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For every woman who shared her story with me or with the world, and for every woman who fueled the collective voice within these pages and a movement that demands to be witnessed, we hear you.



 



PROLOGUE


If only you’d listened to us, none of this would have happened.

 


Eyewitness Accounts



12-APR








	Eyewitness 1:

	I’d just stepped outside when I saw a flash of—I don’t know—something, movement, I guess, on the other side of the plaza and at first I thought it was a giant bird and then some terrorist bomb. Another split second and I realized it was a person. I couldn’t tell if it was a man or woman. People in this district are all pretty old school. They still wear suits. Traditional. Black pants and blazer flapping. Anyway, it’s a pretty good fall from up there.




	Eyewitness 2:

	It was around one-thirty in the afternoon. I was just leaving lunch with a client at Dakota’s. I nearly threw up my steak salad.




	Eyewitness 3:

	I’m not saying I don’t feel bad. I do. It’s awful. But also you have to be pretty selfish to do a thing like that, you know? There were people on the street. It was just after lunchtime. If you really have to, if you really must, then do that on your own time without so many people around. That’s all I’m saying.








 



CHAPTER ONE

Three Weeks Earlier: The Day It Began


20-MAR

Before that day, our lives raced along an invisible roller-coaster track, a cart fastened to the rails through engineering and forces we couldn’t wholly grasp, despite our superabundance of academic degrees. We moved with a sense of controlled chaos.

We were connoisseurs of dry shampoo brands. It took us four days to watch a complete episode of The Bachelor on our DVRs. We fell asleep with the heat of laptops burning our thighs. We took two-hour breaks to read bedtime stories to toddlers and tried not to calculate the total number of hours spent working as mothers and employees, confused as to which came first. We were overqualified and underutilized, bossy and always right. We had firm handshakes and hefty credit card balances. We forgot our lunches on kitchen countertops.

Each day the same. Until it wasn’t. The morning that our CEO died, we looked up suddenly to realize the roller coaster had a faulty wheel and we were about to be thrown off the rails.

Ardie Valdez—a patient, stoical person, with practical, well-made Italian shoes—was the first to have an inkling of the crash ahead. She heard the news and decided to take cover. “Grace?” She stood in the hallway—sterile, but with unaffordable art—and knocked on a plain closet door with a cow magnet stuck to its front. “It’s me, Ardie. Can I come in?”

She waited, listening, until she heard a rustling behind the door. The legally mandated lock flipped out of place.

Ardie ducked into the small room and latched the door behind her. Grace was already settling back onto the leather sofa, her silk blouse hitched cockeyed over two plastic cones fastened to her breasts.

Ardie surveyed the room. A mini-fridge. The beat-up sofa on which Grace sat. A small television set playing Ellen. Outside, she could hear voices, quick steps, phones being answered and copies being made. She frowned, approvingly. “It’s like your own little hideout in here.”

Grace reached for the dial of the breast pump and it began its methodical, mechanic whir. “Or like my own little tomb,” she said lightly.

Grace’s dark sense of humor always managed to catch Ardie off guard. From the outside, Grace seemed so uncomplicated. She had teased, bleached blonde hair, was an active member of the TriDelta Alumni Club, and attended church at Preston Hollow Presbyterian with her tall, dark, and checkered shirt–wearing husband, Liam. They’d been on the personal invite list to the opening of the George W. Bush Presidential Library and identified as “compassionate conservatives,” which Ardie took to mean that they wanted gay people to get married, but preferred to pay as little in taxes as possible. Also, they owned at least one handgun in a lock safe that they kept on a garment shelf in Grace’s walk-in closet, and the fact that Ardie liked Grace in spite of all that said something.

“How much should babies eat, anyway? I am always pumping. I mean, fuck, Ardie, look at me, I’m watching Ellen during the day.”

Grace didn’t usually say “fuck.”

Ardie remembered how long the days felt when her son, Michael, had slept only a few hours at a time. Her entire body had felt heavy and dirty, as if she had a thin layer of grime over her whole body, like unbrushed teeth.

She rummaged through her tote bag and pulled out two sweaty cans of La Croix. She handed one to Grace and dropped down on the floor in front of the couch. Ardie could do things like sit on floors at work because—and she’d be the first one to admit this—she had opted out. Years ago, actually. She slept in instead of spending an extra hour in the morning on hair and makeup. She went shopping almost never. She didn’t spend a minute of her precious time in Pilates. It was the most liberating thing she’d ever done.

She glanced down at her phone. Still nothing.

“So apparently,” Ardie said, “Bankole died. At home this morning when he was getting ready for work.” She delivered the news matter-of-factly. Ardie didn’t know another way to deliver news. It was always, My mother has cancer or Tony and I are getting a divorce.

“What? How?” Grace dropped the tubes she’d been busy trying to reinsert into the funnel-like contraptions poking out of her nursing bra.

“He had a heart attack. His wife found him in the bathroom.” Ardie propped her elbows on her knees, staring up at Grace. “I just found out.”

Ardie had met the company’s CEO, Desmond Bankole, only once, a handshake in the elevator because he’d made a point to meet every person who worked in his building, down to the cleaning staff, at least once. His teeth were very white. He was smaller than she thought he’d be, with birdlike wrists peeking out underneath his suit jacket.

“I’m hiding, by the way,” Ardie said—and before Grace could ask—“from Ames. He keeps asking where Sloane is. I told him she was probably out for lunch. He said that he hadn’t approved her leaving for lunch today. I said she’s the Senior Vice President of North American Legal Affairs and she doesn’t need his approval to go to lunch and—”

“You said that to him?” Grace sat up. Sloane was their friend, but also technically their boss, which made Ames their boss’s boss.

“Of course, I didn’t really say that to him. Are you crazy?”

“Oh,” Grace said, blinking. She toyed with the small diamond cross dangling from her necklace. The electric whir of her pump counted off time between them.

“So I’m hiding in here like a coward,” Ardie continued. “Waiting for Sloane to call me back.” As a rule, men like Ames didn’t care for Ardie. He hated having to listen to someone he didn’t enjoy looking at. When he asked her where Sloane was, his eyes skirted over and around her and he moved on as soon as he could. She didn’t mention this part to Grace.

Ardie cringed. Grace’s breasts could not be ignored in this small room. “It just sucks them up so that they looked like torpedoes. Doesn’t that hurt?” Ardie’s son, Michael, was adopted almost four years ago, a happy end to years of infertility struggles. She’d never done any breastfeeding herself, but she’d always imagined serene suckling, coveted skin-to-skin contact, a loosely draped handwoven scarf to conceal those who were too modest. Not this violent yanking that she was now witnessing up close.

