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PROLOGUE

	NORA

	The divorce papers smelled like printer ink and something faintly chemical, the way all official documents do, as though the weight of what they contain has to be communicated through the senses before the mind can catch up. Diana had printed them at her office and brought them over in a manila envelope that she set on the kitchen table without ceremony, without a speech, without anything except a glass of wine she pressed into my hand and the quiet understanding that sometimes the kindest thing a person can do is not say anything at all.

	I sat with the envelope for a long time before I opened it.

	The apartment was Diana's, which helped. It wasn't the brownstone on Marlowe Street where I had spent six years learning the particular creak of the third stair and the way the kitchen light turned gold in the late afternoon and the way Callum's suits smelled when he came in from the rain. It was Diana's apartment in the South End with its mismatched bookshelves and the succulent on the windowsill that neither of us could keep alive for longer than six weeks and the comfortable, slightly worn couch that had absorbed years of late-night conversations between us. It was safe, in the way that neutral ground is safe. It was not mine and it was not his and that was precisely why I could breathe in it.

	I picked up the pen and held it for a moment without writing anything, which is its own kind of answer about the state I was in. The wine was a Malbec, dark and dry, and I had taken one sip and set the glass down and not touched it again. Outside, Boston was doing what Boston does in October — pulling the cold in off the harbor and pressing it against the glass — and somewhere a car horn sounded twice, briefly, and then everything went quiet.

	I thought about the first apartment, before the brownstone, the one we had rented in Cambridge when Callum's company was still small enough that he came home before seven most nights and we cooked together because it was cheaper than going out and because we were genuinely happy in small spaces. I thought about the way he used to lean over my shoulder to read the recipe I was following and inevitably suggest modifications I never asked for, and how I used to tell him that if he had an opinion he was welcome to cook it himself, and how he would laugh and refill my wine glass and stay out of the way. I thought about Portugal, the second year, before the expansion, before the fourteen-hour days, before I started marking cancelled dinner reservations on my phone's calendar not to rebook them but because I needed evidence of a pattern I was afraid to name. I thought about the trip to Portugal and the way the light fell on the water at Praia da Adraga and how he held my hand on the walk back from the beach with the particular grip of someone who is not thinking about holding your hand, they are simply doing it, because you are there and they are there and the hand is the most natural place for theirs to be.

	I thought about the night, four years into the marriage, when I sat alone at the restaurant where we had a reservation and waited forty-five minutes before his assistant called to say he was still in a meeting and he was so sorry and he would make it up to me, and the way I had nodded into the phone as though nodding communicated something over a voice call, and the particular texture of eating dinner alone in a restaurant where the host keeps looking at you with a careful expression designed to convey neither pity nor notice. I thought about the morning I woke up beside him and realized I could not remember the last time we had talked about something that wasn't logistical. Not talked at. Not updated each other on the mechanics of two lives running in parallel. Talked. The kind of conversation where someone says something real and the other person receives it and something shifts between you, however slightly, and you both know it.

	I thought about the conversation I had finally had with him, eight months ago now, standing in the kitchen of the brownstone on a Sunday afternoon while outside the window a neighbor's dog barked at something in the yard. I had said: I think we should separate. I had said it carefully, the way I had rehearsed it, without blame and without drama, because by then I was so tired of the weight of it that I didn't have room for either. He had stood very still and looked at me for a long time and said: Is this what you want? And I had said: I want to feel like a person in my own marriage. And he had said: I'm going to do better. And I had believed him, and he had tried, and two months later he was working until midnight again and I was eating dinner alone in the kitchen of the brownstone we had bought together and the conversation was already fading into the general texture of our failing. And so I had called a lawyer.

	I picked up the pen again and signed my name.

	The wine glass was still full. The apartment was quiet. Diana came in from the other room and sat down beside me and didn't say a word, just put her hand over mine on the table for a moment, and I was grateful in the way you are grateful for things that ask nothing of you.

	My phone was on the table beside the envelope. I saw it light up at twenty past nine with a number I didn't recognize — a Boston area code, a number I had never seen before, and something about the hour and the quality of the light made my chest go tight before I even understood why. I almost didn't answer. I had just signed my name on a document that was supposed to mean I was done, and I was tired, and the wine was still there, and Diana was right beside me.

	 


CHAPTER ONE

	NORA

	The Call

	The voice on the other end was a woman's, professional and measured in the particular way of someone trained to deliver information to frightened people without amplifying the fear. She said she was calling from Boston General Hospital. She said there had been an accident. She said his name — Callum Hale — and I heard it the way you hear a sound that shouldn't be in the house you're sitting in, a sound that makes you go very still and locate yourself in the room before you do anything else. She said he had been brought in by ambulance forty minutes ago. She asked if I was Mrs. Nora Hale.

