.

“It sounds like he’s the one who left, though,” Josie had responded.

“Then I would take him for everything he had,” Karin had declared, giving a little snort. Josie had no doubt that Karin would really do it.

Josie had thought of Karin’s husband, Marcus, a busy partner in an accounting firm who managed to be the most hands-on father she’d ever seen. He took their six-year-old twins out for long hikes every Saturday morning, no matter what the weather, giving Karin some alone time while also tiring out the girls. At school functions, he kept an eye on the twins, saying he wanted to give Karin a break. Sometimes Josie wondered when Marcus got a break.

“As if Marcus would ever have an affair,” Josie had said.

“Yeah, he knows I’d chop off his wiener,” Karin had said, and they’d both laughed.

Josie hadn’t considered it odd that they didn’t discuss whether Frank might have an affair, or what Josie would do if she discovered it. To be honest, she hadn’t even noticed the omission of that hypothetical dilemma from their conversation.

Now she wondered: Did Karin suspect what Frank was capable of?

And if Karin suspected, did other people? They lived just outside of Chicago, but their suburban neighborhood had a small-town feel. You couldn’t go to the Kids Cuts barbershop or the local Irish pub without running into someone you knew. Maybe other people had seen Frank and Dana together.

Josie paused, her hand on the bedroom doorknob, until her wave of nausea passed.

“Sweetie?” Josie moved in front of the television, blocking Izzy’s view to get her attention. “Daddy needs you downstairs!”

“Why?” Izzy asked.

“I think he has a surprise. Something fun he wants to do with you. Maybe go to the grocery store for marshmallows,” Josie said. “Hurry!”

Frank was much better with electronics than she; Josie needed to keep him occupied in case he was capable of remotely erasing the messages from his phone. She didn’t think he’d dare do that, even if it was possible, because it would be such an admission of guilt. But she was reevaluating what she thought she’d known about her husband.

The thought propelled her to move a little faster. Josie went into the closet, pushed aside the bag of Goodwill clothing, and retrieved her purse. She brought it to the center of the bed and took out Frank’s phone.

She felt her chest grow tight. She wondered whether he’d changed the code since meeting Dana. Frank was good with names—he was a people person—but he had a terrible memory for numbers. His pass codes were always simple, and he rarely changed them. He’d asked her to keep a record of the last one, which was 2244.

“I think I can remember that,” she’d said, laughing.

She tapped it in. The iPhone opened itself to her.





Chapter Three



JOSIE BEGAN TO SCROLL down through the messages, going backward in time. She’d already seen the first one, dated a week ago. There was another email exchange with Dana ten days ago.

Frank had written: Birthday girl! See you at seven!

Dana had replied: Can’t wait!

Josie stared at the words until they blurred.

He’d taken Dana out on her birthday?

Josie thought back to her own forty-first birthday the previous month, just ten days before Dana’s. Josie had bought herself a Fitbit, along with some running shoes, and had told Frank it was his gift to her, to get her motivated to run a 5K. He’d helped the girls make cards, which they decorated with stickers and filled with coupons for things like a hug and a promise to unload the dishwasher. They’d all gone to a Tex-Mex restaurant and she’d had a couple of frozen margaritas and pretended to be surprised when she’d reached into the gift bag. The girls had behaved beautifully. It had been a nice night.

Wait—had Frank been seeing Dana even then?

She scrolled down, trying to find the first message in their correspondence.

It had come in seven weeks ago. Seven weeks!

Josie checked the dates again and did the math twice, because the numbers felt slippery in her mind. Mid-November until now, early January. Yes. Seven weeks. It had been going on for seven weeks. Over her birthday, over Christmas!

Her pulse quickened, but the wall held.

She put down the phone and stared into space. She thought of how possessive Frank had been about his phone recently, how he’d seemed so attached to it. She’d opened the bathroom door last week, assuming he was in the shower because the water was running, and had seen him sitting on the toilet, staring at the screen. He’d given a surprised yell—a high-pitched, almost theatrically shocked shriek, which was ridiculous considering how many times she’d walked in on him in the bathroom through the years—and she’d rolled her eyes. “I need my hairbrush,” she’d said, grabbing it off the edge of the sink and walking back out.

Maybe the odd shriek wasn’t because she’d surprised him. Maybe it was because she’d surprised him while he’d been messaging with Dana.

