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			“The most beautiful is the object which does not exist.”
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			“I can’t decide . . . if you have everything . . . or nothing.”
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			CHAPTER ONE

			Today is the first day of the rest of your life.

			—Total cereal

			It is 4:00 p.m., after the after-lunch meetings when junior creatives start assignments that are due the next day; when working mothers whose children are too old for babysitters retreat behind phones and speak urgently into them; when commuters are tempted to bag the last meeting because it will make them miss the 5:48 and the next train won’t get them home until 7:00, which will fuel the resentment of those waiting there, who are now turning on talk shows that they don’t sit and watch but absorb half-consciously for the sake of companionship in rooms where they’re cleaning or cooking or folding—shows that are pageants of human misery: incest survivors and hermaphrodites and wives remarrying ex-husbands who beat them, and these parades are interrupted by processions of products that promise to relieve more common afflictions: hair loss or heartburn or penile dysfunction.

			No, not quite 4:00 p.m., Audrey notes, stepping into the elevator, glancing at the LED news box on the wall, the modern equivalent of a town crier, that announces 3:56 according to some national institute, along with changes in weather and stock fluctuations and news of no import in capped letters (the modern equivalent of shouting): WHITE HOUSE INSTALLS NATIONAL Y2K HELPLINE TO ANSWER QUESTIONS ON MILLENNIUM BUG.

			Some days, like this one, it is her only source of news of the outside world. It is as if she is sealed inside the biosphere, that giant bubble where, in the interest of science, strangers lived together, isolated from the rest of the world for years. From time to time, she envies the freedom of those who come and go at will: freelancers, talent reps, voice-overs, illustrators, the bike messenger for whom brass doors now pull apart, a thick chain of steel links encircling his torso. But she would not want to exchange places with them, would not want to forgo perks that corporate entrapment makes possible: well-made clothes and leather handbags soft as a baby’s bum, business-class seats and hotel rooms where sheets are Frette linen and handwritten cards on the nightstand inform of the weather the next day. She likes being part of a giant machine, likes feeling herself part of something grand and complex, formidable in its immensity.

			She has the job she dreamed of having as a child, before she knew what a copywriter was, when she’d sat cross-legged in her school uniform drawing an ad for Cross pens: The Cross you’ll love to bear. She’d mailed it to the company and started flipping through magazines, hoping to see the idea in print. She’d been disappointed that the company hadn’t responded, not even to thank her, not knowing that agencies don’t acknowledge unsolicited ideas on advice of their lawyers who fear contributors will sue them.

			Doors open again, releasing her onto a floor she’s never been to before, a floor she didn’t even realize the ad agency occupied. It doesn’t look like an ad agency. The carpet is floral. And unlike the walls of the floor she’s just come from, which are black and chalked with motivational mantras (Your job is to bring dead facts to life), walls here are beige and hung with Impressionist posters one might expect to see in a dentist’s office.

			It doesn’t smell like an ad agency either. No salt in the air from microwaved popcorn, no industrial coffee scorching a pot, no noxious fumes of rubber cement, no scent of perfumes wafting from magazines piled in messy stacks on the floor in offices of art directors looking for scrap. (Of course, ad agencies stink a lot less than they used to; she marvels that no detriment was done to her by years of breathing in air rank with smoke from cigarettes and cigars, the vapor of markers, and droplets of glue from spray cans.)

			Strange, too, is the silence. No thrum from boom boxes, no voices raised in brainstorming or argument, no screech of reel machines rewinding commercials on tape. The offices are empty. She feels as if she has fallen thirty floors into a void. Steel nameplates are engraved with numbers, she notices, not names. What number is she looking for? She can’t remember. Why the hell didn’t she print out the e-mail?

			How provincial are creatives who work in big agencies, rarely venturing forth from their offices, inured to the privilege of meetings coming to them, so as to maximize the time they can allot to creative development? On the infrequent occasions they are forced to exit their lairs, they advance with the trepidation of lost pioneers.

			Audrey squints at her wrist, trying to make out the time without reading glasses. She hates wearing reading glasses, although she has fashionable ones—vintage frames found in a store that sells hearing aids, recommended in the glossy pages of a long-ago issue of New York. She buys these frames in bulk once a year; she loses them easily and refuses to secure them on a chain around her neck, as if she were a middle-aged matron, although of course, she is a middle-aged matron—exactly in the middle, if she lives to be ninety-two.

