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Content Warning

This book contains themes of psychological manipulation, gaslighting, coercive control, emotional abuse, infidelity, stalking, domestic intimidation, and references to self-harm. Reader discretion is advised.

"The cruelest prisons are the ones where the warden hands you the key and says, You're free to go, knowing you've forgotten what doors are for."

— Nadia Voss, The Geometry of Leaving

For the women who called each other first.
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The Call

The phone rings while I am trying to be a better person.

That's the truth of it, though I realize how ridiculous it sounds. I'm on my living room floor in North Park, legs folded into lotus, eyes closed, breathing through my left nostril the way I teach my Wednesday evening class to do. Alternate nostril breathing. Nadi shodhana. The practice that is supposed to balance the nervous system, quiet the mind, prepare the body for stillness. I have been teaching it for six years. I have never once achieved stillness.

My phone buzzes against the hardwood, and the vibration travels through the floor and into my sit bones, and I think: That's Cole.

It is always Cole. At 7:47 p.m. on a Thursday, it can only be Cole, because he is the only person who calls instead of texts, the only person who insists on the sound of my voice when a message would do, and I used to find that charming. I used to tell myself that a man who wanted to hear you speak was a man who was paying attention. Now I am not sure what it means, except that he knows I will answer.

I unfold my legs. The apartment smells like lemongrass and cilantro from the Vietnamese place downstairs, the scent so baked into the walls that I've stopped noticing it, except on nights like this, when I'm trying to notice everything, when I'm sitting on my floor performing awareness like a woman in an ad for meditation apps.

The phone buzzes again.

I pick it up. The number is local — 858, San Diego — but not one I recognize. Not Cole's number. Not his other number, the one he says is for work, the one he uses to text me at hours when his wife might see the screen of his regular phone.

His wife.

I press my thumb into the center of my left palm. I do this when I'm uncomfortable. I've been told I do this. I don't remember starting.

"Hello?"

A pause. Not silence — I can hear someone breathing, organizing words, choosing which version of the sentence to say. I know that pause. I live inside that pause. It's the pause of someone who has rehearsed what comes next.

"Is this Petra? Petra Lowe?"

A woman's voice. Low, controlled, clear. Not angry. That's what I register first — the absence of anger. When you are sleeping with someone's husband, you spend a disproportionate amount of time imagining what the wife will sound like when she finds out. You hear her screaming. You hear her crying. You hear the wobble in her voice when she says she knows.

This voice has no wobble. This voice sounds like it was built in a drafting room.

"Yes," I say. "Who is this?"

"My name is Margot Sinclair." A beat. "I'm Cole's wife."

The floor drops. Not metaphorically — I feel my center of gravity shift, feel my hips tilt forward on the hardwood, feel my hand tighten around the phone in a way that will leave a mark on my palm, right next to where my thumb was just pressing. The lemongrass smell is suddenly too sweet, almost rotten, and I am aware of every surface in this room — the yoga mat rolled in the corner, the stack of wellness books on the shelf that I bought to look like the kind of person who reads about wellness, the single wineglass in the drying rack that tells anyone who walks in that I live alone and drink alone and sit on the floor alone pretending to breathe.

I should hang up.

I don't hang up.

"Petra, I need you to listen to me. I'm not calling to threaten you. I'm not calling to scream at you or tell you to stay away from my husband. Do you understand?"

"I—"

"I'm calling to apologize."

The word sits in the air between us. Apologize. The wife is apologizing to the mistress. I run the sentence through my head again, testing it for sarcasm, for the setup of a trap, for the leading edge of a threat that hasn't arrived yet. But her tone is level. Architectural. She means it.

"I don't understand," I say.

"I know you don't. That's why I'm calling." I hear her shift — fabric against a chair, maybe, or a hand moving across a desk. "I should have called sooner. I should have called before he found you. Before the retreat. Before any of it. But I wasn't ready. And I'm sorry for that. I'm sorry he got to you before I did."

Before he found me.

The phrase lands wrong. Found me. As if I were something misplaced, something he went looking for. Not a woman he met at a weekend wellness retreat in La Jolla, not a yoga instructor he struck up a conversation with over alkaline water and small talk about shoulder tension. Found me, like I was a thing he tracked down.

"Margot," I say, and the name feels illicit in my mouth, too intimate, a word I've only ever spoken to myself, late at night, in the version of this story where I am the villain and she is the woman I'm hurting. "I don't know what you want me to say."