“Not as much as Emma Kate’s mouth, to be honest.” (Breastfeeding was supposed to be painless they told us. Breastfeeding was beautiful, they said. Well, we would like to drag their nipples over asphalt and see how painless and beautiful they thought it was.)

“God, we can invent smart toothbrushes,” said Ardie. “My robotic vacuum can find its home and put itself to bed at the end of the night and we can’t invent a thingamajig to suck out milk that works a little better than that?” The machine was sort of grotesquely mesmerizing.

“Men have teeth.” Grace raised her eyebrows. “And floors.”

Ardie took a long swig of grapefruit-flavored sparkling water as, on screen, Ellen DeGeneres welcomed a young man on stage. He looked like a teenager and Ardie didn’t have the slightest clue who he was. She tapped her phone screen again: nothing new.

“I just had a scary thought,” she said, after a beat. “Ames could be the next CEO.”

“No. You think?”

“He looks like a CEO. He’s tall. People like tall.” Ardie clenched and unclenched her fist, stretching out the carpal tunnel that was a constant threat to her wrist. “I’m telling you,” she said. “That son of a bitch could run this company and then where will we be?”

It wasn’t just the rumors involving an intern. Or what had happened with his executive assistant two years earlier at the Byron Nelson golf tournament, after which guess who had been fired? Spoiler alert: not Ames. It wasn’t even the idea that corporate culture started at the top and a Truviv with Ames at its helm would be like announcing open season.

It was that Ames Garrett hated Ardie.

“I don’t know,” said Grace. “He’s always been nice to me.”

Ardie let the issue sit. Grace was a few years younger than Ardie and Sloane and still clung to the notion that someone could be a “good person” despite their actions, as though actions weren’t the very indicator of one’s person. And Ardie had seen Ames Garrett in action.

Still, there were issues one didn’t discuss, even among friends—religion, money, and, perhaps, Ames.

Grace turned the dial on her pump to increase the intensity. One of the tubes popped out of place and quivered along the floor. A white drop spilled onto Grace’s skirt. She closed her eyes and tilted her head back, her nostrils caving. When she opened them, her eyes shone. She rubbed her wrist into her nose and picked up the errant tube with purposeful calm. She missed the hole twice when she attempted to reconnect the attachments. The third try was a success. She gingerly sat back into the couch. “That really is depressing about Bankole, though.” She trained her glassy gaze on the TV screen. “Is it wrong that we’re not more sad?”

Ardie didn’t reply because Grace actually did seem very sad.

Ardie checked her phone again. A single bar of service.

Where the hell was Sloane?



 



CHAPTER TWO


20-MAR

Sloane stared at the ceiling of an elevator, willing it to move faster until the very second the doors split apart on floor fifteen, at which point she dashed through them like a racehorse.

“They’re all in the conference room—” Her secretary, Beatrice, leaned over her vestibule, her coiled phone cord stretched from where she had the handset pressed to her ear.

“I know, Beatrice. I know.” Sloane tore past her through the hallway. “And I am already royally screwed.”

For the record, all had been fine a couple of hours ago when she’d sat down with her husband and her ten-year-old daughter, Abigail’s, school principal. She had responsibly tucked her phone inside her landfill of a purse because she was a good mother, which in that place meant an undistracted mother. Or that was the part she’d been intent on playing in front of Principal Clark, anyway.

And now look!

She’d fished out her cell post-meeting to find the text messages from Ardie:

Desmond dropped dead this morning.

Heart attack.

Ames is looking for you.

Ok, seriously, where are you??

Sloane??

She hadn’t even had time to say goodbye to her husband.

At last, she stood outside the North conference room, heart pounding so hard she worried that she, too, might have a heart attack. Number one killer of women over forty! She’d heard that somewhere. Maybe on The View. She pulled the handle to let herself inside.

Seven lawyers at the director level or higher sat around the table. Ames—General Counsel. Kunal from Communications, Mark for Employment, Ardie from Tax, Philip covered Risk, Joe, Litigation, and Grace was Director of Compliance. Plus another younger woman with a chestnut-colored pixie cut and Snow White cheeks whom Sloane had never met before. Every face in the room turned to watch Sloane enter.

“Sorry I’m late.” She slid into the empty seat beside Ames. The woman with the pixie cut smiled politely at her.

Ames glanced up from a stack of papers. A stripe of white ran a wavering line through his thick hair, otherwise the color of black coffee, save for the silvering that had begun to take root above his ears. “Where have you been?”

“I was—” Sloane paused for a fraction of a second, weighing how to finish the sentence. (We all did this. Whether in dating or at the office, we realized the power of pretending our children didn’t exist. A man could say he was taking the day to go fishing with his son, while a mother was usually better off hiding the fact that she took a long lunch to run her child to the doctor’s office. Children turned men into heroes and mothers into lesser employees, if we didn’t play our cards right.) “I stepped out briefly.” She cleared her throat.

“Without your cell phone?” Ames licked his fingertip to help him flip through the pages. Bodies shifted uncomfortably around the table.

“I was momentarily out of pocket, yes,” she said. “Poor reception.” Not a great excuse, in her world.

Ames made a nondescript noise and shifted the wad of Hot Tamales in his mouth.

She stared at him, resisting the urge to meet the seven pairs of eyes trained on her around the room.

Then Ames winked. Always his left eye. The delicate crow’s-feet branching quickly out to his temples. He was one of the only men she knew who still reached for the wink. He could pull it off, actually. It said at once: We’re fine here, but also: I’m the one in charge.

He opened his palms to the rest of the room. “Sloane Glover, everybody.” As if he were introducing a comedian to the stage. Sloane bristled, though her face remained placid. Working with Ames was like sitting next to someone who was constantly kicking your shin under the table. “So nice that we can finally begin. Shall we?”

Awkward nods of acknowledgment followed. Beside her, Philip quietly pushed his legal pad and pen in front of Sloane’s place. She pressed her hand to the spot between her ribs and blew out a breath. Thank you, she mouthed and Philip, whose tie was always crooked, simply shrugged. If only all men at the office could be more like Philip.

“I assume by now everyone has heard about the unfortunate passing of our Chief Executive Officer, Desmond Bankole,” Ames began. “Memorial services will be announced in the coming days. I’m sure I’m not off base in expecting to see many of you at the funeral.”

As Ames talked about Bankole’s accomplishments, Sloane furiously downloaded from pen to paper the action items she’d been formulating as she drove back to the office.

Ames cut a look to her.

She set down her pen.

“Let’s try to stay on the same page here.” He folded his hands on the table. “I asked Grace to start us off by discussing any legal obligations Truviv has as a public company. Grace?”

