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For Todd Servick. I don’t think you’ve read one word of any of my books, and this way I’ll know for sure.





It is nearly always the most improbable things that really come to pass.

—E.T.A. Hoffmann
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FOUR HOURS AFTER THE END




PROLOGUE

“DO I NEED A LAWYER?”

Jane’s voice trembles. She’s never been interviewed by the police before. She’s trying to remember the last time she even spoke to a police officer and thinks it must have been nineteen years ago when she was nine weeks pregnant with Sissy, driving (above the speed limit) home from her granddad’s funeral where she had eaten too many ham biscuits, causing the top button of her jeans to pop off when she sat down in the driver’s seat. When the policeman said “Do you know why I pulled you over?” she burst into tears, all the emotions of her granddad dying, and Dan not being able to be with her because he had to work, and the embarrassment of her pants being undone rushing to the surface at once. The man in uniform was so bewildered, he pretended he had a call on the radio and darted back to his car, shouting, “Slow down and be safe!” over his shoulder.

She’s only asking because everyone who’s ever seen a cop drama knows you’re always supposed to ask for a lawyer.

This police officer—Kip, as he had introduced himself, and Jane thought that was a rather jaunty name for a cop. Informal. Missing the gravitas that someone who wore a pistol holster slung round his waist should inherently have—cocks his head to the right. Dirt mars his forehead and his hair is mussed. Jane thinks she sees a twig stuck in it, and she wonders for the first time what she must look like. He grins kindly.

“No, I don’t think that will be necessary.” He pauses. “Unless you’re secretly one of the criminals.”

A sound escapes Jane’s throat—high-pitched and hyena-like. She’s unsure if she’s ever made a sound like it in her life. “I think they were more like . . . activists,” she says.

“Activists,” Kip repeats.

“Yes.”

“With guns.”

“Yes,” Jane says again, her voice a bit weaker.

“OK.” Kip clears his throat. “Let’s move on. You’ve been through quite the ordeal and I’m sure you want to get home to your family. All I need is a witness statement from everyone involved. Can you tell me what brought you to the restaurant La Fin du Monde last night?”

Jane clears her throat. “It was, uh . . . my anniversary. Our anniversary. My husband, Dan, and I. Our nineteenth.”

Kip checks his notes. “Huh. That’s not what your husband said.”

“You’ve talked to Dan?” Jane’s heart squeezes, remembering the last time she saw her husband. And she wishes for the hundredth time they’d had a chance to get their stories straight.

“He said it was your twentieth.”

Jane closes her eyes longer than a blink—out of both relief and annoyance. Of course he did.

“No matter,” Kip says. “And can you tell me in your own words what happened? Starting with when the activists”—he looks at Jane pointedly—“came into the restaurant.”

Jane suddenly finds it important to try to smooth her hunter green dress down, as if it’s not ripped in two places and covered in soot. Having been awake for nearly twenty-four hours—and having just been through an ordeal—she thinks again of her appearance. The bags under her eyes are likely even more pronounced than usual. She reaches up to comb her fingers through her hair and finds it snarled—impossible to get through.

“Take your time,” Kip says, but he looks weary, and he says it in a way that conveys he wishes she’d hurry the hell up so he could get home. She wonders if he has a family. A spouse. His ring finger is bare.

Jane opens her mouth to speak, but a knock on the door interrupts them.

“Zimmerman wants to see you.”

“Now?”

“Now.”

“Excuse me for a minute.”

Kip leaves the tiny room and Jane is alone. Typically, she would use time by herself to observe. A writer, she always tries to log details for future work—especially unexpected specifics. Like the fact that instead of an empty cement block room with a long table and a two-way mirror like in every crime television show Jane’s ever seen, she’s in what appears to be a storage closet. Overflowing filing cabinets squeezed together, a mess of office detritus—staplers, folders, boxes of pens strewn about. “This is temporary,” Kip said apologetically when he opened the door to it and gestured her in. “We’re building a new precinct. Much bigger. State-of-the-art!”