"I don't want you to say anything. Not yet. I want you to know something." Another breath. "You are not the first woman he's done this to. You're the third that I know of. And you're not a secret he's keeping from me. You're a tool he's using against me. Every time he finds someone — and I do mean finds, Petra — he uses her existence to prove something to me. To prove that I'm not enough. That I drove him to it. That if I were a better wife, he wouldn't need to look. Do you understand what I'm telling you?"

I understand nothing. I understand everything. I understand that the floor of my apartment is very hard and the lemongrass is very strong and that somewhere in La Jolla there is a woman sitting in a house I've imagined a hundred times, calling me from a number I don't recognize, telling me that the man I've been hating myself for loving doesn't love me either.

He doesn't love me either.

My thumb presses into my palm so hard I feel the nail bite into the scar — the one I tell people was a cooking accident, the thin white line from a broken glass at seventeen, from the night I put my fist through a door because my mother left and I didn't know what to do with the sound of my own breathing in an empty kitchen.

"Why are you telling me this?" My voice comes out smaller than I want it to.

"Because I should have told the others. I should have warned them. And I didn't. And I have to live with that." She pauses. "I should have warned you before he found you, Petra. I'm sorry I didn't."

I hear something in the background — a garage door, maybe, or a car. She hears it too.

"I have to go," she says. Her voice doesn't change. Whatever she was before this call, she becomes it again with the mechanical precision of a door locking. "He'll be home soon. Think about what I said. And Petra—"

"Yes?"

"Don't tell him I called. Not yet. Please."

She hangs up.

I sit on my floor. The meditation app on my phone is still running — I can see the timer through the call-ended screen. Twelve minutes of peace remaining. I close the app. I close my eyes. I open them.

The wineglass in the drying rack catches the light from the streetlamp outside my window, and for a moment it looks like it's holding something, and for a moment I wish it were.

I pick up my phone and type a text to Cole: Your wife called me.

I watch the three dots appear. They pulse, alive, thinking.

Then they vanish.

Nothing comes back.

Act I

The Surface
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[image: ]


Seven Months

Everyone tells you an affair starts with a lie. That's not true. Mine started with alkaline water.

The retreat center sat on a bluff above the Pacific in La Jolla, one of those places that smells like eucalyptus and costs more per night than my rent. I was there to co-lead a weekend yoga intensive — Restorative Foundations, the brochure said, which is the wellness industry's way of charging three hundred dollars for permission to lie on the floor. My co-leader, a woman named Cassandra who went by Cass and pronounced namaste like she was christening a ship, had booked me as a last-minute replacement. I needed the money. My studio, Stillwater Yoga, was three months behind on lease payments, and I had started paying for groceries with the emergency credit card I promised myself was only for emergencies.

Cole was in the second row. I noticed him because he was the only man who didn't look like he'd been dragged there by a girlfriend. He sat with his legs crossed, spine straight, hands resting on his knees, and when I made eye contact during the opening breath work, he didn't look away the way most people do. He held it. Not aggressive. Steady. Like he'd already decided something about me and was waiting for me to catch up.

During the break between sessions, he found me at the alkaline water station — a table with glass pitchers and cucumber slices that I privately thought was absurd — and said, "You have an interesting teaching style. You don't perform calm. You negotiate with it."

I laughed. Nobody talks like that at wellness retreats. They say things like "Your energy is amazing" or "I really felt the vibrations." They don't use words like negotiate.

"I'm Cole," he said, and extended his hand. His handshake was warm, slightly too long, the kind where the other person's thumb presses into the back of your hand and you feel it for a minute after they let go.

We talked for eleven minutes. I know because Cass came over at the twelve-minute mark and said, "We're starting, babe," and I checked my phone. In eleven minutes, I learned that his name was Cole Sinclair, he was thirty-seven, he ran a commercial real estate firm, and his marriage was — his word — "a formality." He said it the way you say a fact you've accepted: the sky is blue, traffic on the 5 is a nightmare, my marriage is a formality.

I didn't ask follow-up questions. I should have. What does "formality" mean? Are you separated? Does she know? Instead, I said, "I'm sorry to hear that," and went back to teaching people how to breathe, which is the only thing I've ever been competent at — teaching other people to be calm while I vibrate at a frequency just below panic.

He came back the next day. Both sessions. He stayed after the second one and asked if I wanted to get dinner, and I said yes before the sentence was finished, and that was the first honest thing I did in this story, and also the last.

That was seven months ago.