Grace straightened. Sloane often wondered if her face underwent the same transformative process when she had to put on an air of authority about a subject at work. In her twenties, she knew, it had. Then, she could feel herself pulling on the mask of confidence, lowering her voice, removing the “likes” from her speech, stilling her knee, reminding herself that, yes, she was qualified. Grace’s tells were subtler. In Grace she saw a lift of the chin. A squaring of shoulders. Sloane—like most of us—rarely spotted these tiny betrayals of self-assurance in male colleagues. Was it because they weren’t there? Or were we not in tune enough to see them?

“Sure,” Grace said and launched into a discussion of the SEC, about 8-K filings, and updating the company’s website. In a CEO’s unexpected absence, transparency, Grace explained, was key. “I’ll circulate a memo that will be easier to digest,” she finished.

“And we’re working on a statement.” Kunal pointed his finger, touching it to the table for emphasis. “Until that’s available, please answer any press calls by saying that we are very saddened by Desmond’s loss both personally and professionally.” His wide brown eyes took notice of each face in the room. “Do not respond with the words ‘No comment,’ whatever you do. Shareholders hate ‘no comment.’ Understood? We’ll shoot for having the statement tomorrow morning. Does that sound good to you, Sloane?”

Sloane sat back in her chair. “Sounds doable,” she said decisively. Men could get away with hedging. It came across as thoughtful. If Sloane waffled it would sound like she didn’t know what the hell she was doing. “We need to emphasize the firm’s succession plan and look at recent examples of companies that handled a CEO’s death or illness particularly well. A couple spring to mind, like Mc—”

“Actually,” Ames interrupted. Sloane’s toes contracted reflexively. “I think we should be looking at McDonald’s. They had a similar situation. Two CEOs dying in two years. The first one was sudden. And Imation. Those are the two examples I’d go with, Kunal.”

Sloane absorbed a spike of frustration. She’d used all the potential reactions by this point in her career. Her favorite was a polite: “Interesting, that sounds a lot like what I just said” in her best Southern accent. But to this she said simply, “Great idea, Ames.”

Ames rubbed his palms together, satisfied. “All right, we all have our marching orders. My office door is always open if you need me.”

They stood to go. Sloane clicked the pen closed. Ink stains peppered the inside of her right middle finger. Ardie and Grace, who had been seated side-by-side across from her, skirted the room to pass by on their way out. “Sorry,” Ardie leaned in and whispered while shaking her head slowly.

Grace pressed her lips together and caught Sloane’s hand for a quick squeeze. Sloane noticed a damp stain on the front of Grace’s silk blouse that she knew, without thinking, wouldn’t come out. It was useless to wear any kind of silk while breastfeeding. She’d have to tell Grace.

“Katherine.” Ames held up a finger, talking to the new woman, who still lingered while everyone else had filtered his or her way out. “You can wait in here one moment. I just need to go pull the draft announcement from my desk for Sloane.” He looked at Sloane. “You don’t mind stopping by my office, do you?”



Ames’s office door was not actually, as he’d said, always open. Neither literally nor figuratively. Sloane had followed him as he walked two steps in front of her along the narrow corridor.

He opened the door to his office and together they stepped inside The Shrine—a gallery wall of Ames with famous athletes. Truviv, Inc., was the world’s foremost athletic apparel brand, sponsoring all the country’s biggest athletes. There he was playing golf with Tiger Woods. Now, here he sat courtside with an injured Kevin Durant. Then—look!—another candid photo playing catch with Justin Verlander and his wife, Kate Upton. If Ames realized that the men and women memorialized on his wall might only be his friends because Truviv wrote a large portion of their sponsorship checks, he didn’t care. Either way, Sloane considered The Shrine the semi–socially acceptable equivalent of a dick pic.

“So,” he said, turning to lean on his desk. He was a middle-aged man who wore a charcoal suit well and managed to look better with age. At least this was what Sloane objectively knew to be true, though she herself had a hard time recognizing his good looks anymore. They’d become just another fact about Ames that she didn’t quite believe. “Desmond’s gone.” He stuck his thumbs deep into his eye sockets and kneaded his eyes. “That was something I didn’t see coming.”

“I’m … yes, I’m so sorry.” Sloane allowed herself to drift farther in past the threshold. Since hearing the news, it was the first time she’d mentally framed the CEO’s death around condolences. It was terrible. He had children, two she thought, each only a little bit older than Abigail. She planned to process his passing tonight with her husband, Derek, over a glass of wine—the finest chardonnay their refrigerator had to offer. She would remember Desmond for his lively, attentive face as he sat in the first chair on the left side of the conference table, listening as she gave quarterly presentations to the company’s executives.

“Remember how he always called you Miss Sloane?” Ames folded his arms. His shoulders shook with a quiet, good-natured laugh. “Like you were a preschool teacher?”

The memory triggered a faint smile. “Yes, god. It didn’t actually bother me. Coming from him.”

“He liked you.” Ames pushed his weight off the desk and went around to the other side, where he began typing on the keyboard without committing to sitting down. She waited for a few moments, unsure of how much attention was required for whatever he was doing behind the computer.

“I’m sorry to change the subject, but who was that woman?” Sloane asked. “Katherine, was it?”

He slid open a drawer, shook out a couple Hot Tamales—an oral fixation to curb his smoking habit—and popped them in his mouth. “That was Katherine Bell. I’ll introduce you. Slipped my mind with everything going on. One second, please.” He struck a few more keys and then looked up at Sloane again.

She had the idea that Ames sometimes had a touch of selective amnesia about their early years at the firm. Other times, it was the only thing he seemed to remember about her at all. Today, he was clearly in the mood to pretend history didn’t exist. “She’s our new hire,” he said. “Lots of corporate experience. She’ll be working in your section. I think you’re going to find her to be a really valuable asset.”

Sloane cocked her ear toward Ames, as though she’d misheard him. “My section?” She repeated it as a question.

“That’s right.”

“And you didn’t think to consult me about hiring someone new for my section?” Her voice sounded too high-pitched. Shrill, he might call it. “I’m SVP of that section.”

It had been years since Ames had pulled something like this on her—years! And Sloane nearly undid all of them, all those months upon months of keeping her cool, of dealing with Ames and his Grade-A bullshit, with a sudden outburst of unadulterated anger.

Ames stooped to look at his computer screen again. “And I’m the General Counsel,” he said. “Should we swap resumes?”

Sloane could already feel herself going over this conversation tonight in the mirror while brushing her teeth, wishing it had gone differently.

“Where is Katherine’s office?” She changed tacks.

“I figured you could take care of all that. After all”—he flashed a disarming smile and his chin dimpled—“you are Senior Vice President.”

“Right.” She took a deep breath and compartmentalized. It wasn’t as though they could leave an attorney, even one Sloane hadn’t asked for, idling in the conference room forever. She rested her legal pad on her forearm and added Find Katherine an office to the list of action items, right at the top. What an inauspicious day to begin. And hadn’t she looked young, her skin so well hydrated? The word “ingénue” had come to mind, though that was ridiculous. She had to be at least thirty, older than Sloane was when she started here.

