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		One

		Simon Burns woke up feeling something nibbling on the back of his neck. He’d been having a dream where he was swimming in an ocean—maybe the Aegean, off Crete, where he’d never been. It had been a pleasant, relaxing dream until he felt the nibbling. Then his heart rate accelerated as he was convinced he was being attacked by a shark or something deadly, and when he woke up he instinctively sat up and nearly elbowed his wife, Alison, in the jaw.

		“Hey,” she said.

		It took a few moments to register that he wasn’t swimming in the Aegean and was in his apartment on Eighty-ninth and Columbus.

		“Oh, sorry.” His heart was still pounding.

		Alison was sitting up, hugging him from behind, kissing the back of his neck. So much for a vicious shark attack.

		“Bad dream?” she asked.

		“Good and bad,” he said.

		“What was the bad part?”

		“I thought you were a shark in Greece.”

		“A Greek shark, huh? I’m not that scary, am I?”

		“It was only a dream.”

		She kissed him again under his jaw, then asked, “How do you feel?”

		How do you feel? was their code for Do you want to make love? They’d been in a slump lately. No one’s fault; they’d both been busy working full-time jobs, and when they came home they were with Jeremy until he went to sleep—some nights not until ten o’clock—and by then they were so zonked they usually crashed on the couch, watching TV. Dr. Hagan, their marriage counselor, had assigned them exercises to increase intimacy in their marriage—going on date nights, planning romantic getaways—but what with child care and work they hadn’t had much time for any of that either.

		“I’m feeling pretty good,” Simon said, trying to get into the mood.

		He kissed Alison on the lips, holding her head steady, and then she fell back onto the bed and he was on top of her, holding her hands. He tried not to get distracted, but it was hard not to. He glanced at the clock on the night table—seven forty-four. He was an account manager at a midtown ad agency, and he had a big client meeting in forty-six minutes. He tried to focus on making love, but he kept worrying about the meeting and the pending decision about a promotion, and replaying bits of random work conversations in his head.

		“Is everything okay?” Alison asked.

		“Fine,” Simon said. “Why?”

		“Never mind,” she said.

		Simon kissed her, moaning a little, and then his eyes shifted toward the night table: seven forty-five.

		“Mommy!” Jeremy, their three-year-old, called from his room.

		Alison gave Simon a look that asked, Can you believe this?

		“Maybe he’ll go back to sleep,” Simon said.

		They listened, didn’t hear anything, and resumed making love, and then the alarm clock went off with what it played every morning—U2’s “Beautiful Day.”

		“I guess bad timing comes in twos,” Simon said.

		“Mommy!” Jeremy called again.

		“Coming, honey!” Alison said. Then she pulled up her panties and said in a frustrated tone, “This is so hard.”

		Simon, also out of bed, said, “It was just a little coitus interruptus.”

		“No, I mean all of this.” She gestured with her hands, looking around the room. “Both of us working full-time, trying to squeeze in sex whenever we can. And I feel like we’re missing Jeremy’s whole childhood.”

		“Come on,” Simon said. “I think you’re being a little melodramatic now.”

		“You know what I mean,” she said. “We get to spend, what, three or four hours a day with him? It’s just not enough.”

		They’d been through this before. When Jeremy was born, Alison had considered leaving her job in pharmaceutical sales and trying to find something part-time, but when they crunched the numbers they realized they just couldn’t swing it. They were barely getting by in Manhattan on two full-time salaries, and moving out of the city would be just as expensive when they factored in commuting costs and the need for two cars. So they’d decided to stay in the city and keep their jobs and hire a babysitter to take care of Jeremy on weekdays. The situation was hardly uncommon—most working parents in Manhattan had to hire babysitters, but it was especially rough when Jeremy had a learning leap and said a new grown-up word or learned a new trick in the playground. These were moments that parents could never get back.

		“I’m just as frustrated as you are,” Simon said. “If my promotion comes through, maybe you can switch to part-time or even quit. But until then, there’s nothing we can do.”

		“I know, I know,” Alison said. “I’m just saying, it’s getting to be a drag, that’s all.”

		Alison put on a long “Best Mommy in the World” T-shirt and left to attend to Jeremy.

		Simon shaved and showered as quickly as he could, and then he came out to the dining room, finishing getting dressed, buttoning his shirt. Jeremy was in his booster seat having breakfast: Special K and a juice box.

		“There’s my big guy,” Simon said. “Gimme a high five, kiddo.”

		He held up his hand and Jeremy slapped it and said, “High five.”

		“Thataboy,” Simon said.

		He glanced through the pass-through at Alison, who was unloading the dishwasher. He could tell she was still upset about their conversation, but there was nothing he could say to make it better, especially when he was already late for work.

		He finished buttoning his shirt as he went into the closet and grabbed the first tie he saw—the navy one—and wrapped it loosely around his neck, then put on his suit jacket and grabbed his briefcase and headed back through the apartment.

		The doorbell rang. Simon knew who it was before he answered it—Margaret, their babysitter.

		“Hello, Simon, good morning to you.”

		Margaret was the third babysitter they’d had since Jeremy was born—Marianna had quit when she and her family moved back to Ecuador, and Linda had left to have her own child. It was weird that babysitters could afford to quit their jobs to take care of their own kids, but he and Alison couldn’t, but then again the babysitters usually lived in the outer boroughs. If you wanted to live in Manhattan, in an apartment bigger than a studio, in a decent building, in a decent neighborhood, then you had to make sacrifices.

		Margaret was by far the best babysitter they’d had. She was Jamaican, was in her forties, had two grown kids, and, most important, was great with Jeremy. She was patient and fun, and it was clear that she actually enjoyed the time she spent with him. Jeremy couldn’t get enough of her. He talked about her all the time, sometimes asking for her on weekends and having crying fits when she went home at night. Though it was great that he had such a close connection with his babysitter, at times it was tough to take for Simon and especially for Alison. It reminded them of how much they were missing out on by having someone else raise their child.

		“Yay, Margaret’s here!” Jeremy said excitedly. He got up from the table and ran to Margaret and gave her a big hug.

		“Come on, you have to finish your breakfast,” Alison said.

		Jeremy ignored her, saying to Margaret, “I want to show you the painting I made yesterday.”

		“Go ahead, finish your breakfast, listen to your mother now,” Margaret said, and Jeremy immediately obeyed and returned to his seat.

		Simon glanced at Alison and could tell how disappointed and hurt she felt, although she wasn’t really showing it.

