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	ONE

	I could still read his body from the family box, two hundred feet up and half a rink away.

	That was the cruelty no one warned you about. You could lose the life and never stop knowing the man — every old fracture, every compensation, the whole private language his body spoke whether he meant it to or not. Twelve years ago I had been the one taping that body back together at six in the morning. Now I sat above it in a glass box, in a dress a stylist had chosen, and I watched Erik Sutton skate his opening-night lap, and I read him the way I used to read an MRI.

	He was favoring the left hip.

	Nobody else in the building could have caught it. Nineteen thousand people on their feet, the goal horn still dying in the rafters, and to all of them he was exactly what the scoreboard promised — CAPTAIN, forty feet tall, jaw like a shut door, the man whose face sold watches and whose marriage sold a home-insurance company that ran ads about protecting what matters most. But I had spent the best years of my life learning to find the flaw underneath the grace, and the flaw was there. A half-beat slow coming off the left edge. A man keeping weight off a joint and trusting the cameras to call it effortless.

	Thirty-four years old. A contract year. A hip that had started to lie to him.

	I knew it the way you know weather.

	“He looks incredible,” Whitney said beside me, not looking at him at all, looking at her phone. “Tell him I said he looks incredible.”

	“I’ll pass it along,” I said.

	Whitney Voss had been a captain’s wife twice over, in two cities, and she wore it like a rank. She had taught me, my first year, which fork to use at the foundation galas and which questions you never asked in the wives’ room, and I had been grateful then, the way you’re grateful to anyone who hands you a map of a country you’ve been deported to.

	The anthem started, and the box went still and reverent around us, a row of beautiful women in good coats with their hands over their hearts, performing belief.

	I’d had a name before I was Marin Sutton. Marin Hale, ATC — the letters stood for athletic trainer, certified, and they had meant I could walk into any training room in the league and belong there, that I could watch a man cross a gym and tell you what would tear before it tore. I’d been twenty-four and good at it and on my way to being great when Erik got the call-up that moved us the first time, and then the trade that moved us again, and somewhere in all that moving I had folded the letters up small and put them away. Two careers can’t both follow the schedule of a sport, and only one of ours had ever been the one we organized our lives around. I told myself it was temporary. I told myself a great many things. The tape kit was still in a box in a closet in a house we’d sold two cities ago.

	For nine seasons there had been a thing between Erik and me. Small. Ours. Wherever I sat — the nosebleeds in the lean years, the glass in the fat ones — he would find me in the last half-second before the puck dropped and touch two fingers to the cage of his helmet. I’m here. You’re here. He did it in juniors before anyone was watching, and in his first NHL game with his hands shaking, and the night we got married at a courthouse on a road trip with two linesmen for witnesses, tapping the brim of a borrowed cap instead.

	Tonight he found the camera.

	The red light on the rail-cam, the one feeding the jumbotron, the one that would cut to me three seconds later so the building could watch the captain’s wife smile. He touched two fingers to his chest, to the C stitched over his heart, and nineteen thousand people made a sound like the sea, and on the big screen my own face arrived, luminous and right on cue, doing the thing it had learned to do.

	I smiled. I had gotten very good at it. I had a smile that went all the way to the eyes and meant nothing at all, and I have never been more ashamed of any skill I own.

	The puck dropped. The building broke open into noise. And I sat in my borrowed dress in the country I’d been deported to and watched the man I used to know protect a joint he believed no one could see, and I thought, the way I’d been thinking it for longer than I let myself count — I don’t live here anymore. I just haven’t told anyone yet.

	Hadley found me at the first intermission with two plastic cups of bad chardonnay and the only real face in the room.

	“You looked unreal on the board,” she said, handing me one. “I hate you. Also Paige in 114 says the watch people are extending the campaign through the playoffs, so brace for a whole new round of you and Erik gazing at each other over breakfast.”

	“We don’t gaze,” I said. “We have never once gazed.”

	“That’s why they shoot forty takes.” She grinned. She was twenty-six, married to a rookie defenseman who still looked startled to be paid for this, and she hadn’t been in the life long enough to lie with her whole body yet. I liked her so much it frightened me, because liking her felt like the first honest thing I’d done in a year. “How’s the hip?”

	I looked at her.

	“Don’t,” she said, dropping her voice, delighted and conspiratorial. “I’m not supposed to know there’s a hip. Tom told me there’s a hip. Apparently the captain’s been a ghost at practice and they brought in some new performance person to keep him upright through the contract year. Very hush-hush. Very the brand depends on it.”

	The brand depends on it. I had heard Diane Keller from the team’s communications office use that exact phrase about the date of my wedding anniversary.

	“I didn’t know about a new performance person,” I said, and I heard, from somewhere far off, that my voice had gone careful.

	I want to be honest about the order of things, because later everyone would assume I was a fool, and maybe I was, but I was not a fool all at once. I was a fool in the specific way of a woman who had stopped letting herself look directly at her own life.

	“Couple of weeks? Before camp broke.” Hadley shrugged, already onto the next thing, scanning the room for her own husband’s name in someone else’s mouth. “Anyway. You’re coming to the opener thing in the family room after, right? Hal wants the whole picture-perfect roster of us standing around looking blessed.”

