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Chapter 1
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BEFORE

Helena sat in the left turn lane, streaked in the glow of tidy streetlamps nearing the end of their night shift, the melodic click of her signal a misophonic pacifier for her scrambled mind. She stared out over a ghost town on the brink of a busy Monday. A thin line, the color of grapefruit meat, broke the horizon.

A parking lot between them, Helena watched a woman in pajama pants and a knee-length parka jog into the grocery store. Through dazed eyes, she observed with an intimate recognition. What had the stranger forgotten, she wondered. Birthday donuts? Coffee, god forbid?

She scratched at her hairline, itchy from dried sweat. Working out in the morning had some indisputable benefits, permission to check something off her to-do list before most people were out of bed, chief among them. 

A creature of consistency, Helena liked the familiarity of the early-bird crowd at her neighborhood YMCA. She knew the lineup, like the cast of a long-running soap opera. There was the recently retired football coach, obligated to rehash the week’s big upsets between cable curls. The father-daughter rowers, both local physicians, perpetually training for some ultra event. The chatty check-in gal who scanned member barcodes without a shred of self-awareness or allegiance to widely adopted social cues. Helena had come to depend on her grim reports of the day’s impending weather threats. “I heard black ice and five inches,” she’d warn. “Be surprised if they don’t close all the schools.” And, her favorite, the old man with the thick Polish accent who noticed when she missed a day and knew all the regulars’ professions–a kind, curious constant. 

There were other characters, of course. The built-like-a-brick-shithouse supplement queen who wore a blinking vest to jog from her front door to the weight room every morning. The brood of bros who envied the queen’s physique and side-eyed her in sheeted wall mirrors. The cardiac rehab crew, battery-powered and running on a steady stream of beta blockers and statins. The swimmers, ripe with chlorine. The indoor track strollers (and the sprinters who loathed them). The excessive sweaters. The introverted earbud dependents. The geriatric sauna brigade and their tiny towels. With the exception of the brick shithouse, with whom Helena occasionally spoke in the parking lot, these were the more abstract figures she grouped into broader-but-notable categories, congealed under the fluorescent lights and high ceilings. 

The fact that the doomsday meteorologist didn’t unlock the doors until five minutes before 5 a.m. put Helena up against the clock. She had to be out of bed no later than 4:42. It took her approximately five minutes to change clothes, pull her hair up and fill her water bottle. It was exactly seven minutes from her garage to the YMCA parking lot if she hit all the green lights. Once inside, she would do the stair climber, elliptical or treadmill for 35 minutes. Except on mornings the Polish gentleman stopped, rather than strode next to her, to ask about the kids or tell her about his own, grown and always too busy. On those mornings, she usually did just 32 minutes.

But that Monday, she’d glided for a full 36 and thought nothing of it. Until the check-in gal called after her, asking if she’d heard the news. 

“I don’t think so,” Helena answered, moving onto her toes, still taking half steps toward the exit, assuming her update pertained to precipitation. 

“Ignacy passed away this weekend.”

“Who?” 

“You know, Ignacy. The older guy who talks to everyone. He has an accent. Kinda hard to understand sometimes.” 

Helena’s expression remained captive, but behind it, tiny gears turned feverishly, pulling at a rope in a deep ocean of recollections. Could she be referring to her older guy? He’d been there this morning, hadn’t he? Didn’t she say hello to him? Wasn’t he over on his usual treadmill? Second row, fourth in? Or was it the fifth? 

Everything solid was shifting to sand. Admittedly, some regulars blurred in the background of Helena’s awareness–coffee pots on the kitchen counter of a widow who prefers tea. But she always spoke to him. Ignacy ...  She hadn’t even known that was his name. 

“I guess his daughter called the manager last night and told him,” the check-in gal said. Helena made a point to look at her nametag. Tina. How many other names had she neglected to catalog? “She figured someone might wonder where he was or worry, ya know, since he’s here every day. I’ve seen you talkin’ to him a lot, so I wanted to be sure you knew. I tried to tell ya earlier, but you had your headphones in, so.”

Helena felt razors slicing behind her eyelids, the sharp burn an impeccable complement to the gruesome guilt suddenly suffocating her. Guilt for not noticing his absence, for not taking out her earbuds, for the whisper warning her to move out of this moment, this news, or her entire day would be derailed. 

It was probably Agata, his oldest, who called. She lived in Michigan and, like her parents, had three daughters and, finally, unlike her folks, a son on her fourth try. For some reason, in the first course of grief, Helena could recall these particulars as easily as she could her debit pin. She could see the elated grandfather raising his bushy silver eyebrows and grinning as he lifted his clenched fist in unabashed joy, “Ah! A little prince!” 

“Do you know ...” Helena swallowed hard, “how?” 

“Not for certain. But Brian, the guy who does the towels, heard it was a stroke. A big one.”