Seven months of late-night drives to his office in the Gaslamp Quarter, where there's a leather couch that smells like him. Seven months of dinners at restaurants in neighborhoods where nobody knows either of us — Barrio Logan, National City, places where a white man and a dark-blonde woman eating pad thai don't register as a story. Seven months of texts from the phone he says is for work. Seven months of telling Jenna I'm "handling it."

Seven months of almost ending it.

I am always almost ending it. I have drafted the text fourteen times. I counted. Fourteen different versions of I can't do this anymore, each one more honest than the last, each one deleted before my thumb hits send. I am fluent in the language of leaving and illiterate in the act.

And now his wife has called me. Not to rage. Not to cry. To apologize.

I sit on my living room floor for forty-seven minutes after Margot hangs up, counting the number of times I almost ended it, wondering if any of those almosts were real or if I was always going to be here, on this floor, in this apartment that smells like someone else's food, waiting for a phone call I didn't know I needed.

The next morning, I teach my 6 a.m. class. Sunrise Flow. Eight regulars, one new student who keeps checking her phone between poses.

I move through the sequence on autopilot — sun salutation, warrior series, triangle, tree — and my voice says the things my voice always says: Find your breath. Root through the standing foot. Let the exhale carry what you don't need. I've said these words so many times they've lost their taste. They are sounds I make that cause other people to move their bodies, and the transaction ends there.

After class, I lock the studio and walk the three blocks home. University Avenue is already loud — the taco shop is prepping, the vintage store is rolling out racks, a man with a pit bull is having an argument with his own reflection in a window. Normal. Everything normal. Except I slept two hours and my hands won't stop shaking.

Jenna calls while I'm climbing the stairs.

"Tell me you didn't see him last night," she says. No hello. Jenna doesn't believe in preamble.

"I didn't see him last night."

"Because you were doing something healthy and self-affirming, or because something happened?"

I let myself into the apartment. Set my keys on the counter. Open the fridge. Close the fridge. "His wife called me."

Silence. Jenna is never silent. Jenna is a bartender at a cocktail bar in Hillcrest and she talks the way she pours — constant, measured, with occasional flourish. Silence from Jenna is a five-alarm event.

"What did she say?"

"She apologized."

"She — what?"

"She said she was sorry he found me. She said I wasn't the first."

More silence. I can hear Jenna recalibrating. She's been telling me to end it for months, with increasing volume and decreasing patience. She loves me. She is exhausted by me. These two things live in the same room and I hear them both in every conversation.

"Petra, listen to me. Men like him pick women like you for a reason. You know that, right? This is not — you are not some random woman he stumbled into at a yoga thing. This is a pattern. And the wife calling to warn you instead of threatening you? That's — I don't even know what that is, but it's not nothing."

"I know."

"Do you? Because you've known for seven months that he's married, and you've ended it fourteen times in your head and zero times in reality, and now his wife is calling you like a goddamn crisis hotline, and I need to know if this is the thing that actually makes you stop."

I open the fridge again. There's half a container of Greek yogurt and a bottle of white wine that I bought on Tuesday and promised myself I wouldn't open on a weeknight. It's Friday morning. The wine is still full. I don't know why this feels like an accomplishment, but it does.

"I don't know," I tell her. "I need to think."

"You don't need to think. You need to stop thinking. You think your way into staying every single time. You rationalize it, you mindfulness it, you alternate-nostril-breathe it, and then you text him back." She pauses. "What did Cole say when you told him?"

"I texted him. He started typing. Then stopped. No reply."

"Of course. Because he's figuring out his angle. Right now, wherever he is, he's composing the version of this that makes him the victim. Give it six hours. He'll call you with something sad and perfect and you'll feel like an absolute monster for doubting him."

She's right. I know she's right. I know it the way I know gravity works — as a fact that applies to me whether I like it or not.

But.

There is always a but. That's my problem. I live in the space between knowing and doing, in the gap where certainty should be. I teach other people to close that gap — to breathe into the space, to let the body lead when the mind stalls. I am very good at teaching what I cannot do.

Cole texts me at 2:14 p.m. Exactly six hours after Jenna's prediction.

My wife is unwell, Petra. She does this. She has episodes — paranoia, fixations. I'm sorry she dragged you into her issues. Can I see you tonight?

I read the message three times. Each time, a different part of it snags.

First read: She has episodes. My stomach tightens with something that wants to be relief. A sick wife. A man coping with a difficult marriage. The narrative I've been telling myself for seven months, delivered back to me with the precision of a key sliding into a lock.