She looked around her bedroom again, taking in the framed photographs of the girls on the walls, the clothes draped over the cheap elliptical machine she and Frank had bought two years earlier as a Christmas gift to each other, the basketball shoes he’d left a few inches away from the closet, rather than tucking them inside as she’d asked. (“In a sec, hon.”) The room felt at once deeply familiar and utterly alien. She’d slept in this bed, next to Frank, on the soft jersey sheets she’d bought at Target. She’d performed her usual rituals, like rubbing coconut oil into her feet before covering them with socks, while chatting with Frank about his day. She’d flipped through TV channels while he’d stood a few feet away, slipping the silky tie from around his neck and unbuttoning his blue oxford shirt, revealing the dark, coarse hair covering his pale chest. She’d awoken at around three o’clock one morning last week to find Izzy sprawled across her chest and Huck snoring in the middle of the bed. While all of those things happened, Frank had been having an affair.

It seemed impossible.

She tried to think of what to do next. Confront Frank? But he’d been lying to her for so long. She couldn’t trust anything he might say.

What she needed was the family calendar, the one hanging on a hook in the kitchen. She needed to see when he’d been out of town, when he’d supposedly been working late, when he’d said he was going to meet friends for a drink or to watch a game.

She needed facts.

She thought of the frantic woman she’d run into with Karin near the school, and she suddenly understood the woman’s compulsion to recite the narrative surrounding the implosion of her life, to include strange details like the name of the boutique owned by the other woman. When nothing made sense—when you found yourself abruptly transported into a new world because your old one was constructed on a crumbling foundation—you clung to what little truth you knew.

Her name was Dana. It had been going on for at least seven weeks. He’d taken her out for her birthday.

These were the only truths Josie knew.

She picked up Frank’s phone and dialed Karin, who answered quickly.

“Hello? Frank?” Karin asked, sounding surprised.

“No, it’s me,” Josie said. “I’m using his phone.”

“Oh, hey, how— No, we’re not going to McDonald’s. Stop asking.”

“You’re with the kids?” Josie asked.

“Yeah, in the car, but we’re about to— Hang on, we’re pulling into the mall. Can I call you later?”

“Sure,” Josie said.

Karin paused. “Are you okay?”

Josie’s throat closed up. She couldn’t answer.

“Jos?”

“I’m okay,” Josie managed to say, but it came out as a squeak, like the noise a baby mouse would make.

“Marcus, take the kids inside,” Karin said instantly. “I’ll meet you at the food court.”

Josie could hear Marcus’s deep voice responding, but she couldn’t make out the words. Then Karin: “I don’t know. Go, girls, go. What? Hang on, Josie.”

Then the background noise faded away and the only thing Josie could hear was Karin taking a deep breath. “What is it?” she asked. “The children?”

“No, God, no,” Josie said. Her voice was suddenly working again. “The girls are fine, I’m fine, everyone is fine. Frank is having an affair.”

“Frank is having an affair,” Karin repeated, her tone low.

“I think it started seven weeks ago,” Josie said. “Her name is Dana. Do you know anyone named Dana?”

“It started seven weeks ago,” Karin repeated again. “Her name is Dana. No, I don’t know anyone named Dana.”

Why do you keep repeating everything I say? Josie nearly asked. Then she realized Marcus must be nearby, and that Karin was echoing for him, letting him know the details of the crisis.

The fizz of irritation she felt at this realization disappeared at Karin’s next words: “Do you want me to come over?”

“No, he’s downstairs with Izzy,” Josie said.

“Frank is still in the house?” Karin’s tone was incredulous.

“I found out about an hour ago, okay?” Josie’s voice broke. “Don’t yell at me!”

“Oh, sweetie, no—I’m sorry,” Karin said. “Should I come get you? Do you want me to pick you up? Do you want to come stay with us?”

Josie looked around the bedroom again. Zoe’s pink princess pajamas were splayed limply on the floor, a stack of Angelina the Ballerina books and a sippy cup sat on the nightstand, and Izzy’s soccer trophy decorated the dresser. Some of the gold was flaking off the little player.

How could she leave her children, her home? If anyone left, it should be Frank.

Oh my God. Had he brought Dana here?

No, he couldn’t have. Josie worked out of her home, selling a line of educational children’s toys at trade shows and directly to preschools and organizations. She traveled to a few shows and festivals a year, but most of those only lasted a day or so, and the entire family always came along since the festivals were kid-friendly. And though Josie was out and about all the time, running errands and shepherding the girls to activities, her schedule was too erratic to be predictable. Frank could not have conducted his affair in their home.

