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For the second wives.

Who carry what the first wives

were not given time to.

"A mother’s letter is the only document the world has ever invented that cannot be perjured."

— Anonymous

"There is no version of a marriage in which the first wife is, in fact, gone."

— Anonymous
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The Day Iris Started

Camille Reyes-Whitfield is in the kitchen of the small Tudor on Wynnedale Lane on a Saturday morning in early March when the package arrives, and she is, by every external measure of the moment, exactly the woman she has, in the past four years, organized her entire adult life to be.

She is thirty-six years old. She is married to Adam Whitfield, who is forty-three, who is a senior trust officer at a small private bank in Greenwich, whose first wife died in a single-car accident on the Merritt Parkway five days before Camille met him at the seventh wedding of her late twenties. She is the stepmother to Iris Whitfield, who is twelve as of yesterday, who is, by the small specific arrangement of biological accident and four years of patient slow careful work, the daughter Camille had, in a previous configuration of her life, expected she might have had herself. She is also the stepmother to Wyatt Whitfield, who is nine, who is the small specific younger brother Iris has, in the past four years, learned to be both protective of and quietly exasperated by in the small specific way of older sisters.

The kitchen is the kitchen Camille and Adam have, by their joint deliberate decision over the course of two years, made into the kitchen of a family rather than the kitchen of a man whose first wife had decorated it in 2017 and then, in October of 2019, died.

The kitchen has, since the renovation of 2022, been Camille’s.

The doorbell rings at 10:14 AM.

Camille, who is at the counter making the small specific pancakes Iris has been asking for every Saturday morning since she was nine, calls down the hall: "Adam. Can you get the door."

Adam, in the small specific study at the front of the house, calls back: "I am on a call. Camille. Can you?"

Camille, who has, in the past four years, by the small specific quality of her own internal calibration, become a wife who does not require her husband to be the spouse who gets the door on a Saturday morning, takes the pancake skillet off the burner. She walks to the front door. She opens it.

There is no one on the porch.

On the porch, on the small specific welcome mat she had bought in 2022 to replace the welcome mat the first wife had bought in 2018, is a small package.

The package is, by its dimensions, approximately the size of a hardcover novel.

The package is wrapped in heavy cream paper, tied with a small specific length of red ribbon. The ribbon is not, by Camille’s assessment, the kind of ribbon any commercial gift-wrapping service uses. The ribbon is the small specific quality of ribbon a person who cares about ribbon uses.

The package is addressed, in small careful handwriting, to: IRIS WHITFIELD.

There is no return address.

There is no postage on the package.

Camille looks down the front walk to the street. There is a small specific older sedan she does not recognize pulling away from the curb at the corner of Wynnedale and Hartfield Court. She watches it go.

She picks up the package.

She brings it inside.

She does not, in the moment of bringing it inside, allow herself to register what she has, in fact, already registered about the handwriting.

She has, since 2022, by the slow specific process of inheriting a household, seen the handwriting on a small specific number of documents the first wife had, in the years before her death, produced. The handwriting was on the small specific notes attached to the small specific recipe cards in the cookbook drawer. The handwriting was on the small specific labels of the small specific storage bins in the basement. The handwriting was on the small specific Christmas-card list that Adam had, in 2021, asked Camille whether she would like to take over, in the small specific way of a widower asking the new wife whether she would like to inherit the small specific structural domestic apparatus of the dead wife.

Camille had said yes.

Camille has, in the past four years, become very familiar with the handwriting.

The handwriting on the package is, by every honest assessment Camille is capable of making in the foyer of her own house at 10:16 AM on the Saturday after her stepdaughter’s twelfth birthday, the handwriting of her husband’s first wife.

* * *
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She places the package on the small specific console table by the front door.

She does not, in the moment, call Adam.

She does not, in the moment, call Iris.

She walks back to the kitchen. She puts the pancake skillet back on the burner. She finishes the pancakes Iris has been waiting for.

At 10:34 AM, Iris comes downstairs in pajamas and the small specific Mariners hoodie that Adam’s brother Theo had sent her for Christmas two years ago.