			Is the watch still ten minutes fast? The hands on her Timex are as narrow as pins. It’s a watch that is elegant in its simplicity. She’d bought it years ago at an auction of Andy Warhol’s estate. She’d stopped into Sotheby’s at lunch on a whim and signed up for a paddle. In the midst of heated bidding, she’d lifted the paddle, just to see what bidding would feel like. In that moment, the bidding fell terrifyingly silent. And she owned a watch that cost twice what their monthly rent was in those days. Oren hadn’t minded. She’d loved him for that.

			“Think of it as a piece of jewelry,” he’d said when she’d promptly confessed her deed from the nearest pay phone. “You never buy jewelry.”

			She often sets the watch ten minutes ahead to trick herself into being on time. But sometimes it makes up time on its own.

			Luckily the meeting she’s late for is of no importance. She’d initiated it by e-mailing Personnel a question about pension changes. They could have e-mailed her the answer or dispensed it by phone, but everyone is going the extra mile these days in the wake of layoffs.

			She rounds a corner, and suddenly the hallway looks familiar, and she wonders if she is retracing her steps. All the offices look alike on this floor. There’s little left of the agency she once knew. So much has changed since she first shook hands with Gordon when she was twenty-six years old and couldn’t believe her good fortune: that a famous ad man to whom she’d typed a fawning letter was taking her on, rescuing her from a gray, anonymous future of writing classified ads for a recruitment agency where the most creative contribution you could make was to design a border around a three-inch ad for employment. Of course, she’d imagined rising through the ranks to be Gordon herself, the executive creative director, not an undistinguished associate creative director, assigned to products nobody else wants to work on. But she’s a team player, a good soldier. It’s why she and her art director, Howard, have made it through so many rounds of cutbacks.

			It’s the only office with words on the door: PERSONNEL COMMUNICATIONS MANAGER. She’s about to knock when she hears “Come in” from the depths of the room. Sitting behind a desk is a boy who looks to be not much older than her teenage son. As she enters, he jumps to his feet, adjusting the knot of his tie in a collar too large for his neck. It is as if he has borrowed a shirt from his father.

			“Thank you for coming.” Like a host at a party, he waves her in. The room has the smell of new vinyl, new paint. She suspects that the boy himself is new, but she won’t ask, not wanting to make a point of his age. Young people always want to look more experienced than they are, and in fact, he might have been here for years.

			“So,” says Audrey, settling into a hard plastic chair on the visitor side of the desk. The chair on which the boy sits is larger and swivels. She glances at an engraved metal slab on his desk: Drew Colby. “So, Drew, what kind of changes do I need to know about?” She wishes they’d sent her the new policy in Lotus Notes instead of taking up her time in person.

			Drew appears to need a moment to think about this. He adjusts his round wire glasses, takes a deep breath, and speaks to a stack of papers centered on the wood laminate plain between them. “I, uh, Ms. . . . Ms. Walker.”

			“You can call me Audrey.” She tries to remember if he was at the offsite session last month, three days spent in a hotel ballroom when no work was accomplished, rumors of further layoffs were put to rest, and surviving employees were made to engage in team reconstruction consisting of earnestly organized activities: role-playing jobs and scavenger hunts and navigating blindfolded between rows of chair backs. She’ll never forget the sight of a senior account manager, a tight-lipped man with white hair and red cheeks, being made to stand on one of the tables.

			“Audrey,” he obliges, still addressing the stack of papers before him. “You’re aware of the pending merger between Tadd, Collins and k + d?”

			Did he think she was clueless? Talk in the hallways is of little else. Tadd, Collins is merging with a creative boutique out of London, a union the press likens to mating a dinosaur with a pit bull.

			“I was given to understand that the merger wouldn’t impact negatively on pension plans,” she says, leaning forward. Joyce, Gordon’s assistant, had made a point of this. Hadn’t she?

			Drew stares at the stack of file folders on his desk, as if he’d acquired X-ray vision and was reading, through folder covers, what to say next. Slowly he raises his eyes to meet hers.

			“I’m sorry. I’m not authorized to talk about pension plans.”

			“You’re not?” Audrey searches his face as he swivels in the chair. He peers anxiously at the open door behind her.

			“Well, then, what am I here for?” She makes a show of checking her watch. It’s the reason she’s still here after 4:00 on a Friday. She has a voice-over downtown in twenty minutes. If she leaves now, she’ll have just enough time to dash upstairs, gather her things, and make it there only a few minutes late.

			Drew leans forward and takes a deep breath. He brings his palms together as if in prayer and speaks with his eyes closed, like a child calling up a psalm from memory. The bumps on his chin could be vestiges of acne.