		While Margaret tended to Jeremy, Alison returned to the dishwasher. Simon, rushing out, came up behind her and kissed her on the neck and whispered, “The vicious shark attacks again.” This didn’t even get a smile. He added, “Everything’s going to be okay, sweetie, I promise.” She remained deadpan. Then he said, “Hey, like Bono says, it’s a beautiful day,” and she almost smirked.

		“Got you,” he said.

		“Yeah, you got me,” she said.

		Simon had been working for Smythe & O’Greeley, or S&O, for seven years. Previously he’d worked as a copywriter for a smaller agency, but he liked his current job better because he had more personal interaction with clients—that is, he got to entertain more. The promotion to senior account manager would give him more creative input, and it would be a nice change-up from what he’d been doing lately.

		As Simon was swiping his card key to enter the S&O offices, Paul Kramer came up behind him and said, “Arriving early to kiss up to Tom, huh?”

		Paul was a few years younger than Simon. Like Simon, he was an account manager being considered for the senior position. There were actually four candidates for the position from S&O and—rumor had it—a few candidates from outside the company. Simon felt he was in an excellent position to get the job because of his seniority—he’d been at S&O longer than any of the homegrown candidates, including Paul, who’d only been with the company for about a year—and because he was the most qualified for the position.

		“No, I just have an early meeting,” Simon said.

		“With Tom?” Paul asked with a sly smile.

		Tom Harrison was their boss.

		“No, with a client,” Simon said.

		“Which client?” Paul asked.

		Paul was still smirking, as if he were playing the role of someone who was competitive and catty about a promotion, though it was obvious that he was being competitive and catty.

		“Dave Milligan from Deutsche Bank,” Simon said.

		“I believe you, I believe you,” Paul said. “I guess.”

		Ugh, Simon hated office politics. He just wasn’t very competitive by nature. Growing up, he’d never gotten very involved in organized sports and he didn’t play on any teams in high school or college. Although he went out to bars with guys from the office to watch the big games on TV, he didn’t watch sports at home, and he didn’t really understand why winning and losing was so life-and-death to people. Getting petty with his co-workers seemed just as silly and counterproductive. Ultimately, wasn’t everyone in the company on the same team anyway?

		“Morning, Mark,” Simon said to his assistant.

		“Morning,” Mark said. “The clients just got here, they’re in the conference room. The bagels and coffee arrived and I told them you’d be right with them.”

		“That’s great; thanks so much for taking care of all that,” Simon said.

		That was the mistake people made. If you got petty with people, it didn’t get you anything in the end. Treat people with respect and good things happen. This philosophy had worked well for Simon throughout his career.

		The meeting with Deutsche Bank went great. They were more than pleased with their current relationship with S&O and wanted to increase their expenditures for next quarter, and they wanted to discuss new campaigns for next year.

		Buzzed from the positive meeting, Simon returned to his office. He was about to sit at his desk and start typing up some ideas for the proposal when Mark came in and said, “Tom was looking for you before.”

		“Thanks,” Simon said. “Did he say what it was about?”

		“No, but he wants you to meet with him in Joe McElroy’s office right away.”

		“Great, thank you,” Simon said.

		Joe McElroy was an assistant in Human Resources. Simon figured this had to do with the promotion; maybe Tom wanted to give him the news in Joe’s office because they needed to review the benefits package. Simon didn’t want to get too far ahead of himself and jinx it, but it was hard not to get a little excited. He’d been working his butt off at this job for seven years, and it felt so great to finally get rewarded for his work. With the bump in income he could increase his contributions to his retirement fund and Jeremy’s college fund and make occasional double payments on the mortgage. He could also take the family on vacations without feeling a financial crunch and, maybe in a year or two, if he got another promotion with higher pay or was able to switch to move up at another agency, Alison could quit her job and stay home with Jeremy by the time he started kindergarten.

		When Simon entered, Tom was standing next to Joe in front of the desk. Tom was in his midforties, but twenty or so years in the stressful advertising business and countless martini lunches and happy hours made him look about ten years older. Joe was young, clean-cut, a few years out of college.

		“Hey,” Simon said.

		Tom started to say something, maybe hello back, but Simon cut him off with: “So I’ve got some great news. Just got out of a meeting with Dave Milligan and Andrew Chin from Deutsche Bank. Looks like they’re going to be expanding their expenditure with us big-time next quarter.”

		“Really? That’s, um, great,” Tom said, “but I—”

		“I know, I’m psyched,” Simon said. “I’ve been on these guys for months about this and I think I finally pushed them off the fence.” He noticed that Tom seemed distracted, maybe upset about something. Simon asked, “Is everything okay?”

		“No,” Tom said. “I’m afraid not.” He still wasn’t making eye contact.

		“If I didn’t get the promotion, I understand,” Simon said. “I know there were other candidates and only one of us can—”

		“I’m sorry, but we’re going to have to eliminate your position,” Tom said.

		There was silence, like the silence after an atom bomb is dropped.

		“Excuse me?” Simon actually didn’t understand what Tom had said; the words didn’t make sense to him.

		“I’m sorry,” Tom said. “My hands are tied on this and I feel awful about it.”

		Simon had a dull, sickening feeling in his gut. He felt like Tom had sucker punched him, which in a way he had.

		Joe said, “You can step outside now, Tom.”

		As Tom left the office he rested a hand on Simon’s shoulder briefly and said, “I’m sorry.”

		Simon was still in a daze. Was this really happening?

		Joe held out a folder for Simon to take and said, “This explains everything you need to know about your severance and benefits. …”

		Joe’s voice faded to white noise. Thoughts swirled in Simon’s brain, and none of them made any sense. Looking at Joe, Simon felt like he was watching a silent movie in slow motion. Simon heard Joe say “be happy to run through it all with you” and “answer any questions you might have” and then the voice faded out again. Simon was amazed how cold Joe was, showing no emotion. Joe could have been alone in the room, talking to a wall.

		Simon didn’t remember leaving Joe’s office. He was suddenly marching in the corridor, and then, it seemed like the next instant, he was in Tom’s office, saying, “This is a joke, right? You’re not actually firing me, right?”

		Tom was sitting at his desk. Simon was so upset he was actually shaking.

		“You shouldn’t be in here,” Tom said.

		“Are you kidding me?” Simon said. “What the hell is going on here? Come on, just talk to me.”

		Tom took a deep breath, then said reluctantly, “Look, you know how it is these days. It’s a numbers game, pure and simple.”

		“But at that performance review two weeks ago you said I’m doing an excellent job. Those were your exact words—‘You’re doing an excellent job, Simon.’”

		Joe rushed into the office and said, “You’re going to have to leave this office now, Mr. Burns.”

