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Liv Constantine
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‘[Baker] captures keenly what it means to be a modern woman in an old boys’ world’
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To the millions of women who are struggling to be caregivers, mothers,

coworkers, and spouses all at once—

and who left the workforce this past year in record numbers

(at four times the rate of men)—because women can do anything,
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There are husbands everywhere. In suits, in polo shirts, in khakis and cargo shorts, flip-flops, square-toes, loafers, and sneakers, in baseball caps, with thinning hair, and sleeves rolled up, with tufts of chest hair at the neckline, with soft-mound bellies atop braided belts, in craft brewery T-shirts, with toenails in need of tending, short and tall, colorblind, with five o’clock shadows, and BABY ON BOARD stickers on their rear windshields, walking dogs with their ring fingers haloed in platinum, gold, silver, tungsten. There they are unemployed or making six figures, in three fantasy football leagues and two different text chains (meme after meme after meme), scratching their balls and applying aftershave, rifling for snacks in the pantry, watching internet porn, wearing towels around their waists and dripping water on the floor. They are better halves, partners in crime, high school sweethearts and complete assholes, roommates, deadbeats, and really great fathers.

Can you picture it? Excellent. Shall we continue?

Just a little further. You’re getting sleepy now. Long breath out. That’s it. Now try to imagine. Imagine a place, a special place, where the husbands are everywhere, yes, but instead of just putting the dishes in the sink when finished eating, they put them in the dishwasher, they carry up the items left on the stairs and put them away, they refill children’s water glasses at 3:00 A.M. and lead sleepy toddlers back to their own beds, they write thank-you notes and dispose of the torn envelopes of read mail, they put their shoes away, they nail down plans and don’t parent from the couch, they read school emails and listen to voice mails and make dinners and rinse out Keurig machines and remember to use sunflower seed butter and that gymnastics is on Tuesdays and that next week the nanny has off and that this week is a nephew’s graduation. Do you have it? Very good. Now take a deep breath in, exhale. That’s right. Deeper now. Just relax and imagine.




1

[image: image]

Nora is not in a fight with her husband.

She thinks about the phrasing conjured here: “in a fight.” An idiosyncratic idiom dredged from her middle school years and with it a vision of long-sleeved Hollister T-shirts, chopsticks through buns, and I’m-not-speaking-to-you-this-week. She’s thirty-five now, long past the stage of brushing her tricky curls into a cloud of frizz, but not so far that if she were in a fight this wouldn’t be an appropriately moody, anxious, and adolescent way to describe it, especially given the number of times Hayden has asked “What’s wrong?” and she has responded with “Nothing.”

“Nothing” is what you say when to say “everything” would be ridiculous.

She’s being a “drama queen”—that’s the term for it. But only in her head, where it doesn’t really count.

At a stoplight, they sit in their different silences, hers brooding, his oblivious. She’s a passenger in her own SUV, Hayden the driver, as she prefers, even though, with the seat pushed way back to accommodate a thickset former rugby player, it jacks with her settings. Hayden has a bullish neck and a smattering of bald scars cut into his hairline from where he’s had stitches. She finds them sexy even when she’s pissed, which, as a reminder, she’s not. Also, he’s got a fading blue tattoo peeking out from the hair on his right forearm, and, more often than she cares to admit, she finds herself feeling proud, because she never would have guessed she’d have grown into the type of woman to marry a man with an arm tattoo.

“It’s kinda far,” he says, not meaning anything by it.

“It’s not that far,” by which she means: Don’t start with me yet. “Look, it’s on the left. Here. See?” She points out the windshield to the neighborhood’s grand entrance, walls decked in hill country stone with the name DYNASTY RANCH spelled out in slanting cursive across its side. A fountain sprays a plume of water. It’s, yes, a bit ostentatious, but there are worse things, aren’t there?

Dynasty Ranch is an enclave community ten minutes outside of Austin’s city limits, nestled into a land of self-serve frozen yogurt shops, movie theaters with enormous reclining seats, and chain Mexican food restaurants that all boast kids’ playscapes. It’s quite exclusive. Or at least that’s what the tasteful home brochure had claimed when her secretary had dropped it into the mesh mail bin on her office desk. Really, they must have spent a fortune on advertising. Hayden grunts and steers into the left lane without using his blinker, a mistake which she hand-to-heart doesn’t mention.

“We’re only here to look,” he says. “We have plenty of time.”

Plenty of time, like the growing bulge of her stomach is a ticking time bomb, but Hayden, apparently, is happy to procrastinate for a little while before getting around to the tedious task of dismantling it. She thinks: Who in their right mind wouldn’t want to neutralize the threat straight away, have time to spare on the back end, a margin of error, a cushion? While Hayden believes: It will get done.

Often, it doesn’t.

He will take out the trash later. Do the dishes later. Clear the table later. She waits, she bides time, she goes with the flow, and her world goes kablooey. It’s happened before. And before and before and before.

It will get done. But the part that he leaves out is that he’ll have nothing to do with the doing. It’s like he thinks their house, their toddler, their lives, are kept on track by magic. As though she is the family Rumpelstiltskin. He goes to bed and—voilà—see, Nora? All taken care of! And, my god, woman, why are you so sweaty?

She stews.

They follow the notice for the open house, sign staked into the ground on flimsy tongs. But the first actual home doesn’t appear in Dynasty Ranch for nearly a half mile, which does seem like an awfully long way.

Vegetation is sparse. Where present, though, it’s meticulously manicured, making things feel organized and stress free. When they come across a house—mansion, more like—what she imagines inside is a large, walk-in pantry with those clear plastic bins lined neatly on the shelves, the ones with vacuum-sealed tops and black chalk-pen labels denoting the type of fibrous cereal inside. That’s the vibe of Dynasty Ranch on first glance.

They pass a man unloading groceries from the back of a Tahoe. He waves to them, the way that people do with passing boats.