A big one. How violent. 

Helena couldn’t think of any further questions suitable for the secondary source. She needed to go. She thanked the front desk worker–Tina–grabbed the zipper at the top of her coat collar and pulled it up over her chin before stepping into the northern Indiana icebox. 
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THE GREEN ARROW FLASHED, and she rushed her foot to the gas pedal. Helena had the main road leading to their neighborhood all to herself at this hour. In 40 minutes, school buses and tense parents navigating the lengthy drop-off line would be crawling along the pavement she was speeding over, dazed by the somber haze of loss. 

Helena had to be back home and in the shower by six o’clock to get herself and the girls ready, make them breakfast, pack their lunches and have them down at the bus stop at 7:15. It was ridiculous, she recognized. The anally puckered, punctual cadence of her mornings, Monday through Friday, was a compulsion that both commanded and sustained her. There was a time when she had flow. Flexibility. But child by child, need by need, she’d slowly slipped into this mechanical life, the sprockets turned by emails from school administrators and room mothers on cruel scavenger hunts for craft supplies and snacks to flavor the week’s theme.  

She turned onto Merrydale Drive and swerved quickly to avoid a runner in a lycra bodysuit. He flicked his fingers up in an appreciative wave, oblivious to how close he’d just come to getting his water shut off. Helena released her tight grip around the steering wheel, feeling the tense flexion for the first time, though the ghostly hue of her knuckles suggested she’d been squeezing for longer. Her anxiety was swelling, and she didn’t have space for it. She eased into the garage, lined her mirror up with the electrical outlet on the wall, hurried the shifter to park and hopped out as the car lurched forward. 

Their dog, Misty, aging and ambivalent to all who entered, glanced at Helena from between her paws at the top of the steps. Helena slid into the dark master bedroom, where Grant lay on his side, facing away from the door. He once told her he got his deepest sleep after hearing her come home and turn the shower on. She never quite knew what to make of that, since the same sound was the pistol shot at the starting block of the 400-meter dash she ran each weekday. 

She dialed the nozzle, giving the stream of sleepy water the two minutes it required to heat up. She curled her spine and peeled off her damp sports bra. 

The pressure of the falling water on her skin powered up Helena’s internal personal assistant. As she lathered, a constitutional traffic meeting commenced. 


Have Edith write her spelling words five times tonight. Move the tissue boxes and cleaning wipes for Tess’s class into one of those brown paper bags from under the laundry room sink–the ones from the expensive organic store, with handles. Is Pearl’s class watching a movie today, or is that next week? Put her lovies in her book bag just in case. Did I move her blanket to the dryer last night? I did. Did I? I’ll double-check right when I get out. I should have time to quick-wash it if I need to. Get the pork chops out to thaw and set a reminder to run home and toss them in the slow cooker at lunch. I should do something for Ignacy’s family. Wait, did she say Ignacy or Agnacy? Should I go to the service? I wouldn’t know anyone there. I’ll look up the obituary later. Shit, I present to execs at 10. Wear ... maybe the green dress since it doesn’t need ironed? I’ll have to cancel and reschedule Edith’s orthodontist appointment. 



She lost track of which leg she’d shaved. The tempered glass door slid open a few inches, revealing a pile of dark, tangled curls and two large, blue-gray eyes. A naked Pearl was making her move. 

“Come on in, ya stinker.” This had become a habit of the three-year-old, climbing in the shower with Helena. She liked to hold a plastic cup under the cascading water like the Statue of Liberty and then dump it over her head, giggling as if it was the first time she’d done it, every time.

Helena finished quickly, tired of stepping into cold corners. She wrapped a towel around herself, slowly peeled the door open, and crept through the wedge of bathroom light to her dresser.  

The master bedroom was still, the rest of the occupants breathing deeply in the final beats of their hard slumber. Helena’s older two girls had taken to sneaking in after she and Grant fell asleep and making beds on the floor. Helena considered this an improvement from the days they would crawl up between them, the children’s toes and palms pressing into their parents’ kneecaps and shins, jolting them from already abbreviated dreams. 

Helena pulled on a pair of high-waisted hipsters and a fatigued bra and plopped down at her vanity to begin the hurried process of concealing the stains of 38 years with potions. A dot of this for sun damage, a smear of that for smoker’s lines and a dusting of something strong for the stress.  

A shrieking siren wailed from down the hallway, and Helena’s heart threw an extra beat. 

“Edith,” she called quietly. “Edith, honey, your alarm.” 

Elongated groans emerged from under Grant’s nightstand. “Edith! Go get your alarm!” a second, snippy voice commanded from the same spot. 

“I am, Tess!”

“Why do you even set it? Mom gets us up,” Tess countered. Helena’s second-born was indisputably the most logical. And the most hypocritical–quick to condemn, slow to pitch in.  