		“Mr. Burns?” Simon said to Joe. “Did you seriously just call me Mr. Burns?”

		“Do what he says,” Tom said.

		“Come on, I’m begging you,” Simon said to Tom. “I have a wife and a kid, and we have to pay a mortgage and maintenance and child care and—”

		“I’m serious,” Joe said. “You’re not allowed to have this discussion.”

		“Why me?” Simon continued to Tom. “Why not somebody else? I mean Paul’s been here, what, a year? Why not fire him?”

		“This could affect your severance,” Joe said.

		“I mean you don’t even talk to me?” Simon was getting angrier, raising his voice. “You don’t even give me a chance to defend myself? After seven years? Seven goddamn years?”

		“I’m sorry, Simon,” Tom said.

		“Please don’t speak to him,” Joe said to Tom.

		“Oh, you’re sorry,” Simon said. “Oh, well, that makes things so much better. Tell me, tell me, tell me this.” Simon knew he was losing control, but he kept going. “When did I ever, in seven years, when did I ever not deliver for you? Every project I’ve gotten to you on time, I’ve never missed a meeting. The only time I took a sick day in seven years was when my son had the goddamn swine flu.”

		“If you don’t leave right now,” Joe said to Simon, “I’ll have to write this up.”

		“Look me in the eye,” Simon said to Tom. “Look me in the eye and tell me you didn’t have anything to do with this decision.”

		Tom’s eyes shifted away, toward his computer monitor.

		“Unbelievable,” Simon said and marched out. He slammed the door for effect and the whole flimsy wall shook and he heard something in the office fall and glass shatter. He made it about halfway back to his desk, feeling dazed and numb, then turned and rushed back into Tom’s office and said, “I’m sorry. I—I didn’t mean to do that.”

		Now Tom looked pissed off, as he was bending over the broken picture frame, starting to pick up the biggest pieces of glass. He said, “Just go, Simon. It’s over, okay?”

		A heavyset security guard had entered the office and was standing next to Joe.

		“I’m sorry,” Joe said to Simon, “but you need to pack up your personal items and leave the building right away. Kevin will give you a hand.”

		Simon stood there for several seconds, feeling numb, and then he walked away. People in the office had stopped what they were doing, peering over their cubicles or looking up from their desks. Still in a fog, feeling like he was half there, Simon ignored everyone. Somehow he wound up in his office, packing a box with stuff as the security guard lingered near the door, but he didn’t remember getting the box and he was barely aware of anything he was doing. At one point, Mark came over and said, “Hey, I’m really sorry, man,” but Simon didn’t answer him or even look over.

		As he finished packing, the shock of being fired was starting to fade, and the anger was hitting full force. This was such total crap. He wasn’t just some part-time employee or temp. He’d put in seven years of his life working for S&O, and this was how it was ending? What had Tom said, We’re going to have to eliminate your position? Have to, like it was ordained from God or something. After all these years, couldn’t Tom at least have given him a heads-up, any kind of hint that this was coming down the pike? But, no, Tom hadn’t said a word to him, though—Simon suddenly realized—there had been a few clues. Like that staff meeting two weeks ago Tom “forgot” to tell him about, or what about that time—when was it, late last week?—when Simon got on the elevator with Tom and Eric, one of the creative directors, and their conversation suddenly stopped? The
			more Simon thought about it, the more he realized there had been little, subtle clues all along, and maybe if he hadn’t been so stressed out at work, and with his whole crazy schedule, he could’ve put the pieces of the puzzle together sooner and realized his job was in jeopardy.

		Still, it was so spineless of Tom to just spring this on him. Yeah, like Simon was really supposed to believe that Tom’s hands had been tied on this, that Tom had stood up for him with Andy Wallace and the other guys in management? If Andy had suggested letting Simon go, Tom had probably acquiesced right away. Or, more likely, it had been Tom’s idea. Simon could imagine it so clearly now—Andy meeting with Tom and asking for a suggestion for who to let go—Paul or Simon—and Tom saying, “I think we should fire Simon.”

		Simon wished there were something he could do—go over Tom’s head, file some kind of grievance—but he knew that whining about the situation would get him nowhere. People got fired all the time in advertising; it was par for the course. He’d been fortunate that, up until today, it had never happened to him. But it had definitely been a mistake slamming the door to Tom’s office and breaking that picture frame. After all, he might need a recommendation.

		Leaving the office was one of the most humiliating experiences of Simon’s life. Although he didn’t see anyone watching him, he knew everyone was watching him. This would be the highlight of their day—hell, their week. They’d tell their spouses and friends about how Simon Burns had been fired today and how he’d slammed his boss’s door and broken a picture frame. Simon just wanted to get the hell out of there as fast as possible, but it seemed like it took minutes to get from his office to the elevators. He was trying to focus straight ahead and to be Zen, in the moment, but it was impossible to block out his thoughts. This was the first time he’d been fired from any job, he suddenly realized, and he was completely unprepared for the wild rush of emotions. He felt embarrassed, ashamed, like a total failure. He was also terrified, knowing there was no way he could pay the
			bills with some flimsy unemployment check. The job market was so tough there was no guarantee he could find a job this year, and he was going to have to burn through his savings just to pay the rent.

		Walking up Broadway, Simon stepped off a curb when a traffic light had turned to DON’T WALK and a speeding cab almost hit him. He barely cared, though, as he continued uptown in a daze, feeling like his whole life had gone to hell.

	
		Two

		Alison took the news much better than Simon had expected. He didn’t want to break it to her over the phone, so he told her in person, when she got home from work and after Margaret left. At first she was upset and angry, calling Tom names and commiserating about how unfair it all was, especially the way it had gone down, but then she said, “You know, maybe this isn’t such a bad thing.”

		She was on the couch and Simon was pacing. Jeremy was in his room playing with his train set.

		“How isn’t it bad?” Simon said. “We were barely getting by on two salaries and now we have one, and in this economy it could take months or longer before I find another job.”

		“Maybe you don’t have to find a job,” Alison said.

		Simon stopped pacing and said, “You’re kidding, right?” He knew she wasn’t, so he continued, “How are we supposed to survive? Have you seen the bills lately? We can use my severance to pay off the credit card bills, it’ll barely cover that, and then what? The mortgage is thirty-two hundred a month alone, then there’s the maintenance, the bills, Margaret’s salary—”

		“We can fire Margaret,” Alison said.

		Now Simon knew what Alison was getting at. He said, “And how are we supposed to afford that? We were barely getting by on two salaries. All we’ll have is your salary and my unemployment, and remember unemployment’s taxable.”