Then—“What do you suppose happened there?” Hayden slows to a stop where on their right sit the scorched remains of a house. Black soot has been spat onto the grass and splashed up the rickety frame, but the feeling of black is all over, like Nora’s looking into a hole. Yellow caution tape crisscrosses where a door would have been, and sunlight catches the shards of broken glass that have been left behind. “You think anyone was inside?” Hayden asks, pressing the button to roll down her window for a better view.

The house was probably lovely. She feels sorry for whoever lived there. And now all of it—photo albums, carefully selected furniture, artwork bought together on vacation—up in flames.

“I don’t know.” Nora flattens into her seat. “But we probably shouldn’t stare.”

Hayden leans into the steering wheel, staring. “Remind me to check the smoke alarms, will you?”

Nora’s fingers tense at how easily her husband drops one more responsibility into her cup. Remind him.

She will, of course. Because she, in fact, does not want to die in a fire. But sometimes (meaning at all times, obviously) she feels as if there are no spare folds of her brain in which to cram the minutiae of their lives that she’s been charged with tracking.

He eases off the brakes and the wheels begin to roll and the neighborhood resumes, as if nothing happened. A left turn and then another—stone, brick, freshly painted wood siding, each neat, picturesque, the American dream—and soon they’ve arrived.

2913 Majestic Grove sits on a generous corner lot. A Texas star is embossed into the smooth surface of its circle drive, a cast-iron door at its crest.

“First impressions?” Nora asks, putting on her let’s-make-the-most-of-it voice.

“I don’t know.” Hayden climbs out of the car, puts his fists into the back of his hips, and stretches his crotch forward. “There’s not much walkability.”

“Where do we walk to now?” She comes around the hood of the car to meet him.

They bought their town house in the heart of Austin seven years earlier when Nora and Hayden had imagined a future strolling to brunch on South Congress, biking to work, and buying their produce from a local farmers’ market. Nora had loved the cracks in the bright yellow walls, the uneven tiles, the stairs that creaked. What she never imagined was the number of times she would add “call a plumber” to her already lengthy to-do list, or the fact that her garage door wouldn’t work for fourteen whole months because she had no idea what sort of person fixed garage doors, or the stark reality that after their daughter, Liv, was born, the two flights of switchback stairs would transform from charming feature into evil nemesis. All this before the accident. Before the idea of another baby in that house became wholly untenable.

“Yeah, but it’s the ability.” Hayden has kind eyes with happy bursts of wrinkles, the result of sun more than age, fanning out around the corners.

“Keep an open mind. Please,” she implores. Nora has already run the math. The only way they’re going to afford more space is if they make substantial sacrifices in the cool, hip location department. Given that she’s never really been all that cool or hip, the decision feels relatively easy.

He takes her hand and squeezes. The fight they are not in, after all, is only in her head, and so anytime she wants she can choose to make up. Even now, for example.

On their way up the walk, a squirrel darts across their path and up into an oak tree. She watches it hunker in the branches, nose twitching. A woman in a trim blazer and a sleek, black ponytail greets them at the door. She is High Energy.

“Welcome, welcome. I’m Isla Wong.” She foists a business card into Nora’s hand. “Is this your first visit to Dynasty Ranch?”

According to her card, Isla is Travis County’s number one selling agent, three years running! Is she really number one? If she is, then that is actually impressive. Something to be proud of. Well, she is proud of it. Obviously.

She leads them into the foyer, which echoes with the sound of her pointy-toed heels. Hayden arches his neck to peer up at the high ceilings.

“It is. Our first time,” Nora answers. The house is even better than in the photographs, which almost never happens.

“Great, then let me tell you a little bit about our community. In Dynasty Ranch, we consider ourselves family-forward. We have a wonderful set of amenities for a very reasonable homeowners association cost. People are always surprised by all that we have to offer. We have a beautiful community pool and clubhouse, a sport court and—Hayden, do you golf?”

“Not well,” he says with a chuckle. Nora doesn’t think she’s ever heard of a Joe Schmo who golfs well. She thinks that’s why they like it so much, all equally terrible.

“I like to golf occasionally,” she says, mainly because the question felt sexist directed only to Hayden and she’s trying to do her part.

As for the house, it’s a one-story ranch, an architectural term that, Nora has recently learned, has almost nothing to do with actual ranches. An open floor plan merges a spacious living room with a chef’s kitchen. Nora can’t help but linger on the oversized stainless-steel refrigerator with the extra bottom freezer space, can’t resist fantasizing about an end to the avalanche of corndogs, tater tots, and steam bags of broccoli that fall on top of her every time she jiggers open her slender freezer door at home.

“There’s a gorgeous golf course at the back of the neighborhood,” Isla is saying. “Golf carts included. I hope you’ll go see it on your way out. And Nora—may I ask what you do for a living?”

“I’m a lawyer”—she clears her throat—“and a mom.” Should a Realtor be asking her what she does for a living? Nora is under the impression that to ask a person’s profession in polite conversation is a bit of a faux pas nowadays.

Isla is probably trying to sort out whether she and Hayden can afford the place. Like a car salesman.

“Wow.” Isla clasps her hands together. “What kind of law do you practice?”

“I’m a litigator. Personal injury, mostly. I work at Greenberg Schwall,” says Nora.

Nora is a plaintiff’s attorney, or, in more cynical circles, an “ambulance chaser.” She’d always wanted—maybe as a “screw you” to her father, a philandering commercial defense lawyer—to make her path representing the little guy. Yes, as far as personal injury firms go, Greenberg Schwall is a bit “establishment,” but it wasn’t as if her goal had been to turn into one of those cheesy PI lawyers with billboards declaring themselves the “Texas Hammer” or the “Legal Eagle.”

“I remember now.” Isla touches her cheek with her gold-painted fingernail. “You’re the one who went to Dartmouth. Isn’t that right?”

Nora’s taken aback. “Yes, but how would you—”

“The alumni network.”

“You went to Dartmouth?” There’s a small thrill. She hardly ever runs into East Coast grads here in Texas.