Sloane turned to leave, forgetting for a moment the reason she’d come in the first place.

“Sloane. The draft.” Ames had finally made a decision to sit and was clicking through something she couldn’t see because his screen was tilted. He nodded toward the legal pad on his desk. “I took a first stab. I want to see it before it goes out.”

Sloane walked back to his desk. A pair of scissors lay open atop the legal pad. Their silver blades left a violent X against the yellow pages. She felt lack of sleep and stacks of unopened bills and anger. Her fingers lingered over the cool metal. Sometimes when Sloane stood in very high places, she worried an urge to jump would seize her and she’d find herself tumbling off the side of a building. We all understood this feeling, how with just a twitch of fingers, Sloane—or any one of us—could snatch up the scissors and snip the artery in Ames’s neck.

She pulled the legal pad, her fingertips sticking to the pages with faint perspiration. “I’ll have this back to you in an hour,” she said, a false note creeping into her voice as she escaped Ames Garrett’s office, not for the first time.

 


Deposition Transcript



26-APR




	Ms. Sharpe:

	State your name, please.




	Respondent 1:

	Sloane Glover.




	Ms. Sharpe:

	What is your occupation, Ms. Glover?




	Respondent 1:

	I work at Truviv as a lawyer. My formal title is Senior Vice President of North American Legal Affairs.




	Ms. Sharpe:

	How long have you worked at Truviv?




	Respondent 1:

	About thirteen years.




	Ms. Sharpe:

	That’s a respectable length of time. Longer than most people stay at their jobs, I imagine. What has kept you at Truviv for so many years?




	Respondent 1:

	I hold a highly coveted position. In-house jobs, especially ones that pay well, are hard to come by. Truviv is a household name. Many people would have killed—sorry, I didn’t mean—there were lots of people who would want my job.




	Ms. Sharpe:

	And how did you come to know Ames Garrett?




	Respondent 1:

	Ames was part of the group I interviewed with before making the move over from Jaxon Brockwell, so I suppose we first met then.




	Ms. Sharpe:

	Did you work closely with Mr. Garrett?




	Respondent 1:

	Not until we worked on a divestiture of an affiliate brand, I guess. He had been with the company about five years at that point, I believe. He was coordinating the diligence materials to be sent to opposing counsel and I was assisting him.




	Ms. Sharpe:

	And how would you characterize your relationship back then?




	Respondent 1:

	It was fine.




	Ms. Sharpe:

	What do you mean by “fine,” Ms. Glover?




	Respondent 1:

	I thought Ames was smart and ambitious. He taught me a lot about running a sales process. We got along.




	Ms. Sharpe:

	I see. And when did your affair begin?




	
	







 



CHAPTER THREE


20-MAR

We read Lean In. Take it from us; the book was all but mandatory in our city’s female professional set. If our friends needed advice it was our honor bound duty to tell them earnestly, wisely, imploringly, Friend, what you need to do is lean in.

So we read it, all two hundred and forty pages of it, while we got our highlights done or listened to the audiobook as we drove the turnpike in our Land Rovers. We needed someone to tell us what we were doing wrong and how to fix it. To remind us that we weren’t making enough money or rising up the ranks quickly enough or busting enough balls. We fantasized about our careers, we attended women’s networking events, we looked for career risks we could take. We followed the recipe and set the timer for eighteen months and figured by then, the glass ceiling would have shattered under the weight of all the world’s leaning women.

When exactly did we realize it wasn’t working? Was it the election? Before then? It’s hard to register differences in the status quo. Like trying to measure slight drops in temperature without a thermometer. But Ms. Sandberg was right about something. We had to lean in.

It was the only way to hear the whispers.



Every three minutes, an automatic air freshener sprayed citrus-scented disinfectant, startling Grace back into her surroundings. In a public restroom. On the toilet. Scrolling mindlessly through her Instagram feed. Her underwear a sling between her ankles.

This was what new motherhood had reduced her to. It was the lack of sleep. Everyone promised it would pass. That someday soon she would start to feel like her old self again.

She wished her old self would hurry the fuck up.

The door to the restroom swung open and two pairs of heels entered.

Grace might have announced herself by unfurling a wad of toilet paper or standing up so that the automatic flush triggered, but before she could move, one pair of heels stopped in front of the mirror and said, “Danielle forwarded me that spreadsheet thingy. God, who knew there were so many sleazy guys in Dallas?”

Grace looked warily up from her phone. Squinted. Tilted her head to make out the shoes standing at the mirror: pink, pretty, but not terribly fancy. Steve Madden, maybe.

The young woman in the pink heels must be doing some midday facial maintenance at the mirror. The other girl, in leather heels, entered one of the stalls and slid the lock into place. “You should have told me. I got it, like, three days ago.”

Grace was having trouble placing the voice. (Our voices were hardly more than an artifice. We were living in the days of vocal fry and verbal upticks. And we hated ourselves for it.) Talking in the restroom combined two activities that had no business taking place within the same moment, but Grace remembered being younger, when it was a symbol of closeness to traipse into a single bathroom together, chatting and taking turns squatting over a disgusting toilet seat. She felt a faint throb of longing for those days.

“The crazy thing is,” Leather Heels continued, “one of the guys on there is my dad’s best friend.”

At the sink, Pink Heels said, “Whoa.” Grace heard the snap of a compact. “And he was never, you know, creepy with you?”

Grace felt conscious of her own bow-tied Ferragamos, which she was sure could be seen below the stalls if either of the girls cared to look. Should she pick them up? Or was that going a step too far?

She couldn’t decide what to do to, and so she did nothing.

“No, he’s always been really nice. A normal version of nice, I’m pretty sure. My family had dinner with him last month.”

“Can you imagine if it was your dad, though?” Pink Heels asked. “Because, that’s the thing. They are. Somebody’s dads, I mean. Think of getting this in your inbox and you see your dad’s name and ‘asked me to put a finger in his ass’ next to it. Could you ever look at him the same again?” Grace thought Pink Heels was the legal intern, a first year law student, spending a couple days a week working at Truviv. Not from one of the better schools, if she remembered. Was her name Olivia? Sophia? One of those.

“Okay, excuse you,” said Leather Heels. “Mark Souls is an honorable man. And that’s not an image I need.” Right, that voice belonged to Alexandra Souls, one of the young transactional attorneys Sloane had hired last year. Grace liked Alexandra. And Alexandra and Olivia-or-Sophia were friends from college, weren’t they?

The interesting thing was: Grace hadn’t heard anyone talk about anything but Bankole dying today. Maybe these girls were too young or too far down the ladder to care.

Or maybe they just thought this was bigger news.

They really should check beneath the stalls.