		“We can cut back on expenses,” Alison said. “Eat at home more, get rid of the premium cable channels, shop in bulk at Costco, not run the AC as much in the summer. If we cut corners and put our minds to it, I bet we can save five hundred bucks a month, easy.”

		“Five hundred dollars won’t make a dent,” Simon said.

		“Maybe we can save a thousand,” Alison said. “We can take more subways and buses, and I’ll stop splurging on massages. I can even start buying my makeup at Rite Aid instead of Sephora.”

		“I still don’t think the numbers are going to work out,” Simon said.

		“Okay, so maybe we’ll have to dig into our savings for a while until we figure out how to get by. But I don’t think we’ll have to dig in as much as we think. And if we don’t contribute to our Roths this year, we’ll be able to replenish some of the money.”

		“Yeah, and what am I supposed to do?” Simon said. “Be a stay-at-home dad for the rest of my life?”

		“Not the rest of your life,” Alison said. “You can keep looking for work, but in a worst-case scenario, if you don’t work for a year, maybe two years, until Jeremy starts kindergarten, it wouldn’t be such a bad thing. Maybe you can do some freelancing, consulting from home, and meanwhile at least one of us would be with Jeremy during the day—that’s the most important thing, right?”

		Simon had to admit the idea made sense. Alison was doing well at her job, making a decent salary, and they could go on her health insurance. Besides, at least for right now, they didn’t have any choice. Since Simon didn’t have a current résumé ready it would probably be weeks before he could even start interviewing.

		“I don’t know,” Simon said, “can you really see me as a stay-at-home dad?”

		“A lot of men do it,” Alison said. “My friend Julie’s husband, Ron, stays home with his kids in Westchester, and I know a few people on Facebook whose husbands don’t work. People have to do whatever they can these days to get by.”

		“But are you going to be happy?” Simon asked.

		“I’ll be happier than I am now,” Alison said. “I mean, of course I’ll wish I were the one staying home with him, but I’ll get used to it, and I think it’ll be better for us too. You’ve been so stressed out at work lately, it hasn’t been great for the marriage. Maybe a break from working will help with everything, you know?”

		Simon didn’t like how she was vaguely blaming him for their marriage problems, but he didn’t want to make an issue of this. If anything, it was a subject to possibly bring up during the next session with Dr. Hagan.

		“Okay, I’m willing to give it a shot,” he said.

		For the rest of the evening, Alison seemed excited about the new plan, going on about the new schedule and suggestions of playgrounds, potential play dates, and free events around the city for Simon to take Jeremy to. Though Simon could understand why Alison thought it was great that Jeremy could be raised by one of his parents, he wasn’t quite as giddy about it as she was. After all, today had been one of the worst days of his life. He’d been fired from his job and there was suddenly a dark cloud over his whole career. He didn’t want a sympathy party, but a little sympathy would have been nice.

		They did their nightly routine—Alison got Jeremy ready for bed and then Simon read him a bedtime story. When Jeremy fell asleep, Simon went down the hall to the master bedroom and saw Alison in bed using her laptop.

		“There’s so much for you guys to do around the city,” she said, still in an upbeat mood. “I’m e-mailing you a whole list of things to do. This is going to be so great. You two are going to have such a great time together.”

		Simon went into the kitchen and poured a glass of Chardonnay from an open bottle in the fridge. He was hoping the wine would calm him down, help put this nightmare day behind him, but he was still tense when he returned to the living room. He turned on the TV—maybe to Comedy Central—and eventually fell asleep.

		In the morning Simon had to fire Margaret. Alison had suggested calling her before she left her apartment in Queens, but Simon felt that would’ve been too harsh. Margaret had been Jeremy’s babysitter for almost two years, and he felt she deserved to get the news in person.

		Before Margaret arrived, Alison took Jeremy for a walk in his stroller so there would be less drama.

		Margaret seemed to know something was wrong when she recognized the silence in the apartment and asked, “Where’s Jeremy?”

		Deciding not to beat around the bush, Simon said, “I’m sorry, we have to let you go.”

		He explained the situation—how he’d been fired himself yesterday and they simply couldn’t afford to pay for a babysitter.

		Margaret was teary eyed.

		“Believe me, I know exactly what you’re going through,” Simon said. “I know a lot of people say that in these situations, but in this case it’s true.”

		“I understand,” Margaret said. “Where’s Jeremy?”

		“We thought it would be best if he wasn’t here. But you can talk to him on the phone later and we’d love to have you over sometime for dinner.”

		“Thank you,” Margaret said, “that would be nice.”

		She was taking the news with dignity; he had to give her that. She wasn’t slamming doors and breaking picture frames.

		When Margaret left, Simon paced the apartment. At first he was feeling bad for having to say good-bye to Margaret, who had become a part of their family, but then the sour feeling morphed into feeling bad about the way his job had ended. Yes, Tom had totally blindsided him and there had been a lot of hidden agendas and political backstabbing going on, but it had been a big mistake to leave the office the way he had. He felt humiliated, like he’d made a big fool of himself.

		He opened his laptop and typed:

		
			Dear Tom,

			I want to apologize for the way things went down yesterday. The whole situation caught me off guard. I was in shock and wasn’t really aware of my behavior. Obviously I regret my reaction and I’d be happy to pay to get the picture frame repaired. I’m still pretty shocked and upset, of course, but I understand that business is business and I hope we can make the best of a bad situation. How about we grab lunch or a drink, maybe next week sometime, and talk this thing through in person?

			Sorry again about yesterday and looking forward to meeting up soon.

			All best,

			Simon

		

		Simon read the note several times and thought he’d achieved the perfect tone. He liked that the note was respectful and apologetic, but not wimpy—a tough line to toe. He only made one change—“Dear Tom” to “Hi, Tom,” going for a more friendly, casual opening. He read it again, liking it even more, then clicked send. He hoped the message would help mend fences with Tom or at least start a dialogue. The advertising world in Manhattan was a fishbowl, and the last thing that Simon needed was for word to get around that he was a troublemaker and that he’d left his job at S&O on bad terms.

		Alison and Jeremy returned from their walk.

		“Where’s Margaret?” Jeremy asked.

		He was a smart kid and noticed the major change in his daily routine.

		Alison could probably tell how uncomfortable Simon was about breaking the news, so she jumped in and said, “Margaret’s not going to be with you during the day. From now on Daddy’s going to be with you during the day.”

		That was when the all-out fit started. Crying quickly evolved into uncontrollable wailing, kicking, and arm flailing. Alison had to get ready to go to work, and when she returned from the bedroom in a black designer suit and heels, her hair in a neat bun, pulling along a small suitcase with product samples, the fit was still going strong.