“God no, I’m not that book smart. I’m more of a people person. Targeted advertising. That’s what I mean. I don’t like to throw spaghetti at the wall. It’s a waste of time.” Isla beckons them farther into the home, trailing her hand over a set of built-in cabinets. “We have a very active networking group here as well that I think you might really benefit from. One of the small quirks of Dynasty Ranch is that there’s an application and short vetting process conducted by the homeowners association. But honestly”—she drops to an exaggerated whisper—“I have a good feeling about you two.”

So maybe the ad’s claim of exclusivity wasn’t all fluff.

“But I do have to show you this.” Isla holds open an innovative, revolving door for them to pass through. “One of my favorite features. The dedicated playroom.”

Without exaggeration, the very notion of a place for Liv’s toys that is not inside her formal dining room takes Nora’s breath away. She strides the perimeter of the room, Hayden following.

“I know it’s a luxury, but it’s so much easier to keep the home from being overrun by stuffed animals and LEGOs and plastic fruit. You get it.”

And Nora does get it. The toys that multiply. Artwork that can’t be tossed out. Stuffed animals and tents and miniature indoor trampolines. Contigo water bottles and sectioned-off plates and bento boxes spilling out of cabinets. With each year of Liv’s life, their “cute” two-story house shrinks. And in six months a fourth family member will join, and it’s like the Spangler family is part of Alice in Wonderland and can’t stop eating the damn cake.

Next, there is the roomy master with his and hers closets and a stand-alone bathtub, a backyard already fitted with a swing set, then back to the kitchen, where Nora peeks into the walk-in pantry and recalls what it’s like to fall in love.

“Remember when we used to crash these things?” Hayden murmurs in her ear. Sundays used to look different.

“What questions do you have for me?” asks Isla.

Hayden looks to Nora. She used to like that, the way he defers to her, always waiting for her to take the lead. It seemed so modern of him.

“I do like that there’s a little gym already built in.” Hayden pushes his hands into his pockets. “That’d be a nice plus for me.”

Nora imagines herself getting “in shape,” doing those Beachbody at-home workouts all the preschool moms are going on about. She could be a suburban mom, drink wine in a Yeti tumbler, that sort of thing.

“Why are the current owners leaving?” she asks.

“Wife got a fancy new job. They’re moving to Princeton, New Jersey.” Isla opens a folder and thumbs through a few loose-leaf sheets. She hands Hayden a glossy pamphlet in the same style as the brochure she received earlier. A group of middle-aged men play pickup basketball on the cover.

“You said ‘we’ earlier,” Nora says. “Was that a figure of speech or—”

“Oh! I live down the way on White Mare, second house on the left. We’ve been here five years now. It’s been a real game changer.”

A game changer. Well then.

Nora’s phone trills from inside her purse. “Sorry.” She digs it out. “Probably our daughter’s grandparents. They’ve got her for the afternoon.”

It’s not. It’s the office, calling on a Sunday. She clicks the button on the side of her phone and lets it go to voice mail. But within seconds, she has a push notification from Outlook. She tilts the screen to read.

Nora, call me on my office line ASAP.

She feels her internal pressure valve turn. “Duty calls.” Her smile is tight.

“I get it.” Isla raises a palm like: preach. “Never off the clock really. If you don’t mind, please sign the guestbook on the way out. Full transparency, we’re fielding inquiries on this property, but let’s just say I have a vested interest in making sure that this house goes to a nice family.” She winks. “So don’t hesitate to reach out if you have any other questions.”

Nora hastily scrawls her name on an empty line, noting that they are the seventh visitors of the day. “One thing.” She sets down the pen. “Do you know what happened to that house a couple blocks back?”

“Terrible house fire. Something with the electrical maybe. But don’t worry. We took extra precautions and had this house preinspected with special attention to the wiring. Everything came back perfectly clean.”

“That’s good to hear.” Hayden touches Nora’s waist. “Thanks again.”

“Hope you have a great, productive day” is the last thing Nora catches before stepping back out into the day’s Crock-Pot heat.
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Having retrieved four-year-old Liv from the in-laws, Nora spends her afternoon on the phone with Gary, a senior partner at Greenberg Schwall. The reason for Gary’s frantic email turns out to be his computer, which isn’t connecting to the color printer. Naturally, he thought to call Nora, given that his secretary doesn’t work on Sundays. Nora uses the directory available to all attorneys at the firm, including Gary, to call the IT hotline, then waits for a team member to call her back. During this time, she makes two separate snacks for Liv, one nutritious, one not, dumps unfolded laundry onto the kitchen table, and digs out a sticker book from a crammed craft drawer that she still needs to make time to clean out. When IT calls back, she conferences in Gary because she knows he’ll be annoyed if he feels she pawned him off on support staff.

“Mommy, watch this. I can do a trick!” Liv tugs on her dress. Nora tries to watch as her daughter attempts, rather unsuccessfully, to stand like a flamingo. According to Nora’s rough calculations, 80 percent of her parenting life is spent “watching this” while the other 20 is spent chasing Liv through the house with a brush and a hair tie begging her daughter to “please, sit still.” At least it’s cardio.

“Nora, are you there?” Gary’s gruff on the other end.

“I’m right here, Gary. Make sure you don’t have CAPS LOCK on, okay?” It’s a testament to how taken care of Gary is that he doesn’t consider her comment utterly condescending. “Is the light on the left side of your keyboard green?”

Gary grunts. He makes no effort to mask his frustration, which is aimed not at the computer or himself for not knowing how to use it, but at Nora and at Bruce from IT. Nora, however, is accustomed to weathering the partner’s tantrums and takes it no more personally than she does her toddler’s.

Meanwhile, the other half of her brain wanders, wondering where Hayden has gone. She untwists the lid of an applesauce pouch and hands it to Liv. She checks her in-box. It has begun to fill up, as it does every Sunday evening, clients and other lawyers hoping to get their requests to the front of the line come Monday. She checks the clock. Maybe an early bedtime for Liv and she can get a head start on the week’s work. She’s up for partner this year. She does good work. She writes persuasive legal arguments. People like her. But Nora isn’t what’s known as a “rainmaker.” Instead, she’s earned her keep by servicing the clients of the established senior partners who already have lengthy client lists. Like Gary.