But her mind isn’t on her surroundings as much as what she’s going to say when Kip comes back. Only seconds ago, she wished for time to get her thoughts together, but now it only ratchets up her panic. Is she going to lie? To a police officer? Given her actions of the past twelve or so hours, it wouldn’t be the worst thing she’s done, but still. She takes a deep breath and exhales, counting to five. He just needs a statement! He said it himself. And that’s what she’ll give him. She’ll keep it short and simple, and stick to the truth as much as possible.

The door opens and Jane startles. Kip reenters, but this time is accompanied by another officer—this one older, his chin covered with white-gray stubble, his skin carved by time.

“You’re Jane Brooks,” the older cop says, peering at her.

“Yes.”

“As in Jane Brooks, the author?”

Jane would normally be thrilled by this question. Before her one and only novel had been published six years ago, she dreamt of people coming up to her on streets, in airports, fawning over her, clutching dog-eared and worn copies of her book to their chests, able to recite passages from memory. You’re Jane Brooks! Would you mind terribly signing this? And she wouldn’t mind! She would be honored.

And yet, this was the second time in two days someone recognized her as the author Jane Brooks, and she was already quite content to never ever hear it again.

“You wrote this book.” He holds up the familiar cover—the one that brought tears to her eyes when she first saw it on her computer screen so many years ago. Her name! On the cover of a book!

Now Jane’s knees go weak at the sight of it. Her stomach flops like a fish on dry land. She nods. It wouldn’t do to lie in this situation.

“This book that is about”—he glances at the back jacket copy, as if he’s already read it but still can’t quite believe what it says—“terrorists taking over a restaurant?”

Jane holds up a finger. “Technically, it was a tearoom? Not a restaurant.”

The chief’s nostrils flare, which Jane takes to mean he’s not interested in the distinction.

“Do you know why this book—your book—was in the front seat of the van found at the crime scene?”

Jane knows. Oh, does she know.

“I don’t know,” she says. She finds that some situations warrant lying.

The second police officer’s eyes look as though they may pop out of his head at any second—like buttons off the waistband of too-tight jeans when one is nine weeks pregnant and has eaten too many ham biscuits at a funeral. “That’s awfully ironic, don’t you think?” He’s nearly shouting now, as if he and Jane are on an emotional seesaw and the more calmly she responds, the higher his agitation grows.

And even though her heart is thundering and she’s dead panicked that she’s likely going to find herself under arrest and behind bars for the rest of her life, she whispers: “I think you mean coincidental.” She knows Dan finds it annoying, how she constantly corrects people’s grammar, but she’s positive there’s not one person on earth who uses the term ironic accurately, and she can’t help herself from pointing it out any more than she can keep the sun from rising each day.

“What?” he roars.

Instead of repeating herself, she looks at Kip. “I can explain.”

This time his head cocks to the left instead of the right, as if appraising her from a new angle will give him some kind of perspective or insight he didn’t have before. And then he says: “I think you’d better.”

She clears her throat and opens her mouth. Closes it. She repeats this exercise—opening and closing her mouth like a glitching elevator door—six more times, until she realizes the problem: She can’t explain. Not really. She opens her mouth one final time and says: “I think I need a lawyer.”
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THE BEGINNING OF THE END




CHAPTER

1

“HAVE YOU SEEN MY WALLET?” DAN YELLS FROM another room in the house. Jane can’t tell if he’s in the kitchen or his office or the den. Not that it matters.

This is the last time.

This is the last time.

This is the last time.

As she repeats her mantra, Jane slicks a tube of bright red across her lips and stares at herself in the mirror. She never wears red lipstick. She never wears lipstick, actually. But a few days ago she saw this post on Instagram: Change your lipstick, change your life! It was written by one of those pseudo-serious influencers who fluctuate between penning deep, thoughtful, and slightly condescending captions about loving your cellulite or your crow’s-feet because YOU ARE ENOUGH and making a six-figure income hawking clothing and cosmetics that will improve your life in some way because you’re very obviously not enough. Of course, these women don’t actually have all the answers but have somehow convinced their one hundred thousand desperate followers they do. Jane knows it’s all bullshit. Jane is also desperate.

