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For the women who began,

having intended only revenge,

and found something else.

"There is more than one kind of mistake. The interesting kind is the one you keep making on purpose."

— Anonymous

"The truth will set you free, but not until it is finished with you."

— David Foster Wallace
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Chapter One

[image: ]


The Visa Bill

Sloane Hale finds out she is not her husband’s only wife on a Tuesday morning in February at 8:14 AM, in the breakfast room of her own house in Greenwich, with the dog at her feet and a cup of coffee going cold in her hand, when the Visa bill arrives in the morning post and she opens it before her husband does, because that is, by the eleven-year arrangement of their marriage, the way Sloane handles the household bills.

The Visa bill has, on the eighth line of the third page, a charge to a Mercedes dealership in Rye, New York, for forty-two hundred dollars, dated January 11, with a billing address that is not their billing address.

The billing address listed is 84 Larchmont Avenue, Apartment 6, Rye, NY 10580.

Sloane Hale, who is thirty-eight years old and who has never lived at 84 Larchmont Avenue and whose husband has, by every account Sloane has ever been given of his life, never lived at 84 Larchmont Avenue either, looks at the address for a moment.

She thinks: that is a clerical error.

She thinks: that is, almost certainly, a clerical error.

She thinks: I am going to call Visa.

She does not call Visa.

She picks up her phone instead. She opens the maps application. She types in 84 Larchmont Avenue, Rye. She looks at the satellite image of the building. It is a small three-story apartment building of the kind that, in southern Westchester County, was built in approximately 1962 and has, in the sixty years since, been the kind of building that gentle middle-class people live in while saving for the kind of house that would let them eventually move out of it.

She closes the satellite image.

She thinks: the address is a real address.

She thinks: someone lives there.

She thinks: someone whose Visa bills are, by some structural failure of the bank or by some other structural arrangement Sloane is not yet ready to consider, being delivered to her husband’s account.

She finishes her coffee.

She does not, that morning, mention the Visa bill to her husband.

She has, by 8:31 AM, decided not to mention the Visa bill to her husband.

She has not, at 8:31 AM, yet articulated to herself why.

* * *
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Her husband’s name is Wells Hale. He is forty-one. He is the kind of man who, when he is described by other women at the country club, is described as a catch. He is a partner at a law firm in midtown that handles trusts and estates for the kind of families that have, in some cases, been clients of the firm since 1923. He commutes by Metro-North five days a week. He keeps an office in the city. He keeps regular hours. He goes to the gym on Wednesday and Saturday mornings. He has dinner at home on the nights he is in Greenwich. He travels for work on average three nights a month, primarily to clients in Boston and Palm Beach and Greenwich and once or twice a year to the firm’s smaller office in Charlottesville.

He has, by Sloane’s eleven-year reckoning of him, been a faithful husband.

That sentence is what Sloane writes down in the small notebook she keeps in the drawer of her writing desk in the upstairs sitting room at 11:32 AM on Tuesday, two and a half hours after she has read the Visa bill.

The notebook is the kind of notebook Sloane has been buying for eight years — small, leather-bound, made by a company in Connecticut that has been making them since the 1880s. She has filled six of them. She uses them for the kind of writing that other women in her circle use therapists for, which is to say the kind of writing that asks her, on a given page, to articulate a sentence she has not previously allowed herself to articulate.

On the first page of the new notebook she writes, in pen, in the handwriting she learned at the Greenwich Country Day School in 1996, at the age of nine:


February 4. Visa bill charged to 84 Larchmont Avenue, Apartment 6, Rye, NY. The charge is from a Mercedes dealership for $4,200 on January 11. The billing address on the statement is not our billing address. Wells has been, by my eleven-year reckoning of him, a faithful husband. I am sitting at the writing desk. I am writing this down because I do not yet know what I am going to do with it.



She closes the notebook.

She puts it back in the drawer.

She locks the drawer.

She goes downstairs to make a second pot of coffee, because the kind of day Tuesday has just become is the kind of day that is going to require a second pot of coffee.
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Chapter Two
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Six Days

She spends six days not telling her husband.

She spends six days, also, not investigating in any specific or focused way the address at 84 Larchmont Avenue. She has decided, on the morning of February 4 in the breakfast room, that she is going to allow herself one week of inaction before she does anything. One week is what she gave herself in 2017 when she found, in Wells’s briefcase, a Tiffany receipt for a bracelet she had never seen — which had turned out, six days later, to be a forty-fifth birthday present for his mother that he had hidden from Sloane because he was waiting on a gift she had been planning for his mother first. One week is what she gave herself in 2020 when Wells’s assistant Margery had taken a sudden two-week leave and Sloane, who is, by her own honest assessment, the kind of woman who is capable of asking the question what is going on with Margery in two different registers, had given herself six days before deciding that the leave was, by every indicator, an actual leave for an actual reason and not a thing.

Both of those weeks had produced the same conclusion, which was that Sloane had been wrong to imagine, and that her marriage had remained, by every external indicator, the marriage she believed it to be.

She has been, in the eleven years of her marriage, a woman who imagines.

She has, in the eleven years, never been correct about her imaginings.

She thinks, during the six days, that she is probably going to be wrong about this one too.

She thinks this while making dinners. She thinks it while sitting in the car waiting to pick up her daughter Olive from afternoon kindergarten. She thinks it on the long walk she takes every morning along Sound Beach Avenue to the small dog park where she lets Daphne, their golden retriever, run for forty minutes. She thinks it in the bed she shares with Wells, at 11:14 PM on a Wednesday, with the lamp off, with Wells asleep beside her in the specific even-breathing of a man who has spent the last forty-four years sleeping the sleep of a man who has not, in his own assessment, anything to be uncertain about.

She thinks: he is breathing the way an innocent man breathes.

She thinks: I am the kind of wife who thinks her husband’s breathing has a register.

She thinks: I am, possibly, a particular kind of wife.

* * *
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On Saturday, February 8, while Wells is at the gym in the morning, Sloane drives to 84 Larchmont Avenue, Rye.

She does not, in driving there, have a plan.

She has, in fact, told herself on three separate occasions during the six days that she will not drive there — because driving there is the kind of action that, even in the absence of any further action, produces in her the irrevocable knowledge of what driving there has shown her, and there is a version of this Tuesday morning that ends in the version in which Sloane never knew about Larchmont Avenue at all. There is a version of her marriage in which the Visa bill was a clerical error or a billing-system glitch and Sloane lived the next fifty years of her life without the knowledge that the building on 84 Larchmont was, on a specific Saturday morning in February, located where it was located.

That version of her marriage, Sloane has decided by 9:31 AM on Saturday, is not available to her.

The version of her marriage available to her is the version in which she drives to Rye.

She drives to Rye.

She parks her car — the black Range Rover, the one Wells gave her for her thirty-fifth birthday, the one she has, in three years, occasionally felt slightly conspicuous in — on a side street one block away from Larchmont Avenue.

She walks up Larchmont Avenue.

The building is the building she saw in the satellite image. Three stories. Brick. Six units. There is a small inner courtyard with a wrought-iron gate and a row of mailboxes set into a stone wall.

She walks past the building once.

She walks past it a second time.

She stops at the corner. She stands for a moment.

She thinks: I have driven forty-two minutes from Greenwich to look at a building.

She thinks: there is no version of this in which I drive home now without finding out who lives at Apartment 6.

She walks back
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