	“I’m always there,” I said.

	I was always there. That was, more or less, the entire content of my job.

	They won, four to two. Erik picked up the primary assist on the dagger and did not fight, which the beat writers would call leadership and which I knew meant the hip wouldn’t let him, and afterward the family room filled with the particular warmth of a good home opener — kids drowning in souvenir jerseys, the smell of catered sliders, a step-and-repeat banner with the watch logo and the team logo and, smaller, the home-insurance one, so that every photo taken tonight would help protect what mattered most.

	He came to me across the room the way he always did now, with intention, along a path everyone could see. Showered, in the gray suit, the captaincy still on him even out of the sweater. He set a hand at the small of my back for the cameras and leaned down, and his mouth landed near my ear, warm and expensive and automatic.

	“Good game?” he said.

	“You’re a half-step slow off the left edge,” I said quietly, smiling for the room. “You’ll grind that joint to nothing by March if you keep covering it instead of resting it.”

	He drew back an inch and looked at me, and for one second something moved behind his face that I almost recognized — something from the years when I had been the person who knew his body better than he did, and that knowing had been a tenderness instead of a trespass. Then it closed.

	“That’s actually who I wanted you to meet,” he said, and turned, and his voice changed. Got easy. Got bright. Slid into a register I didn’t yet have a name for. “Marin. This is Brynn. Brynn Wilde — she’s the new performance coach. Brynn, my wife.”

	She was maybe twenty-eight. Sharp, quick-eyed, dressed like a woman who worked for a living and not like the women in the good coats — and that, God help me, was the thing I noticed first and liked, that she looked like me. Like the version of me who used to carry a tape kit and a stopwatch and a place in a building like this that she had earned. She put out her hand and I took it, and she said all the right things — so good to finally meet you, he never stops talking about you — and her grip was firm and her smile was warm and she did not quite hold my eyes for as long as the sentence needed.

	I am a person who reads bodies. It is the one thing I never stopped being.

	I read the half-inch of air Erik was keeping between his shoulder and hers, too deliberate, the careful spacing of two people who have learned exactly how close they are allowed to stand. I read the way her gaze went to him on the word wife and came back a beat late. I read the bright, unfamiliar register in my husband’s voice and understood, somewhere underneath the part of me that was still smiling, that I had heard it before. A long time ago. Pointed at me.

	And I would like to tell you that I knew, right then, standing under a banner that promised to protect what mattered most.

	I didn’t. Or I did, and I did the thing I had become so good at that it had eaten twelve years of my life: I looked away from it. I smiled all the way to my eyes. I said, “It’s lovely to meet you. Take care of him — he won’t take care of himself,” and a flashbulb caught the three of us, and somewhere that photograph still exists. The captain, and his wife, and the woman he was sleeping with. All of us blessed. All of us protected. All of us looking right at the camera.

	I told myself it was nothing.

	It was the last lie I got to believe for free.

	 

	
 

	TWO

	I flew out on a Tuesday because of his hip, which was true, and because I could not survive one more night of watching him on a screen, which was also true, and by then the two reasons had grown so far into each other that I’d stopped trying to tell them apart.

	He had been gone twelve days. A six-game road swing through the soft middle of the schedule, the kind that used to be survivable and now felt like proof of something. Every night I watched on the couch with the sound low, and every night the hip was worse — a degree more careful, a half-second more honest about what it was costing him. By the fourth game he wasn’t taking the wide turns anymore. By the fifth he was getting his shifts shortened and the broadcast was calling it load management and I was sitting in the dark of a house too big for one person, my hands aching to do the only thing they had ever been built to do.

	So I packed the kit.

	It was the same kit. That was the part I couldn’t explain to anyone, that the tape and the tools and the little roll of felt were the same ones I’d folded away a decade ago, that I had carried them through six moves without once opening the box, the way you carry a language you no longer speak because throwing it out would be throwing out the person who learned it. I packed it, and I booked the last seat on the evening flight, and I told myself I was going to look at his hip. I let that be the whole reason, all the way to the airport.

	The truth underneath the truth was smaller and worse. I missed him. Not the captain, not the brand, not the man who found the camera. I missed the boy who used to touch two fingers to his helmet and mean I’m here. I had spent a year not letting myself reach toward him because the reaching had stopped being answered, and somewhere over the dark middle of the country I decided I would reach one more time. I would let myself into his room and I would put my hands on the joint that was failing him and I would be, for one night, the wife who mattered to him in a way the cameras would never understand.

	I texted Denny from team services from the gate. Surprising Erik on the road — can you sort me a key at the hotel? Don’t tell him.

	The reply came back in under a minute, a thumbs-up and a room number. Of course it did. I was the captain’s wife. No one ever questioned where I was allowed to go. I would think about that later, much later — how easily the machine handed me a key, how many people it must have taken to keep a secret from the one person it should never have been kept from, and how I’d walked through all of them on a thumbs-up because I was exactly who I appeared to be.