“Babe?” Dan calls again.

She takes a deep breath. This is the last time.

“Have you looked on the table beside the door?” she says.

Where it always freaking is? she does not say.

“Beneath the mail,” she says.

A few beats of silence follow. “Found it!”

Jane scrutinizes her reflection in the mirror. She raises her eyebrows and watches the horizontal lines deepen on her forehead. She wonders, as she often does, what she’d look like with Botox, even as she knows she doesn’t care enough to get it. Or maybe it’s that she cares more what it would say about her if she did. She often fancies her anti-Botox stance as part of her long-fought battle against the patriarchy—yet she dyes her hair and applies mascara daily and she’s not sure how to reconcile her hypocrisy, except to say that shooting poison into her face is a bridge too far. She wishes women would make a pact to just not get it (much like the Wait Until 8th campaign a group of parents spearheaded when Sissy was in middle school to not buy their kids cell phones until the eighth grade), not because of the patriarchy as much as her selfish desire to not look so old and tired compared to her smooth-skinned friends. The irony isn’t lost on her that the fact that she thinks this much about her aging appearance and Botox at all means the patriarchy has already won.

She plucks a tissue out of the box and wipes the slash of cherry red off her mouth, replacing it with her reliable unflavored lip balm, and thinks: When we’re divorced, Dan will never find his wallet again.

Pinpricks of excitement tingle her neck, then shoot down her spine: the same feeling she’s experienced every day since she decided she was going to finally do it. It doesn’t bring her joy to think of Dan losing his wallet for good. There’s no schadenfreude to be found in his inability to look under or behind things. She’s genuinely concerned with how he’ll get on when they’re apart. And how she’ll get on without him.

She hasn’t had to take out the trash in nineteen years. Or iron a shirt. She doesn’t even know where the ironing board is. Or whether everything needs starch or just some things.

But that’s no reason to stay together, is it? Whenever someone asks the secret to making a marriage last, the answer is never, He’s the only one who knows where the ironing board is kept.

“Mom, I can’t find my charger and my phone’s about to die and I was supposed to leave ten minutes ago!” Sissy comes rushing into the bathroom like her hair is on fire and not like she loses her charger four times a week, which she does.

“Mom!” Jane hears Josh’s voice before he, too, appears in the bathroom. “Can you drop me at King’s house on your way out?”

Jane turns to Sissy first. “That’s the third charger I’ve bought you this year.”

“I know,” Sissy says, her voice laced with irritation, as though it’s Jane’s fault that Sissy keeps losing her chargers and Jane keeps replacing them. It actually is my fault, Jane thinks, knowing she’s made it too easy, hasn’t made Sissy feel the consequences of her actions.

“If you can’t find this one, you’re paying for the replacement.”

“Fine! Whatever. But I need a charger now.”

Jane takes a deep breath and tries to tamp down her own irritation, knowing it will do no good to match Sissy’s anger with her own. “Use mine,” she says.

“Really?”

“Yes.” Jane never lets Sissy use her charger precisely because she is so prone to losing them, but she’s about to ruin Sissy’s life by divorcing her father, so she figures this one time it won’t hurt. She turns her gaze to Josh.

“Are King’s parents home?”

“I think so.”

She cocks an eyebrow at him.

“I’ll double-check.” He darts out as quickly as he appeared, Sissy trailing in his wake.

“Wait! Sissy!”

She turns around.

“What are you ten minutes late for?” Jane can barely keep up with her own schedule, much less those of two busy teenagers.

“I’m going to Jazz’s house to watch the final episode of Yellowjackets, remember?”

“Are her parents home?”

“Mom,” she says, disgust overpowering the irritation. “I’m eighteen.”

“I know you are,” Jane says wistfully.

Sissy hesitates, her face softening. “Thanks for the charger,” she says, and then she’s gone.

Jane glances at the counter and considers swiping the makeup tubes and compacts out of the way with her arm so she can lay her head down on the cool surface of the quartz. It’s not the parenting that’s so exhausting as much as the performance of the same script day in and day out. Or maybe it’s the trying to fix all the things for all the people in her family, when she can’t even fix herself.

