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​Chapter One - Everything in Its Place
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The coffee was ready at 7:14.

Mika knew this without checking the clock because she had set the machine the night before, as she always did, with the same quiet efficiency she brought to most things: the filters, the grounds measured to the half-gram, the timer adjusted for the fact that Sunday mornings ran four minutes slower than weekday mornings in this apartment, which she had determined empirically over the course of their three years here and accepted as a fixed condition of the space, like the way the third floorboard from the bathroom door creaked or the way afternoon light hit the kitchen counter at an angle that made everything look briefly golden and then didn't.

She poured her cup before the machine had quite finished and listened to it hiss its mild complaint and stood at the counter and looked out at the street.

Sunday. The city was doing its Sunday thing: slower, softer at the edges, the particular quality of morning light that suggested everyone had agreed, collectively, to begin a little later. A man walked a very old dog past the building. Someone on the floor above was playing music she couldn't quite identify, something with a lot of piano. A cab sat at the corner with its light off.

She drank her coffee.

The apartment was clean. It was always clean, but on Sunday mornings it achieved a specific quality of order that Mika found genuinely satisfying—every surface clear, the throw blanket on the couch folded with its edge aligned to the cushion seam, the stack of books on the coffee table arranged by height because there was no reason not to. She had done none of this consciously. It had simply happened the way it always happened, her hands finding disorder and correcting it while the rest of her was elsewhere, thinking about something else or thinking about nothing at all.

Cole was in the other room.

She could hear him: the low murmur of something on his phone, the shift of weight on the mattress. He was a late sleeper on weekends, which she had once found charming and now found simply characteristic, one of the many things she knew about him the way you know the dimensions of a room you've lived in long enough—not because you measured it, but because you have stopped running into the walls.

Seven years. Three married. She had been twenty-five when they met at a rooftop party she hadn't wanted to go to, thrown by a colleague she barely liked, and Cole had handed her a drink she didn't ask for and said something dry about the view and she had laughed, genuinely, in a way she hadn't expected. He was easy, Cole. Easy in the way of someone who moved through the world without bracing for it, and she had found that remarkable then, and then familiar, and then she wasn't sure when it had become simply the weather.

She set her cup down on the counter and noticed that it left a ring on the marble, which she wiped immediately with the cloth she kept folded over the handle of the oven door.

His phone was face-down on the counter.

She noticed this because she noticed things. It was not a deliberate skill—or rather, it had once been deliberate and had long since become automatic, like the way a surgeon's hands remember their training even when the mind is elsewhere. She noticed the phone because it was face-down and his phone was usually face-up because Cole had no particular habit of concealment and never had, or hadn't, or she had not noticed that he had, which were three different things and she did not spend time deciding which was true.

She did not pick it up.

She refilled her coffee and moved to the living room and sat in the chair by the window, the one that got the best morning light. She had a book open on the side table—she was always, technically, in the middle of a book—and she picked it up and found her page and read three sentences before she realized she had read them already, yesterday, and retained nothing of them, and read them again and retained nothing still.

She put the book down.

Through the bedroom door she could hear Cole shift again. A pause. The low, brief sound of a text notification, and then the particular quality of silence that followed it, which was different from the silence before it in a way she couldn't have articulated but felt, the way you feel a pressure change before rain.

She picked up her book.

"Morning."

Cole was in the doorway, in the grey t-shirt he always slept in, hair unbrushed, looking sleep-warm and familiar. He smiled at her—the easy Cole smile, the one she had first noticed at the rooftop party, uncalculated and open—and she smiled back because that was what you did, because it cost her nothing, because she loved him in the uncomplicated way she had always loved him, which was to say completely and without drama and without quite knowing, anymore, what it was made of.

"Coffee's ready," she said.

"I know, you're a marvel." He crossed to the kitchen. She heard the cabinet, the pour.

"Anything on today?" she called.

"Might see Seb later. You?"

"Gia, probably. She owes me lunch."

"Tell her I said." He reappeared with his mug and stood in the middle of the living room doing what he often did on Sunday mornings, which was exist in a room without quite landing in it, as if he were waiting to decide where he wanted to be.

She watched him.