			“Ms. Walker, I am charged with the task of informing you that due to impending changes in corporate structure, your services to the company are no longer required.”

			Audrey’s brain goes cold, as if it is snowing inside her head. “What?” This boy couldn’t possibly be firing her, couldn’t have the authority to sack someone of her stature.

			“Is this a joke?” A page-a-day calendar on his desk reminds her: it’s Friday the 13th. She turns to the place to which his gaze has been flickering. Okay, Howard, she thinks. You’ve had your fun. You can come out now. But Howard is out in Toledo at focus groups.

			“No, ma’am, I’m sorry. This is not a joke.”

			She sees the fragile towers she has built with Oren—their farmhouse upstate, private school tuition, the kitchen renovation they have just signed the contract for—toppling in the wake of tides set in motion by a man too young to have towers of his own.

			“Wait a minute.” Audrey stands to give her words emphasis. “Just you wait a goddamn minute.” They’d promised from the podium that layoffs were over. Decades of service to the company couldn’t end like this, without warning, without even the dignity of being let go by a grown-up. She’d given half her life to this agency, untold weekends, last-minute trips out of town, years of missed soccer games and school events for her son.

			“What the hell do you think you’re doing?” She’s taken accounts other associate creative directors wouldn’t touch—drugs and toilet paper and feminine hygiene—and turned out campaigns. They were short of brilliant, of course, but way better than the standard schlock for the category. She’d helped land Silky soap, a $22 million account.

			“What. The fuck. Do you think. You’re doing.”

			She senses movement above and glances up at the acoustic tiles. Protruding from a tile is the red eye of a camera. Its all-seeing eye stares down at her, censorious. Of course! She’s being taped. What she says or does can be used against her.

			“There must be some mistake,” she says stiffly, sitting down again and assuming a patronizing look that she hopes will intimidate him. But as her words release into the recycled air, she realizes what a cliché they are—precisely the words he’s been told to expect.

			“There’s no mistake, ma’am. I’m sorry,” he says. That annoying, insipid, distancing ma’am.

			He continues to speak, but she is deaf to all but a crashing sound in her head. She gleans only intermittent oncoming phrases: environmental transference, outplacement service.

			He has no idea of what he is wrenching from her. She won’t find another job in the business. Not at her age. Forty-six! Headhunters—the good ones—stopped calling years ago.

			Now he is handing her a thick manila envelope closed with a string. This packet will explain in detail . . . 

			Bricks of her comfortable existence go flying. Gym membership. Health care. Will she have to cancel Paley’s SAT tutor?

			 . . . vested stock options . . . benefit continuity . . . 

			Something turns in her stomach; she’s afraid she’ll throw up. She concentrates on resisting the rise in her gullet, willing the bile to reverse its ascent. Her distress is compounded by the escape of a humiliating sound: a cross between a burp and a hiccup. Her cheeks, she realizes, are wet. The boy kindly stops talking and pushes a box of tissues toward her—a brand that she notices is her client’s fiercest competitor. Brand loyalty to your clients is common courtesy, Gordon insists.

			Does Gordon know about this? He’d left for France last week for his annual three weeks in August and had given no hint when he’d said good-bye that their separation would be permanent. He’d urged her, in fact, to bring her family to visit the chateau in Cap d’Antibes, an invitation he’d been extending for years, one she’d assumed was pro forma. She’d never taken him up on it. Maybe she should have.

			As she blows her nose in the traitorous tissue, something rustles behind her, and the rustling makes the boy’s face bloat with relief. She turns to see a large woman approaching. The rustle is hose. Most women don’t wear hose in summer anymore. The sound and a powdery fragrance remind Audrey of her mother who passed away a few years ago, the sad event that made Audrey finally feel like a grown-up, though she hadn’t realized she’d not felt grown-up before.

			This is Marisol, the communications retainer, who is going to escort you back to your office . . . 

			At the sight of Marisol’s bright, kind eyes and wide arms, Audrey feels a tendril of comfort unfurl.

			 . . . assemble the personal possessions you are able to carry.

			She is tempted to bury her face in Marisol’s bosom.

			 . . . must ask you not to communicate with other employees . . . access to the server terminated during this meeting . . . 

			Audrey follows Marisol out of the office, trailing her down the long corridor, watching herself as if from on high, a speck in the universe dumbly following another, the path to the elevator a long, treacherous, interminable trek.