		“I’m in a huge rush,” she said to Simon at the door. “I have a meeting in fifteen minutes on Sixty-fourth and Mad and I can’t be late. Ugh, sorry to leave you like this, but this just confirms we made the right decision—he was getting way too attached to her.” She gave him a peck on the lips. “Call me later and let me know how the day is going. Good luck.”

		She left, and with a hysterical three-year-old in his arms, it suddenly hit Simon that this was his life now—he was officially a stay-at-home dad.

		Simon tried to calm Jeremy with distractions. He suggested playing with books and games on his LeapFrog, but even an attempted bribe of Häagen-Dazs Amazon Valley Chocolate didn’t work. There was just no reasoning with an out-of-control three-year-old. If the twos were terrible, then the threes were psychotic. If anything, Jeremy was getting more hysterical. All kids master the precise tone and level of screaming to drive their parents insane, and Jeremy was no exception. He’d always been a loud child—when he was born he was the loudest baby in the nursery—but now that he was a toddler his screaming was especially piercing and grating, at least to Simon’s ears. Figuring some fresh air might help, Simon put him in his stroller—well, tried to. Jeremy, carrying on so badly he was virtually unreachable, kept arching his back and wouldn’t let Simon strap him in. Although Simon was trying to stay in
			control, he realized he was screaming at his son. Then, deciding he’d had enough of this crap, he picked up the screeching kid in one hand and the stroller in the other and left the apartment.

		Simon carried his hysterical son for three blocks. At Eighty-sixth Street, Jeremy was so exhausted from the fit that he finally went into his stroller. Simon was tired too and wished someone would wheel him around the city all day.

		They went to the playground in Central Park at Eighty-first Street and Central Park West. Simon had been to this playground many times on Saturdays and Sundays, but it had a much different vibe during the week. On weekends there were lots of moms and dads, but now, he suddenly realized, he was the only guy there. There were a few moms, talking amongst themselves, and mostly foreign-looking babysitters.

		Simon had thought Jeremy was wiped out and would play calmly the rest of the morning, but it turned out his calmness was a ruse and he was actually conserving his energy. When Simon told him it was time to get out of his stroller, fit number two promptly began. He refused to budge and started screaming at the top of his lungs for Margaret. Simon got sympathetic looks from moms and babysitters, but he knew they were all thinking, Look at that pathetic guy, he has no idea what he’s doing.

		The louder and wilder Jeremy got, the more self-conscious Simon got. Was he imagining it or were some of the babysitters laughing at him? One was smirking, texting, maybe telling a friend about the overwhelmed dad in the playground who couldn’t control his son. When Jeremy ran away and grabbed two fistfuls of sand from the sandbox and threw them at Simon’s face Simon had had enough. He grabbed Jeremy and somehow managed to strap him into the stroller and then they hightailed it out of the playground. Jeremy was still wailing so loudly that a couple of cars on Central Park West slowed down as the drivers wanted to see what the hell was going on. Simon decided he’d had it—he was going to push Jeremy around in his stroller until he calmed down or fell asleep, whichever came first.

		About two hours later, Jeremy conked out. Sweaty and exhausted, Simon went into a Starbucks on Broadway. It was almost noon and Alison wouldn’t be home till five thirty, six o’clock, or later. He knew every day wouldn’t be this bad, but he still wasn’t sure he could pull off being a stay-at-home dad without losing his mind.

		He checked his e-mail, hoping for a miracle—Tom had reconsidered, Simon could have his job back. But nope, Tom hadn’t responded yet. Was it possible he hadn’t seen the e-mail yet? He probably had meetings all morning, and if he had a lunch he might not get back to the office until two or later. He’d probably at least read the message on his iPhone already, but sometimes Tom didn’t respond to e-mails on his phone and waited until he was back at his Mac.

		Jeremy woke up from his nap and Simon took him to a pizza place on Amsterdam for lunch. He wasn’t screaming and yelling anymore, but he was still in a grouchy, difficult mood. He asked for a cup of sauce on the side to dip his pizza into, and then of course he promptly spilled the sauce all over himself and the floor.

		Trying to go with the flow, not get too upset, Simon ignored the likely surge in his blood pressure and said, “It’s okay, kiddo, everybody spills things,” as he tried to mop up the sauce with wads of napkins.

		Simon had cleaned up only about half the sauce when Jeremy said, “I have to go to the bathroom.”

		“Okay, we’ll be home in a few minutes,” Simon said. “Can you hold it in?”

		“No.” Jeremy was cringing, his face turning pink.

		Simon and Alison had recently toilet-trained Jeremy, but he’d had a few accidents.

		“Okay, you’re going to have to wait,” Simon said.

		“It’s coming out, Daddy.”

		“It’s not coming out. Think about solid things. Think about bricks, cement …”

		Simon picked up Jeremy and carried him to the bathroom in the back of the pizza place. A note was taped to the door: BROKE.

		“Oh come on, you’ve gotta be kidding me,” Simon said.

		“I think I’m pooping,” Jeremy said.

		“You’re not pooping,” Simon said. “Steel, concrete, wrought iron …” Then to the guy behind the counter, he shouted, “Is there an employees’ bathroom?”

		The guy shook his head.

		Simon carried Jeremy back toward the stroller, saying, “We’re only a few blocks from a bathroom; can you hold it in for two minutes?” but it was too late. Jeremy’s face had turned bright pink and he was making his scrunched-up “pooping face.”

		“No, not the pooping face,” Simon said. “Not the pooping face.” Then he could smell the suddenly overwhelming odor of feces. Other people smelled it too, and a woman winced as she moved to another table with her slice of pepperoni.

		“More’s coming,” Jeremy said.

		Simon could tell Jeremy was getting upset, so he reassured him, saying, “Okay, don’t worry, everything’s going to be okay, kiddo. It’s okay.”

		The smell was getting worse.

		A guy nearby said, “Can’t you take him outside, bro?”

		“Sorry,” Simon said, and, carrying the stroller and pooping son, he went out to the street.

		“I think I’m all done,” Jeremy said.

		The wet poop was leaking through Jeremy’s clothes and over the back of his pants onto Simon’s arm and chest.

		“Okay,” Simon said, “we have to get you in the stroller so we can get you home.”

		“Change me,” Jeremy said.

		“Change you into what? I didn’t bring a change of clothes.”

		“Margaret always brings clothes.”

		“Well, I’m not Margaret.” Simon immediately wished he could suck the words back in and swallow them. Reminding Jeremy that Margaret wasn’t here was the worst thing he could’ve done, especially with Jeremy already in such a vulnerable state.