Not that she hadn’t planned on cultivating her own client list. Once. It’s just that she reached the point in her career at which she could responsibly begin to take on her own clients at the same time she became a mother, and this convergence had so often precluded her attendance at happy hours, lawyer luncheons, and in-person continuing legal education courses that she’d all but given up. She focused on her strengths. She’s content to be the brains behind the spectacle. She’s reasonably sure that she has a deep-seated phobia of public speaking anyway, so it’s probably for the best. She does the research, writes impressive briefs, pieces together compelling arguments, and leaves it to others to stand up in court and sell her words. Everyone knows how vital her work is. Or at least that’s what she tells herself.

The call ends. Her in-box has grown again. She feels the mounting stress like an itch beneath her fingernails.

“Hayden!” she shouts, barely clinging to a note of self-control. “Hay-den!” She leans deep into the two syllables. She can’t help it. Her husband appears from the garage, tilting his head to remove his AirPods. “Where were you?” She sounds like a detective trying to intimidate a suspect into providing his alibi. She hates herself a little for it.

“Sorry.” He pours himself a glass of water, and a stream of it drips onto the front of the refrigerator where it will leave marks on the stainless steel and a puddle on the floor. “I was just working out. I had my headphones in. Did you need me?” He takes in her face. “What’s wrong?”

“What’s wrong? I’m trying to do my job with a toddler hanging on me while you’re off in la-la land.” This to say nothing of the fact that she is also three months pregnant.

It hasn’t escaped her notice that she managed to arrive at partnership eligibility, a year typically marked as being one of the hardest in a young lawyer’s life, knocked up.

“Come on.” He gives a rueful shake of his head. “Don’t be like that. I didn’t know. You should have come to get me. I would have been happy to help.”

“I didn’t know where you were.” She takes a stack of opened mail and pushes it into a drawer so that she won’t see it.

“I was just in the garage.”

“Well, don’t be,” she says, turning away.

“Geez. Someone’s in a mood.”

She grabs a broom from the pantry and begins sweeping up the crumbs from Liv’s snack. She doesn’t know whether she is doing this to make a point or because the crumbs are actually bothering her. It’s so hard to tell sometimes. “I’m not in a mood. I just need to work.”

“Don’t you think it’s kind of ridiculous that they expect you to work weekends?” He watches her sweep. She isn’t illustrating a point to anyone.

“They don’t.” She relinquishes the broom. “I just have to, Hayden. You go to work and you get to, you know, work. Honestly, I can’t remember the last time that happened for me. I’m always dropping off Liv at school or taking off to bring her to a doctor’s appointment or skipping out to buy a birthday present for one of her friends, and don’t get me started on what happens when she’s sick. An entire eight hours of doing my actual, paying job? That would be, like, amazing. The reason I have to work on weekends is because I have to make those hours up sometime.”

Nora realizes that she could choose to gripe about Gary here and instead chooses to gripe about Hayden. There’s something wrong with her. She’s going to ruin her marriage if she keeps it up.

“Okay.” He takes a deep breath. “Tell me what you want from me.”

“I just need time.” Nora sounds like a broken record. Time, time, time, she’s always stressed about time. She once heard that you can choose to worry about time or you can choose to worry about money, but the good news is, you get to pick.

“We’ll figure it out,” says Hayden. “We’ll hire more help. It’ll be okay.” Nora nods, but even as he says “we” she hears “you.” And isn’t this always his magical fix for everything? Hire more help! As if “hiring help” is as simple as ordering pizza.

He holds his arms out and she allows herself to be nuzzled into his broad chest, which smells of fabric softener and deodorant.

Her rib cage convulses. Her throat goes soupy. The volume of what lies ahead just this week threatens to drown her before she’s even started swimming. And really she does not want to wreck her marriage.

He stretches her out to arm’s length. “I will help out more.” He lowers his chin so that his pale blue eyes are staring directly into hers. “I’ll pack lunches. I’ll . . . clean up Liv’s room. I’ll do drop-offs every day.”

Gratitude rises like freshly baked bread inside of her and she is thinking, Yes, yes, please, let’s do that.

And yet, somewhere in the back of her mind, she listens for the needling sense of déjà vu, the memory that perhaps she’s heard this all before. Fool me once, that’s to be expected. Fool me twice, that’s love.

“Deal?” He grins crookedly, stretching out his calloused hand for her to take.

She is a believer. She has to be. For this man is the same one who forgave her for the worst thing she’s ever done.
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“As moms enter the workforce in record numbers, women have employed creative problem-solving to make the most of their time.”
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If by “creative” the author means working (why yes I am counting child-rearing + my paying job) seventeen-hour days then—as he puts it—problem solved! SO glad that’s settled.
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LMAO, pretty sure this author thinks he wrote a feel-good piece when all this makes me want to do is sob into my leftover spaghetti. Secretly change into exercise clothes behind office doors to sneak in a quick “mat workout” in order to save the time it’d take to go to the gym? Buy wearable breast pumps to express milk while on-the-go? Bring a laptop to work through hair appointments? Excuse me while I take that mat and go nap under my desk, thanks.

Jonathan SC

Interesting that there weren’t any men interviewed. Women like to act as though they are the only ones who struggle with work-life balance. Like it’s their cross to bear. When, in fact, most of the men I know are shouldering 50 percent of all household responsibilities. I guess maybe it’s just not new for them or it’s not as trendy to talk about. But articles like these devalue the role of men at home. I would expect a more objective eye from the editorial staff here.
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Anyone else read this and think: Hold up, maybe dudes should be making 80 cents on every one of our dollars instead?
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Nora groaned when she saw the calendar reminder for the Women’s Leadership Initiative pop up just after striking SEND on her fifth email of the morning. She thought about calling in sick, but she did that two months ago and can’t pull that stunt again.