“Gah!” Edith kicked against a sage green quilt snaking around her ankles. An old security blanket Grant’s aunt had handmade back when Helena’s parenting obligations were taking prenatal vitamins and poring over instructional baby books. “I don’t know, Tess. Tess the Pest.” 

“Shut up!” the middle-born snapped. “I hate when you call me that!” 

The books were all bullshit. 

“OK, ladies,” Helena interjected. “Just get up and get moving, please.” She missed the days of swaddling and swaying. Lately, she seemed to serve as a full-time referee. 

With 11 roller coaster years of motherhood under her belt, Helena’d learned that asking her daughters to be kind to each other was worthless. The harder she pushed them together, the stronger they repelled. Sisters, she’d observed, shared a strange codependence. They needed each other like addicts and fought like hungry hens. Certainly, they’d get carried away and peck each other to death one day. 

Pearl streaked past them in a flash of soft flesh and giggles, a wake of warm water trailing behind her. 
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THE MORNING RUSH WENT off with the usual snags–a lost shoe, Tess railing against the itchy tag in her leggings, the coffee pot ran over the countertop and down into the dark, forgettable crevice between the oven and the cabinet. And yet, through the power of persistence and mild threats, Helena managed to have the older girls at the corner of their cul-de-sac at 7:14 a.m., just as a beacon–a yellow school bus with flashing lights–pulled up a tad ahead of schedule. 

The accordion door folded open, and Helena lunged to wave at Ms. Gina. Ms. Gina didn’t care for the mother of the girls she picked up at Stop No. 2. This could be because Helena had, on occasion, opted to chase the school bus through the neighborhood to subsequent stops on the mornings they were late, rather than braving the drop-off line as the school transportation policy instructed. After a hat trick of illegal pursuits, Ms. Gina gave the girls a good scolding, telling them to inform their mother that she was violating the policy and endangering others–not to mention annoying her–and that if they couldn’t follow the rules like everybody else, she was going to have to report them. Report them to whom Helena never knew. Bucking authority had always given her bubbly guts, so she’d bent over sideways and backward to be on time ever since. To reheat their rapport, she sent a container of confections at Christmas and always told the girls to be good for Ms. Gina loud enough so she could hear. But the return from these efforts seemed tepid at best.  

Helena kissed the girls’ heads and waved goodbye as the big golden bird drove away. Grant pulled up beside her, Pearl peeking over the cracked window in the backseat. 

“We’re off,” he said. Helena strolled over, pulled herself up onto the runner of his truck, and gave him a peck. 

“You good?” he asked. After a dozen years of marriage, he could take her emotional temperature at a glance–a sixth spousal sense. 

“I’m fine, yeah.” He kept scanning her face, leaving room for her to change her mind. “Just, I don’t know ...” 

“The girls?” he guessed. 

“No. I mean, yes, but that’s not what’s bothering me. This morning, I found out a friend of mine passed away over the weekend, and I’m just feeling ...” she swallowed, “shaken up.” 

“Oh God, who?”

“You don’t know him–didn’t know him. It was a guy from the gym.” 

“Secret lover?”

“No. And not funny.”

“I know, I know, I’m sorry. What was his name?”

Helena opened her mouth, but her voice caught. She realized she wasn’t confident enough to repeat the name she thought she’d heard, and self-consciously, she worried it would diminish the legitimacy of her mourning. 

“Bye, Mama turd!” Pearl teased from her booster seat in the back, sparing Helena. Turd was her new thing. Helena knew she should probably correct the behavior, but she’d always been an unapologetic proponent of potty humor. “See ya later, sweet little Pearl turd. I love you. Be good for Miss Shelly, k?” Helena kissed Pearl on the tip of her tiny button nose over the half-lowered windowpane.  

She hopped down and smiled at Grant. He lowered his chin and returned a tender look. “I’m sorry about your friend.” 

“Thanks,” she whispered. 

The engine revved, reminding them of the anxious horsepower under the hood. Helena watched the taillights until they disappeared. When the truck was gone, she tilted her face toward the woolly sky and took an intentional breath for the first time all morning. She was so sick of winter and sadness, and there were months of it left.  
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HELENA FILED PRESENTATIONS under the devil’s work. She was always getting requests to assemble a “quick deck” covering current marketing tactics to share with the upper echelon. In truth, she’d been retooling the same set of slides for nearly three years. 

Helena was 24 when she officially entered the rat race. Mere months from getting married and staring down the barrel of a mortgage, she was working as an editorial assistant at a flailing weekend publication for $23,000 a year, plus a laughable ad sales commission. The flexibility was great just out of college, but once Grant put a ring on her finger, sending himself into debt, the siren song of benefits and annual reviews lured her in. She’d caught the virus of adulting and was suddenly striving for the fixed Midwestern condition that had infected so many before her. 