		“Sorry,” Simon said. “I didn’t mean that. I just meant …”

		But it was too late. Jeremy’s lips quivered and another meltdown ensued.

		Simon tried to calm him down, telling him everything would be okay, bribing him with promises of ice cream, candy bars, new games for his Leapster, but nothing worked. Jeremy was crying hysterically now, fighting as Simon tried to get him into the stroller. There was poop all over Simon’s arms now, and Jeremy was shrieking at the top of his lungs. This day had officially become a nightmare.

		Simon gave up trying to get Jeremy into the stroller and carried him home. In the apartment, he got him out of his poopy clothes and put him right in the tub and turned on the shower. The water was a little too hot at first, and Jeremy screamed and started crying again. It took Simon about half an hour to clean Jeremy up and get him into new clothes.

		Simon needed a break; time for the electronic babysitter. He parked Jeremy in front of the TV, watching PBS Kids, while he went online on his laptop. Still no response from Tom, but he could still be at lunch or in a meeting or involved in something else. Although the long day made it hard to focus, Simon wanted to be as productive as possible. He sent a couple of e-mails to headhunters he knew, though he wasn’t very optimistic about finding a job quickly. Browsing the latest wanted ads was pretty discouraging as well. He could see where this was heading already—he was going to be overqualified for the available jobs, and the jobs he wanted wouldn’t exist. He had a troubling feeling that he was going to be unemployed for a very long time.

		After sending out several more informal queries to headhunters and contacts he had at other agencies, he went to the New York State Department of Labor website to file for unemployment. As he filled out the online form, answering questions like Did you look for work this week? he had a surreal feeling of I can’t believe I’m actually doing this. If someone had told him last week that he’d be filing for unemployment today, he’d have thought that person was insane. Last week he’d been flying high, zeroing in on the Deutsche Bank deal, anticipating a promotion. As he entered his social security number he felt thoroughly humiliated, like he was being fired all over again; he could hear Tom saying, I’m sorry, but we’re going to have to eliminate your position, and he could feel the same sudden cramping in his gut.

		At that moment an e-mail arrived. Maybe it was kismet; Tom was getting back to him, telling him he wanted to let bygones be bygones, or better yet, rehire him. Maybe the nightmare was over; he was about to wake up. They’d set up a time to have a drink and smooth things over and soon Simon would be able to resume his old life.

		The message wasn’t from Tom; it was from Joe in HR.

		
			Dear Simon Burns,

			Per the e-mail you sent to Mr. Harrison earlier today and per provisions in your pending severance agreement, please cease all communication between yourself and Mr. Harrison effective immediately.

			If you have any further questions on this matter, you may contact me directly.

			Sincerely,

			Joe McElroy

			Associate Director, Human Resources

		

		Simon was stunned. He stared at the monitor blank-faced until the screen saver came on, and then he stared at the screen saver. Had Tom actually forwarded a personal e-mail to Joe? Simon felt betrayed, humiliated. After everything he’d done for Tom and the agency over the past seven years, all the extra time he’d put in, making him look good on so many campaigns? Making it worse, this was a guy Simon had considered a friend. Okay, not a friend friend, but how many times had they gone to lunch and after-work drinks, or to entertain clients at Knicks games and Broadway shows? A few years ago when Tom was going through a rough patch in his marriage, Simon had given him some advice to help him through it. Another time, Tom had a relative who was going for bypass surgery; Simon put him in touch with a friend who’d used a renowned surgeon for his heart surgery, and Tom’s friend had wound up using the
			same surgeon. And after all that, Tom had not only fired him, but forwarded an e-mail to HR? Simon didn’t get what he’d done to deserve this kind of treatment. He hadn’t harassed anyone or committed a crime; he’d been fired and broken a picture frame.

		Simon paced the apartment, trying to figure out what to do next. He wanted to call Tom—e-mail was sometimes such an ineffective way to communicate—and clear the air, but he knew that would only make things worse. Obviously Tom was trying to avoid contact with him, and if Simon started calling now, after the warning to “cease all communication,” maybe the powers that be at S&O would try to screw with Simon’s severance.

		Simon couldn’t remember the last time he’d been so angry. Worse, he had no way to express himself. Yeah, he could write back to Joe in HR. The fact that Joe had acted like such a prick at the office, and sent such a cold, formal note, was yet another humiliation because Simon had always been friendly with Joe. They said hi to each other in the elevator and whenever they passed each other in the hallways and had chatted in the concessions area a few times. Simon could write back to Joe, but say what? That he was upset? Simon still couldn’t get over that Joe had called him “Mr. Burns.”

		Back on his laptop, Simon read the e-mail maybe a dozen more times, still amazed by the coldness of not only Tom, but the whole company. Although Simon had no idea what his colleagues thought about the situation, it wasn’t exactly like his inbox was flooded with fond farewells and words of encouragement. Okay, maybe people were being overly PC, toeing the company line, but Simon couldn’t help imagining that they were all coldly blowing him off, the way Tom and Joe had.

		Simon did some more job hunting, but the more searching and researching he did, the more discouraged he got.

		Alison came home at around six fifteen. After she opened the door, she paused and looked around the apartment. She was probably noticing the dirty dishes in the sink and on the countertop, the dishes from breakfast still on the dining room table, and Jeremy sitting on the rug watching Dora the Explorer with toys splayed out all around him.

		“I guess I didn’t see the weather forecast for today,” she said.

		“Weather forecast?” Simon, still absorbed in thoughts of how his agency had screwed him over, was lost.

		“I didn’t know a hurricane would come through the living room today,” she said.

		Simon didn’t smile. In his current mood, he didn’t think anything was funny.

		“Oh, come on, I’m only joking, sweetie,” she said.

		Alison kissed Jeremy and gave him a big hug, and then she went over to Simon and kissed him and said, “So … how was it?”

		“How was what?” Simon asked.

		“Your first day as a stay-at-home dad.”

		His exasperated expression must’ve said it all.

		“That good, huh?” Alison said. “I want to hear all about it later, I just have to do an important conference call in a few minutes. Oh, and guess what, I closed that big deal I’ve been working on.”

		“Deal?” Simon asked.

		“With Dr. Wong. He placed a big order with us today.”

		“That’s great,” Simon said, trying his best to sound happy for her.

		“It is great,” Alison said. “I think it might turn into a lucrative contract, maybe over multiple product lines. Of course, it depends how many actual scripts he writes, but right now it looks very encouraging.” She glanced at Jeremy, sitting Indian style on the rug in front of the TV. “How long has he been watching TV?”