"Cami."

"Iris."

"Smells good."

"Smells good is the answer I have been making them for. Sit."

Iris sits at the small specific kitchen island in the small specific way of a twelve-year-old who has, in the past two years, become a person rather than a child, and who is, by the small specific quality of being twelve at this particular hour of this particular Saturday, the small specific configuration of person Camille has, in the past four years, become very good at attending to.

Camille slides the plate of pancakes across the island.

"Cami."

"Yes."

"Thank you."

"You are welcome."

They sit at the island.

Iris eats.

At 10:48 AM, Camille — by some decision she has, in the past fourteen minutes, made without articulating to herself — says: "Iris."

"Yes."

"A package came for you this morning."

"For me."

"For you. By name. Hand-delivered. Wrapped in cream paper. It is in the foyer."

Iris looks at her over the pancakes.

"Cami."

"Yes."

"Did you open it."

"I did not. It is addressed to you."

"Cami."

"Yes."

"Who is it from."

Camille looks at her stepdaughter across the small specific kitchen island at 10:49 AM on the Saturday after Iris’s twelfth birthday.

She has, in the past fourteen minutes, considered several possible answers to this question.

She has decided, in those fourteen minutes, that the answer she is going to give is the answer she would, by the small specific structural quality of who she has, in the past four years, become to Iris, want to be the answer that Iris remembers having been given.

"Iris. There is no return address on the package. I do not, in any verifiable way, know who it is from. The handwriting on the front looks familiar to me. I am not, in the moment of telling you this, going to tell you whose handwriting I think it is, because I am not certain, and because I want you to open the package, with me, with your father, in a small specific configuration of three people who are about to find out together."

Iris looks at her.

"Cami."

"Yes."

"You think it is from her."

A silence.

Camille is, in the moment, struck by the small specific quality of Iris’s use of the pronoun.

Iris, in four years, has used many small specific forms to refer to her own dead mother. Iris has used Mom. Iris has used my mother. Iris has used, on three small specific occasions Camille remembers with the small specific quality of structural pain that the moments produced, the name Lila. Iris has not, in four years, used the pronoun her without the small specific quality of additional clarification.

Iris has, on the Saturday morning after her twelfth birthday, used the pronoun her in the small specific configuration in which both Camille and Iris, by the small specific quality of mutual unspoken understanding, knew exactly who the her was.

"Iris."

"Yes."

"I think the handwriting on the front of the package looks like the handwriting on the recipe cards in the cookbook drawer."

Iris is very still.

"Cami."

"Yes."

"Mom’s handwriting."

"Iris. Yes. The handwriting on the front of the package looks like your mother’s handwriting."

Iris sets down her fork.

"Cami."

"Yes."

"Mom has been dead for five and a half years."

"Yes."

"Whose handwriting is on the package, actually."

"Iris. I do not know. I want to find out. I want to find out with you and your father in the room."

Iris looks at her for a long moment.

"Cami."

"Yes."

"You did not open it."

"I did not open it."

"You could have opened it. You could have opened it and decided whether to tell us based on what was inside. You could have made the small specific structural decision of a stepmother who has spent four years figuring out what to tell us, in the small specific careful way you make those decisions, by deciding what we should know."

"Iris."

"Yes."

"I considered it. For approximately ten of the past fifteen minutes. I decided not to."

"Why."

"Iris. Because I am, in fact, in the structural position of stepmother. I am not, in any version of the past four years, your mother. I have, in the past four years, been doing my best to be a particular kind of stepmother, which is the kind who does not, by the structural quality of her own position, attempt to convert her position into anything other than what it is. The package is addressed to you. The package is, possibly, from your mother. The package is, by every structural quality of how a package addressed to a twelve-year-old daughter from a woman who has been dead for five and a half years could exist in the foyer of this house on this Saturday morning, not mine to open."

Iris looks at her across the kitchen island.

"Cami."

"Yes."

"You are good."

"Iris."

"Yes."

"Eat your pancakes. We are going to get your father."
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