The brainchild of the firm’s executive committee, the Initiative is a series of monthly meetings that started a year ago. Attendance is mandatory for female associates and maybe, if anyone were paying attention, that might be a tipoff that the women at Greenberg Schwall aren’t actually so keen on being initiated. Like a menstrual cycle, it has become a pain that Nora must endure with clockwork regularity.

At noon, eight women sit around a conference room table reading the emails that stack up in their Outlook accounts while they’re stuck in this second-rate conference room in what feels like time-out: Stay in there and think about how to break that glass ceiling!

Beside her, a first-year associate opens the box lunch that’s been provided by the firm from one of the local sandwich shops and inventories the usual soggy sandwich, off-brand chips, hard cookie, and paper-wrapped pickle with a disappointment Nora knows all too well. Another minute of excruciating silence and Barbara Tims at last knocks on the conference table to get everyone’s attention.

“Shall we get started?” Barbara is a senior member of the executive committee. Her face is loose-jowled and colorless, framed by a female-politician haircut and clip-on earrings. Five years ago, Barbara’s toast at the firm’s thirty-fifth anniversary party included a “fun” anecdote about that time she took only a weekend off following her C-section. Through the grapevine, Nora’s heard that Barbara tracks the amount of time the female associates take off for their honeymoons. Nora took seven days, two of them falling over a weekend, and this apparently was on the very cusp of acceptability.

“Today,” Barbara announces, “we’re talking about learning to embrace direct language.” Barbara wraps her fingers into fists. “As women, we’re programmed from a young age to couch our opinions, needs, and even facts in qualifiers.” She reads with forced feeling from a handout in front of her. “We say we ‘think’ when really we ‘know.’ We use ‘probably’ when we mean ‘definitely.’ Even worse, we sit back and say nothing at all.”

As a matter of fact, Nora would very much prefer to sit back and say nothing at all here. It doesn’t seem fair, all the office men at their desks, billing hours and crossing things off their to-do lists.

Barbara asks them to go around the table and say two things they’re good at without downplaying. Tia, the only other senior associate, says she is good at putting clients at ease and is formidable at negotiations during mediation. She says it just like that. Formidable. Maybe Tia doesn’t have a problem with confidence after all.

When it’s Nora’s turn, she tells the group that she’s a fast, efficient worker and that she’s good at drafting colorful court motions that manage to be persuasive and not completely boring. This even gets a smile out of Barbara and gives Nora a small flush of pride, not that she’d admit to it.

Barbara crosses her ankle over her knee, splayed like a man, her slacks opening wide and exposing the bottom of her shin. “Let me pose this to the group. If a woman doesn’t ask for a raise and a company doesn’t volunteer one, whose fault is that?”

The first-year beside Nora finishes chewing and raises her hand. “The woman’s,” she answers, no qualifiers. “The company isn’t required to be altruistic and it isn’t a mind reader. A company is a business. Women have to take more responsibility.”

Nora glances at the girl’s ring finger: vacant. Sorry, but what does this first-year know about responsibility? Apparently nothing, seeing as how she wants more of it.

Nora’s phone rings. She slides it into her lap to check the caller ID, an unknown local number, which she declines.

“Exactly.” Barbara punctuates with pinched fingers in the same way one might throw a dart or puncture the air from a balloon. “We are the best stewards of our own careers. Us.”

Nora’s phone vibrates with a text message:


Hello, Nora! It’s Isla Wong, the Realtor from yesterday’s open house in Dynasty Ranch. Would you mind giving me a call back at your convenience?



Actually, Nora had been thinking about the house. Before she’d fallen asleep, she’d started a pro-con list on a scrap of paper in her nightstand. Pros: Space, one story, backyard, new, price per square foot. Cons: commute, complicity in urban sprawl, lack of charm. She’s going to have to be methodical about it if she’s going to motivate Hayden, who she can already tell has set himself up as a speed bump: Not so fast, missy.

Barbara finishes the seminar with an exercise that requires the women at the table to guess whether a man or a woman said certain lines of dialogue during a negotiation. The women at the table get all the answers right.

As she’s packing up her lunch and trudging over to the too-small trash can, Nora’s phone buzzes again. The same text chain as before.


I have something I’d like to discuss.
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Nora waits until she’s ensconced in her office with its messy desk, undecorated walls, and towers of file crates before phoning back the telephone number.

“Nora, hi! So glad I caught you,” Isla greets her.

“I’m afraid we’re not ready to make an offer on the house.” Nora heads her off. “We’re still thinking. We haven’t been looking long and my husband—”

“Oh gosh, this isn’t about the house, no. Sorry.” Isla sounds genuinely apologetic. “No, it’s about a legal matter.” She enunciates the word legal like it deserves special care. “A wrongful death case. You did say you do personal injury work, didn’t you? I hope I don’t have you mixed up.”

For a moment, Nora feels a touch competitive. Mixed her up with whom, she’d like to know. Another buyer?

“No, no.” Nora gives a little shake of her head, replacing her preconceived notions with the realization that she might have managed to network without trying to network at all. She should tell the Women’s Leadership Initiative. “I mean, yes. I do.”

“I thought so.” There’s a satisfied smack to her confirmation. “Listen, I thought I might connect you with a couple of my neighbors who have been searching for an attorney with your credentials. Would you mind?”

“Neighbors, you said?”

“Yes, but don’t worry about that. If nothing comes of it, honestly, I know these ladies and they’re always happy to add strong women to their network.”

Nora is familiar with this phrase. I’m looking to connect with other women, I place a premium on networking with other women like you, strong women, strong women, strong women, and occasionally, when people are feeling cheeky, nasty women. Not that Nora is a skeptic, not really, but the phrasing has begun to signal something else: This woman wants something from me.