		

	
		
			CHAPTER TWO

			A surprise in every box

			—Cracker Jack

			The blow of dismissal is delivered full force by the sight of flattened moving boxes outside her office. Marisol helps her fit the boxes together, a task at which she is tellingly expert, then stands discreetly outside the door as Audrey throws things inside them. In go art books and awards annuals; in stacks of tapes in teetering piles on a shelf (recent spots she hasn’t had time to add to her reel; how will she do this now without access to the production department?); in go the laminated print ads she unpins from the wall (work she is proud of, done years ago when she was still young enough to get good assignments); in go sample bottles of wrinkle creams and lotions not yet for sale (Are they hers to take? Let them arrest her.); in, of course, goes the gold statuette, her only award, procured thanks to Howard, dear Howard.

			What will happen to Howard? Will he be fired too? Are they lying in wait for his return from Toledo?

			Years before, she’d attended the Clio Awards show with him and paid way too much for a flouncy black dress, which she thought of as an investment (she was networking there, after all). But the emcee never made an appearance. The band played show tunes to an empty stage until a man in a tuxedo took the podium. When he began to mangle names well known in the business, it became clear that he wasn’t the emcee (he turned out to be the head caterer). As the crowd rose and made their angry way toward the exits, a man leaped on stage and grabbed a gold statuette from a glittering army lined up on a table. She’ll never forget the sight of Howard swaggering toward her, grinning and waving statuettes in both hands—one for each of them.

			In goes the photo taken the day of her wedding, as she folds down velvet-backed silver frames (Who is that hopeful bride? That dark-haired groom?). In go Paley at six, his first school photo, his hair still blond and cut in a Prince Valiant. In goes Paley at eight, carving a pumpkin on their porch in the country—in the days when he willingly came with them to the country. In goes the solemn young man who stands with his date in the prom picture taken last spring, a sheet of pale hair almost obscuring his face. She hardly knows her son anymore. Well, there’ll be plenty of time to bond with him now. (When is his next tuition check due?) She wraps the silver frames carefully in the cashmere sweater she has kept for years hanging on the back of her door, for days when air blasts from unpredictable vents, making the room arctic. In goes the expensive champagne sent by a supplier at Christmas (she and Oren can down it tonight). She cushions the bottle with manila folders and files she might need (expense receipts she should have submitted), abandoning stacks of research statistics on the demographics of toilet paper use that she will never (silver lining) have to refer to again.

			She logs onto the PowerMac bolted to her desk, but the screen defies her: access denied.

			“Your personal files will be sent to your home on a disk,” Marisol says, breaking the silence. Audrey stands for a moment in her half-emptied office, staring at the fainting couch from a pantyhose shoot, the sewing table from her grandmother’s house, the skyline view she should have looked at more often. White walls are pockmarked by holes left by pushpins, and she seeks in their pattern the void that her leaving will make.

			The quest is interrupted by the squeal of a pallet outside her door. “Ready?” asks a man from the mailroom who has come for the boxes.

			She follows Marisol down the hall to the elevator, gazing into empty offices. It is August and a Friday; the place is deserted.

			Good-bye, sweet society of Howard’s lawn gnomes. Good-bye, pool table in the hallway where Paley acquired his love of the game. Good-bye, Gordon’s barber shop pole, his antique typewriters, his showcased collection of colonial spoons. Good-bye, Joyce’s glass cubicle and wall tribute to Di. (I was in London when she got married! I waved to her carriage!)Good-bye, the place where I grew up in the business. Farewell, my friends, my work. Good-bye.

			She revolves through the lobby door into the rank air of midsummer. It is so hot outside that even the asphalt is sweating. A town car is waiting, Marisol says, a gesture that the agency must consider magnanimous. Town cars are usually authorized only for destinations unattainable by cab: focus groups in outlying exurbs or client meetings in bordering states, for example. And for the first time she sees that the car resembles a hearse.

			Its driver leaps out, a turban-wearing man with a kindly face. He opens the back door and, with a cordial dip of his headwear, ushers her into a refuge as cool and dark as a cave.

			“Good luck,” says Marisol, turning her back.

			Audrey sits by the tinted window watching the driver wrestle her boxes into the trunk, then feels the car jump as he slams down the door. As the car pulls away, Audrey stares for as long as she can at the building growing distant, windows glittering like beacons lighting the way to the vertical kingdom from which she’s been banished.

		

	
		
			CHAPTER THREE

			The road will never be the same.