		“I don’t know,” Simon said. “A few hours.”

		“He should only be watching TV for a half hour or an hour a day tops.” She flicked off the TV and said to Jeremy, “Dinnertime.”

		She looked over at the kitchen and said, “You didn’t start making dinner yet? He has to eat at six and be in bed by eight.” Alison’s nostrils flared. “Why does the apartment smell like poop?”

		“You’re on duty now,” Simon said, and took the laptop with him into the bedroom.

		During dinner Simon was still in a grouchy mood and didn’t feel like talking about his day.

		Later, when Jeremy was in bed, Alison sat next to Simon in the living room and said, “So are you ready to talk now?”

		Simon told her about the poop fiasco at the pizza place.

		“Is that what this is all about?” Alison asked. “Because you got a little pooped on?”

		“It wasn’t a little poop, it was a lot of poop.”

		“You know what they say,” Alison said. “Poop happens.”

		Almost smiling, Simon said, “Easy for you to say. You didn’t have to walk five blocks covered in it.”

		“You could’ve taken a cab.”

		“We’re trying to cut down on cabs, remember? And you should’ve seen Jeremy, he was hysterical. I swear it was like I was with Rosemary’s Baby or something. He was shaking, drooling. I think he was crying louder than when he was born.”

		Alison laughed.

		“You think it’s funny?”

		“No,” she said, still laughing. “Okay, yes, I think it’s funny.”

		Simon couldn’t help laughing a little himself, but he said, “Trust me, if you were me today you wouldn’t be laughing right now.”

		“If it isn’t poop, it’ll be something else,” Alison said. “He’ll fall off the slide one day and need stitches, or a bee will sting him, or he’ll suddenly get a high fever. You have to just roll with the punches.”

		“That’s not all that happened today,” Simon said.

		“Oh no, what else happened? Did a bird poop on you too?”

		Alison laughed, but Simon was stone-faced.

		“I’m sorry,” she said. “I’m just joking. Okay, what happened?”

		He told her about the e-mail to Tom and Joe’s response.

		“I know how frustrated you are,” Alison said, “but the past is the past, and your responsibility is to Jeremy now, not to your old job. You have to just let go.”

		“I think I might’ve made a big mistake,” Simon said.

		“Oh stop, it’s just one e-mail. It’s not a big—”

		“No, I mean firing Margaret. I thought I could handle this whole being-a-stay-at-home-dad thing, but I just don’t think I’m cut out for it.”

		“That’s ridiculous,” Alison said. “You’re a great dad, and you’re great with Jeremy. And it’s only been one day. You have to give it a chance.”

		“But he keeps asking for her.”

		“He’s three years old. It’s going to take him time to adjust.”

		“Maybe we can pay Margaret out of our savings.”

		“We need that money for the mortgage and maintenance and oh, how about food? Did you forget food? We’ve been through this, crunched all the numbers, and there’s no other way right now.”

		Simon knew she was right. “Well, I don’t know if I can handle another day like today.”

		“I think what you need is a schedule,” Alison said. “You have to make child care regimented, like a job. At nine o’clock you do this, at ten o’clock you do that, lunch at noon, et cetera, et cetera. And you have to change your attitude too. You have to appreciate how lucky you are. Most moms and dads would kill to get to spend more time with their kids, and now you’re getting that chance.” She held his hand and squeezed it. “You’re a dad, you have the best job ever. You make your own hours, you call all the shots, and think about the great job security you have. After all”—she kissed him on the cheek—“nobody can ever fire you from being a father.”

	
		Three

		Simon started the next day with a fresh, upbeat attitude. If he was going to be a full-time dad, he wanted to be a great full-time dad, and he definitely didn’t want his situation with Tom to trickle down and affect his parenting. So he took Alison’s advice and made up a schedule. He’d make Jeremy breakfast, then get him dressed and out the door by ten o’clock. They’d go to the Great Lawn and play ball and run around till noon, then have lunch at Subway, and then go to the library for a story hour at two, and then they’d have a snack—granola bars and chocolate milk—before trekking up to the playground near 101st Street in Riverside Park.

		But the schedule got derailed from the get-go. Jeremy wouldn’t eat the French toast Simon made—“It’s too mushy, Daddy”—and he had to make him grilled cheese as a backup. After Jeremy finished breakfast, it was already past ten o’clock, and then it took much longer than Simon had anticipated to get him dressed, and then Jeremy spent maybe half an hour going to the bathroom; he said it was because his tummy hurt, but it was probably actually because he was afraid of having another accident.

		Finally they got out of the apartment around eleven. When they got to the park it started raining, so that KO’d Wiffle ball and soccer. Though Simon had remembered to pack a jacket and an extra pair of clothes for Jeremy, he’d forgotten to bring the plastic covering for the stroller, so Jeremy got soaked. Instead of changing him out of his wet clothes in a public bathroom, Simon took him back home instead. Of course, right as they entered their apartment building the sun started shining brightly.

		While Simon was changing Jeremy out of his wet clothes, Jeremy asked, “Why can’t Margaret take care of me anymore?”

		“Because I’m taking care of you,” Simon said.

		Simon took deep breaths, trying to stay in control.

		After Subway for lunch, it was too late to make the library reading. Okay, so this day hadn’t gone exactly as planned, but at least there hadn’t been any major meltdowns or poop disasters so far. Baby steps.

		At the playground in Riverside Park, coincidentally Jeremy’s friend Matthew was there with, Simon thought, a new babysitter. Simon had seen Matthew with his mom in neighborhood playgrounds and a couple of times with a different, blond babysitter. This babysitter had long straight dark hair and seemed to be Mexican or Puerto Rican. She was young, maybe twenty-five, and was sitting alone on a bench.

		As the kids played, Simon stood and nodded and smiled at her a few times, politely acknowledging her presence, and then he decided to sit down next to her.

		“I’m Simon,” he said.

		She squinted, as if not understanding him right away, then in a thickly accented voice said, “Bianca.”

		“Nice to meet you,” he said.