He had a quality, Cole—she had noticed it more lately, or had been noticing it differently lately, which was the same thing—a quality of being slightly elsewhere. Present in the room and elsewhere at the same time. She had put it down to the project he was managing, which was running three weeks over and had been absorbing him in ways work usually didn't. She had put it down to a lot of things, in the way that you put things down when you are not yet ready to pick them up and look at them properly.

"The frame's crooked," she said.

He looked at the wall. The small framed print above the bookshelf—nothing remarkable, a minimalist piece she'd had since before they met—was tilted a degree or two to the left. She could see it from where she was sitting, had been able to see it since yesterday, had been watching it without addressing it in the way that small things sometimes wait.

"Is it?" Cole squinted at it. "Looks fine to me."

She stood up and crossed to it and straightened it with two fingers. Stood back. Considered it.

"It was already level," Cole said, not unkindly.

She looked at it. He was almost right. It had been very nearly level before she touched it. She had made it level now, which was a different thing, and she was not certain there was a practical difference but she was certain that there was a difference.

"It's fine now," she said.

She sat back down. Cole finished his coffee and disappeared into the bedroom again, and she heard the shower start, and she picked up her book and found her page and this time read the whole paragraph and understood none of it, and outside the man with the old dog was gone and the piano upstairs had shifted to something else, something slower.

She sat in her clean apartment with her precisely prepared coffee and her open book and she was, she was nearly certain, fine.

His phone was still face-down on the counter.

She did not look at it.

She thought about the anniversary dinner Thursday—the reservation was made, the restaurant chosen, the small and particular pleasure of a plan executed in advance. Seven years. She thought she should feel something large about that and found she felt something medium, which was comfortable, which was sufficient, which was what long and stable things became when they had been long and stable for long enough. This was not a complaint. This was just what it was.

The shower ran.

She straightened a stack of magazines on the coffee table that did not need straightening and told herself she was not anxious and was not anxious, she was certain, only alert in the way she was always alert, which was a constitutional trait and nothing more.

Her coffee had gone slightly cold.

She drank it anyway.

Everything was in its place. She had made sure of it.
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​Chapter Two - A Good Wife
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The risotto took forty minutes if you did it properly, and Dianne always did it properly.

This was not a point of pride so much as a point of practice—she had learned early that cooking was one of the few things where the effort was entirely visible in the result, where you could not shortcut the stirring or rush the wine or decide the shallots were close enough and have it come out right. People thought cooking was intuitive. Dianne knew it was faith. You stood at the stove and you added the stock one ladle at a time and you trusted that if you kept doing the right things in the right order, it would become what it was supposed to be.

She had made this particular risotto twenty-three times. She knew this because she kept a small notebook in the kitchen drawer where she noted what she cooked for company and what she changed each time, and the risotto had accumulated twenty-three entries over four years of dinner parties, each with a small variation flagged and a small note on the result. Tonight's would be the twenty-fourth. She had added preserved lemon. She thought it would work.

"Smells incredible," said Monica Adler, appearing in the kitchen doorway with her wine glass.

"Twenty minutes," Dianne said. "Go be sociable. I have it."

Monica, who was Jerome's youngest sister and who treated their home with the comfortable familiarity of someone who had been invited enough times to stop knocking, leaned against the doorframe and refused to move. "I am being sociable. I'm socializing with you."

"You're watching me stir."

"It's meditative."

Dianne laughed. She was good at this—at the easy warmth of it, at making the kitchen feel like the place people wanted to end up even when the living room was full. She had been good at it since her mother's house, since she was eight years old and understood that the kitchen was where the real conversations happened, where the formality of the table hadn't settled in yet and people said true things because their hands were busy and they weren't looking at each other directly.

She added stock. She stirred.

Through the pass-through she could see the living room: Jerome at the head of the conversation cluster, which was where he always was, his voice carrying the specific cadence of someone making a point he was confident in. He was good at dinner parties in a different way than she was—where she warmed the room, he commanded it, and together they produced the particular alchemy of an evening that felt both effortless and considered. People always said, afterward, that the Adlers threw the best dinners. Dianne always accepted this and knew that she and Jerome meant different things by it.

He glanced across the room and found her watching him and smiled.

She smiled back.

It was a warm smile, Jerome's. She had loved it for six years—that specific upward curl, quick and real, the one he saved for her across crowded rooms. She read it, as she always read it, as: I see you. I know you're there. She had always thought that was what love looked like in practice: the being-seen across a room, the small flag of acknowledgment that said I know where you are without requiring a word.

