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For the women who have been chosen.

And for the women who have been listed.

And for the women who have been both.

"The most expensive thing in the world is to be a woman who has been chosen by a man who could have chosen otherwise. Everyone forgets, after a while, that there was a choosing."

— Anonymous

"I shall never forget that you have made the heart of the righteous sad, whom I have not made sad."

— Ezekiel 13:22

A NOTE ON THE READER

This novel rewards the slow reader. The narrator is composed. The narrator is also unreliable in ways that do not become apparent until the second half of the book. The reader who allows the early chapters to do their patient work will be rewarded later. The reader looking for action in the first fifty pages will find it; the action is simply not where the action appears to be.
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The Funeral

Eden Marchetti has been preparing for her husband’s funeral for eleven years, in the slow and accumulating way that women married to men of a certain age and a certain risk profile prepare for things they do not yet know are coming. She has not been morbid about it. She has been thorough. She has, in the eleven years since she married Roman Marchetti at twenty-three in a small ceremony in Bermuda that was paid for by his attorney and witnessed by the attorney’s wife, slowly assembled what she will call, when she is alone in her bathroom in the morning, the funeral file: the contacts for the funeral director, the priest, the florist, the publicist, the security detail; the list of relatives by social distance from Roman; the seating chart for the wake; the music; the readings; the dress.

The dress has been hanging in the back of her closet for nine years. She bought it at a small house in Paris in 2016. It is black silk, knee-length, cut to look severe rather than slimming. It cost eleven thousand dollars. Roman never saw it. She bought it specifically so that he would never have seen it, which she had understood, even at twenty-five, was a requirement of the dress.

She is wearing it now. It is Thursday morning. The funeral is in forty minutes. The dress fits the way it fit nine years ago because Eden’s body has not, in the nine years since, been permitted to alter.

She stands in front of the long mirror in the dressing room of the Newport house at 9:47 AM and she looks at herself.

She thinks: composed.

She thinks: the right amount of grief.

She thinks: not too much eyeliner.

She is thirty-four years old. She is, by every metric the world has used to measure her since she was eighteen, a beautiful woman — the specific kind of beautiful that does not announce itself but accumulates, that requires the observer to look twice to fully register it. She has dark hair worn low at her neck. She has the symmetrical features of a face that has been, since adolescence, slightly altered in ways nobody who knows her would be able to specifically identify. She has the kind of mouth that men have, over the years, repeatedly described as cruel, which Eden has, since approximately age twenty, understood is what men say when they mean a mouth that has not, in their presence, been adequately distracted from its own thinking.

She picks up the small black handbag from the dressing table.

Inside the handbag are: a tube of clear lip balm, a folded handkerchief in the corner that has never been used, a small leather notebook in which Eden has written nothing since she was twenty-seven and that travels with her everywhere as a kind of object, the key to the house in Newport, the key to the apartment in Manhattan, the key to the house in Aspen, and an envelope.

The envelope is the one Eden received from Marcus Webb, the senior partner at Webb and Caldwell who has been Roman’s personal attorney for twenty-two years, at 4:14 PM yesterday afternoon, three days after Roman’s sailboat was found capsized off Cuttyhunk and his body was recovered eight hours later by the Coast Guard with two of his crew. Marcus had come to the Newport house in person. He had handed Eden the envelope. He had said: Roman left specific instructions that this be given to you the day before the funeral and that you read it in private. He said: I have no knowledge of its contents. He said: I am sorry, Eden. I am so very sorry.

Eden had thanked him.

She had not, in the twenty-two hours since, opened the envelope.

She has been carrying the envelope in this bag for twenty-two hours. She has been thinking about the envelope for twenty-two hours. She has decided, in the past hour, that she will open it after the funeral. She has decided that the funeral is the last clean event of her marriage and that, whatever the envelope contains, she will not allow it to colonize the funeral.

She thinks: I have been Roman Marchetti’s wife for eleven years.

She thinks: I will be Roman Marchetti’s widow in forty minutes.

She thinks: the wife is the harder job. I am ready for the demotion.

* * *
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The funeral is held at Trinity Church in Newport, which seats four hundred and twelve people and which is, by 10:14 AM on the second Thursday in September, full. There are people standing in the aisles. There are people on the lawn outside listening to the speakers. There are, Eden has been informed by her publicist, six photographers across the street with telephoto lenses.

Eden walks down the center aisle on the arm of Roman’s younger brother Theo, who is forty-one, a hedge fund manager, the only blood relative of Roman’s in attendance because both of Roman’s parents died in the 1990s and his older sister Phaedra has been institutionalized in Switzerland since 2007 for reasons Roman never fully explained to Eden and that Eden, by the third year of the marriage, had decided not to inquire further about. Theo and Eden have a polite and entirely transactional relationship that has, over the past three days, settled into the specific cooperation of two adults who understand that the next twelve weeks are going to require them to perform a number of difficult tasks together and that they should not, during the performance, allow their actual feelings about each other to become an issue.

They sit. The service begins.

Eden listens to the eulogies the way she has listened to most things in the past eleven years, which is with the specific quality of attention of a woman who has trained herself to take in information without producing visible response. The priest speaks for nine minutes. Theo speaks for six. A man named Carter Vance, who was Roman’s closest friend from Princeton, speaks for eleven minutes and produces, by the eighth minute, the only moment of genuine grief in the room — a small catch in his voice when he describes a sailing trip the two of them took to Maine in 2003, which causes Eden, sitting four feet away from him, to register that Carter Vance loved her husband in a way Roman’s wife had not been required to, and that the loss in this church is, for one man at least, a personal one.

Then Roman’s sister-in-law from his first marriage — a woman named Inez whose presence on the program had been a small concession Eden had to negotiate with Theo — reads a passage from a book of Greek philosophy that Roman, by Inez’s account, had loved.

Eden registers each of these speeches.

She also registers, in the third pew on the right, a woman she does not recognize. Mid-forties, blonde, in a black coat that costs the same as Eden’s dress, sitting alone, looking at the front of the church with the specific composure of a woman who has not been invited.

Eden does not, in the moment, place her.

She files her.

She files the woman the same way she files everything she has filed for eleven years — in the specific internal compartment that she has, since approximately age twenty-five, started to think of, with a self-mockery she allows herself only in her own mind, as the wife’s ledger.

The wife’s ledger contains: the names of every woman who has, at every social function in eleven years, looked at Roman in a way that required Eden to make an internal note; the names of every woman she has subsequently determined was a problem; the names of every woman she has subsequently determined was not a problem; the names of every woman whose look she could not, on the available evidence, immediately categorize, and who has therefore been held in the unresolved column of the ledger pending further information.

The wife’s ledger has, over eleven years, accumulated 184 entries.

Eden has not, in eleven years, told anyone that she keeps the ledger.

She thinks: the woman in the third pew is entry 185.

She turns her attention back to the eulogy.

The service ends at 11:31 AM. The recessional plays. Eden walks back down the aisle on Theo’s arm. She passes the woman in the third pew on the right. The woman does not look up. Eden does not look at her directly. They both know not to. Eden files this also — the not-looking, by both of them, in the same instant. The mutual recognition of the protocol.

The wake is at the Newport house. Three hundred and forty people. Catered by a firm Eden has used for nine years. The conversation is the conversation. The food is the food. The drinks are the drinks. Eden does her job, which is to receive condolences with the precise quality of composure that the situation calls for, and at 4:47 PM, when the last guests have left, she takes the envelope out of her handbag and she carries it upstairs to her dressing room and she closes the door.

She sits on the chaise.

She opens the envelope.
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