“Do you think that one is even true? The thing about the … ass?” asked Olivia-Sophia, sounding more titillated than scandalized.

Alexandra just laughed.

The points of Olivia-Sophia’s shoes turned to face the stalls. “Did you add anyone’s name?” she asked.

Grace heard the toilet flush. “No … I—no…” Alexandra was saying. The response felt like a loaded gun. The hinges squeaked as Alexandra exited the stall. “You?”

But then Alexandra must have washed her hands, because the faucet was blasting over their voices. Then the air dryer.

Grace kneaded her temple. She was trying to put the pieces together. There was a spreadsheet that Alexandra and Olivia-Sophia had received. And it must contain a list of sorts. A list of sleazy men, they’d said. And they were passing it between themselves. Discussing it. (Grace was catching up, but a number of us had already seen this list. Adding to it, too. We were using dummy email addresses, fake usernames, and blind copy like they were going out of style faster than full-body rompers and split sleeves.)

The sink suddenly shut off.

“It doesn’t matter,” Alexandra was saying. “That guy obviously did something to piss someone off. So, I’m sure he deserves it. They should all lose their jobs.”

Grace flinched. What about due process, she thought, though she instantly felt like a law school goody-two-shoes, which she supposed she had actually been.

Alexandra and Olivia-Sophia were leaving and Grace couldn’t hear the rest of their exchange, only the murmur of voices sliced off by the closing door behind them, leaving Grace with only a sense of unease to keep her company.

Though, on second thought, perhaps she’d had that already.



 



CHAPTER FOUR


20-MAR

None of us had time. For anything, it seemed. If time was currency, we were all going broke. Sometimes, we’d see a book hit the New York Times bestseller list with a promising title like I Know How She Does It or Overwhelmed. For a few weeks, we’d pass it between us, trying to use the advice like a trendy new diet plan. But for all of us, there were—how do the pundits put it?—institutional roadblocks.

First, we were working with less time than the men in our office. That was just a fact. Thirty minutes to blow-dry our hair in the morning. Ten minutes to straighten and curl it. Fifteen for makeup. Three minutes for jewelry. Sixteen minutes to pick out an outfit. Forty-five minutes of cardio in the evening, followed by the occasional fifteen minutes of abdominal work. If you think we’re making this up, we suggest a quick search through the staff profile pictures on the company website to see what we mean.

There were economies of scale, too. Time was a finite resource, so who should get the most of it? Those of us who were moms had the most compelling argument: consider the children! But what about the rest? We sat in our offices listening to the tick of our biological clocks as they counted out every missed date, missed chance encounter, missed opportunity to meet someone with whom we might actually want to become a mother. And then—the bait-and-switch. If we did become wives and mothers, the value on our time increased as the amount plummeted.

These were not fixed cost deductions. Maybe we’d decide to forgo the Christmas card photos of tartan-clad children and not have kids at all. But too often that felt like a choice for career, and career only. A tacit decision to forfeit our free time at the door, please and thank you. Someone should teach a graduate course on the intricacies of our time. We wonder if, perhaps, Shonda Rhimes is available?

Sloane had been staring at her computer screen for too long. Outside, the sun had gone down. The Dallas skyline—its glittering orb and glowing suspension bridges—gradually gave way to the gaudy electronic billboard, spanning cement-to-sky, of the city’s Omni Hotel.

She rubbed her eyes, no longer caring whether she left black smudges at the corners. When she was just out of law school, working at a firm, she would have known precisely how long she’d been reviewing the form 8-K for filing. Law firms forced their attorneys to measure their time in six-minute increments. But that was well over a decade and two offices ago. Now Sloane still sometimes found herself silently keeping a running log of her time:

.1 hours, eating pho

.2 hours, texting with Derek and Abigail

.1 hours, reading trash tabloid websites

4.5 hours, revising press release exhibits and data table exhibits to SEC filings

Her phone vibrated on her computer stand. It was Derek. She picked up on the second buzz.

“She lives!” Sloane loved the sound of her husband’s voice. She pictured him, leaning over the island in their kitchen, his copper hair a bit too long around the ears, a threadbare Nirvana T-shirt—the same one he’d been wearing the day they met and which she still liked to steal at least once a week to wear to bed—stretched over his shoulders.

She had four missed calls. “I’m sorry, I’m sorry. I’m the worst. Have you considered getting a new wife?”

Years ago, Derek had imposed a rule that Sloane not be allowed to apologize for doing her job anymore. But she figured the rule was hers to break.

“No worries,” he said, in his easy manner. Not that his job wasn’t stressful. Derek was a middle-school teacher and preteen boys were a nightmare. But it was a different kind of stress and theirs never needed to compete. “Just calling to check on you. Oh, I sent in Abigail’s forms for the walkathon next week and turned in the check for her piano recital, so you can cross those two items off your list.”

“You know how I love to cross,” she said, scanning a line in the filing that she’d already tried to read three times. She’d forgotten about the forms entirely. “Thank you.”

There was a short silence, just enough space for them both to recall that they’d argued last night. The longer they were married, the easier it was to push “pause” on an intense disagreement and pick it up at a later time—preferably one that wasn’t past Sloane’s bedtime. But there it was again. Like a little shared bruise that she’d only just remembered how she’d gotten.

“How is she?” asked Sloane at the same time that Derek said, “She seems fine. I’ve been watching her since she got home.”

The fight had been about Abigail. It was always about Abigail these days. She could almost hear Derek in her head telling her, It wasn’t a fight, it was a disagreement. Fine, but Sloane liked hyperbole and, when it came to her daughter, she felt entitled to it.

It began a couple of months ago. Abigail had grown sulky. She stopped playing with her dolls. Sloane had asked her rather innocuously to please clean them up and Abigail had yelled that—and Sloane was paraphrasing here—perhaps everyone would be happier if Abigail were dead.

Derek thought Sloane was overreacting. He taught seventh grade English, which, if you asked him, meant that he had the market cornered on early childhood development expertise. But Sloane had the market cornered on Abigail. She took her to a psychologist, who assured her a “death and dying” phase was a perfectly normal part of childhood development. “I told you, Sloane. Perfectly normal,” Derek had repeated on the way home as if he, too, had a doctorate in psychology.

But then a few days later, Sloane spotted the text messages popping up on the screen of Abigail’s phone. Slut. Bitch. Cunt. Each one felt like a bullet to the chest. Nobody told her this before she became a mother. That suddenly your diligently built-up immunity toward all these things, like name-calling and popularity contests, would up and leave the second someone took aim at your child.

She had shaken Abigail’s phone in Derek’s face and screamed, “Is this normal? Is this peeeerfectly normal, Derek?”