A college friend had a connection at Precipitation Patterns, a clothing and accessories brand that took its product cues from the trendy, Seattle-based outdoor apparel names, albeit on a roughly two-year delay. The brand had been around since the ‘80s and offered Helena nearly double her salary as an entry-level marketing coordinator charged with “supporting creative and strategic efforts to expand their market share and reach new demographics.” After years of well-timed incentives to coax her along, two years ago, she was finally bumped up to a manager with annual bonus potential. She’d come for the paycheck and 401(k), and stayed for the convenient location, palatable cost of living and proximity to her parents. 

The familiar pangs of public speaking twitched in her diaphragm as the elevator dinged and opened to a secretary hunched behind an obligatory jar of stale hard candy and fence line of file organizers. The admin offered artificial salutations and escorted Helena to the executive conference room. By 10:22, an assortment of six-figure suits lined the perimeter of two long, bowing mahogany planes. Open in the middle, Helena couldn’t help but notice the arrangement was the shape of a vulva. An ironic touch, she thought, considering the room lacked a single female with a title worthy of a seat at the executive table. 

Precipitation Patterns’ decision-makers were connected by a firm fraternal thread. It began with Richard, the founder’s son-in-law, appointed CEO through the good fortune of textbook nepotism. Richard knew Raymond from his country club and, thus, gave him the CFO position. Raymond called up Dan, a Delta Chi brother from Ohio State, to be COO. Dan had worked with Chuck at a quasi-comparable company and suggested he’d make a great CIO. And so it went. One by one, what started with Dick trickled down. Each man reached back and pulled another up to a top rung on the ladder until the C-suite was full, the fruit of which sat staring at Helena under a polished glass ceiling, their chins cradled between their thumbs and pointer fingers, as she ran through tired bullet points detailing ROI, KPIs, conversion funnels and consumer engagement.  

The screen on Helena’s cell lit up somewhere between paid promotion and earned media. Just as it caught her attention, an SVP who’d always considered himself a BFD (big fucking deal) erupted into the fits and gasps of an intense coughing spell. When no one moved, Helena grabbed the pitcher from a side table, poured him a glass of water and delivered it to him at the tip of the vulva. The hack was relentless, reverberating off the almond-colored walls with every violent, booming exhalation. Helena made the executive decision to wrap it up, three slides early. 

“And that’s the marketing roadmap in a nutshell, gentlemen. Please, as always, don’t hesitate to bump me with any questions.”

Helena knew from experience that this group kept generic inquiries in their deep pockets for the sake of hearing themselves speak. But there could be none of that, as the BFD SVP’s face had deepened to an alarming maroon, speckled in sweat. Text boxes stacked and crowded one another out on her screen. She quietly slid out as the men awkwardly attempted to proceed with the agenda, their comrade a sputtering speaker box the shade of beetroot.  

Helena raced to the elevator. The instant the thick metal doors closed, she unlocked the screen. Since becoming a mother, an influx of messages always sent a wave of panic through her. She clumsily tapped the white dialogue bubble and braced herself. 


Nicki

10:22 a.m.



Anyone available for a drink this week?





Joni

10:24 a.m. 



Sure! You good friend?





Nicki

10:25 a.m. 



I don’t want to get into it n texts. Just a lotta shit. 





Kat

10:26 a.m. 



Praying for ya, Nic. Kids have volleyball almost every night this week, but I could prob make Wed work. Lemme know!





Joni

10:27 a.m.



T can take carpool. Tho Hunter’s being such a little punk I’m tempted to make his ass walk home from practice. 





Kat

10:29 a.m. 



LOL - That’s terrible! You would never. 





Joni

10:32 a.m. 



Gotta toughen em up somehow. 





Joni

10:43 a.m. 



My husband’s asking for sexual favors in exchange for my night out. 





Nicki

10:46 a.m. 



Well strip down and jump on the grenade. Wednesday works. I’m not picky where. Any place with a happy hour has my vote. Lena???





Joni

10:48 a.m.



She’s gonna get all these texts at once and be so pissed. LOL – Henry’s? I like their apps. 





Nicki

10:50 a.m. 



Penciling it in 





Kat

10:51 a.m. 



Same



Helena tossed the phone down by her mouse pad and threw her head back against her chair. She ran her hands through the front of her hair, squeezing her skull. Wednesdays were always a little chaotic. Plus, Tess’s art project was due on Thursday. But she knew the shunning she’d get from her girlfriends, Nicki in particular, if she missed an S.O.S.  

She stood and pulled the door to her office shut. “Call husband,” she commanded, and the robot inside her phone dialed Grant. 

His familiar voice pinged from the speaker. “Hey, babe.”  

“Hey,” Helena hurried. “So, the girls are grabbing a quick drink Wednesday. Some sort of code red at the Purdy house. Mind if I go?”

“Wednesday?”

“Yeah.”

“I don’t have a calendar in front of me, but I’m sure it’s fine.” 

