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      The rosemary hit first.

      Sharp and green and totally wasted on a man who hadn't looked up from his phone in three hours.

      I kept my hands moving. Pressed the herb into the meat. Worked the garlic into the grain of it the way my mother taught me, the way I'd done every Friday for fifteen years without once being asked to stop.

      

      The kitchen island held everything.

      The raw steaks. The cutting board with the scored edges. Daniel kept promising to replace it.

      A permission slip for Henry’s field trip. Signed. Anchored under the olive oil bottle so it wouldn’t disappear into the chaos.

      Marie appeared at the doorway in cleats. "Mom. I can't find my other one."

      "Mudroom. Behind the snow boots."

      She vanished. The back door banged. Thirty seconds later it banged again. She was back, both cleats on, already forgetting I existed.

      Henry came in behind her. "Mom, can you sign⁠—"

      "Already on the counter."

      He grabbed it without looking at me. Folded it once, jammed it in his back pocket, and opened the refrigerator like a man surveying real estate.

      Henry let out a sigh. “There's nothing to eat."

      I tapped the steak. “Dinner is in forty minutes."

      He closed the refrigerator and left.

      

      A leaf came in with Daniel.

      He didn’t see it.

      He never saw them.

      Through the side door, the usual entrance. Shoes still on. Phone in one hand. The other hand at his collar.

      The leaf rode in on his heel.

      It settled against the baseboard of my clean floor.

      He dropped his keys on the island.

      Three inches from the steaks.

      "Smells good," he said. He didn't look at the food. He looked at his phone.

      

      The group chat had been going since noon.

      I could hear it from across the kitchen. The particular rhythm of it. Three pings, a pause. Two more—that meant the men were making plans. That meant my weekend was already decided.

      Daniel laughed at something on the screen.

      "Roger's complaining about liquidity issues again." He shook his head. "Probably an excuse to dodge the greens fee."

      The name meant nothing to me. Some neighbor, some husband, some man I'd waved at from a driveway. I filed it away the way I filed everything. Quickly, neatly, in a place I'd likely never open again.

      

      He set his phone face down on the island. Finally.

      I thought, for one absurd moment, that he was going to say something. Look at the steaks. Look at me. Register that the kitchen smelled like effort, like care, like fifteen years of Friday nights.

      He said, "We need IPAs."

      Not a question.

      "The guys are coming Saturday. Full weekend. Jerry's already texted twice about the coolers." He opened the refrigerator himself then, which he almost never did, and stared into it with the expression of a man discovering a problem someone else would solve. "We're out."

      The garlic smell rose up from the cutting board.

      "Whole Foods or Sam's. Doesn't matter." Daniel spoke as if he were talking to a friend residing in the fridge. He picked up his phone again. "Just the good stuff. Not the seasonal garbage."

      

      That was the moment.

      Not a dramatic one. Nothing cracked. No door slammed inside my chest. It was quieter than that—a kind of settling, like sediment finally reaching the bottom of still water.

      Tomorrow was our anniversary.

      Fifteen years.

      He didn't know. That was the part I'd been circling all day, touching like a bruise. He didn't know, and there was nothing in his face, nothing in his voice, nothing in the way he stood with his phone and his open refrigerator that suggested even a flicker of it.

      I had booked the Berkshire resort in February.

      Two nights. The spa package. The room with the fireplace, the king bed, and the view of the ridge that turns gold in October. I'd shown him the brochure once, briefly, the way you present something to someone you already suspect isn't listening.

      He had said, "Sure, sounds good."

      I had understood, in that moment, what that meant.

      

      The steaks went back into the marinade. Plastic wrap over the top, pressed tight to keep the air out.

      The permission slip was gone. The cleats were on. Henry had whatever he needed.

      The leaf sat by the baseboard. I did not pick it up.

      Daniel's keys rested three inches from the meat I'd been working on for twenty minutes.

      He scrolled.

      I dried my hands on the dish towel—the good linen one he used as a napkin when he couldn't find paper—and I looked at him the way you look at a thing you've stopped expecting to change.

      No anger. Not anymore. Something past anger. Something cleaner.

      "Okay, Daniel."