Of course, that hadn’t been fair to Derek, the dad who knew the names of all Abigail’s classmates and brought donuts for the homeroom teachers. When he read those messages, he’d been so terrifyingly dad-like, it had actually been a bit of a turn on.

Sloane wanted to sue the school district for what had happened. Remedial action. Adequate protection. Legal consequences, if they weren’t going to take her seriously. But the school district was also Derek’s employer, which meant that he wanted her to “play nice.” He’d used those words specifically.

They’d presented a united front at the meeting and Sloane let Derek take point just as he’d asked. Insisted, really. It had not felt great.

Over the phone, she heard him scratch the roughness of his chin. Sloane typed through the pause because she couldn’t afford not to. “Sloane, I’m sorry, I—”

At the sound of a soft knock at the door, she twisted her chair around. Ardie leaned on the doorframe, her black blazer and pants more wrinkled than usual.

“Derek, I’m sorry, but I have to go.” She heard him sigh and felt a wave of guilt. “Love you.”

“Don’t work too hard,” he said before hanging up and Sloane knew that he really did mean it in an altruistic, please-don’t-have-a-mental-breakdown type way, the way he often confiscated her laptop after eleven because he’d read that ambient blue light was bad for her sleep.

Sloane moved her phone to the other side of her keyboard. “Have you been standing there long?”

Ardie invited herself in and rested her hands on the back of Sloane’s guest chair. “Long enough to see that you need to go home.” She passed Sloane a brown accordion folder. “Here are the tax appeals for the Waco factory site. Sorry, another thing for you to review, I know. But if it makes you feel better, I haven’t even started reviewing the tax models for the subscription box acquisition.”

Sloane dropped the folder onto her desk. Thunk. She had been meaning to talk to Ardie for a couple of weeks now, ever since it had become clear that the tiny little secret she was keeping from her friend—it was nothing—was becoming more of a lasting issue. But, well, today truly wasn’t the day for opening up a can of worms. Of course, this did sound vaguely like an excuse, but it wasn’t. More of a strategy.

“I heard Sales took the rest of the day off to mourn Bankole’s passing, can you believe that?” Sloane said instead.

Ardie widened her eyes dramatically. “Listen, Sloane, you mustn’t make light. Those twentysomethings’ feelings are valid.” She pressed her palms together as if in meditation. “They can’t be expected to work and feel things at the same time. Lead with empathy, okay?”

One of the best things about Ardie was that she could be just a little bit mean exactly when Sloane needed her to be. Sloane’s most closely held tenet was that women could not be real friends unless they were willing to talk shit together. It was the closest thing she knew to a blood pact that didn’t involve knives.

“I, like, so, so sincerely apologize.” Sloane rested her palm over her heart and gave her best pouty frown, or at least she hoped she did. She’d just recently started a Botox regimen—she was ever-so-slightly on the other side of forty, after all—and she wasn’t entirely sure what her face looked like at any given moment anymore. “If they were smart, they’d be trying to figure out who the next CEO’s going to be.”

“If they were smart they’d be worrying about the price of their stock options.”

“Do you think they’ll bring in an outsider?” Sloane asked.

“Your guess is as good as mine, but my bet? Bringing in someone new would take too long. Anyway,” she sighed, “Michael’s daycare charges a dollar for every minute I’m late to pick him up, which means I’m already going to owe…” She glanced at her watch. “One gajillion dollars.”

“I thought we paid you to be good at math.”

“Oh, you do. That’s an accurate figure, I assure you—”

They stopped short.

In the doorway, Katherine had her sweater folded over one arm. She glanced between the two of them. “Sloane, if it’s all right with you, I thought I might step out for the night.”

She made a demure motion to tuck a lock of hair behind her ear. Odd, Sloane thought, because Katherine’s hair was far too short to be tucked anywhere. It was like reaching for a phantom limb.

Despite all of her righteous indignation, Sloane had nearly forgotten about Katherine. She hadn’t known what to do with her on her first day. Katherine was pretty in the way that meant Sloane had to remind herself to like her. The older she got, the more she found herself wanting to dislike young, pretty women. It was a terrible impulse, but one that Sloane curbed diligently.

Sloane gave an exhausted smile. “Oh, yes, please, go home, report back tomorrow and remind me what homes are like. Are they nice? Do they have beds? Down pillows? Is that where people keep their paj—?” She stopped. She’d seen something, a long shadow in the hall. She stood up on her bare feet and tiptoed closer to the doorway to peer around Katherine. “Is someone lurking behind you?” she asked.

Ames poked his head in and cleared his throat. “No, no, just me.” He waved at Ardie and nodded toward Sloane. “I promised Katherine I’d take her out for a drink, welcome her to the office, pick her brain about her experience, that sort of thing.”

Promised. The word rang in Sloane’s brain. It sounded so paternal coming from Ames.

Sloane knew she should have been saying something. Her mind was moving slowly. So much had happened today. Desmond had died today. Less than twelve hours earlier, in fact. His body might hardly be cold and yet now Ames was taking this new woman—Katherine—out for drinks. That couldn’t be right, could it? But they were standing there looking at her, waiting, and yes, she had heard Ames correctly. She was sure of it. Ames was taking Katherine out for drinks. Tonight.

The memory surfaced unbidden.

A quiet warning Sloane received from her mentor, Elizabeth Moretti, back at Jaxon Brockwell the day she’d announced she was taking the job at Truviv. Over the two years she spent at Jaxon, Elizabeth had pulled her aside exactly twice with that look on her face, the appraising one with the subtext that read, “I am older than you, I am wiser, and I have seen things.” That day, she looked at Sloane and said: Watch out for Ames Garrett, and she had left it at that.

Right. Well, fat amount of good it had done her, as Sloane had confidently shaken Ames’s hand on day one at Truviv, and six months later, they were screwing.

Now Ames was watching her. Ardie was watching her. And Katherine was looking back and forth between all of them, as if still trying to puzzle it through. Sloane stared at her desk. Calls she needed to return. Emails she needed to write. She pinched her eyes shut, a sign that she was about to do something colossally stupid.

“Great idea,” she said. “I’ll grab my purse.”

Ames and Katherine stared at her. It wasn’t as if she’d said she was going to join the circus, for fuck’s sake.

Ames looked amused. “I thought you were buried?”

“The hole will still be here when I return.” She, too, could enjoy temporary amnesia.

Ames’s head bobbed slowly. “Great,” he said. “We’ll meet you at the elevator, then.” He slapped the doorframe twice on his way past, as he and Katherine walked out.

Ardie spun on Sloane. “Are you sure about this?”

Sloane looked up at the ceiling, palms turned up. “No, of course I’m not sure about this, Ardie.”

“Then do you want to tell me why—?”

“You know exactly why.”

Ardie crossed her arms and raised her eyebrow expectantly.