“How did you find out?” Karin was asking. “Did he tell you?”

“I found emails from her,” Josie said.

“That stupid—” Karin stopped herself.

“Do you think he loves her?” Josie’s lips trembled and she pressed them tightly together. Maybe Frank wanted to leave.

“No, he doesn’t, it’s just a midlife-crisis fling,” Karin said. Karin had very definite opinions about everything. She was almost always right.

“What am I going to do?” Josie asked.

“I’m coming to get you,” Karin said. “I’ll bring you to my house. Marcus will take the kids somewhere. We’ll have wine and talk.”

“Okay.”

“Thirty minutes. Sit tight. Just hang on, sweetie. Pack a toothbrush and a nightgown just in case. Actually, forget that. Don’t pack anything, I have extra. See you soon.”

“But what if he loves her?” Josie tried to say, but her mouse voice was back, and besides, Karin had already hung up.

•  •  •

Despite Karin’s instructions, Josie did end up packing a few things. But not a toothbrush or a nightgown. She went into the kitchen and took out a folded cloth grocery bag from under the sink. In it she put the hanging wall calendar they kept by the breakfast table, her laptop with its electronic calendar, her phone, and Frank’s phone. She held on to the bag while she went into the playroom, where Frank and Izzy were seated on the couch, watching SpongeBob.

“I’m going out for a while,” Josie said.

“Are you okay?” Frank asked. She must have conveyed with her eyes that the question made her want to slap him, because he flinched.

“You stay here with Izzy,” she said. “Pick up Zoe at four. Get them pizza or something for dinner. No, Zoe had pizza at the party—whatever. Get it again. I don’t care. Put a pull-up on Izzy if I’m not home by bedtime.”

“Can I ask where you’re going?” Frank asked meekly.

“No.” She couldn’t bear to look at him, with his arm around Izzy, acting like the devoted family man. She hated him.

“Look,” Frank said. He started to rise but she held up her palm.

“Don’t.”

Izzy looked up and began to suck her thumb, a habit she’d mostly given up. “Mama?”

Josie couldn’t bear the fact that Izzy was picking up on the ugly new charge in the air. She wanted to go to Izzy, to pick her up and nuzzle her neck and feel her warm, sturdy body, but that would require moving closer to Frank.

Frank had caused this. He needed to deal with it.

“I’ll be back soon,” she told Izzy, backing up as she spoke. “I love you! Daddy’s here! See you soon!” She turned and ran out the door, then kept running all the way down the block.

•  •  •

While she waited on the corner for Karin, Josie thought about sex.

She and Frank had met just after she’d turned twenty-five. They’d dated for a couple of years, then moved in together. A month before her thirtieth birthday, they’d gotten married. Zoe came along when Josie was thirty-four, and Izzy was born shortly after Josie’s thirty-seventh birthday.

They’d been together for sixteen years, nearly half of her life. Nearly half of his, as well; at forty, Frank was eight months younger than she. It wasn’t surprising that the early heat had seeped out of their relationship long ago.

These days she and Frank made love about once a week, usually on Saturday nights, and occasionally they threw in a morning quickie while the kids watched TV. Sex was almost always at Frank’s instigation, except for the time a few months ago after a party during which Josie drank an entire bottle of wine. Lately, Josie felt about sex with her husband the way she did about exercise: it wasn’t something she particularly craved, but once she started, she realized it felt good and she vowed to do it more often.

Did other long-married couples feel that way about sex? She wondered.

She still found Frank attractive, or she had until her discovery cut off her access to her emotions. He annoyed her and occasionally repulsed her—he had a disgusting habit of blowing his nose in the shower—but she liked to feel his strong arms around her when he came home from work at night. She liked to slip her cold feet between his legs under the covers. She liked to flop on the couch next to him and watch Homeland or Modern Family.

If Frank had slept with Dana, it was definitely over. She would never be able to have sex with him again. She’d barely be able to be in the same room with him, to breathe the same air.

Karin’s blue minivan crested the hill and came into view. Josie waved and Karin gave the horn a little toot. She pulled up to the curb and Josie climbed in.

