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For every woman who loved a man she had to re-learn.
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CHAPTER ONE

	The Anniversary Dinner

	The table was set for twelve and Cara had put white roses in every vase, the kind with petals so dense and folded over themselves they looked more like origami than flowers. I remember thinking that—standing at the edge of the room in my black dress, champagne glass tilted in my hand—that they were beautiful in an almost architectural way. My husband's word. That things could be beautiful and structural at once.

	

	Cole found me before I'd taken a sip. He came through the crowd the way he always did at parties: with direction, without hurrying, reading the geometry of the room and moving through it like he'd designed the floor plan. He'd worn the dark grey suit I'd bought him two Christmases ago, the one that made his shoulders look like a decision.

	

	"You're standing in the corner," he said.

	

	"I'm not in the corner. I'm adjacent to the corner. There's a significant aesthetic distinction."

	

	He smiled, that slow-arriving smile that started in his eyes before it made it to his mouth. Eight years and it still did something specific to my chest. That shouldn't be the case by eight years, my friend Jess had told me once, half-joking. It means you married well or you married stupid. I'd never asked her which she thought it was.

	

	"Cara looks beautiful," I said.

	

	"She does." He looked across the room to where Cara and Ben stood near the window, her head tipped into his shoulder, the city spread behind them in all its indifferent brilliance. Second anniversary. They'd rented out the private dining room of the hotel where they'd had their reception, and every surface glittered with that particular glamour that comes from money spent tastefully. "You look better," Cole added.

	

	"You have to say that."

	

	"I have to say a lot of things. That one I mean." He kissed my temple. He smelled of cedar and something warmer underneath, the specific smell of him that I'd never been able to name except as him. I leaned in a fraction. Just a fraction. The muscle memory of a long marriage.

	

	That's what I remember from the beginning of the night. The roses. The suit. The way he still found me first in every room.

	

	I didn't register Serena until after the first course.

	✦  ✦  ✦

	She was seated at the far end of the table, between a man I didn't know and one of Ben's colleagues from his firm. I noticed her the way you notice someone whose assembly is deliberately understated—dark hair pinned back, charcoal dress, no jewellery except small earrings that caught the candlelight once, twice, and then went still. She was talking to the man on her left and laughing at something he'd said, her hand lifting briefly to touch her collarbone. A composed gesture. Self-contained.

	

	I didn't connect her to Cole. Not yet. I didn't know there was a connection to make.

	

	Cole was on my right, talking to Marcus across the table—Marcus who was always the loudest person in any room by simple virtue of occupying it so fully, who could make a conversation about quarterly reports sound like an adventure he was personally thrilled to be on. Cole loved that about his brother. I loved it about Marcus too, but from a comfortable distance. I was eating the salmon and half-listening and watching the room the way I always did: cataloguing it. This was what I did at my gallery every day, reading the weight and placement of things, understanding how objects and people occupied space together.

	

	It was perhaps inevitable that I would eventually look to the far end of the table and notice what was absent rather than what was present.

	

	Cole had not looked at the woman in the charcoal dress.

	

	Not once.

	

	In a room of twelve people over two hours of dinner, you look at everyone eventually. The candlelight invites it. The wine relaxes the eyes. I had looked at her twice, three times, simply because she was there and because the cut of her dress was interesting against the warm lighting. Cole had not looked at her at all.

	

	I turned to my husband. He was pouring more wine into my glass without being asked, attentive in that way he'd been for the past year and a half—quietly, persistently attentive, as though he were practicing something. I'd thought it meant we were finally coming back to each other after the hard years. I'd felt grateful for it. Chosen.

	

	I watched his face as he set the bottle down.

	

	He wasn't looking at her. He was very much not looking at her.

	

	I filed it. The way I filed everything. Neatly and without comment, in the part of my mind where I kept things I didn't yet know what to do with.

	✦  ✦  ✦

	After dinner, when the table fractured into smaller conversations and someone put music on, I found myself near the window talking to Cara's colleague Priya about a small-works show I was planning at the gallery for autumn. It was the kind of conversation I could have half-asleep—nodding, responding, sounding engaged while some cooler, quieter part of me tracked the room.

	

	Cole was at the bar with Marcus and two other men. Laughing. Open-postured. He glanced at me once and I raised my glass a fraction. He raised his.