“I don’t know,” said Sloane, exasperated. She pointed at the door and lowered her voice. “I guess maybe I’d like to prevent the slaughter of the sacrificial lamb this time. You might have seen her scampering about. Five-five-ish. Pixie cut. Doll face. Happy?” She scooped up her purse and slung it over her right shoulder. “It’s one drink.” She held up a finger to Ardie’s skeptical face.

“One,” Ardie conceded. “And I’m going to call karma and put in a good word.”

Sloane closed her eyes, exhausted. She felt the phantom creases wanting to burrow into the bridge of her nose. She knew that if she asked, even hinted, Ardie would go with her, daycare pickup or no. Sloane was lucky that way.

“Coming from you,” she said, “that would mean a lot.” She clasped her friend’s wrist for a split second, wanting to linger. They still kept a half-drunk bottle of gin in the file cabinet from the last time they’d had to save a woman from Ames Garrett. Only last time, that woman had been Sloane.

 


Truviv Instant Messenger

21/04—4:31 PM

Recipient: Sloane Glover

Sender: [Blocked]

Slut.

Bitch.

Cunt.





 



CHAPTER FIVE


20-MAR

How few words we said to each other in the elevator. We’d step in, smelling freshly of shampoo and mouthwash. The smooth heave against our feet, pulling us up into the air, couriering us to our floors. Each time the doors opened, a small portal into another world appeared.

We got proficient at sorting each other by our respective floors before the button was even pushed. Marketing? Welcome to the eighth floor graveyard of former cheerleaders in limbo as they decided whether to attend grad school. Sales account lead on twelve? We could spot her fresh manicure tapping at her phone screen, the designer purse hooked over one shoulder broadcasting that she must be having a really good year. We might quietly ask a Product Development Coordinator where she got the new glasses. Or give space to the woman in the black suit who entered behind us and resolutely pressed the button for fifteen.

But what did we really know about each other? We were separated by steel and scaffolding. Our universes seemed disconnected, occasionally bumping up against each other because of proximity alone. Or so we thought.

We needed only to have knocked at the door to one another’s worlds to find out how our histories knitted themselves together, weaving shared threads into a noose of our own making.

This was very nearly what happened when Rosalita and Crystal, the new girl, stood outside a fifteenth floor office. With alarm, Crystal hissed, “There’s someone in there.” She jerked back from the door as though it had burned her. Rosalita let out a slow breath that did nothing to conceal her annoyance, which was the point.

It was nine-thirty at night. Together, Rosalita and Crystal had been working through the darkened floors, vacuuming and emptying out trash cans, wiping down countertops, and replacing toilet paper. The office windows were flat black holes staring out into space. Inside, the automatic hall lights illuminated the square of office space in which the pair of women worked. After they moved on, the lights would flicker off.

The lights used to bother Rosalita. They made her feel like she was in a spotlight, being observed. Even worse, sometimes a set of lights would flicker on at the end of a corridor and she would freeze, heart beating fast, waiting for someone to appear. When no one did, she still had to finish her round, but never without checking over her shoulder every few minutes.

“Moths,” her supervisor once told her. That had been years ago, when Rosalita first began cleaning, a few months after her uncle had driven her and her sister in a sweaty van up from the Valley. At some point, she let other worries replace the lights.

“It’s fine,” Rosalita told Crystal, placing neat check marks on the paper attached to the clipboard, noting the offices they’d completed. At the shift meeting, she’d been glad to be assigned again to her usual floors. One of the executives had died and soon there’d be the business of cleaning out his office. Rosalita wanted no part of that.

“Should I knock?” Crystal asked.

Rosalita swished past Crystal, rapped twice on the open door, and, without waiting for an answer, took efficient steps into the occupied fifteenth-floor office. She snapped up the trash and recycling bins, carrying them back into the hallway.

This was how the new girl would be taught.

Rosalita had learned that the secret to being invisible wasn’t to tiptoe around the perimeters. That only drew attention and made everyone else uneasy in the process. No, the secret to invisibility was speed and purpose. Those qualities allowed others to relax and go about their jobs as if you weren’t even there.

Rosalita emptied the bins into the rolling dumpster. She replaced the plastic lining and reentered the office. The blonde woman looked up from her computer screen. “How’s your night going?” she asked Rosalita amicably.

Rosalita replaced the cans in the corner and brushed off her gloved hands.

She recognized this springy, blonde woman. Sloane Glover, the woman’s name appeared on the silver plate outside her door. She reminded Rosalita of a talk show host, polished and sparkly. She was the exact right type of white woman to cause an international media firestorm if she ever went missing.

“Fine, miss,” Rosalita answered. “And you?”

The woman sighed and tilted back in her chair. “How do you say ‘shitty’ in Spanish?”

Rosalita snorted a harsh laugh, the kind born from common misery.

Abruptly Sloane lifted her head. “Sorry. God.” She shook her head and pushed her fingers into her temples. She didn’t seem so springy or sparkly today. Her eyes, Rosalita noticed, were red. Not work, but a shopping website occupied her screen. “I—didn’t mean. I’m such an idiot. That was such a rude thing to say. To assume, I mean.” Sloane looked Rosalita directly in the eyes. “It’s been a long night. Not an excuse.” She held up a hand as if to stop someone from striking her.

Rosalita waited patiently until the Sloane woman was done. She had a lot of words and they all seemed to need to come out at once. “De mierda,” Rosalita said.

“What?”

“Shitty. De mierda.” Rosalita frowned, considering. “Or … no vale mierda. De pura mierda. Take your pick.” She shrugged. If Rosalita should have been offended over Sloane’s assumption, she didn’t know why. She had dark, wavy hair and bronze skin. She spoke with a thick accent. And besides, she’d lived in Guanajuato until she was twelve. Sure, there were times when Rosalita did not like to be asked to speak Spanish—mostly when the request came from men (a fetish). But otherwise, she didn’t get so offended, like some of the younger girls. It took too much energy.

Sloane smiled gratefully. “De mierda, indeed. Thanks.” Impulsively, Sloane’s eyes flitted back to her screen and then, remembering, to Rosalita. Her smile faltered. “I’m sorry,” she apologized for the second time in fewer than five minutes.

Rosalita knew she’d been dismissed. She didn’t hold it against Sloane, who looked as if she should have gone home hours ago.

Returning to the hall, she ticked the box next to Sloane Glover’s office on her clipboard. “Go get a bottled water for Mrs. Glover from the fridge,” she told Crystal. “I’ll take care of the next one.” Crystal obeyed. She was young and possibly pregnant, Rosalita guessed, though she had been hiding it well beneath the baggy, company-issued polo.

Rosalita pushed the supply cart, slowly, methodically over the carpet. What she knew with the certainty of someone who’d seen it too many times before was that, tonight, Sloane Glover was drunk.