“First, a hug,” Karin instructed. She opened her arms and pulled Josie close to her generous curves. Josie laid her head on Karin’s soft, wide shoulder. Unlike many of the mothers at the school, who wore spandex to drop-off and immediately rushed to spin class, Karin didn’t obsess about her weight or hair. She ate what she felt like eating, let her long, dark curls dry in whatever direction they pleased, and she joked that she only reached her target heart rate when she watched a Brad Pitt move. Josie knew Marcus made good money, but Karin’s home was as soft and unpretentious as she was: squishy couches with floral prints filled the living room, and the kitchen counters were covered with a hodgepodge of cookbooks and plants and spices and, often, a tray of cooling cupcakes or a slow cooker filled with chili.

“Let’s get you back to the house,” Karin said when Josie pulled away. She shifted the car out of park and began to drive. “Marcus took the twins to a movie, then he’ll call us and if we need him to, he can keep them out until bedtime.”

“Can you just pull into someone’s driveway and turn around?” Josie asked. “I really don’t want to drive past the house.”

“Of course, sweetie,” Karin said. They proceeded in silence for a few moments. Then Karin said: “You saw his emails?”

“Yeah, we were getting coffee, and I needed to make a call— Damn, I forgot to pick up a prescription. Izzy’s EpiPen refill,” Josie said.

“Do you want to ask Frank to do it?” Karin asked.

Josie shook her head. “Can we just— It’s a few blocks away. The CVS.”

“Heading there now,” Karin said.

“He said he met her on a business trip,” Josie said. “He said it was nothing. Only kissing, twice.”

Josie saw Karin’s jawline tighten.

“You don’t believe him?” Josie asked.

“Do you?” Karin asked. Another thing about Karin: she never lied.

Josie looked down at the cloth bag by her feet. “I still have his phone. I haven’t looked at all the messages. I thought I could go through them at your house. I’ve got my calendar, too. I have to figure it out, I need to know when he saw her and what they did. I was with the kids all those times—I was so fucking stupid, Karin, I was just puttering around and telling him to go to his dumb work happy hours as long as he did something with the girls on the weekend so I’d get a break, too, and all the while, the whole time—maybe not the whole time, but for the last couple of months—he was—he took her out for her birthday—”

Karin’s arm was around Josie before Josie realized that Karin had pulled the minivan to the side of the road. Josie hadn’t realized she was crying, either; her chest heaved and the tears dripped down her face, but she wasn’t making a sound. She still felt numb. Why couldn’t she feel?

A passing car honked at them—Karin’s minivan was sticking out a bit into the lane—but Karin just lifted a hand and gave the driver the finger.

“It’s going to be okay,” she told Josie. “You can stay with me. The girls, too. You can do whatever you want. What do you want to do?”

Josie reached for her purse and pulled out a napkin. She blew her nose.

She said the only thing that came to mind, because life went on, just like the traffic streaming past their stopped vehicle, no matter how still and frozen you felt inside.

“I want to go to CVS.”

•  •  •

After they’d completed the errand and driven back to Karin’s house, Karin put on the teakettle while Josie huddled on the couch under a crocheted blanket. But she didn’t want to be alone in the living room, even though she had a clear view of Karin in the open kitchen, so she wrapped the blanket around her shoulders like a shawl and went to sit on a stool at the counter.

“Chamomile or mint?” Karin asked.

“Chamomile, I guess.” It didn’t matter. She couldn’t believe she’d ever had a strong opinion on anything as irrelevant as the flavor of her tea.

“Are you sure you don’t want wine, too?” Karin asked, but Josie shook her head. She didn’t need to unfeel any more deeply.

Karin settled the teapot and mugs and spoons between them, and put a jar of honey next to Josie. Then she took the stool next to Josie’s. “Here?” she asked. “Or the couch? The couch is cozier.”

Josie nodded and picked up her mug and followed Karin.

Karin blew on her steaming tea, then asked gently, “What did the emails say?”

So Josie stood up again and retrieved the cloth bag from the bench by the front door—she had been overly aware of it there, next to a basket of shoes and coats hanging on hooks, like it was just another household object—and she brought it back to the couch.

She tapped in the code to Frank’s phone and pulled up his messages. She covered her mouth with her hand.

“Are you okay?” Karin asked.

Josie nodded. “I just— I just felt sick for a second there.”

“When was the last time you ate?” Karin asked.

“I had a yogurt and banana this morning,” Josie said.

“You missed lunch. What can I get you? I’ve got lasagna, or potato salad, and there’s tons of ice cream in the fridge . . .” Karin loved feeding people and often brought buckets of Dunkin’ Donuts Munchkins to school meetings. It terrorizes the Barbie moms, she’d whisper to Josie before popping a donut hole into her mouth.
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