“Are you sure?” she parroted, affirming his answer in that annoying, repetitive way partners do. Helena appreciated that Grant had never been one of those dads who called staying in with the kids babysitting. He didn’t complain or play the passive-aggressive card. Still, his competence didn’t alleviate the guilt Helena felt after a night away. “Because I know how crazy Wednesdays can be, and Tess has her Black History Month assignment, and–”

“Lena, it’s fine,” he interrupted. “I know how Nicki gets. Go bash all of us men and solve the world’s problems. We’ll survive. I gotta go, k? We’ll talk more later.” 

“K, love you.” 

“Love you, too.” 
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BEFORE

Helena whipped into a prime parking spot in front of Henry’s Tavern. Her headlights illuminated the booth where her friends were already deep in the hand gestures and concentrated faces of conversation. Joni turned toward the intrusive glow, then pressed a playful middle finger against the glass. Helena climbed out of her car and returned a drive-by bird as she hustled into the heat. 

“Good evening!” the hostess sang. She was perky and dewy, with a stack of thread bracelets bragging up her left wrist. 

Helena pointed. “I see my party.” 

“Oh, perfect! Enjoy your dinner, ma’am.” There it was. The dirty word that left a stinger just under the skin. Helena hated ma’am because, in her mind, she was eternally 26. Worse, on that particular night, she was wearing her new distressed boyfriend jeans and had felt relatively youthful. Girls, she thought, shouldn’t throw their ma’ams around with such reckless abandon. 

“Hey!” Joni said, looking up from a narrow drink menu. She slid across the vinyl booth to make room. Nicki smiled a strange smile, like a sixth grader with brand-new braces. Kat kissed the tips of her fingers and sent her invisible smooch across the table. 

“Ladies, how is everyone?” Helena asked, shimmying out of her thick Precipitation Patterns puffy vest–the least frumpy from the seasonal release. 

“You get ma’am’ed?” Joni asked, tipping her chin toward the hostess stand. 

“Sure did,” Helena admitted. 

“Me too,” Joni whispered. “Perky bitch.” 

“Joni was just telling us about her kitchen remodel,” Kat said. 

“Nice.” 

“And her mouse problem,” Kat added with a shiver. 

Three years ago, Joni had surprised everyone by selling her house in a sweet cookie-cutter development a stone’s throw from her kids’ high school and relocating to a fixer-upper with loads of potential about 15 miles outside city limits. Along with the acreage, she’d acquired a gang of mischievous raccoons, a smattering of ditch weed and two mangy cats, both lacking the “mousing” instinct. 

“Ugh! Again?” Helena winced.

“Guys, I live in the country. That’s what happens. It is pretty fricking disgusting, though, I gotta admit. The other day, I went to put on my lipstick, and it was gone. I looked everywhere and, of course, accused Sarah of taking it, which got her all worked up. But guess where I found it?”

“In your boyfriend’s glove box?” Helena poked. 

“No ... I found it under a cabinet in the downstairs bathroom. Open. With tiny teeth marks all over it.” 

A collective “Ew!” erupted from the booth. Joni beamed, satisfied with herself. 
“We have to stop talking about this,” Kat said. “Anyone say anything else, please. Lena, how’s your week?”
“Fine. The usual. I’m tired. Work sucks. The girls are fighting incessantly.”

“All checks out,” Kat said. 

“Also, this guy I knew from the gym passed away.” 

“What guy?” Joni asked, her face scrunched in suspended sympathy. 

“He was older. Polish, I think? He had a thick accent and the fuzzy caterpillar brows grandpas get.” They served up varying puppy dog expressions. “Anyway, I talked to him almost every morning, sometimes through my whole workout. Nothing super deep, really. Basic life stuff. His kids, my kids. He travels–traveled–a lot, so he’d tell me about all these incredible places he’d been.” Helena shrugged. “I don’t know, just one of those people you pick up in one part of your world.” They bobbed their heads in understanding. “It’s jarring–that someone can just be there one day and then be gone, forever. So suddenly. My whole workout this morning, I thought about how I took his kindness for granted. Just being there felt so ... sad.” 

“What was his name?” Kat asked. 

“The strange thing is, I didn’t even know it. I mean, I do now, but.” 

“You never asked his name?” Joni posed. 

“I mean, he said it a bunch of times, but it wasn’t a common name and with the accent and all the gym noise ...”  

“Man, I’m sorry, Lena,” Kat offered. 

Joni attempted a tone shift. “I guess we’re all having a weird week. Do you know that my son asked me to drive him and his idiot friends to TP some guy from his travel team this weekend?” 

“We did that,” Helena reminded her. 

“We did not!”  

“Yes, we most certainly did. We made my dad drive us to TP Jeff Stover’s house sophomore year.”

A brief pause, and then, “Oh yeah ...” Joni wandered off, following breadcrumbs to the memory. 