Nora checks her calendar, checkered with conference calls, draft deadlines, and reminders to herself that only she can decipher. But she can’t think of a polite way to turn down the request. Never burn professional bridges. Hadn’t that been one of Barbara’s takeaways from an earlier Initiative meeting? “Okay,” she says. “I’d be happy to meet with them.” She’s not making any promises.

Except by the time the call ends, she has promised one thing: to return to Dynasty Ranch tomorrow afternoon, four o’clock.
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“In two-hundred-and-fifty feet, turn left on Bluebonnet Parkway.”

“In two-hundred-and-fifty feet, turn left on Bluebonnet Parkway.”

“In two-hundred-and-fifty—”

Nora shoves her finger into the red END button on her phone, and finally the overly polite British voice falls silent.

The lights on the dash of Nora’s SUV have gone berserk. It feels like they’re yelling at her: Your tire is flat!

So that’s happened.

Up until this point, the GPS Lady had projected two more minutes before her arrival at Dynasty Ranch. She’d been very smug about it, too.

But even then, Nora had been running late, which seems like the theme of the day. Hayden had an early meeting in the office and so school drop-off had fallen on Nora after all. She hadn’t even received a celebratory bagel or some such when, with monk-like self-control, she’d managed not to say everything that popped into her head the moment Hayden told her that actually, sorry, but no, he wouldn’t be able to do any of the things today that he’d promised her just two days ago he would, and also, dear, would that be perfectly all right? A question, as if there were multiple acceptable answers.

No, honey, not okay. Can’t do it. You’re going to have to figure this one out.

Imagine!

She parks her car on the shoulder of a not particularly busy road and gets out to survey the damage.

She knows nothing about cars. It’s one of the more pathetically unfeminist things about her. But what she can sort out is that there’s a giant fucking nail sticking out of the black rubber and that her tire’s not supposed to look quite that floppy.

She tries to remember the last time she’d renewed her AAA membership. This year or last? She can’t find the card in her wallet, but she can find three expired credit cards and an old gum wrapper in case those might come in handy.

She wriggles her arms out of her work blazer and rests it on the hood. The Texas weather has made its leap from winter straight into summer. This is the twenty-first century. She should be able to figure this out, for Christ’s sake. A tire store won’t work. She’s too far into pancake territory to make it there. She could call Hayden, but he’d gone on and on about his busy day. So she’ll have to call a tow truck instead. That means waiting for an hour at least.

And this is the problem with being stretched so thin. She’s constantly on the verge of disaster. She feels it now, coming for her. A landslide over her lungs. Call in the National Guard. She’s heard the saying: I didn’t know whether to scream or laugh. Nora knows exactly which she wants to do.

Because she still wants to get back to the office in time to finish Gary’s draft motion and to review a diligence project and to order groceries in time for delivery tomorrow and—

She turns at the sound of an approaching engine. It belongs to a silver Volvo. She side-eyes the man behind the steering wheel as he parks directly behind her. He looks like a normal middle-aged father, which is to say that he doesn’t look like someone who’s going to kill her and chop her body up into tiny pieces, but that’s what they’d said about Ted Bundy, too.

“Need a hand?” The man in the Volvo gets out of his car. It occurs to her too late that pregnant women are always the ones getting murdered. Though she doesn’t look very pregnant, does she?

She considers waving him off, telling him that help is on the way when it’s not.

“My tire’s flat,” she calls out. But Ted Bundy definitely didn’t have a Volvo. And besides, she’s desperate. “I ran over a nail. Pretty sure it’s a goner.”

The man is slender with an impressive head full of graying blond hair that flops down to nearly chin length. He bends at the waist and pats her tire. “I can put on the spare for you. At least get you home.”

“You could do that? Really?”

He smiles at her. A beat. “Of course. I’m always happy to help.”

“That’s amazing.” She thinks better of hugging him. “And out of curiosity, how long would something like that take?”

“I should be able to get you back on the road in, oh, about thirty minutes.”

She’d been hoping for fifteen but tries not to let her disappointment show. “That’d be fantastic. Thank you. Thank you so much.”

The man gets straight to work. No small talk. There’s a hiccup when the spare isn’t located beneath the trunk board, but is instead below the car’s undercarriage. He has to lie on his back in the dirt.

There are nice people, Nora thinks with a little too much surprise. Maybe this is how it is in the suburbs. Maybe she’s been unfairly prejudiced.

The man—it’s too late to ask his name—looks up and wipes sweat from his forehead, leaving behind a streak of dirt. “Could you give me the time?” he asks.

She taps her screen. “Almost four o’clock.”

A string of cars passes by, whipping hot air into their faces.

“Four?” he says.

She nods. “Is that a problem?” A niggle of fear that she’s about to be abandoned with her SUV still dangling above ground like that.

“No.” He grunts, tightening more quickly now. “It’s just—my wife. She’s expecting me.”

“Oh. Do you two have big plans?” She’s going to feel terrible if she is the random idiot who screws up their date night.

His cheeks pinch as he exerts force on the wrench again. “I need to do the grocery shopping and pick up the dry cleaning in time to fold the laundry.” He speaks fast, a touch of nerves creeping in.

“Right,” she answers, slowly, watching him. He’s going to throw his back out if he’s not careful. “Got it. But, you know, I’m sure she’ll understand.”

He crawls to his feet. “That ought to do it.” This time, he checks his own phone. Immediately, he starts back toward his car.

“Please.” She follows after. “Let me give you some money.”

He throws the tools into his trunk. “I really have to get going. It’s important.”

“Important,” she repeats, sounding it out. Maybe there’s more to the story. “Well, at least let me put in a good word with your wife. I could give her a call or—”

“No, no.” He’s behind the steering wheel already. “That’s not necessary. Glad I could help. Take care now.”

“Right. Okay then. I guess I’ll just—”

The Volvo peels away, kicking up a cloud of dust. She considers jotting down his license plate, but doesn’t know what she’d do with it exactly. Hunt him down and send him an aggressive fruit basket?