She turned back to the risotto.

"Is Petra coming?" Monica asked.

"She said eight-thirty."

"She'll be late."

"She's always late."

"Jerome hates that."

"Jerome hates a lot of things punctually," Dianne said, which made Monica laugh, which was the right response, the one she had calibrated the comment for without quite thinking about the calibration. She was good at that too. Knowing what a room needed and providing it at the right moment, which was not performance so much as a deeply ingrained instinct for social weather. She had always been able to feel when the temperature of a room was dropping and adjust before anyone else noticed.

She tasted the risotto. Added salt. Added a little more.

This was what she was good at. She had thought about this, in the idle way she thought about most things—while driving, while waiting for files to load at the studio, in that twenty-minute window between waking and properly waking when her mind ran without friction. She was good at loving people. At making them feel like the room got warmer when they arrived, at remembering the small things that made people feel held—the drink orders, the follow-up questions, the specific way each person needed to be asked how they were.

Jerome said she was too much, sometimes. Not cruelly—it wasn't in Jerome to be cruel about something he'd said himself. He said it affectionately, the way you'd say someone was too much about a quality you found both exhausting and essential. Too warm, too attentive, too present. She had always thought he was wrong. You could not be too present for the people you loved. That was the whole point of it.

She plated the risotto.

The dinner was good. She knew it was good the way she always knew, not from the compliments—though there were compliments, specific and genuine ones, the kind people made when they meant them—but from the quality of the table. The way the conversation kept circling back instead of moving linearly on. The way Monica and Jerome's colleague, whose name she'd been given three times and kept losing, ended up in a twenty-minute side conversation about documentary filmmaking that had nothing to do with anything but everything to do with the specific freedom of a table where people felt comfortable enough to wander.

Jerome refilled her wine glass without asking. A small thing. She noticed it.

She was, she thought, happy.

She sat at the table she had set, in the home she had furnished, among people she had invited and fed, next to the man she loved, and she was happy. The word sat in her chest comfortably, the way a word does when you have held it often enough that it's settled into the shape of you.

Except.

She finished the thought before she could stop it: except sometimes, late in an evening like this one, she caught herself watching Jerome and feeling—not dissatisfied, nothing so clear as that. Something more like the feeling of looking at a photograph that is very good and realizing you can't remember the moment it captured. Like happiness described rather than felt. Like the aftertaste of something without the taste of the thing itself.

She picked up her wine.

Across the table, Jerome was laughing at something Monica had said. His laugh was real—she knew his real laugh, had catalogued the difference between his social laugh and his real one over six years of careful, involuntary attention—and she watched him and felt a wash of genuine warmth for him, uncomplicated and true. She loved him. She was certain of this. She loved him the way she had always loved the people she chose to love: wholly, with her whole self, everything fully committed.

She had always thought this was her best quality.

Later, after the plates were cleared and the guests had filed out into the night with their full stomachs and their carried-forward conversations, after Monica had hugged her twice and promised to text about the recipe and Jerome had seen everyone to the door with his usual easy warmth—after all of it, Dianne stood at the sink and washed the risotto pan by hand because it needed it and because she had never been able to leave a kitchen messy at the end of an evening, it bothered something fundamental in her.

She washed. She hummed, without choosing to hum, something low and tuneless.

Jerome had gone to bed.

He often went to bed before she finished the kitchen, which was fine, which she had never minded, which was simply the rhythm of their evenings. He worked early. She was a night person. These were known and accommodated facts of their marriage the way all the known and accommodated facts were: the risotto notebook, the memory of drink orders, the way she always made sure every person in a room felt seen.

She rinsed the pan and set it to dry.

She was happy.

The word sat in her chest. She turned it over, examined it the way she sometimes examined things without meaning to, and found that it was mostly true. Mostly. There was something underneath it that she could not quite name, some faint asymmetry, a picture frame that was almost level but not quite.

She didn't look at it directly.

She dried her hands on the kitchen towel and turned off the light and went to bed.

She was, she decided. Happy. Jerome had said she was too much, and she had always thought he was wrong about that.

She still thought so, falling asleep.

She thought so.
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The restaurant was Cole's choice, which was how she knew he felt guilty about something.