Fifteen minutes in, it had grown impossible to keep talking over Nicki’s silence and solemn expression. Helena took the lull to address the elephant in the booth. “OK, Nic. You requested this meeting of the minds. What’s up, babe?” 

The jumbled noise pollution of neighboring tables and clattering dishes filled the prolonged pause. Nicki puffed out her chest and looked down into her lap. “OK, here it is,” she said. Another breathless, baited pause, and then, “Scott left me.” 

“What?” Kat and Joni gasped in unison. 

“It’s ... It’s over. My marriage is over.” She gulped at the air in tattered, broken inhalations. “Sorry. That’s the first time I’ve actually said it out loud.” The second the words left her lips, they turned to heavy, immovable stone, cementing the foursome in a tomb of disbelief. “He rented a two-bedroom apartment in that new complex, the one over by his office. So, I guess we officially no longer cohabitate.” 

The women sat dazed in the thick emotional residue of Nicki’s atomic bomb, paralyzed by the high probability that whatever they said next would be wrong. 

“Where the fuck is our waiter?” Joni finally snapped. “We need drinks!”

“You guys can’t be over,” Helena protested. “Surely, it’s a rough patch, Nic. A valley. The alarm, signaling there’s smoke in the house, and you need to get some help. That’s all.”

Nicki’s eyes were fixed on her fingers, frantically shredding a paper napkin over her thighs. “I’m pretty sure the house is already in flames,” she said. “I drove past his new place on the way here, and there was a salt lamp on a table by the window.”

“A salt lamp?” Kat clarified. 

Nicki glared up from the confetti in her lap. “Yes. A fucking salt lamp!”

“And that bothers you because ...” Joni led. 

“Because you don’t accessorize on a whim. I mean, where did he even get a salt lamp this fast? It’s Himalayan!” 

“Do they come from the actual Himalayan Mountains?” Helena asked. 

“Where are those again?” Kat inquired. 

“Far, I think,” Joni said. “Austria?”

“I mean, was he secretly curating a bachelor pad vision board behind my back? Strolling through HomeGoods between appointments? Oh, I think I’ll go for self-centered eclectic,” she mocked, “with subtle, prick-forward accents throughout. At the very least, he has a separate Amazon Prime account.” 

“But– When–” Helena was stumbling for something firm to grasp onto. Officially stammering. Scott and Nicki, the couple, were a fact. A non-negotiable, as certain as gravity and gray hair. They existed as a set. 

Joni served up something more focused. “Were you blindsided, or had you guys been talking about separating?” 

A visible surrender cascaded down from Nicki’s crown. “I guess,” she began, “if I’m honest, it’s been happening gradually over the last few years. We just got really, really good at being this pleasant, former version of us in public.” She sprinkled a pile of paper shavings onto the table. “I can’t say I was blindsided, no. And I can’t say that I fought for it, either. You guys know how it is. As the kids got older and our jobs got bigger, we started dividing everything up. He’d take Joey to tennis, and I would get Ethan across town to tutoring. I’d work late. He’d work late. But we were considerate of each other. I’d leave something in the oven for dinner. He’d take my car for an oil change. We were surviving.” They were locked in on her, firm understanding flooding their features. “But then, I don’t know when, we became project managers. Texting instead of talking. He stopped asking me how my day had been, and then I stopped caring that he didn’t ask.” 

Kat’s phone vibrated against the polyurethane finish, but no one flinched. The foursome was frozen in the eye of a cyclone, the chatter and merriment of the rest of the dining room whirling around outside their nook, oblivious to the private catastrophe. What scared Helena most was the immediate parallels her mind was drawing to pieces of Nicki’s marital unraveling. 

“Naturally, you start thinking back and dissecting everything,” Nicki went on. “And I remember, around Thanksgiving, I walked into the bathroom as he was stepping out of the shower, and it almost startled me, seeing him naked. Not because there was anything wrong with him–nothing like that. It just hit me how long it had been since I’d seen his body, ya know? And the look on his face–it was like he felt weird having me see his body. There was nothing intimate left. No want or contact or brushing up against each other. And once passion’s gone, it’s just ... platonic. And now it’s salt-lamp official, so I have to put on some kinda divorce dog and pony show and pretend to be all healthy and centered about it.” 

Having completed the task of telling her girlfriends they were breaking up with her husband, the tears that had been gathering finally toppled out, dousing Nicki’s cheeks in diluted mascara. 

Just as they all extended their hands toward her, a waiter with a frizzy bun approached with a startling jolt of enthusiasm. “Ladies! Sorry about that wait. Can I get you started with some drinks?”

“Christ, yes,” Joni exhaled and pointed to something at the top of the martini menu, a random selection to medicate the collective heartache. “Same, but a double and light on the syrup,” Kat grinned at him, connecting to ensure the message made it to the bartender. 