		He made comments like “The weather has been so nice lately” and “The kids play so well together.” Bianca smiled politely, didn’t say much, but Simon got the sense she was being shy, not rude. She got a call on her cell and had an animated conversation in Spanish. Meanwhile, Simon, almost unconsciously, checked his e-mail. No messages from Tom, Joe, or anyone else from work; just a note from a headhunter he’d contacted that began, Thank you for your inquiry, but we currently have no avail …

		When Bianca ended her call, Simon asked her where she was from—Guadalajara—and how long she’d been in the country—two years. She said she was taking classes at night at Hunter College and wanted to work in the fashion industry. Simon continued trying to keep the small talk going. For a while she seemed shy and barely spoke, and there were awkward silences while Simon tried to think of new questions to ask. But gradually she opened up, became more talkative, and even asked him questions, including what he did for a living. Caught off guard—no one had asked him about his job since he’d gotten fired—he said, “I, um, work in advertising.” Before she questioned him further, he said, “But I’m taking some time off now, doing some consulting from home.” He felt silly lying, but at least for right now he felt too much shame to say out loud, I’m unemployed.

		Though Simon had nothing in common with Bianca and it was hard to have a conversation in broken English, it was nice to talk to someone, to not feel completely alienated in a playground. Meanwhile, Jeremy and Matthew were laughing, taking turns going down the slide. It would be great, Simon thought, if he could set up play dates for Jeremy with Matthew one or two days a week. Then if he found a couple of regular story hours and went on trips to the museums once a week and found a few other activities, before long he and Jeremy would have a good daily routine.

		So he said to Bianca, “Hey, I was thinking, it would be great if we could meet here again sometime.”

		She seemed confused, like she didn’t understand what he was saying.

		“Another time,” Simon said. “Another tiempo … to meet again … we make a date.”

		Something suddenly clicked and she crossed her legs and shifted away a little.

		“Tengo novio,” she said.

		Simon had retained enough of his high school Spanish to know that this meant I have a boyfriend.

		“Oh no, no,” Simon said. “I didn’t mean that kind of date. I meant a play date, for the kids. For the niños.”

		“Sorry,” she said. “I’m not interested.”

		“Interested in what? No, really, you don’t understand, no comprendes. I’m not asking you on a date. I’m married, see?” He held up his left hand to display his wedding band, then realized he wasn’t wearing it; he’d taken it off this morning when he’d showered and must’ve forgotten to put it back on. “My wedding ring’s home,” he said, “at my apartment.”

		But Bianca had stood up already. She said, “Excuse me,” and went to get Matthew. Then, without looking in Simon’s direction, she put the child in the stroller and they left the playground.

		Simon knew he hadn’t done anything wrong and it had been a total misunderstanding, but he still felt like he’d blown an opportunity for a potential ongoing play date for Jeremy.

		Jeremy came running over to Simon and said, “Why did Matthew have to go home?”

		“I guess it was his nap time,” Simon said.

		Jeremy frowned.

		Simon let Jeremy play for a little while longer, but he seemed sad. At least when it was time to leave, he got into the stroller without a fuss.

		Over the weekend Simon had some time to himself as Alison did most of the parenting. He’d planned to take the time to work on his résumé, do some job hunting, but he wound up not doing much of anything. On Saturday, he slept late, then spent most of the rest of the day on the couch in boxers and a T-shirt watching movies and sitcom reruns on TV. He didn’t get out of the apartment on Sunday except for a walk to Duane Reade to buy milk and toilet paper.

		“You should go to the gym,” Alison said, “or running in the park, or something. Sitting around all day like a lump won’t make things any better.”

		Simon wasn’t offended by the “lump” comment because he knew she was right. He was probably slightly depressed, which made sense given his situation, but he couldn’t snap himself out of it.

		On Monday morning, Simon and Alison had an eleven A.M. marriage counseling appointment. They’d arranged for Christina, a postgrad who’d moved back in with her parents down the hall, to babysit for a couple of hours, and then they met at Dr. Hagan’s office on Park Avenue—Simon coming from home, Alison from work.

		Alison was usually chatty before their sessions, but today she wasn’t talking much. When he asked her if something was wrong she said, “No, why?”

		He said, “I don’t know, you just seem upset about something.”

		“I’m just tired, that’s all,” she said, not looking at him while thumbing through a random magazine.

		In the office Simon and Alison took their usual seats on the couch and Dr. Hagan sat in the armchair facing them. Dr. Hagan was a wiry man with salt-and-pepper hair and a bushy mustache. He was a good therapist, but he had one odd quirk—he always dressed in single-color-coordinated outfits. Some days everything was red, other days green, yellow, blue, and so on. Today he was wearing purple shoes, purple pants, a purple turtleneck, and purple tinted glasses. Weird, yeah, but compared to the other psychotherapists they’d interviewed he’d seemed like the sanest one by far.

		Alison’s distant attitude carried over into the session, and Hagan picked up on it right away.

		“Are you uncomfortable?” Hagan asked.

		“No,” she said, uncrossing her legs, then crossing them again. “I’m fine.”

		Hagan nodded, absorbing this, then asked, “So how are things going lately?”

		Alison looked at Simon as if saying, You take this, so Simon said, “Actually a lot has happened this week.”

		Simon explained that he’d been fired and become a full-time stay-at-home dad.

		“It sounds like you’re both going through some major changes,” Hagan said. “How is this affecting the marriage?”

		Again Alison looked to Simon to take the lead.

		“Honestly we haven’t been spending enough time together,” Simon said. “I’m with Jeremy during the day, and when Alison comes home she has him, then we go to sleep. So, yeah, it’s been a lot of tag-team parenting.”

		“Has there been time for intimacy?”

		Simon wasn’t looking directly at Alison, but in his peripheral vision he saw that she was staring straight ahead at Hagan.

		“No, not really,” Simon said, “and I’m fully willing to take all the blame. I’ve been so exhausted, chasing a three-year-old around all day, that by ten o’clock I’ve been zonked. Now I know what moms mean when they say they’re too tired to have sex.”

		“Periods of change are always challenging times for a marriage,” Hagan said. “But going forward it’s going to be even more important for you two to create time for each other. I’m not necessarily talking about sex either. Remember—intimacy starts outside the bedroom.”

		Simon reached across and held Alison’s hand. “You’re right,” he said. “I’ll definitely make more of an effort.”

		During the rest of the session they talked about strategies to increase intimacy in the marriage. Simon thought it was a good session, but Alison still seemed distracted.

		Later, leaving the office, Simon tried to ease the tension, saying, “So it was a purple day today, huh?”

		Alison barely smiled.

		There was silence, and then Simon said, “So how about from now on we try to get Christina to babysit one set night a week so we can have a regular date night?”

		Distracted, she said, “That sounds like a good idea.” Then she glanced at her watch. “Oh shoot, I have to run to a meeting. Let’s talk about this later, okay?”

		She kissed him quickly on the lips and walked away down Park Avenue, going as fast as she could on her heels. Simon waited for her to turn around and wave good-bye the way she usually did, but she turned the corner onto Eighty-sixth Street without looking back.
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