			—Acura

			Traffic is terrible, and for once, she is grateful for the long, slow crawl of cars on the West Side Highway. On summer Fridays, when those who can afford it escape to greener environs, mass evacuation from the city takes place, and she and Oren are usually part of this, their Taurus station wagon nosing steadily northbound to their little farmhouse. She wonders how much longer they will be able to keep the car, the farmhouse, the co-op—any of it. How will she break the news to Oren? How will they live? Who will she be without an office to go to? Her stomach lurches as the car takes a pothole, and she tastes rancid coffee at the back of her throat.

			Audrey is usually loath to make conversation with drivers, preferring to catch up on her reading instead (Adweek or the Times or Communication Arts), but now she turns her attention to the driver, regal-looking in his turban, who seems to want to talk. She finds herself murmuring encouraging sounds, grateful for distraction, glad to hear the story he wants to tell of his family, whom he cannot bring to this country: a wife, five children, and a mother too sick to travel. She silently marvels at how he manages to remain cordial after losing not just a job but an entire country. If she were in the same predicament, she’d be bitter, tight-lipped. Perhaps it’s religion: the laminated face of a bearded maharajah gyrates on a leash of beads strung from the rearview mirror.

			They are moving again, inching past glittering drive-through car washes on one side, a shining stretch of the Hudson on the other.

			She hates the thought of selling the farmhouse. But in this market, it would bring ten times what they’d paid for it, enough to live on for several years. Twenty-five thousand had been a whopping sum in 1982. She remembers staring for some time at the number on the check she had received as a bonus, disbelieving the zeros, running to the bank to place it into the complicit hands of a teller. She’d been pregnant with Paley then, and her nesting instinct had been strong. That weekend, they had rented a car and driven north, following a highway until it narrowed to a state road, passing fields dotted with red barns and ivy-covered silos, until they saw a sign of a silhouette of a horse and buggy—a realtor’s sign, it turned out. The realtor was a heavy-jowled, tweedy woman whom they’d liked immediately for her forthrightness. “Don’t be embarrassed to lowball,” Mrs. Dunleavy had told them. “These farmers have an inflated idea of what they are worth.” Two days later, they’d signed a contract for a house with quirky stairwells, wide-board flooring, and a screened-in porch walled with stones pulled out of the property. They fell in love with not only the house but the image of themselves as relaxed country dwellers within it. They hadn’t wanted to shop around. If they’d waited to buy, spent months comparing properties as her mother and sister had advised her to do, they would have frittered away the money on incidentals.

			The driver pulls over to the curb in front of her building and passes a clipboard to her. She signs her last chit for the company’s car service. She presses the pen into the carbon and enjoys a paroxysm of pleasure as she doubles, no, quadruples, his tip.

			How glad she is that Hector, the only doorman who helps her with packages, is on. The other doormen have confided to her that they are not really doormen. They are a musician, an actor, a pilot-in-training, and when anyone comes to the door needing assistance, they busy themselves behind the front desk, doing a crossword or peering closely at one of the monitors, which the musician figured out how to rig up to cable. She is grateful to Hector, who genially rolls the trolley out to the curb, unloads the boxes from the trunk, then helps her wheel them into the elevator.

			“G’nite, Audrey,” he says, depositing the last of her boxes in the gilded elevator cab. She is startled by the sound of her name. He usually calls her Mrs. Oakes, which is technically wrong since she never took Oren’s surname. She peers at herself in the reflective walls. Does she look different?

			She must ring her own doorbell; she’d forgotten to remove her house key from the ring of keys she was made to surrender. She leans into the button and prepares to face Oren, to whom she will probably not have to say a word because he will take in her expression and the boxes that surround her and sweep her into his arms and promise her it’ll be okay even though she knows (and he knows) that it quite possibly won’t be.

			That is one thing she loves about him: how much of what lies between them can go unspoken, that they read each other, that their marriage is newsprint instead of talk radio, its silence a dignified communication.

			But when the door swings open, she is greeted by Greta. She’d forgotten: it’s Oren’s birthday. They’d invited Greta and Gray to dinner. She’d suggested a restaurant, but Oren insisted on cooking a last meal before their kitchen is dismantled and out of commission for months during the renovation.

			She’s a terrible wife. Her husband’s birthday!

			Greta gives Audrey a little hug, pulls back, and inquires gently, “Bad day?”

			Audrey looks down suddenly to hide tears from Greta.

			Greta is her best friend, their alliance long and enduring (partly due to proximity—they live in the same building), but Audrey is loath to tell her the news, reluctant to confirm her friend’s suspicions about the place to which she’s devoted half of her life.

			Greta is an artist who thinks of big companies as malevolent giants existing for no other reason than to make people miserable. But she has a husband who pays the bills.

			“Wow, you really went all out this year!” Greta remarks upon seeing the boxes.