And so, instead, she gets back into her own car and continues down the road to Dynasty Ranch.
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Nora climbs the stone steps to a house not unlike the other large-scale homes in the neighborhood, but with a more inviting and lived-in quality to it. Ivy grows on front porch columns. Geraniums tumble out of pots. Wind chimes ring softly from a shade tree beside a hummingbird feeder.

She presses the doorbell—Nora always has a piece of Scotch tape over her own, right beneath a bleeding Post-it message that reads SHHHH! DON’T WAKE THE BABY! Liv’s four now.

The door crackles open, breaking the weather seal, and, on the other side, there stands a wiry man with snow-white hair. “I might have the wrong house,” says Nora, fishing to pull up the address she was given. “I’m looking for Cornelia White?”

“You must be Nora.” He nods once. He has the regal air of a greyhound. “Please! Come in, come in. I’m Asher White, Cornelia’s husband.”

When she steps across the threshold she spots a flood of discarded items cluttering the hallway behind him. An absolute volcano of a mess. “I’m sorry,” she says, tugging her shirt away from where it’s sticking to her stomach. “I’ve caught you in the middle of something.”

Asher glances back, wiping his hands on his trousers. “The innards of the hall closet. You’ve caught me mid–Marie Kondo.”

Nora fumbles to stick her sunglasses into an oversize purse. She can tell she’s exuding frazzled energy, has it seeping out of her pores. “Is it sparking joy?”

“Don’t you just love an organized closet?” Asher answers earnestly. “It makes life so much easier. I can breathe.” He inhales with the gusto of someone taking in a fine wine.

“I do actually, but it’s a rare delicacy in my home.”

“I understand. You’re probably just like my Cornelia. She works so hard. I won’t keep you. Cornelia’s in the study. Down to the end and take a left.” He gestures politely toward the back of the house but seems eager to return to organizing.

“Will do,” she says. “Thanks.” Nora takes in the oversize furniture, particularly the mirrors, leaning precariously against walls and on antique buffets. On one wall, she pauses to glance at a series of photographs. Two happy teenagers in matching graduation robes smile from separate frames. In another a family photograph featuring three children—two girls and a boy—on a ski trip.

When she hooks left, Nora hears impassioned voices. She hesitates outside, unsure of what to do.

A woman: “I’m having trouble letting go.”

A different woman: “Of what?”

“Of everything,” says the first, under genuine distress.

Seconds stretch out. A chair creaks. Then the second woman returns. “Lucy, wanting to have it all and needing to do it all are two very different things. We’ve been over this.”

“I know. I know. I’m just so used to doing. You know, stuff around the house, stuff for the kids, stuff for Ed. When I’m not I sometimes feel guilty. Relieved, sure, but . . . guilty.”

“Ah. That’s very interesting,” says the woman who is not Lucy. “Why do you think that is?”

“I don’t know. It doesn’t make any sense.”

Nora knows she shouldn’t eavesdrop, but she doesn’t feel like she can interrupt now.

“I think I have an idea,” says the second woman. “I believe you’ve come to value yourself based on your ability to perform. Maybe you even place value on the martyrdom of performance. Ed, let me ask you a question. What do you value about your wife?”

A third person in the room. Ed. Nora’s riveted. She has no idea what Hayden would say if he were asked that. Not one clue.

“Lucy works so hard.” Ed has a bit of a higher voice, like a tenor.

“Of course she does, Ed, thank you for acknowledging that, but we’re looking for something deeper here.”

There’s a rustle of fabric. “Lucy has a great laugh,” Ed tries again. “She’s a huge comfort to our children. She makes our time special at home. She’s my best friend. She’s extremely sexy.”

It’s completely involuntary, the sound that Nora makes. A cross between a cough and a pure expulsion of air. Not loud, but.

She hears a sudden clicking noise from the interior room and then everything stops. “Hello?” the woman who had been asking questions calls out.

Nora squinches—caught. She taps on the doorframe and steps out of the hallway. “Hi, it’s me. Nora Spangler?” As she enters the room the first thing she notices is that no one’s here except for one woman behind a desk. She wears a crisp button-down untucked over a pair of slim black jeans. Nora pegs her as early fifties, chic, with shoulder-length hair that she’s allowing to go gray at its own pace. “I didn’t want to interrupt.”

“You’re not. I was just finishing up these session notes.” She points with a gold pen down at a file folder that she’s been writing in. “Do you mind if I finish my thought and then—I’m sure Thea will be over any minute and we can—it’ll only take a second.”

“Of course.” Nora clings to her purse strap and tries to make herself unobtrusive, busy in the way that makes clear she’s perfectly capable of occupying herself. A clock ticks in the background—a real one. She never hears those anymore. Tick, tock, tick, tock. It makes her restless. She circles the room, keeping a polite distance from everything.

An undergraduate degree from Berkeley, followed by a master’s, and an MD from Stanford, each framed and proudly mounted. A number of certificates for various courses completed, each signed by a Dr. Neha Vita, also adorn the wall. On the shelf nearby there’s a photograph of a younger Cornelia in a white lab coat accepting a certificate while shaking hands with a female doctor with unkempt black hair. Awards, clear monolith sculptures with DR. CORNELIA WHITE inscribed, occupy the same real estate. 40 Psychiatrists Under 40. Trailblazers. A grand prix of $100,000 toward cutting edge research in the field of cognitive behavioral therapy and family development. Nora frowns, impressed.

She peruses the spines of books stuffed in the case. She enjoys looking at the sorts of books other people keep. It’s the only socially acceptable form of snooping.

I Know How She Does It; The Fifth Trimester: The Working Mom’s Guide to Sanity; Overwhelmed; Stretched Too Thin: How Working Moms Can Lose the Guilt.

Well, they certainly have a theme.

Nora pulls a title from the trove of self-help books. Burnout: The Secret to Unlocking the Stress Cycle. She flips to a random chapter that covers the top thirteen mistakes made by couples and how to fix them.

“There. All set. Thanks for waiting,” says Cornelia.