Or maybe it’s the anticipatory grief she feels at Sissy leaving for college in four short months. There was a time—when her children turning eighteen seemed so far off it was another lifetime—that Jane fantasized about what those years would be like: the freedom of having her house, her time to herself again. But at some point, as the reality of Sissy’s leaving drew nearer, it started to feel less like gaining freedom and more like a cavernous, overwhelming loss. Even though Stanford is on the same coast, it’s still six hours away by car, and though Jane was overjoyed and so ridiculously proud when Sissy got in, she can’t imagine not seeing her daughter every day, not knowing what she’s doing, whom she’s with—and more importantly, if she’s safe, alive, and well. The thought of her leaving is a mix of anxiety and grief so encompassing, she doesn’t understand how other mothers have survived it.

Jane sighs, taps the screen of her phone on the counter, and pulls up her email, scrolling past one from the publishing house of her first book announcing a brand-new publicity team! that Jane thinks is about six years too late, then opens the latest editor’s rejection she received from her agent that afternoon for her sophomore novel—a book she’s been working on for the past six years that has been on submission for nearly five months. This was the seventh rejection.

She knows she shouldn’t let it get to her. Rejection is part of being a writer. Harry Potter was rejected by twelve different publishers! But Jane thinks rejection—like most bad things—is probably an easier pill to swallow in hindsight, once you’re a worldwide fiction-writing phenomenon, raking in millions of dollars and living in a country estate with an oak-paneled library to shelve all the international editions of your novels. And Jane doesn’t even want millions of dollars! She’s not greedy. She’d be happy with minor success. And OK, truth be told, she also has one tiny recurring daydream of being the author guest on The Tonight Show with Jimmy Fallon. She’s even gone as far as to practice in the mirror looking very humble and grateful, yet composed and confident, while saying, No! I had no idea my book would go on to sell hundreds of thousands of copies, Jimmy!! It’s all been very surreal. And then she always adds: But I couldn’t have done any of this without my husband, Dan. It’s not true, but it’s what celebrities always do when accepting awards—deflect their accolades, shine a light on the support of their loved ones. It’s easy to be self-effacing when you’re feeling magnanimous about the state of things.

All that is to say, Jane has had exactly one book published, exactly six years ago, and it was nowhere near a bestseller and certainly nowhere near the radar of Jimmy Fallon—in fact, more books got returned to the publisher than actually got sold. It was devastating, yes, but she knows logically that it’s ridiculous to care as much as she does; that as adversities go, not achieving her lifelong career dream to be a bestselling novelist is a first-world problem, at best. She has so much in her life to be grateful for—her kids, her health, a roof over her head. That’s what those influencers she follows remind her of every day with their platitudes. Never let the things you want make you forget the things you have.

But they were dead wrong about the lipstick, so . . .

Dan appears at the open door of the bathroom, staring at his phone. “Did you hear that cryptocurrency Ottobyte just knocked off Bitcoin as the most valuable? It’s worth thirty-eight thousand dollars per coin.”

Both Dan and Sissy—who had more understanding of technology and economics by the time she reached middle school than Jane had ever possessed in her entire life—had tried to explain cryptocurrency to Jane on numerous occasions, once even going so far as getting potatoes out of their pantry as a visual aid. Jane still didn’t understand it and thought it was absurd that people spent their real money on money that didn’t actually exist.

“Huh,” she says, because saying anything else would provoke Dan into yet another explanation she wouldn’t understand.

“I knew I should have bought some,” he mutters as he grabs the handheld mirror and angles it behind and slightly above his head to better study the thinning hair at its crown. It’s a bald spot, to be honest, but Jane never calls it that, to spare Dan’s feelings. Dan looks at it every day, as if closely monitoring the hairs like an unruly dog one is trying to train will make them stay. Satisfied, he puts the mirror down on the counter, then meets Jane’s eyes. “You ready, babe? I don’t want to be late.”