			“These aren’t for Oren, they’re . . . from a shoot,” says Audrey, kicking a box through the door. “We don’t give each other gifts anymore.” When had that stopped? She can’t remember. The only gift she has for him is a terrible announcement. She won’t tell him until tomorrow.

			Doesn’t Greta think it strange that Audrey has arrived home with boxes? Apparently not. Greta makes no comment, just helps her push them from the hallway and stack them out of sight, in Oren’s “office,” which he’s used for years as a workout room. It must seem to Greta that Audrey is always schlepping things home. Indeed, much of their apartment is furnished with oddities appropriated from shoots: deer antlers (deodorant), Mayan-ish tapestry (sunblock), a painted horse from a carousel (tampons).

			It would be heartless to break the news to Oren as he stands at the stove on his birthday, raining spices into a bubbling pot, filling the room with a lovely aroma—garlic and onions and some seasoning she can’t name—the pungent, primal promise of nourishment.

			She wants to fling herself at him, bury her face in his neck, and cry, but she restrains herself and kisses the back of his neck instead, the soft gray tendrils that escape from his ponytail.

			“Happy birthday, birthday boy.” He is fifty-seven. Almost sixty! The eleven-year gap seemed inconsequential when they’d met years ago. He wouldn’t tell her his age. When she stole a look at his driver’s license, she’d been surprised. He seemed younger than thirty-six, perhaps because he still dressed like a kid, in faded jeans and cowboy boots, not the buttoned-up attire of the suited executives she worked with. She’d liked him for that.

			“My damsel home from the wars,” he says, turning to give her a peck on the cheek. His round glasses are steamed from the pot he is stirring.

			“What’s this?” she asks, gazing into the pot.

			“Vegan mulligatawny. With homemade flax naan.”

			Cooking is something that Oren takes seriously, an art he has perfected during his years as a stay-at-home dad. He spends hours in transit to and from remote parts of town in search of organically grown vegetables and exotic protein alternatives like mung beans and dulse, which he somehow makes taste as mighty as meat. But Paley will be off to college next year. Surely Oren will look for paying work then?

			“I wish Gray could cook,” says Greta, settling into a chair at the kitchen table. “His only culinary contribution is once a year: grilling Thanksgiving turkey.”

			“Gray contributes in other ways,” says Audrey, more sharply than she’d intended. This elicits a quick glance from Greta, who is used to commiserating with Audrey about their husbands’ shortcomings. But now Audrey sees the burdens Gray bears, as if they were actually perched on his shoulders: girls in plaid uniforms, a wife pursuing the unremunerative life of an artist.

			Why couldn’t Oren have gone to law school like Gray did? Oren had been doing well when she met him. He was a retoucher before computers made retouching obsolete, when every photo shoot budget had a line item for it and art directors paid triple for overnight changes that could be done only by a steady hand: a blemish removed, teeth made whiter, a mountain added or taken away. How impressed she’d been in the early days when he’d taken her to parties on the farthest shores of Long Island at fancy beach houses owned by plain-spoken men made garrulous by a life that had far exceeded their expectations.

			It’s been twelve years since his business went under, but they never discuss his lack of income.

			“I’ve been kvelling over plans for your kitchen, Audrey,” said Greta. In fact, Greta had grown up Catholic in a suburb of Philadelphia, but her speech is curiously peppered with Yiddish.

			Audrey takes a fortifying gulp of pinot and thinks, Just how binding is a signed contract?

			Greta sets her wineglass on the curled end of a blueprint to hold it down. Scattered across the blueprint are various stones marked with printed labels identifying what each of them is. She picks up one labeled “serpentine” and strokes it admiringly. “How are you ever going to choose?” she sighs, which prompts Oren to turn from his dutiful post at the stove and launch into a soliloquy on the advantages and disadvantages of countertop options. He is eloquent on the subject of not only serpentine (its durability, the impenetrable sheen of its polish) but Corian and granite and marble and still others. Audrey hadn’t realized there were so many choices.

			Audrey picks up a sample marked “Silestone,” which she knows isn’t a stone because it has a registry symbol attached to its name. She peers at the label and draws back, surprised. How could they charge so much for stone that is fake?

			[image: • • •]

			“Sorry I’m late,” says Gray, hurrying in. Gray does everything in a hurry. He went to college at sixteen and was the first to make partner at his firm before thirty. “Nice and cool in here.”