Nora closes the book with a pop. “Browsing.” A slight flush rises to her cheeks. “Um, do these contain the secret then?” Three children, advanced degrees, enough career accomplishments to wallpaper a room.

“Those books?” Cornelia laughs. “God, no. A complete waste of time.”

“That’s . . . too bad.”

Cornelia softens. “Do you know the problem with those books? Not just those books, but the entire industry that supports them?” Nora shakes her head. “It’s that they’re only read by women. And because they’re only read by women, they’re only aimed at women.”

It takes a moment for this to sink in and then Nora lets out a harsh one-note laugh herself. “Sounds about right.”

“Knock, knock.” Another woman, who quickly introduces herself as Thea Jenkins, enters the room. Dr. Thea Jenkins, Cornelia corrects, which is met by an eye roll from Thea.

Dr. Thea Jenkins wears tailored hospital scrubs and pink sparkly Crocs. Her hair is sectioned off into neat cornrows and she sports gold eye shadow with cat eyeliner drawn on with surgical precision—fitting, since Thea, it turns out, is actually a neurosurgeon.

“Sit, sit.” Cornelia beckons. “We don’t want to waste any of your precious time.” There’s no sarcasm here. Cornelia seems to genuinely believe Nora’s time to be limited or perhaps just expensive. The three women choose seats. Just then there are the sounds of pounding footsteps overhead and Nora is startled into a flinch. Her eyes flit up to the ceiling. Cornelia’s follow. “My youngest daughter getting home. They’re so clompy at sixteen.” She pulls her attention back level and Nora is only a beat or two behind. “Anyway, as I was saying, I don’t know how much Isla told you, but about a month ago, there was a terrible house fire in the neighborhood.”

Nora straightens. “Yes! I saw it actually. It looked like they lost everything.”

Now, as she says it, she remembers what Isla had said on the phone call. A wrongful death suit. And everything takes on a new meaning.

Thea brushes lint from her scrubs. “One of our dear friends’ husbands was killed in the fire. Richard March.” The corners of her mouth turn down and she glances away.

“And your friend?” Nora asks.

“Penny.” Thea nods, eyes still trained out the window. “She was with us at the time. I had just opened a brand-new neurosurgery wing at Austin Health and was hosting a benefit to raise money that night. Penny came to support me. She and Richard were generous donors to our research.”

“But he didn’t come to the benefit?” She’s asking out of curiosity more than anything else.

Thea’s frown deepens. “He came down with something last minute. A migraine, I guess. He had to bow out. By the time we got home the house had been gutted and Richard was dead.”

Cornelia pinches the bridge of her nose and takes a breath. “Sorry, it’s still fresh.”

Nora hesitates. She’s unclear of her role here, what is being asked of her. She poses the question anyway. “And the neighbors? None of them noticed and called nine-one-one?”

Thea shrugs, but not like she doesn’t care, more like her shoulders are heavy. “Many of our neighbors were at the benefit. But to answer your question, yes, one of them did. Alexis Foster-Ross. She had to leave the gala early to relieve a babysitter. But by then it was too late. The firefighters couldn’t control the burn, and they, unfortunately, weren’t alerted to the fact that Richard was in the home.”

“I—I can’t even imagine.” Nor does she want to try. But just for a flash—a single blink—that day, that terrible day, punches her eyelids. Blood, bone, everything coming undone. The aftermath of the accident is this: She can always imagine the worst happening. It’s keeping herself from imagining that’s the problem. “Did they have children—Penny and Richard?” As if the tragedy isn’t already large enough.

“Two,” says Cornelia, recovering now. “But the youngest—Julia—she’s a sophomore in college. She’s gone back to campus. Everyone agreed it was for the best. We’re trying to manage things for Penny without her having to get too down in the weeds, at least not more than she needs to.” Cornelia looks to Thea.

Nora wonders who would do this for her if Hayden died. She has friends. Unfortunately, these days they feel more like the “long-lost” variety. She knows—she knows—she’s supposed to make time for herself. She should get her nails done and have wine night and attend book club, but nobody has told her when precisely she’s supposed to do those things, and besides, it’s not as if anyone is inviting her anymore. She does still have her childhood best friend, Andi Ogsby, but since Andi became a quasi-professional expat their schedules rarely line up.

Thea hums low. “Hiring a lawyer was Penny’s idea. She’s already been through so much that if it were up to us, she’d wait until things settle down. But there’s no telling her right now. She’s hell-bent on holding someone’s feet to the fire for Richard’s death.”

Nora nods. “So she wants to sue. The home manufacturer or the electric or gas company or the contractor, that kind of thing. Whoever is responsible for Richard’s death.”

Cornelia’s bracelets jangle as she talks. “Truly, it’s not about the money. Not for her anyway, though she does need to be thinking—”

“—financially,” concludes Thea. She’s not wrong. There could be significant money at stake. A nice house in the suburbs. A family man. Gone. It should count for something.

“Exactly. And she’s so vulnerable right now. We don’t want anyone taking advantage of her in her current state. That’s why we’ve taken it upon ourselves to help her find the right lawyer.”

Thea finds Cornelia’s hand in the space between their chairs. Nora registers the squeeze, the way these two accomplished women sit side by side in this thick part of life. “It’s hard to think about those things during a time like this,” Thea says. “But she has to be smart. If she’s going to press forward, we want it done right. We don’t want her to be left—I don’t know how to say this, but—”

“Empty-handed,” Cornelia concludes. “So would you? Would you take the case?”

Nora’s gaze travels between the two pairs of expectant eyes trained on her. “Me?”

“The last thing we want is some old cueball with a pocket square.” Thea gives a dry laugh.

Nora sits back. Of course, she’d expected the meeting to be about a potential case. Maybe a request for free legal advice. People are always asking her for free legal advice. She even thought she might get a lead for a potential client. But she hadn’t expected it to be so personal, so close to home—literally. “I’m flattered.” And she is. She likes them straightaway. They seem both hypersuccessful and completely normal. Nothing like fucking Barbara from work.

And yet.
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