	I said yes.

	Diana was watching me from across the table. I had stood up without realizing it, the chair pushing back with a scrape against the hardwood floor, and I had one hand pressed flat to my collarbone the way I always do when something knocks the air out of me. Diana started to rise and I held up one finger — wait — and turned toward the window because I needed to not be looked at while I was listening.

	The woman told me what had happened in the spare, clinical language of someone presenting facts and leaving the emotions to someone else. A car accident on the expressway, the 93 north, a collision involving a truck and two other vehicles. He had been in the passenger seat of a town car. The driver had a broken wrist and a laceration on his forehead and was expected to be discharged within hours. Callum had taken the majority of the impact on his right side. He was in surgery. She said she couldn't give me more information than that over the phone but she strongly encouraged me to come in. She said, "As his wife, you'll be able to speak directly with the medical team."

	As his wife.

	The envelope was still on the table. My name was still on the paper inside it, in the ink I had used ten minutes ago.

	"I'll be there," I said. My voice came out level and I didn't understand how.

	Diana had my coat before I'd even hung up. She already had her keys in her hand, her own coat half on, and she was looking at me with an expression that contained everything she wasn't going to say out loud, which was the thing I loved most about her, that she always seemed to know when silence was the more useful language. I shook my head at the keys.

	"I'll take a cab," I said.

	"Nora."

	"I need to be alone for the drive."

	She held my gaze for a moment and then nodded and helped me into my coat the way you help someone who is not quite operating at full capacity, smoothing the collar down at the back, a gesture so small and so kind that I had to look away from her to keep myself together. She pressed forty dollars in cash into my hand because she knew I never had cash, and she said, "Call me the second you know anything," and I said I would, and I walked out of her apartment and down the stairs and into the October night.

	The cab smelled of air freshener and old leather. The driver had the radio on low, a talk station, and I stared out the window at the city moving past — the lit windows of restaurants, the couples walking close together on the sidewalk, a man walking a retriever who pulled ahead on the leash with the cheerful urgency of a dog who has places to be — and I tried to organize my thoughts into something orderly and useful. I could not do it. The thoughts kept circling back to the same small, sharp points. He was in surgery. The papers were on Diana's table. As his wife. The papers were on Diana's table and my name was on them and I had just told a woman at a hospital that I was Nora Hale, his wife, without a single breath of hesitation, and I did not know what that said about me.

	Boston General was lit up against the dark when the cab pulled up, the way hospitals always are — that specific quality of fluorescent light behind glass that looks warm from outside and clinical from within. I paid the driver and stood on the sidewalk for a moment, my coat pulled against the cold, and I looked at the automatic doors and felt the full weight of the situation arrange itself in my chest. I was going in as his wife. I had just signed papers that said I wasn't. Those two facts were both true and I could not make them coexist without something bending.

	I went in.

	The woman at the emergency desk had Callum's name in her system. She looked me up, confirmed my relationship, gave me a wristband and directions to the surgical waiting area on the fourth floor, and did all of this with the brisk efficiency of someone processing a queue who still managed to make eye contact long enough to communicate that she was sorry. I thanked her. I took the elevator.

	The surgical waiting area was a room I would not have designed for its intended purpose. The chairs were a neutral grey that was meant to be calming and achieved only a kind of blankness, and the lighting was the overhead fluorescent variety that flattens everything it touches and makes people look like earlier, less-saturated versions of themselves. There was a television mounted in the corner, muted, showing a cable news channel. There was a table with a coffee station that smelled of hours-old brew. There were four other people in the room — a man in his sixties staring at his hands, a young woman with a sleeping child across her lap, a couple sitting close together who both looked up when I walked in and then looked away again.

	I sat down in one of the grey chairs and pulled out my phone and stared at it and could not think of a single person to call.

	That was the moment it arrived — not the fear about whether he was going to be all right, not the complicated tangle of everything that the papers on Diana's table implied, but the simpler, quieter devastation of sitting in a hospital waiting room for my husband and not knowing who to notify. He had a board of directors. He had an assistant named Cara who managed his calendar with the focused intensity of someone diffusing a bomb. He had his brother Patrick. He had colleagues and connections and a city full of people who would consider themselves close to Callum Hale. And I, his wife — his legal wife, the woman who had just told the hospital desk that I was Nora Hale — I did not know which of those people to call first, because the truth was that in the last three years I had become so peripheral to the actual operation of his life that I was not sure anyone expected to hear from me.

	I was still sitting with my phone in my lap, not using it, when Patrick arrived.

	I heard him before I saw him — his voice carrying from the corridor, low but insistent, the voice of a man who is accustomed to getting information from people who are technically not obligated to
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