“Vodka soda with two limes,” Helena managed. 

“Me too,” Nicki said. 

He clicked the end of his pen on his notepad and disappeared to the magical place where the liquor lived. 

Helena put her forearms on the table and leaned forward. “OK, but how could he leave you? Is there someone else?” 

“I don’t think so. More than anything, he just said uncle first. Almost as a kindness. There wasn’t any yelling or a big blow-up. He just told me one night, ya know, our lives could be half over, and we both deserve to be happy. He wasn’t happy.”

“Were you?” Joni asked. 

“No, but I was operating under the assumption that most couples in their thirties are miserable. We’re chest-deep in the kids and our careers, and I figured it would come back around to us. To a time we could be selfish again. And that’s when we’d do all the things we used to talk about, and we’d rediscover each other, and we’d be happy again. We just had to hang on. But now there’s nothing to hang on to.”  

The waiter returned, balancing a round tray. He placed black cocktail napkins in front of each woman, followed by dewy glasses of libations. “I’ll let you enjoy those for a bit and come back to tell you about our exciting specials,” he said. 

Joni waved him off and grasped the stem of her glass. “Well, first of all, you don’t have to tell anybody jack shit if you don’t want to.” 

“How are you feeling?” Kat asked  

“Numb. Overwhelmed. It’s so weird getting into the logistical stuff. Like, do I want to keep the house? Do I owe him money if I do? When will the boys be with him? Who gets which holidays? He even sent me a shared calendar for schoolwork and activities. It’s all so sterile. Like dissecting the heart of our family with a scalpel.”  

Kat expertly positioned her blush cocktail against the window and lifted her phone. When they snapped their heads toward the sound of the artificial lens clicking, she redirected quickly, “How are the boys?”  

“Oh, time will tell, but for now, they’re just playing a lot of video games and avoiding me. So, business as usual.”  

Helena glanced down at her filthy wedding band, soldered to her engagement ring over a decade ago. The ravine between the two circles was a landfill of hair products and residue from cheap bar soap. At least four years of neglect. 

Helena set her eyes on Nicki and waited for her to return her gaze. She wanted to do something, send a telepathic message that would somehow seep in and fill the fractures with support. I’ve got you. But Nicki never gave her the chance. 

––––––––
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BY THE TIME HELENA got home, after four vodka sodas and not nearly enough food to sop them up, the next morning’s headache was already tapping at her temples. She plopped her purse and keys on the corner hutch, crowded with junk mail and treasures from fast food meals and birthday party goody bags–the wasteful trinkets slowly taking over their home. 

At the top of the stairs, Misty waited. She lifted her head only for a second, then, unimpressed, dropped it back down between her paws. Helena stopped at Pearl’s room first. Her baby had fallen asleep with her legs crossed, her arms surrendered, palms up, at her sides. A headband with cat ears perched askew on top of her head. Helena undid the discomforts gently. 

She kept going down the hall. Tess and Edith were in Edith’s bed, back to back, still as glass. Knees locked, her head spinning, Helena stared at them until their particulars blurred and considered how impossible it was that these little humans came from her. She bent down and gently kissed each girl on the cheek, holding her breath to prevent any residual bottom-shelf vodka from disrupting their sweet, sober dreams. 

She wasn’t sure if Grant was still awake, so Helena slipped like a burglar into the bathroom to clumsily begin the ritual of removing the day–unlatching jewelry, the exquisite ecstasy of unhooking her bra.  

“Hey,” Grant whispered, over his toes. She peered through the cracked door and saw his stare fixed on the television, surely showing a documentary detailing some sandy, machine-gun war.  

“Hey,” Helena responded. She went into the closet, tossed her warm, stretched clothes into the appropriate hampers, and swapped them for her favorite plaid pajama pants and T-shirt. 

“How were the girls?” Grant inquired half-heartedly. “Get everybody squared away?”

Helena pulled her hair back and grabbed a washcloth. She stared at herself in the mirror and wondered what the words would look like when she spoke them. “Actually ...” She paused and dropped her head toward the sink, streaked with toothpaste, an aquamarine reminder of her domestic shortcomings. “Scott moved out. He and Nicki are getting a divorce.” 

Grant muted the TV and sat up. “What?”  

“Yeah. I guess things hadn’t been great, and last week he told her he was done. He has an apartment already and everything. Seems like it’s really happening.” 

“That’s–” Grant tried and then changed course to concern. “Is Nicki–”

“Devastated? Yes and no, actually.”

“What do you mean?”

“She’s sad about all the change for their family–worried about the boys, of course. But the way she described their relationship, it seems like they’d been disconnected for a while.” 

“Hm,” he contemplated, “I never noticed.” 

Helena wasn’t surprised. Her husband had an engineer’s mind–everything was perfectly clear as long as it was black and white. 