			Oren keeps the air conditioners turned up to high, a reaction to growing up in a Park Slope brownstone where the only room that was cooled was his father’s basement workshop, to protect the power tools from heat damage. Here, in a co-op, utilities are prorated. Still, if they turned down the controls, it would save something.

			Gray shakes off his suit jacket and hangs it on the back of a chair, loosens his tie, and flings it on top of the jacket. He takes up the leather satchel engraved with his initials in gold and extracts a bottle of red wine, which he presents with a flourish. “ ’79, I believe, was a very good year.”

			The bottle is French and dusty and no doubt ridiculously expensive. The kitchen closet that Audrey and Oren in their apartment downstairs use for a pantry is temperature controlled for Gray’s wine collection.

			“That’s the year we were married,” says Oren, smiling at Audrey. Taking the bottle, he plunges a screw into the cork.
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			“How’s the farmer?” Gray asks, passing the basket of naan to Audrey. Audrey had pulled strings with a client to get Paley an internship on a cheese farm in Vermont, something she thought would look good on college applications. It wasn’t meant to suggest a profession. Since Paley had resisted going at first, they’ve both been startled by how their son has taken to farm life. “Turns out doing manual labor for free is right up his alley. Another thing the kid’s got in common with his old man.” Oren grins, gathering his fingers to take up grains of rice. He’d read that they ate rice that way in India in order to experience the flavor of basmati in full.

			“He loves it,” Audrey says, taking up a flap of the flatbread still warm from the oven. Getting back to the workforce will do Oren good, Audrey thinks.

			She passes raita to Greta, whose eyes are watering. Oren likes his food spicy, and with a lack of empathy uncharacteristic of him, he refuses to adjust recipes for people who don’t.

			“Vermont is beautiful,” Greta says, sighing as she does when encountering or thinking of encountering beauty. “A boy I once knew talked about a special Vermont shade of light.”

			The boy who got away, Audrey thinks. Greta once told her about the artist she’d dated in college. Lucky for Greta, he gave her the slip. If she’d married an artist instead of a lawyer, her life would contain none of the trappings it does now. And it’s not just Gray’s job that affords them that life. If Gray were the one who’d been fired today, Audrey suspects they’d still be able to swing tuitions, camps, and spring breaks to Vail. Although she and Greta have never discussed personal finances—one of the few taboo topics in polite company, even now at the approach of the millennium—Gray’s childhood memories have enough references to make it a fairly sure bet that he has family money, which, Audrey thinks, is the difference between walking a high wire and walking a high wire without a net.

			“How are things in the ad biz, Audrey?” This is Gray’s cue to Audrey to regale them with the latest tale of bad behavior on a shoot or hilarity at a focus group, but in the mood she’s in, Audrey finds herself unable to perform.

			“Tell us about the Chocolate Lady,” Oren says, taking up sprigs of fresh coriander from a bowl on the table, adding it to his soup. “The one who goes around to food shoots vacuuming the bubbles out of chocolate.”

			The effort of having to pretend is exhausting.

			“You just told it,” Audrey says, smiling weakly, excusing herself from the table.

			She means to go to the bathroom, but emboldened by several glasses of wine, she detours to their bedroom and sits down at the desk. She’ll call someone. She rarely calls coworkers at home. Their lives intersect mostly at the office, as if they are allies who battle together, then retreat to respective countries, each with its own inexplicable language and culture. But she has no such boundaries to respect anymore.

			She ransacks the cubbies for her company directory, the one she has squirreled away, she is certain. Employee directories have gotten smaller and smaller, consequently harder and harder to find. When she first started working, they were printed hardcover books. The latest is a square that fits in the palm of her hand. The type is so small that she has to use the decorative magnifying glass to read it.

			With trembling finger, she punches Gordon’s 203 number in Connecticut. The ring is the old-fashioned groan of a rotary. Groaaaaan, groaaaan. Suddenly the groan cuts off, replaced by Gordon’s gravelly voice: You have reached the McCrae residence. Audrey hangs up before the recording is over. She doesn’t know his number in France. But even if she knew it, she’d hesitate to make a transatlantic call. The force of her words would be diminished by craters of time caused by the distance the words have to travel.

			Next, she tries Howard, her partner, her art director, her best friend in the business since meeting at a training program in Chicago when junior employees were believed to be a form of investment.

			You have reached . . . He’s probably still in focus groups in Toledo.

			She moves on to Joyce. She recalls that Joyce recently replaced her beeper with a cell phone so Gordon could reach her anytime, anywhere. But the book isn’t updated for cell phone numbers.

			When she returns to the table, they are talking about colleges.