      He didn't look up.

      "Cool," he said.

      The refrigerator still stood open. Cold air moved into the room and dissolved.

      I folded the dish towel in thirds. Set it on the counter. Left the kitchen without another word.

      

      Upstairs, in the bathroom, the door locked behind me for the first time in I couldn't remember how long.

      The tub faucet. The good bath oil from the cabinet under the sink—the one I'd been saving. The one I'd been waiting for a reason to use.

      Tonight felt like a reason.

      Not for celebration.

      For something else entirely.
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      I’d built a good life.

      Not only good. Exceptional. The kind other men drove past on the way to their own lesser versions of it and felt the specific sting of wanting.

      The house was proof. Four thousand square feet, fieldstone façade, the Japanese maple in the front yard that Vanessa had insisted on and I had quietly agreed was the right call.

      The cars in the driveway. The lawn. The particular silence of a neighborhood where money had been spent not only on the houses but on everything between them.

      I earned that silence.

      
      The living room felt right when I walked through it.

      Everything in its place. The throw pillows arranged the way Vanessa arranged them. Symmetrical, with the faded blue one she'd found at that market in Connecticut always centered.

      The rug straight. The coffee table clean except for Henry's soccer magazine, which I moved to the side because I liked clear surfaces.

      I'd worked twelve hours. I'd closed the Westfield contract. Shook the right hands and drove home in forty minutes because I knew the back roads well.

      I deserved this.

      
      The kitchen smelled like steak night.

      I registered it the way I registered most things at the end of a long Friday—a pleasant signal that the machine was running. Vanessa had the cutting board out. Something in a dish. The refrigerator had that particular cold-air-on-herbs smell that meant she'd been at it for a while.

      I put my keys down somewhere near the island and checked the chat.

      Jerry had sent three messages in the last hour alone. Ron had replied with a voice note I'd listen to later. Alex had sent a photo of his new putter—the Scotty Cameron. The one I'd been looking at—and I felt the familiar, competitive warmth of wanting one.

      The weekend was going to be exactly right.

      
      "Roger's complaining about liquidity issues again," I said. I wasn't really talking to Vanessa. More thinking out loud. The way I did in the car, working through the pieces of other men's lives to better understand my own position.

      Roger Fields. Smart guy. Probably too smart for his own good—always over-leveraged, always one deal away from the life he was describing to people. I'd written off half his advice over the years. When a man says liquidity issues in October, it means he's been spending like it's June.

      I'd never let that happen to us.

      I provided. Fully. Consistently. Without the drama some men seemed to generate around money. The mortgage was automatic. The college accounts were funded. Vanessa didn't carry the weight of any of that—I made sure of it.

      That was the contract. That was my end of the deal.

      
      I opened the refrigerator.

      No IPAs.

      Not the end of the world.

      She’d get it. She always handled that kind of thing. The specific domestic logistics I didn’t have the bandwidth for on top of everything else.

      Jerry had mentioned it once about his own setup. I’d recognized it immediately: when you stop micromanaging, it runs better.

      He was right.

      I’d learned early that Vanessa was more capable than I was at the household side.

      It wasn’t dismissal.

      It was delegation.

      "Whole Foods or Sam's," I said. "Doesn't matter."

      She said something. I was back in the chat by then.

      Alex had sent another message: Tee time locked, 8:15 Saturday. Tell Vanessa to stock the good stuff.

      I typed back a thumbs up.

      She said okay.

      I was already back in the chat.

      The machine was running.

      
      The kids drifted through.

      Marie in cleats—I noticed the mud on the left one, made a mental note to tell her about the front entrance, forgot it by the time she was out of the room.

      Henry wanted something. He found it himself, which was what fifteen years of good parenting looked like. Kids who could solve their own small problems.

      I told them, "Dad's earned this weekend," and Henry made a face the way twelve-year-olds make faces, and Marie was already gone.

      They were good kids. Vanessa had done a good job with them.

      We had done a good job.

      
      I ate the steak at the island because the TV was on in the living room and I didn't see the point of moving.

      It was exactly right. The garlic, the rosemary—she had a way with the marinade that I couldn't replicate. I’d never tried to. No reason
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