In the simplest terms, Helena considered life with Grant frictionless. He was vanilla ice cream–sweet, reliable and effortlessly lovable without the flash and flair of some of the overly extravagant flavors in the freezer. Their marriage had been smooth. Freshly churned domestic butter with one tiny fly in the tub. A minor blip.  

Edith was about three weeks old. Helena had been home on maternity leave, feeling anxious, held hostage in a stranger’s skin. During a 3 a.m. feeding, she’d opened Grant’s laptop to search for an article on thrush and, out of no suspicion in particular, started clicking around. Nestled under “Miscellaneous,” another folder titled “Shared Project” held a dozen or so emails. They were harmless enough, a desperate divorcee from his department testing the waters. 

And yet, he’d kept them. 

It had always been easy for Helena to imagine how a man could make room for an affair. They were untethered. Held to lower domestic expectations and fewer demands. But she wondered how any woman, at least one with a life like hers, squirreled away the time and energy for the grooming, plotting and general upkeep she suspected cheating demanded. 

When she asked about the emails, Grant immediately fell on the sword, citing his ego and stupidity. He deleted them on the spot, with Helena watching. 

And yet, benign as it all seemed, there was some bruising, amplified by Helena’s obsession with her self-proclaimed pudgy postpartum figure, gelatinous and seeping. 

Eventually, as bruises do, the deep plum of his misdoing faded to lilac. Bigger life events pushed it down into the trash bin and out of the forefront of their marriage, weaponized only when Helena was insanely drunk or needed a low blow. She loved him, and she believed him when he said he would never hurt her. Marriage, she thought, was no different than placing any other bet, and she was confident she’d picked the right pony. She could understand wanting a shot of self-esteem. She yearned for it herself.

And yet, affirmation never seemed to come. From either of them to the other. 

Grant exuded an infuriating ease. He rarely got excited, for better or for worse. Whether being described by someone who knew him intimately or superficially, the adjectives were consistent. He was steady, agreeable, easygoing, likable. The ideal fourth for a charity golf outing.  A social chameleon, adaptable and appeasing in mixed company. 

When they met, he was exactly what Helena was looking for. Hot on the heels of back-to-back heartbreaks, Grant’s attention was an uncomplicated aloe on fresh burns. They moved seamlessly through the stages of courtship, right into a post-collegiate engagement that everyone saw coming and celebrated without reservation. And minus that one hiccup, their adult union had stayed on the same steady trajectory. When Helena stared into their future, she saw an infinite body of calm water. 

And yet, there were times, for reasons she couldn’t articulate, the calmness of it all made her feel like she was locked in a dark box. There was nothing left to decide. The years would just play out, placid and prosaic. Vanilla ice cream for dessert every single night. 

Minus that one near-co-worker transgression, hers was a marriage without chaos or contingencies. She should have been grateful. She should have been counting her blessings. 

And yet, a voice resembling misery sometimes whispered to her, This is all there is. 

Helena started the hot water and pumped pearly cleanser into her palm. She lathered and scrubbed away her potions so she could apply different ones. She felt Grant at her back. She patted her skin dry and, behind the veil of terry cloth, let herself cry over Nicki’s marriage. 

Grant wrapped his arms around her and pulled her toward him. Despite his gentle urging, Helena grew rigid, pressing her face harder into her hands, wanting him to be there but not be there. 

“I’m sorry,” he whispered into her neck. 

“She wouldn’t look at me. I don’t know what I would have said if she had, there’s nothing I can say, but still. She seemed so alone. Distant.” 

“Lena, it’s Nicki. She’s tough. She’ll be OK, and she’ll call when she’s ready.” 

Again, Grant pulled his wife into him. He knew that she did this sometimes–fought her consoler–but it didn’t mean she didn’t want or need to be held. He knew, in the way husbands know things about their wives, that it was a symptom of her claustrophobia. One of the many quirks he wrote off as part of the package. Like squeaky sneezes that came in fours or a fear of puppets. This time, though, melting into Grant felt like a betrayal to Helena. Like they were twisting the knife plunged deep into their friends’ domestic partnership. 

But it also felt urgent. The Purdys’ was a cautionary tale, and Helena was fiending for evidence that desire was alive and well within their walls. That she and Grant, the couple, were steady.

Helena softened her spine and allowed her body to fold into her husband’s. He swayed and stamped her vertebrae with tender kisses. “I’m sorry your friend is upset.” Peck. “And I’m sorry you’re stuck with me.” Peck. It was working. Peck. Peck. Peck.

When their friction reached a boiling point, Helena wrapped her arms around her husband. Briskly, layer by layer, she broke down the barriers between them. She locked the door to their bathroom, glided up onto the counter and let the lingering liquid courage burning in her stomach lubricate their rare school-night collision. A dirty double act that screamed in the face of her inner skeptic, fixated on the fear of a passion drought. Look at us, it said, drowning in love for each other.
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