She stares back at him, her husband. Dan’s wearing a navy-blue-and-red-striped tie his mother bought him for Christmas a decade ago. It doesn’t go with his gray suit jacket. The paisley lavender one would look infinitely better. Jane would say something, but Dan’s going to have to pick out his own ties from now on, so, she figures, he may as well start now. She stands and smooths her dress, then moves to walk past him to the bedroom, where her purse is. He grabs her wrist gently.

“Hey,” he says. “Happy anniversary.”

She stops. Looks into his muted blue eyes. They’re not ice blue or slate blue or pure blue or pale blue or piercing or sparkling or any of those clichéd adjectives people use to describe blue eyes. She remembers texting him once, years ago, when the wall color greige was all the rage for suburban women who watched too much Fixer Upper.

Greige-blue! she typed. That’s your eye color.

She doesn’t remember what he wrote back. Probably something benign and loving like: You’re a nut. That was before. When things were good. When Jane couldn’t even fathom divorcing Dan—aside from the normal, expected moments every wife fantasizes about leaving her spouse, like every time Jane sees Idris Elba strutting in a trench coat on-screen, or in the middle of the night when she would go to the bathroom in the dark, only for her bare ass to meet the top of the cold, hard toilet seat. While most men were prone to leaving the toilet seat up after relieving themselves, Dan put down the whole kit and caboodle and Jane found it maddening.

“Happy anniversary,” she says.

This is the last time we’ll celebrate it, she doesn’t say.

“You should wear the lavender tie,” she says.




CHAPTER

2

SOMEWHERE IN THE MIDDLE OF THE CALIFORNIA coast, a cliff grows out of the Pacific Ocean and climbs straight up, like a beanstalk in a children’s fairy tale. So tall that if you tilt your head just right on some days, it looks as though the land wears the clouds like a bad toupee. Perched atop the cliff sits a restaurant, its western wall made entirely of glass so patrons can appreciate the stunning sight of the orange sun slipping back into the water every evening—a million-dollar view, if there ever was one. Dinner and a show, the three-Michelin-star-lauded head chef of La Fin du Monde, Lars Johansson, jokes nightly to the highest-earning clientele—the A-list celebrities, the tech tycoons, the media moguls—when they are afforded a private audience with him at the end of their meal.

But the view isn’t even what gives the restaurant its renown. It’s most known for its Guinness world record of having the most expensive, decadent dessert on a menu ever. The Semlor Guld is a Swedish concoction consisting of a cardamom-flavored bun filled with almond paste and whipped cream, flaked with edible 24K gold, and served on a pure gold platter. The true expense comes from the Harry Winston 9.7-carat diamond bracelet delicately draped across the top of the pastry. (The dessert costs a whopping $8.4 million and has famously been ordered only once, by a New York Yankees player for his wife, the week after his sext messages with a Southwest flight attendant went viral.)

There is only one way into the restaurant and one way out—a two-lane road that snakes up through the dense slope of forest, back and forth like the thread in a weaver’s loom.

After they’ve been on that winding road for thirteen minutes with no end in sight, Jane asks: “Are you sure this is the right way?”—even though they’re following the portable GPS suction-cupped to the dash of Dan’s Subaru Forester. The same Subaru Forester Dan’s had since Jane first met him twenty years earlier, because Dan refuses to get rid of it, even though the air-conditioning no longer works and the back seat has a red stain the size of a throw pillow where Josh once threw up an entire cherry Icee after a peewee football game.

“Yes,” Dan says, even though Jane knows he’s not sure.

It’s a road neither has ever been on before (and will ever be on again), as they aren’t A-listers or tycoons or moguls, and while they know of La Fin du Monde, and it’s only ninety minutes from their home, it feels like a faraway destination they’ve heard about but would never visit—like Lake Como or Saint-Tropez. A playground for the rich. Not for a podiatrist and a failed author in their midforties who, though they could afford it, still got a bit panicky when each of their children needed braces.

