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Ryan started working late in the spring.

At first it was nothing. A big client, he said. A merger the whole floor was scrambling over. He'd come home at nine, then ten, then not till the house was already dark and I'd given up on dinner. I'd hear the garage door and pretend I was asleep.

By summer it was Tuesdays and Thursdays. Every week. Like a schedule.

I'm Mary. Mary Smith now, Mary Rogers for the twenty-six years before that. I married Ryan eight years ago in a church my mother picked. He was sweet. He held doors. He remembered my coffee order and my sister's birthday and the name of the dog I had when I was nine. My friends called him a catch and they meant it.

He was also the last man on earth I ever thought would cheat.

So of course that's the first place my head went.

You don't decide to think it. It just shows up one night while you're lying on your side of a cold bed, doing the math on how long it's been. For us it had been a while. Months. Ryan would kiss my forehead and roll over and I'd lie there feeling like a roommate he was polite to. I told myself it was stress. The merger. The late nights.

Our anniversary was coming up in a couple of weeks, and I was already braced for him to be too busy for it.

Then the late nights started coming home with a smell on them.

He'd walk in smelling like a building that wasn't ours. Cologne he didn't wear in the morning. He started showering the second he got home, in the dark, before he'd so much as touch the sheets. A man doesn't scrub himself down at midnight for a spreadsheet.

I did the things you usually do. I'm not proud of it. I checked his phone one night while he was in the shower, thumbing through it with my heart going, and there was nothing. No texts I wasn't supposed to see, no numbers without names, no app buried three folders deep. I went through his jacket pockets and found receipts for lunch and gas and nothing else. I even smelled his shirts before they went in the wash, like some kind of detective, and all I ever got was that same cologne and that same building that wasn't ours.

That was almost worse. A man having an affair leaves a trail. Ryan left nothing. Whatever he was doing on those Tuesdays and Thursdays, he was careful about it in a way my sweet, scattered husband had never been careful about anything in his life. And that scared me more than a phone full of strange numbers ever could have.

I started building her in my head.

Someone from the office. Younger, probably. Someone who laughed at his jokes and brought him coffee and looked at him like he was the catch my friends always said he was. I gave her brown hair. I gave her a desk near his. I lay awake three weeks straight and decorated her whole imaginary life, and I hated her, and I hated him, and I hated myself for not being enough to keep him home.

Some nights I had her all worked out. Twenty-six or twenty-seven, wearing the kind of heels I'd stopped bothering with, getting the easy, happy version of Ryan I couldn't reach anymore, every Tuesday and Thursday, like clockwork. And I lay there in the dark hating her for it, this woman who did not exist.

I was so sure it was a woman.

That's the part I keep coming back to.

How sure I was. How small my worst guess turned out to be.
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