Mika didn't examine this conclusion too closely. Cole chose restaurants twice a year: for her birthday and for their anniversary, and both times he chose somewhere nicer than necessary and seemed pleased with himself about it, and both times the niceness of the restaurant corresponded, she had noticed, to whatever he had been distracted about in the weeks preceding it. The guilt restaurant was not a new phenomenon. She had simply never applied the label out loud.

This one was Italian, quietly excellent, the kind of place that didn't need to perform its quality. She had been once before, two years ago, for a colleague's promotion celebration, and she had remembered it because the food was exactly what it claimed to be and the lighting made everyone look like they were in the middle of a good decade. The maître d' recognized Cole, which meant Cole had been here before without her, which was fine, which was simply information.

"You look beautiful," Cole said, across the table, and meant it in the easy way he meant most things.

"You look nice too."

He did. He always did. Cole had the kind of face that held up well—strong jaw, warm eyes, the sort of looks that improved with age rather than fading from whatever peak they'd arrived at. She had thought, when she met him, that he was almost too handsome, the kind of handsome that made people lazy because they didn't have to work at being noticed. She had been wrong about that. Cole worked, in his way, at most things.

They ordered. She got the pasta because she always got the pasta here. He got the fish and then changed to the pasta and then changed back to the fish. She watched this without comment because she had watched it for seven years and it was entirely characteristic—Cole deliberating over small choices the way he rarely deliberated over large ones. He was decisive about what mattered, or at least about what he had decided mattered, and negotiated everything else with the mild good humor of someone who understood the stakes were low.

The wine came. It was good. She noted this without dwelling on it.

"Seven years," he said, lifting his glass.

"Seven years," she agreed.

They clinked. She thought about the rooftop party, which she always thought about on their anniversary, which she suspected she would think about for the rest of her life regardless of what happened, because it was the kind of moment that got stamped into you—the drink she didn't ask for, his dry comment about the view, the specific quality of his attention that had made her feel, for the first time in a long time, like she was interesting. Cole had always made her feel interesting. It was possibly his best quality.

She had a type, Gia had told her once, drunk and affectionate at a bar. You're attracted to people who pay attention to you. Like really pay attention. Because you pay attention to everyone and most people don't notice you doing it, and Cole noticed. It was not a criticism. It was, Gia had said, an extremely specific and possibly inconvenient thing to be attracted to, because people who pay attention were rare and you'd had the bad luck of finding one early.

She thought about that now, watching him read the menu he had already ordered from.

"How's the project?" she said.

"Getting there." He looked up. "Sorry—I know I've been distracted."

"You're always distracted by the third week over."

"Unflattering that you have data on this."

"I have data on everything," she said. "It's a condition."

He smiled. And there it was again, the thing about Cole she had always found disarming—the way his smile was immediate and unguarded and made you feel like you were the person who had caused it, specifically, like it was a smile assembled just for you and couldn't have existed otherwise.

She loved him. She was sure she loved him. The specific shape of it had changed over seven years the way the shape of most long-term things changed, settling from something bright and demanding into something quieter and load-bearing, something you noticed less and depended on more. That was not a diminishment. That was what love became when it survived long enough.

His phone buzzed on the table.

He glanced at it—a reflex, not a choice—and then turned it face-down. She noticed the turn. She noticed the barely-there adjustment in his posture, the slight shift that was not quite tension and not quite ease. She filed it. She did not remark on it because it was a dinner for their anniversary and she was not, she had decided, going to remark on things tonight. She had a gift, her mother had told her once, for remarking on things at the wrong moment. She was practicing restraint.

"Tell me something good," she said.

He looked at her. The question was an old one between them—she had started it, years ago, when she'd noticed that their dinners were drifting toward debrief rather than conversation, and he had picked it up with the same easy willingness he brought to most of her requests. It meant: not work, not logistics, not the maintenance conversation. Something real.

"I saw a kid today," Cole said, "on the subway. Maybe ten years old. He was reading Dune. The actual book, not a comic or a graphic novel, just the actual Dune, which is—I don't know, at ten that book destroyed me. I wanted to ask him where he was in it."

"Did you?"

"Obviously not. You don't talk to strangers' children on the subway without an intermediary." He paused. "Also he had headphones on. But the sentiment stands."

She smiled. This was Cole at his best—the small observations, the genuine delight in ordinary
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