But it’s their anniversary. And while they would typically enjoy a less expensive evening out to celebrate (like the Macaroni Grill, for instance, because Jane made the mistake of offhandedly saying she enjoyed their chicken scaloppine and Dan took that to mean it was Jane’s favorite restaurant and booked it most years without consulting her, thinking it was a romantic gesture), Dan had apparently bought a twenty-dollar raffle ticket from a pharmaceutical sales rep who was selling them for her daughter—some fundraiser for the kid’s ridiculously expensive private school. When Dan told Jane he won, he said proudly, “The dinner is on the same date as our anniversary. It’s kismet,” and Jane remembered thinking: The tuition to this school is forty-five thousand dollars a year, why do they need to raise funds?

It was Jane who pointed out, after Dan had already confirmed the booking, that the gift certificate was for the reservation only and did not actually cover the cost of dinner. “What?” Dan snatched the vellum paper from his wife’s hand. He borrowed Jane’s readers (Jane had offered to buy him a pair, but he swore he didn’t need them), and the small print at the bottom became clear.

“I paid twenty dollars for a reservation I could get for free?”

“Well, you likely couldn’t have gotten a reservation. It’s notoriously booked out. I think a year or two ahead of time.”

This didn’t appear to make Dan feel better.

“We don’t have to go,” Jane said.

“It’s our twentieth anniversary,” Dan said. “We’re going.”

“It’s our nineteenth.”

“Is it?” he said. “Well. Still.”

Now, to Jane’s surprise, the road finally ends, the trees part, and they encounter a house that looks like something out of a movie set. Very Californian—all sharp lines and angles, softened by perfectly manicured desert-tolerant vines and shrubbery. Jane says “Is this it?” even though a dramatic iron sign announces LA FIN DU MONDE so they know they are in the right place. “Seems to be,” Dan says, because after you’ve been married for so long, sometimes you state even the most obvious observations out loud. Perhaps it’s a consequence of being parents—an old habit left over from the many years of pointing out things to your young children excitedly as they learn about the wonders of the world around them. Look! A bus. Look! A butterfly. Look! A helicopter. Or perhaps—and Jane thinks this is most likely—it’s just to fill the air because you’ve run out of other things to say.

INSIDE, THE DECOR is sparse and light-filled, thanks not just to the wall of windows but the light oak floors and white tablecloths and white walls. Dan and Jane hover near the door along with ten other people, all waiting—for what, Jane isn’t quite sure.

“I’m nervous,” Jane whispers to Dan. She tries not to be awed by the view of both the expansive Pacific Ocean and the affluent fellow diners whose well-cut, high-end attire makes her favorite hunter green A-line Ann Taylor dress dim a bit in comparison.

“You are?”

“Yes.” She’s been harboring a sense of doom about the evening ever since she stepped into the shower that afternoon to get ready. She supposes, given the circumstances, it’s probably normal, but she’s never asked anyone for a divorce before, so how is she to know? To Dan she says: “It feels like in high school, that fear that someone is going to point out you don’t belong.”

“I’m nervous we’re about to spend one thousand dollars on a meal and could still be hungry afterward,” Dan says.

The couple standing closest to them chuckles. Jane, embarrassed to have been overheard, appraises them—a nicely suited man with a closely shaved head and a bushy mustache, and a woman who looks like she stepped out of the pages of Essence with her flawless makeup and a dress that hugs her body in all the right places. (Jane actually hates herself for thinking it as soon as she does. All the right places? Implying there are wrong parts of a woman’s body, a belief she has tried to keep her children from being indoctrinated in.)

“Is this your first time here?” Dan asks the couple, as Jane knew he would. An introvert, Jane would nearly always prefer to keep to herself, while Dan finds it impossible not to engage strangers in small talk.

“It is,” the woman with perfectly arched eyebrows says.

“Special occasion?”

“For work, really,” she says.

“Oh! What is it that you do? I’m Dan, by the way.”

“Ayanna, and this my husband, Rahul,” she says. Rahul keeps his hands in his pockets, but smiles and nods, and Jane thinks he must be the more introverted of the pair. “I’m a food influencer.”

Jane has to stop herself from visibly rolling her eyes. Jesus Christ, she thinks. They’re everywhere.