	The hotel was the kind they always were now, glass and hush and a lobby that smelled like money pretending to be calm. The desk gave me a key against my ID without a flicker. I rode up alone with the kit on my shoulder, and I let myself into 1408, and I stood in the dark of my husband’s room and felt, for the first time in longer than I could name, something almost like hope.

	It was a good room. A suite, because he was the captain. City light came through the wall of window, enough to see by, and I didn’t turn on the lamps because I still thought I was going to surprise him, still thought the worst thing that could happen tonight was that he’d be tired and short with me and I’d have flown two thousand miles to tape a hip and sleep on my own side of a strange bed.

	I set the kit on the end of the mattress. I sat down beside it. I rehearsed it, the way you rehearse anything you’re afraid to want — what I’d say when he came in, how I’d keep it light, don’t panic, it’s just me, sit down and let me look at you. I practiced the smile and then made myself stop, because I didn’t want the smile that meant nothing. I wanted the other one. I’d half forgotten I still had it.

	I don’t know how long I sat there. Long enough that the city went quiet below me. Long enough that I started to feel foolish, a grown woman in the dark with a tackle box of decade-old tape, waiting to be useful to a man who’d stopped asking.

	Then the lock beeped.

	The door swung open and the hallway light came in, hard and white, and I started to stand, I started to say his name, it’s just me already in my mouth —

	and he wasn’t alone.

	They came in close. That was the first thing my body understood, before any of the rest of me caught up — the closeness, the wrongness of the distance between them, which was no distance at all. After a season of reading the careful half-inch Erik kept between his shoulder and the world, I knew what it meant to see him stand with no inch at all. The door fell shut and took the light with it and in the dimness they were laughing about something, low, and his hand was at the back of her neck, and he was using the voice. The bright one. The one I’d heard him aim at her across a family room and told myself was nothing. The one I had owned, once.

	He turned her against the door and kissed her like it was an old habit, like a thing his body knew the way mine knew his.

	I have spent my life learning to read bodies, and I have never in my life wanted so badly not to be good at it. There was no version of what I saw that I could fold into something survivable. There was no misunderstanding to be untangled in the morning. It was easy between them. It was practiced. It had the worn-smooth quality of something that had happened many times, in many rooms exactly like this one, on many nights I had spent on a couch with the sound low, aching to be useful to him.

	The kit was still on the end of the bed under my hand. Felt and tape and the felt-tip pen I used to draw on a knee to show a kid where it would hurt. I had come to put my hands on him. She already had hers there. She had taken even that.

	I didn’t scream. I want that on the record, because everyone who heard the story afterward assumed there had been screaming, and there wasn’t. Something in me had already gone very cold and very far away, somewhere up near the ceiling where I’d spent the whole season watching my own life from a glass box. I was not surprised. That was the worst of it. Some animal part of me had known for months and had been waiting, patient as weather, for the rest of me to finally look.

	“Erik,” I said.

	Just his name, very quietly, into the dark.

	Everything stopped.

	 

	

	THREE

	For a long moment no one in the room moved at all.

	Then Brynn did the only intelligent thing available to her and reached behind her for the handle. She didn’t look at me. She gathered her coat from where it had fallen and she got the door open and the hall light came in again, and in it I saw her face for half a second — not triumphant, not cruel, just young and white and frightened, the face of a person who has understood all at once exactly how small she is inside something much larger than she meant to step into. Then she was gone, and the door sucked shut, and it was just the two of us and the city light and a decade-old tackle box on the end of the bed.

	I reached over and turned on the lamp. I wanted to see him. After a year of reading him from two hundred feet, I wanted, just once, to look at my husband under a light and know everything there was to know.

	“Marin.” His voice came out wrecked. “Marin, please—”

	“Don’t say please,” I said. “Whatever you’re about to ask for, you don’t get to say please.”

	He stood by the door with his hands half-lifted, the gray suit gone wrong on him now, the captaincy nowhere on his body. I had seen him take a slap shot off the cheekbone and skate to the bench like it was nothing. I had never seen him look the way he looked right then, which was like a man watching the floor of his own life give way.

	“It’s not—” He stopped. He had the grace, at least, not to finish it. He knew there was no end to that sentence that wasn’t an obscenity. “It was ending,” he said instead. “I swear to God, Marin, it was already ending.”

	“Okay.”

	“It—what?”

	“I said okay.” I was very calm. The calm frightened me more than anything, the way it came from so far away, the way my hands weren’t even shaking. “When did your conscience get involved? Last week? Tonight, when the door opened? It’s very convenient timing, is what I’m saying. It must be a comfort to you, that it was ending.”

	“It meant nothing.” He said it fast, like it would help, like it was a thing he could give me. “Marin, listen to me, it didn’t mean anything—”

	“Then you did this for nothing.”

	He flinched.

	“I want you to actually hear that,” I said. “Because I think you’ve been telling yourself the other thing — that if it didn’t mean anything then it isn’t really a betrayal, it’s just a body, it’s just the road. But you have it backwards. If she meant something, at least there’d be a reason. You burned down twelve years for nothing. You let me fly across the country with your
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