			“Maddie’s giving Gray an ulcer by refusing to do early decision for Harvard.”

			“The kid’s got legacy!” Gray says. “What more does she want?”

			“To go to a school her dad didn’t go to?” says Greta. “Shoemail says Princeton’s more of a fit anyway.”

			“Shoemail?” says Audrey, surprised. “You’ve already met with the college counselor? We got a memo saying no college meetings in summer.”

			Silence. “No meetings in person, but she answers her e-mail.”

			“How did you get her e-mail address?”

			“Last year, when she e-mailed to thank us for the jeroboam at Christmas.”

			“But I thought high school policy was no teacher gifts! Paley was adamant that we stop giving after eighth grade.” As she says these words, Audrey realizes how naive she sounds. What does a teenager know about the byzantine workings of college admissions?

			“But Shoemail isn’t a teacher.” Greta shrugs. “She’s the college counselor.”

			Why hadn’t Greta mentioned this before? Surely Oren should have picked up on it. Resentment heats in Audrey. She can’t do everything. Will her kid not get into his college of choice because his mother wasn’t a stay-at-home mom?
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			 It is after midnight, and Audrey stands at the sink, poised over an upside-down pot. Oren’s birthday is technically over, and Gray and Greta are gone. She should tell him, she thinks, and assembles words in her mind, seeking to hit on their perfect alignment. She is used to working on deadline, but there are no deadlines now.

			She takes a can of cleanser in hand and shakes powder onto a sponge that she moves over copper in counterclockwise circles, as her grandmother used to do. It had been her grandmother’s pot. Its bottom is copper, but the rest is aluminum. Aluminum is now said to be the cause of dementia, but her grandmother had lived well into her eighties and died with all of her wits about her.

			Oren, I have something awful to tell you.

			“What’s wrong?” Oren asks, taking up a dish towel.

			What’s wrong is ad agencies don’t hire women creatives edging fifty. (She has four years to go, but the line of demarcation rears up in her mind.) She should have kept up her book. That’s the advice you always hear in the business: you’re only as good as your book. It’s not really a book, of course, but an oversized box with a handle, filled with laminated copies of print ads and a reel of commercials in three-quarter-inch tape. Why the hell hadn’t she kept it up?

			Loyalty, is why. At Tadd, Collins, she’d been part of a loyal if dysfunctional family. She’d been loath to ask production for tearsheets and copies of spots for her reel, which would have made it look as if she were looking for another job. Word would have gotten around. Gordon would have felt betrayed.

			She leans into the sink, pressing her weight against a stain on the copper bottom. She continues to move the sponge around and around.

			“They give you another dog account? Rat poison, maybe, or laxatives?” Oren gently squeezes her shoulder and this small, intimate gesture brings tears to her eyes.

			“Sorry, just distracted I guess.” His hand rubs a slow, measured circle beneath her shoulders, then moves lower, toward the small of her back. His rubbing the small of her back is a signal for sex. They haven’t had sex for weeks. They go through dry spells that can last for months until one or the other makes a move to be sexual. But Audrey can’t have sex with Oren before she tells him the news. It would be like lying to him. She never lies to Oren, nor he to her. Lies in a marriage are like termites in a basement: they destroy a foundation, her mother had said. Whenever she thinks of her mother, it is as if a cold knife is slicing through her, remembering she is gone all over again.

			Audrey turns slightly, so that Oren’s hand slips from her back to her waist. She hopes her move is too subtle to be perceptible to him.

			She is used to having a deadline, revising copy until the last possible minute. She still has time to tell him. Surely perfect words will present themselves to her tomorrow.

			Now comes her favorite part of the chore: she holds the pan bottom under the faucet, and gray scum dissolves to reveal the color of a newly minted penny. She tilts the copper to see herself in it. She hadn’t realized she was getting a wattle. The irrefutable fall of her jawline is reflected in the copper, multiplied by cruel beads of water.

			“Those new pots I ordered, we’ll never have to polish.” Oren’s hand moves away. He opens a drawer and shakes out a dish towel.

			“You ordered new pots?” She reaches for a greasy pan on the stovetop. For Indian food, Oren uses every cooking implement they own.

			“Remember? You said as long as we’re investing in a top-of-the-line kitchen.”

			He towels the pot dry, then holds it up to see his reflection in copper.

			“Handsome bastard,” he says.

			She has to tell him right now. They’ll have to cancel the pots. Call the contractor. Perhaps it’s not too late to cancel the checks. She takes a deep breath, preparing to speak, but silently she bears down on the sponge, rubbing and rubbing against the dark.
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