“A what?” Dan doesn’t have any form of social media and up until two years ago thought meme was pronounced mi-mi (and, gun to his head, couldn’t exactly tell you what one was).

“A food influencer,” the woman repeats, as if Dan is just hard of hearing (he is) and not like he lives under a rock and wouldn’t have any clue what an influencer actually is. “Although I’ve heard they won’t let us take any pictures of the food, which is going to make my job difficult.”

A woman finally steps through the swinging door at the back of the restaurant, saving Dan from the impending embarrassment of repeating his query, and walks toward the group. “Welcome to La Fin du Monde,” she says. “I’m Monica and I hope you’re all ready for an incredible culinary adventure. We have just a few reminders before we get started.”

“More rules?” Jane whispers. She recalls the email Dan forwarded to her confirming their reservation, bidding diners to not wear cologne or perfume as it could interfere with the full gastronomic experience of both yourself and other diners. And guests running late for their reservation will be “caught up” only at the chef’s discretion.

Dan flashes an amused grin as Monica continues: “All dishes have been created by Chef to work in perfect harmony, and so no substitutions or changes will be granted. If you have food preferences or allergies that you have not already brought to our attention, please do so to your dinner captain—me or Javier—at the beginning of the meal. Chef also requests that there be no cell phone use at the table, and photography is prohibited.” She smiles. The model-esque food influencer Ayanna frowns. “Now, I will be happy to escort you to your table, starting with the”—she checks the notepad she’s holding—“Harris party of two?”

Jane wonders when they started calling waiters captains and if it was around the same time they started calling bartenders mixologists.

Jane and Dan’s table is not by the window, but closer to the front of the restaurant, near the door to the kitchen. Dan mumbles that for twenty bucks—and with only five tables in the entire restaurant—they could have at least gotten one with an unobstructed view.

“Good evening,” a bespectacled man in a black vest and white button-down greets them. “My name is Javier, and I am at your service this evening. Monica will be assisting me. Please let us know if there is anything we can do to make your experience more enjoyable. Is this your first time?”

“Yes,” Dan says. “Be gentle.”

Javier laughs as if he’s genuinely never heard the joke before. Jane is impressed with his acting skills.

Javier claps his hands together. “Absolutely, sir. Are we celebrating anything special?”

“Nineteen years of marriage.”

“Ah! The bronze anniversary.”

“Is it?” Jane asks.

“Indeed,” he says. “In which case, may I recommend one of our specialty cocktails? The House Negroni, a blend of gin, sweet vermouth, and Campari infused with the bronze fennel from our organic herb garden on the property.”

“We’ll take two,” Jane says. Dan raises his eyebrows at her, and she knows it’s because he knows she doesn’t like fussy drinks or being upsold, and always orders a glass of wine, preferably pinot grigio, but she’s tired of being predictable.

Javier takes their water preference (flat) and leaves them each with a menu and instructions. “Although it’s a set nine-course dinner, you’ll have a few choices to make between seafood and meat, as indicated on the menu, and whether you want to supplement any dishes with the chef’s suggestions,” he says. “I’ll get your drinks for you and be back to answer any questions you may have.”

When he leaves, Dan—wearing Jane’s readers perched on the tip of his nose—leans over the table conspiratorially. “I have questions. What is matsutake mushroom foam and why does it cost two hundred dollars extra?” He glances back at the menu, and then: “Are the goose barnacles flown in from Galicia, Spain, made from actual geese?”

“I don’t know, but it’s pretty clear what a quarter suckling pig is,” Jane says. “Who writes these things—they couldn’t dress that up? That’s why the word ‘pork’ was invented. Nobody wants to eat Wilbur.”

Dan grins at her, and it’s amazing to Jane how effortless their banter still comes. Or maybe what’s amazing is how she used to find it so charming and delightful—a surefire sign of their fated connection (because isn’t that what every couple wants? The proof that their union was ordained in some way, no matter what your beliefs?)—but now, like an ill-fitting shoe, it chafes. Because it’s all an act, a role they’ve each played for so long it’s become as rote as brushing one’s teeth—and they could play it for years more, ’til death do them part. But Jane has gotten to the point where she thinks she might rather die.