 



Ardie Valdez

So … how did it go? What did you learn? What’s her story?



Grace Stanton

How did what go? What are we talking about? Who?


Ardie Valdez

Sloane had drinks with Ames and Katherine last night. Katherine is that woman that sat in on the meeting yesterday. She’s new, apparently. Started in the office yesterday. Ames hired her without talking to Sloane. Classic.



Grace Stanton

Sorry, out of the loop. Drinks … with Ames? Really?


Sloane Glover

Sorry! Sorry! I’m here. Just now getting to the office. Anyway … Yes, drinks with Ames. Uneventful. Was on his best behavior. Katherine. Is. Pedigree. Think: Westminster dog show. Harvard Law. Associate at Frost Klein. Hails from Boston. (Hence the shoes?) Not a lot of “Southern warmth” if you know what I mean. May take some time to thaw. Fuck though, I’m drowning. Thank Tina Fey she’s smart.




Ardie Valdez

Hey, what are all the secretaries doing gathered around Beatrice’s screen? Something about a spreadsheet. Does someone have a big Excel project going on?



Grace Stanton

I don’t know, but I heard the first-years talking about a spreadsheet yesterday. Something about sleazy businessmen in Dallas. Forgot to tell you. Does anyone have a Clif Bar? I’m starving.


Ardie Valdez

No, sorry. I have SunChips in my desk, though. Help yourself.







 



CHAPTER SIX


21-MAR

We were always looking for the perfect man. Even those of us who were not signed up for the traditional, heteronormative experience were nevertheless fascinated with the anthropological, unicorn-like search for one. Married or single, we were either searching for him or trying to mold him from one we already had. This perfect specimen would consist of the following essential attributes:

He shared his food and always ordered dessert. When we recommended a book, he bought it without needing a friend to second our suggestion first. He knew how to pack a diaper bag without being told. He was a Southern gentleman with a mother from the East Coast who fostered his quietly progressive sensibilities. He said “I love you” after 2.5 months. He didn’t get drunk. He knew how to do taxes. He never questioned our feminist ideals when we refused to squish bugs or change oil. He didn’t sit down to put on his shoes. He had enough money for retirement. He wished vehemently for male-hormonal birth control. He had a slight unease with the concept of women’s shaved vaginas, but not enough to take a stance one way or another. He thought Mindy Kaling was funny. He liked throw pillows. He didn’t care if we made more money than him. He liked women his own age.

We were reasonable and irrational, cynical and naïve, but always, always on the hunt.

Of course, this story isn’t about perfect men, but Ardie Valdez unfortunately didn’t know that yet when, the day after Desmond’s untimely death, Ardie’s phone lit up: a notification from her dating app.

Jesus, the thing still startled her. Her phone spent so much time vibrating she wished she had saved the money on that post-divorce sex toy and waited for her phone to buzz.

Ardie looked at her screen:

You’re on fire. You’ve got 1 new message.

There was even a “fire” icon next to the text, as if the app seemed precisely designed to remind Ardie she was too old to be dating. It was an emoji world now, and Ardie was just living in it.

Ardie had started at Truviv eighteen months before Sloane. Same skeptical, not easily impressed Ardie, but with much better clothes. Sloane liked to tell people that if it weren’t for Sloane’s ripped pencil skirt and Ardie’s emergency sewing kit, they might never have become friends. But Ardie knew that wasn’t true. Sloane was actually very good at picking friends and Ardie discovered shortly thereafter that Sloane always kept an emergency sewing kit in her own desk drawer anyway. Ardie had never told her that she knew.

Life was much brighter then, she’d admit that much. Full of possibilities and silly anecdotes. Before she became this new Ardie, a forty-two-year-old divorcée.

Last year, in the pickup line at Starbucks, Ardie finally worked up the courage to tell Sloane she was leaving her husband, Tony. Another woman has been sleeping with my husband, she’d said, in her typically sardonic fashion. So I guess he’s hers now.

Sloane had flown into a fury on her behalf. All: How could Tony do this? What about Michael? What about the house?

Ardie had just turned to her, handed her a vanilla latte, and said one word: “Don’t.”

The subtext was clear: no, not you, don’t you start.

Things were delicate between them for a brief while after that.

She’d known for years about Sloane and Ames. She wasn’t like Sloane. Best friend was a person, not a tier, for Ardie. She didn’t have a high school best friend, a college best friend, a law school best friend, a preschool mom best friend, and a work best friend, which was Ardie’s assigned moniker when Sloane spoke to her other best friends. And so with one syllable—“don’t”—Ardie had told her only best friend that, no, she had to stop, no, they would not talk about it, no, she wouldn’t be allowed to commiserate over the miserable human being Ardie’s husband turned out to be.

Because, as they both knew, Sloane had been the other woman too. With another man, sure, but what did that matter? That was a category. A tier, in fact. And there was guilt by association.

It was amazing how, even now, even in the privacy of her own head, Ardie glossed over her role in the story. The secret that was buried so deep that it registered only the smallest spike in her pulse as she skipped through the memory. A blank space. A lie.

But what did it matter now? They were over it. Gin under the bridge, as it were. In fact, six weeks ago, Sloane insisted Ardie sign up for Match.com and Ardie, as was typical, indulged her. She’d even let Sloane type up Ardie’s profile one night after work and, in the morning, Sloane presented it to her as if she were unveiling a new car in the driveway. “Derek told me I was being too pushy.” Sloane had been talking too fast, describing how she’d filled out the profile next to her husband in bed. “But what does he know? He’s such a man.” (And what did men know about matchmaking, by the way? For us, it was an Olympic sport, while they hoarded single friends like they were stockpiling them for the apocalypse.)

Ardie didn’t have the heart to tell Sloane that no one used Match.com anymore and she’d been using three dating apps regularly at that point. But she appreciated Sloane’s intrusion into her new—it still felt new, even fourteen months after the divorce—dating life much more than she let on. It was good to get a friend’s opinion.

Ardie made room for her phone on her desk. The thumbnail of the man who emailed looked promising. Her heart crept toward her throat. She liked this part. It was like opening up a little present.


Hello. My name is Colby. I am a simple guy. I like fishing and only own jeans, but I swear I have a job. I sell granite, stone, and other sorts of residential remodeling supplies. It sounds super boring so you know that I can’t be making that part up. On the weekends, I take my dog walking around White Rock Lake and I’m enjoying some different shows on Netflix. I’ve been married once. No kids, unfortunately.

Let me know if you would like to meet up.

Best, Colby

P.S.: W/E, FFA



Ardie read the email twice through. She wasn’t usually drawn to “country guys,” but she appreciated Colby’s straightforward tone. And couldn’t she picture herself learning to fish? Wouldn’t Michael love that?

She didn’t know what the post-script meant.
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