	

	The woman in the charcoal dress was by the window at the far end, speaking to Cara. They knew each other—evidently well enough that Cara touched her arm when she laughed. A colleague, then. Someone from the events company, perhaps. I didn't ask.

	

	She looked up, once, in Cole's direction.

	

	He was already looking somewhere else.

	

	There was nothing in it. Or there was everything in it, constructed to look like nothing. I had spent fifteen years learning to read rooms and I could not have told you which. That was the most honest thing I can say about that night: I wasn't sure. I was only attentive, the way you are when something in your peripheral vision moves and you can't yet tell whether it's wind or something with intention.

	✦  ✦  ✦

	On the way home in the cab, Cole held my hand.

	

	Not performatively, not for an audience. Just picked it up off my knee and held it, thumb tracing the side of mine in the absent way he'd always had. The city slid past the windows. It was nearly midnight and the streets still glittered, the way New York always did—refusing to go dark entirely, too vain or too afraid.

	

	"Good night," he said. Not a question.

	

	"Good night," I said. Also not a question.

	

	He turned to look at me. The cab light was poor and intermittent but I could see his face clearly enough: the line of his jaw, the slight tiredness around his eyes, the way he looked at me sometimes like he was taking stock of something. Like he was doing inventory.

	

	"I'm glad we came," he said.

	

	"Me too."

	

	That was all. He turned back to the window. I turned back to mine. His thumb kept moving against my hand in the dark.

	

	I thought: I love this man. Even after everything—after the year we almost didn't survive, after the silences that lasted too long and the arguments that left marks—I still loved him with the particular, exhausting, muscle-deep love of someone who had chosen to stay and meant it. Whose choice had cost something and so meant something.

	

	I thought: we are going to be alright.

	

	I was so profoundly, catastrophically wrong.

	

	But I didn't know that yet. On that night, in that cab, with the city behind the glass and his hand in mine, I was still a woman with a marriage she believed in.

	

	I was still that woman for another three days.

	 


CHAPTER TWO

	What We Built

	Sunday morning light does something particular to our apartment. It comes in from the east-facing kitchen windows around seven-thirty and turns everything it touches a specific shade of pale gold that has no equivalent I've found in any pigment, any paint swatch, any artist's palette. It's the colour of something ending and beginning simultaneously. I've never said this to Cole because it sounds like the kind of thing people say when they're auditioning for a feeling rather than having one. But it's true. That light is true.

	
	The morning after Ben and Cara's dinner, I woke before him.

	
	This was not unusual. I had been an early waker my entire adult life, my body convinced that sleeping past six constituted some kind of moral failure. Cole, by contrast, could sleep with a profligacy that had fascinated me from the first. Even in the worst periods of our marriage—and there had been worst periods, there had been a year that thinned us both to something barely recognisable—he slept. He surfaced slowly, reluctantly, like something being retrieved from deep water.

	
	I watched him sleep for a moment. I still did that, occasionally. It was a holdover from the early years, when I had not yet believed entirely in my own luck.

	
	We had met at a gallery opening—mine, which was not as romantic as it sounded since I was working it rather than attending it, moving through the crowd in my professional capacity while a former colleague whose work we were showing got progressively drunk on his own success. Cole had been there with a client, which he told me forty minutes into our conversation, after I'd already decided I wanted to talk to him for the rest of the evening. He was the kind of man who listened like he was building something from what you said. Attentive in an architectural way: load-bearing attention, nothing decorative about it.

	
	We were engaged inside eighteen months. Married in a ceremony so intimate and particular to us—twenty guests, a rented room above a wine bar in the West Village, my mother crying through the vows in the way Lebanese mothers cry, which is to say copiously and without embarrassment—that I still thought of it as something we'd made rather than something we'd done.

	
	The hard years came later. Gradually, the way real things tend to come, not all at once but in accumulation: his work demanding more, my work demanding more, the distance between two busy people who love each other but have forgotten to say so. We had no children—a decision we'd made and then spent three years quietly revisiting and then made again, finally, with more peace—and so there was no third party to enforce closeness, no little creature whose needs overrode our own entropy. Just the two of us and the space that had grown between us so slowly that by the time I noticed it, I was standing in the
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