“Javier,” she says. “That’s funny, isn’t it?”

Dan blinks at her. “What’s funny?”

“Remember? From my book? He’s the tea sommelier.”

“Oh. Right,” Dan says. But Jane can tell he doesn’t really remember and is just being agreeable. Jane’s not entirely convinced Dan ever even read the one book that she’s managed to get published—and is that really too much to ask?

Irritation grips her and suddenly she can’t participate in their charade for one more second. She had planned to wait until they got home from dinner to share her decision. (Jane pictured them in their pajamas, perhaps when they were both facing the bathroom mirror, Dan flossing and Jane plucking her errant chin hairs, comfortable and at ease, disarmed.) But now she thinks, Why? What is she preserving? It suddenly feels like a belt that has become too tight after Thanksgiving dinner and she has to unbuckle it immediately. It would feel so good to breathe.

“So, the meat and seafood,” Dan says. “What are you thinking?”

Jane takes a deep breath. “I think we should go our separate ways.” She exhales and feels the belt loosen, the weight lift from her shoulders.

“OK, so you get the lobster galette and I’ll get the charcoal-grilled Wagyu, maybe without the supplemental foam, so we can still send Sissy to college?”

“No,” Jane says, slightly annoyed. “Well, yes. That sounds fine. I also think we should get a divorce.”

He laughs, as if they’re still engaged in witty repartee, but when he looks at Jane’s face, he becomes serious. “What?”

“Here we are. A couple of House Negronis and water for the table.” Javier sets two glass tumblers filled with bright orange liquid in front of them. “Do we have any questions, or have you made some decisions?”

Jane waits for Dan to speak, but he continues to stare at her, as if his brain has short-circuited. She takes a sip of the Negroni—it’s bitter and the gin kicks her in the back of the throat, which she typically doesn’t like, but right now it feels perfect.

Jane clears her throat. “He’ll have the Wagyu and I’ll do the lobster. And no supplements for us, please.”

“Wonderful,” Javier says, glancing at Dan once more. “I’ll leave a menu at the table so you have a road map for your dinner, and we’ll get started with the first course shortly.”

He leaves, and when they’re alone again Dan says one word: “No.”

Jane sighs. What did she think? That he was just going to say yes and then they’d eat their nine courses and laugh and clink glasses, agreeing they’d had a good run and good on them?

Well, yes. She did, actually. She thought it would be a relief not only to her, but to him, too. That they’d been at this for so long. Pretending everything was fine. Good, even.

“Dan, yes,” she says. With not exasperation but kindness. She’s feeling magnanimous now that it’s out in the open. Now that the weight has been lifted from her chest.

“Why?” he says, and he seems genuinely shocked.

She tries to pinpoint, as she has for months, where it all went wrong. They did the therapy. Well, not with a trained therapist—Dan believed sharing anything deeper than polite chitchat with a stranger was unconscionable. But the books—oh! The books!—they read The 5 Love Languages (Dan: Acts of Service, Jane: a mix between Quality Time and Physical Touch) and took the Enneagram quiz (Dan: a Reformer/Peacemaker, Jane: an Achiever/Helper) and went on Eight Dates to a Better Marriage and even plugged halfway through a tantric sex workbook. Dan went along with all of it in his good-natured way (though he drew the line at licking honey off each other—It’s so sticky! The sheets will be a mess—and Jane had to agree). Jane wasn’t sure what she had been hoping for in performing all these exercises. A breakthrough of some kind? She didn’t even know what that would look like, exactly. She just wanted . . . more.

It wasn’t that she didn’t love Dan. God, she loved him. And not in that juvenile I-love-him-but-I’m-not-IN-love-with-him way. What did that even mean? It’s something said by children who still believe love is a feeling. She loved him the only way you can love someone who you’ve been with for nearly half your life. It’s the same way you love your arm, she often thinks. Not your lungs, mind you. Your
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