Second read: She does this. Present tense, habitual. Not "she did something unusual." She does this. As if calling the other woman is a Tuesday. As if Margot has a routine that includes disrupting Cole's extramarital relationships the way other women have a routine that includes Pilates.

Third read: Can I see you tonight? Not "are you okay?" Not "we should talk about this." Can I see you. The question isn't about me. It's about access. He wants to see me so he can manage what I now know. So he can sit across from me and hold my hands and explain Margot's call in a voice so gentle I'll forget that his wife sounded more sane than anyone I've spoken to in months.

I type: Yes.

Delete it.

Type: No.

Delete it.

I set my phone facedown on the counter and press my thumb into the scar on my palm, hard, until the white line turns pink, and I stand in my kitchen that smells like lemongrass and cilantro and I do not reply, which is the closest I have ever come to an answer.
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The House That Cole Built

The lemons arrive on Tuesdays.

Meyer lemons, specifically, from the farmers' market in Little Italy, the ones with the thin skin that bruises if you look at them too firmly. Cole likes the kitchen to smell like citrus. Not aggressively — not a candle or an air freshener, nothing artificial. He wants the real thing, sliced into a ceramic bowl and left on the island where they will yellow the air and then rot, quietly, until I replace them with the next Tuesday's delivery.

I replace them. I always replace them. I replace the lemons and I iron the napkins and I arrange the throw pillows on the sofa so the piping faces out, because these are the things a house requires to look like a home, and this house — four bedrooms, three baths, Spanish Revival with original tile in the entryway and a view of the Pacific from the master — this house is my full-time occupation. Not my home. My post.

It is 6:42 a.m. and I am standing at the kitchen island that I redesigned myself — I do that, or I used to, I'm an architect by training, I designed commercial interiors for a firm in the Gaslamp before I stopped working, before Cole suggested I stop working, before stopping became something I chose and then something I endured and then something I forgot I hadn't always been. The island is Calacatta marble, waterfall edge, undermount sink. I added a few features during the renovation that Cole doesn't know about. A compartment behind the false panel near the dishwasher connection. It holds a phone that isn't the phone he pays for.

I made that call last night. To Petra Lowe. To the woman my husband is currently sleeping with, though "sleeping with" suggests a level of accident that doesn't apply. Cole doesn't stumble into women. He builds toward them the way I used to build toward a design — methodically, structurally, with an understanding of load-bearing elements.

Petra. Thirty-one. Yoga instructor. North Park. Father raised her alone after her mother left. I know this because Cole's search history is not as invisible as he believes, and because I have spent the last eighteen months with access to the cloud backup of his second phone — the one he calls his "work phone," the one he uses the way a surgeon uses a second set of hands: with precision, and for things his primary hands shouldn't touch.

The call went as well as these calls can go. Better than Rachel's. Rachel cried for twenty minutes and then hung up and didn't call back for three weeks. Sloane — Sloane laughed. A sharp, bright laugh, like a glass breaking on tile. Then she said, "I knew it. I knew it and nobody believed me."

Petra didn't cry. She didn't laugh. She listened. And then she asked why, which is the right question, the one the others didn't think to ask because they were too deep in their own shock. Petra cut through the shock and went straight to the mechanism. I respected that. I also needed it.

Cole comes downstairs at 7:15. He's showered, dressed — charcoal slacks, a blue shirt that matches his eyes in a way he is fully aware of, leather shoes that cost more than Petra's monthly rent, though he would never frame it that way. He would say: "I invest in quality." He invests in many things.

"Morning, Margie." He kisses my temple. The kiss lands exactly where it always lands — a spot just above my left eyebrow, close enough to be affectionate, brief enough to be efficient. I have been kissed in this spot roughly two thousand times. I have catalogued its duration: 0.8 seconds, on average. Shorter on mornings when he has somewhere to be. Longer on mornings when he wants something.

This morning it's short. He has somewhere to be.

"Coffee's ready," I say, and hand him the mug — the blue one, the only one he uses, because Cole is a man of rituals and the rituals are not optional. Blue mug. Two sugars. No cream. The coffee must be black enough that the sugar disappears into it, because he likes the idea that he takes his coffee black, even though he doesn't.

He drinks. He scrolls his phone — his regular phone, the one I'm allowed to know about. I watch his thumb move across the screen the way I've watched it a thousand mornings: efficient, purposeful, discarding whatever doesn't require him.

Then he
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